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The events of the past and current academic 
years truly tax the superlatives. Of all the 
things that I had thought I might have 

to tackle as Chair, filling in a form with our 
fabulous administrator Emmanuelle Hernandez 
to “guestimate” what levels of Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE) — gloves, masks, goggles, gowns 

— we might need for the Fall 2020 semester was 
not one of them. I had never imagined dealings 
with the Office of Space Planning and Management 
regarding the installation of plexiglass screens. 
I had never expected to be lying awake at night 
wondering if an absurd and callous presidential 
order would result in students on F1 visas — my own 
original status in this fine land — being deported 
from the country. And the list could continue… I 
had never imagined so much of what has happened 
since the coronavirus erupted into the “mesh” that 
connects every living being on the planet. In March 
2020, undergraduate classes, graduate seminars, 
faculty meetings, and everything else all moved to 
Zoom more or less overnight. Every member of the 
department — undergraduates, graduate students, 
staff, faculty — saw their lives turned upside down 
in countless ways. To state, as a Chair’s letter might, 
that everyone has shown resilience would be, I fear, 
to say very little. There has, of course, been a lot of 
resilience — but also so many struggles, so much 

“getting by despite…,” so much that cannot be summed 
up in a single tidy and overly optimistic recasting 
of difficult times. What is around the corner is, as 
yet, uncertain. For a whole host of reasons, and 
whether a vaccine is quickly found and made widely 
available, the academic world of tomorrow will be 
very different from anything we’ve known before. 
Anyone who claims to know will likely be proved 
wrong. It is pointless to hope for a return to what 
we knew — all we can do is work collectively on the 
future, gathering whatever lessons we have learned 
from these times. 

Another major change is the retirement of Profes-
sor Tom Bishop who began teaching at NYU in 1956. 
As of September 2020, Tom has taken on the new 
title of Professor Emeritus. It is quite impossible 
to overstate Tom’s contribution to the building of 
NYU’s French universe. He was its architect and its 
guiding spirit for decades. We would, quite simply, 

not be here without him. In addition to his schol-
arship and teaching, Tom chaired the department 
from 1966 until 2003, a feat I cannot even begin 
to comprehend and will certainly not be trying to 
imitate; he founded the Institute for French Stud-
ies in 1978; also in 1978, he founded the Center for 
French Civilization and Culture (later Center for 
French Language and Cultures), which has just 
recently merged with the Maison française, which 
he also directed from 1959-64. I first heard of Tom 
when I was a young teenager, many years before 
ever setting foot in the United States or even on a 
university campus in any capacity, when I saw him 
interviewed by Bernard Pivot on Apostrophes, an 
episode now viewable on the Inathèque’s YouTube 
channel. His energy and dedication are palpable in 
that interview. We are much his debtor. The present 
issue of L'Arc features several tributes from some of 
Tom's close collaborators, namely the poet Michel 
Deguy, Sartre scholar Michel Contat, author Colette 
Fellous, and the author and journalist Laure Adler. 
A further celebration of Tom’s career will follow in a 

Letter from the Chair future L’Arc, once access to NYU’s physical archives 
is again possible, which will allow us to do justice 
to such a CV as Tom’s. When we find ourselves living 
in a world not shaped by social distancing, the 
department will also organize a public celebration 
of Tom’s many achievements.” 

Before Tom retired, we were able back in September 
2019 to celebrate the fiftieth birthday of NYU Paris 
that Tom founded in 1969. (It should have opened 
in 1968 but didn’t for obvious reasons!) Tom flew to 
Paris for the birthday party, accompanied by myself 
and two former directors of NYU Paris, Professors 
Judy Miller and Benoît Bolduc. A day of celebrations 
organized by current director Professor Alfred Galli-
chon and a Paris-New York committee showcased 
the past, present, and future of our Paris site. The 
day began with a department-sponsored short film 
that featured Tom in dialogue with Judy Miller and 
others, recounting the early days of the what was 
originally called “NYU in France.” The day ended 
with a presentation of a new initiative, NYU Paris 
Masterclasses, graduate-level courses to be offered 

in Paris by members of the department on topics 
close to their own research. The pandemic now 
makes the Boulevard Saint-Germain and the steps 
that lead up into NYU Paris between two wings of 
the Librairie Eyrolles seem so far away, like another 
galaxy. I’m confident that, in due course, the Paris-
New York axis will continue to be strengthen.

Before the pandemic unleashed itself upon us all, 
the department voted to hire Sylvaine Guyot, a Full 
Professor of French Literature in the Department 
of Romance Languages at Harvard University, and a 
scholar of seventeenth-century literature. Sylvaine 
is the author of a first monograph, Racine et le 
corps tragique, which re-reads the theater of one 
of France’s most famous playwrights in the light of 
performance theory, and she is currently working 
on a second monograph, Les Scénographies de 
l’éblouissement, which explores the relationship 
between politics, theatricality, and aesthetics in the 
seventeenth century, asking more specifically how 

“bedazzling” spectacles (fireworks, “machine” plays, 
court ceremonies, official painting) created intense 

Tom Bishop at NYU Paris to celebrate the site's fiftieth birthday, alongside Dean Gene A. Jarrett, Linda Mills (Vice Chancellor and Senior Vice Provost for 
Global Programs and University Life), Phillip John Usher, and others. September 2019.
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and unanimous admiration while also allowing for 
the appearance of visual subcultures in the grand 
siècle that, in one way or another, questioned 
political consensus. Sylvaine will continue the 
department’s tradition of interest in French theater 
(Tom Bishop, Judy Miller), while also strengthening 
its already solid and growing early modern cluster 
(Benoît Bolduc, Lucien Nouis, and myself). Sylvaine 
will also enrich the department in many other ways, 
notably via her dedication to, and track record 
with, the Digital Humanities. Sylvaine will begin 
teaching at NYU in September 2021.

Another planned and wished-for major change did 
not, alas, happen. Under the leadership of Professor 
Benoît Bolduc, a search committee worked hard 
throughout 2019-20 to identify a new medievalist 
who might carry on the department’s long-standing 
tradition of excellence in this area (Nancy Regal-
ado, Timmie Vitz, Sarah Kay). A number of truly 
outstanding and diverse finalists were located and 
invited to campus, but an NYU-wide hiring freeze 
interrupted the process before a vote could be 
taken and an offer could be made. I should like to 
salute here Benoît’s special dedication to making 
the principles of inclusion and diversity central to 
the entire search process. We can only hope that 
the university’s financial situation improves and 
that, as and when it does, the search committee 
can take up where it left off.

July 2020 brought the very sad news of the death 
of our regular visiting professor Christian Biet. 
Christian was a larger-than-life character, a force 
of nature. He loved all aspects of life and thrived on 
sharing his joy with others. He was one of the world’s 
great specialists of seventeenth-century theater 
(and of theater in general), to which he brought 
one overarching conviction: theater is never just 
a text; it is, rather, an event and a “séance” that 
are always singular, dependent on the particular 
context and moment, involving both those who 
perform and the audience. As well as regularly 
teaching a graduate seminar at NYU, he supported 
many graduate students working in a whole host 
of fields. At the end of his last visit, we got together 
for dinner in a Spanish restaurant in the village — I 
recall razor clams and crispy coastal Albariño — and 
he handed me, quite unexpectedly, his “activity 
report,” detailing his advisor work with graduate 
students in the department. I’m not sure I’d ever 
seen such a level of investment. Christian died at the 

cruelly young age of 68 and will be missed greatly.

The undergraduate program, thanks to the truly self-
less commitment of our (now former) DUS, Professor 
Ludovic Cortade, has continued to blossom in so 
many ways. Ludovic’s letter in this edition of L’Arc 
offers a glistening portrait of an undergraduate 
program en plein essor. We all owe Ludovic a hearty 
round of applause for what he has accomplished 
these past years and wish him a much-deserved 
semester of leave. For 2020-21 this role will be taken 
on by Professor John Moran as Acting DUS, assisted 
by Katie LaPorta as Assistant DUS and our trusted 
aide Indigo Rancourt. 

The graduate program, too, is thriving thanks to our 
DGS, Professor Lucien Nouis, our first-year adviser, 
Professor Judy Miller, as well as to a particularly 
active Graduate Studies Committee and our excel-
lent aide Mariam Moustafa. During the last recruit-
ment season, the number of applicants to our PhD in 
French rose by 91% in just one year thanks to various 
recruitment efforts. From this large and talented 
pool, the department successfully recruited six new 
graduate students from around the globe, including 
one into the joint program with the Institute of 
French Studies. In early summer 2020 the depart-
ment voted to provide extensions of MacCracken 
funding to students in all years of the PhD program, 
to help offset the direct and indirect difficulties 
brought about by Covid-19. (The knock-on effect 
will be some smaller cohorts in the coming years 
to offset the cost.) Despite a difficult job market, 
there has been much good news. Recent PhDs and 
2019-20 postdocs Maria Beliaeva Solomon and Tina 
Montenegro both secured academic positions: 
Maria accepted an offer for a tenure-track position 
as Assistant Professor of French at the University 
of Maryland; and Tina accepted a one-year VAP 
appointment at Wesleyan University. Professor 
Lucien Nouis ends his second illustrious term as 
DGS in January 2021, to be succeeded by Professor 
Benoît Bolduc as Acting DGS for Spring 2021. 

It is likely that departmental life will remain virtual 
throughout most or all of academic year 2020-21 
and perhaps beyond. Central to maintaining the 
continuity of our academic community in 2020-21 
will be the rich lineup of online events organized 
by Professor François Noudelmann at the Maison 
française. Machines à écrire, to be hosted by Laure 
Adler, will welcome the French Rwandan author 

Scholastique Mukasonga (Sept), the French philoso-
pher of art Georges Didi-Huberman (Oct), the French 
writer Pierre Michon (Feb), and the philosopher and 
gender theorist Paul Preciado (April). François’s 
year-long series — 20 French philosophers for 2020 

— stands to be a landmark event, a reckoning of 
where French literature, thought and culture are 
at this point in time. The first event was on Sept 24, 
featuring the philosopher Adèle Van Reeth, whose 
voice is likely familiar to those of us who habitually 
tune in to Les Chemins de la philosophie on France 
Culture. Necessity being the mother of invention, 
several new department-specific Zoom-based initia-
tives will also help keep us all connected. Judy Miller 
has been running a theatrical reading series, in 
which faculty and students will e-gather to produce 
readings of plays. In the fall, they will present 
Corneille's l'Illusion comique (Sept 18), Jarry's Ubu 
Roi (Oct 16), Ndiaye's Hilda (Nov 20), and Césaire's 
Une Tempête (Dec 18), plays that – in Judy’s words 

– “all speak to us of matters of political and social 
concern that still roil our lives and societies today.” 
The spring semester will feature Théâtre du Soleil’s 
1789 (Feb 25), Mouawad’s Tideline (Mar 25), Duras’s 
L'Amante Anglaise (Apr 15), and Mouawad’s The True 
Story of Little Red Riding Hood (May 6). Also this 
Fall, I started a Pre-Modern seminar, whose sessions 
will alternate between WIP workshops and invited 
speakers, the first of whom (in October) was Jenny 
Oliver (Worcester College, Oxford University), who 
talked to us about Renaissance shipwrecks.

I end this Chair’s letter with some final thanks. 
Firstly, to Guillaume Parodi, formerly Assistant to 
the Chair and Assistant to the Director of the Maison 
Française. Over a number of years, while assisting 

the Chair in various tasks, Guillaume brought new 
energy to public-facing events. I think, especially, 
of his creation with Sarah Kay of the Festival des 
cinq continents, which brought writers, artists, and 
thinkers from around the world to New York City. I 
think, too, of his astute management of events such 
as Sense of Sound and French Natures. I’m delighted 
that his new home is not far away, indeed just across 
the street at the Maison Française. Replacing Guil-
laume in the department is Lisa Chow, as the Chair’s 
Assistant. For several years, Lisa Chow worked on 
the promotion and execution of numerous public 
events at the Maison Française. She led the orga-
nization of the annual Literary Mews Festival, a 
longtime collaboration with the PEN World Voices 
Festival that brought together different cultural 
houses and international writers at NYU. I thank 
Lisa for making the journey across University Place 
from the Maison to the department and for bring-
ing already such enthusiasm and professionalism. 

Secondly, I thank Professor Emily Apter who, and 
while already teaching, writing, advising many 
dissertations, and chairing the Comparative Liter-
ature department, stepped in as Co-Chair recently 
as I dealt with a family emergency in another part 
of the world. Thank you, Emily.

There would, and always would be, more to say. 
About the pandemic, about the achievements of 
every member of the department, about… I shall 
stop here and invite you merely to read on!

Phillip John Usher
Chair
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The undergraduate French program at NYU is 
one of the largest in the United States: almost 
nine hundred students choose to study French 

on the Washington Square campus each semester, 
in addition to the students learning French at NYU 
Paris, NYU Abu Dhabi and NYU Shanghai. Among 
these students, about a hundred majors and two 
hundred minors choose to deepen their study of 
French. The francophone community at NYU demon-
strates the extraordinary geographic and academic 
diversity of our students: these students are affiliated 
with the College of Arts and Sciences, but also with 
other schools that contribute to the reputation of 
NYU (Tisch School of the Arts, Stern Business School, 
Tandon School of Engineering, Steinhardt School of 
Culture, Education, and Human Development).
 
In 2019-2020, students were able to define their own 
curriculum, choosing between dozens of French 
language courses offered from the elementary to 
the advanced level. In addition, the undergraduate 
program allows our majors and minors the chance 
to study various aspects of French and francophone 
literature and culture by taking several courses 
including French and Francophone Women Writ-
ers, Surrealism, Theater in the French Tradition, 
Love in French Poetry, Proust, French Thought 
from Existentialism to Ecological Thought, Race in 
France, French Fashion, Taste and Style, History 
of French Cinema, etc. Opportunities to conduct a 
research project are offered to our students in the 
four Senior Seminars offered each year, and in our 
Honors Program.
 
The series of “Machines à Écrire” events, organized 
each year, enable students to study works of contem-
porary French and francophone literature and to 
discuss them in person with the writers at the NYU 
Maison Française.
 
A significant number of our students benefited from 
linguistic and cultural immersion during a semes-
ter or a full year at NYU PARIS that attracted more 
than 350 students from all of the departments at 
NYU, among which were a rising number of French 
majors and minors. The students benefited from a 
large selection of courses on literature and culture 

offered in our center in the Latin Quarter on the 
Boulevard Saint-Germain (Approaches to French 
Literature, Science and Reason from Descartes to 
the Present; Gender and Sexuality in France  Food 
in France, etc.). Furthermore, many French majors 
and minors had the exceptional opportunity to take 
courses at the Sorbonne or at the Institut d’Études 
Politiques de Paris.
 
The motivation and excellence of our students 
were rewarded by presentation of seven special 
departmental prizes. A « Certificat d’Excellence en  
Français » accompanied by a letter of congratu-
lations were distributed to fifty students whose 
exceptional grades stood out in 2019-20.
 
The undergraduate students express their gratitude 
to the late Violet Horvath, specialist of French liter-
ature, particularly of the work of André Malraux, 
who left our department a bequest to support 
the study of French and francophone literature 
and culture. This year, Taylor Rodgers and Amy 
Lenkiewicz are the happy beneficiaries of the 
Violet Violet Horvath Studentship that will enable 
them to travel at a future date to the francophone 
destination of their choice in order to strengthen 
their mastery of the language and perfect their 
understanding.
 
One of the particular qualities of the undergraduate 
program in French is the harmony between teaching 
excellence and lively student life. Since its inception 
in 2018, the French Club at Washington Square 
has acquired more than 200 active members. The 
president of the French Club, Ruben Kahloun—and 
his vice-president, Ana Smith—have demonstrated 
remarkable dynamism: in addition to their weekly 
meetings marked by conviviality and camaraderie, 
the members of the French club co-organized 
the “French Ciné-Club” and meetings of “Café-
conversation” in collaboration with students in 
our PhD program at the Maison Française.
 
The undergraduate program has worked to tighten 
the connections between our students and several 
recent alumni who have distinguished themselves 
with brilliant professional careers. Fifty students 

Letter from the Director of Undergraduate 
Studies and Global Coordinator

attended our “French Alumni Day” which was held 
at the Maison Française on November 7. Philip 
Dalgarno (CAS'15, NYU Law), Bryan Pirolli (CAS’08, 
Ph.D. Sorbonne), Amy Omar (Institute of French 
Studies, 2014) came to share their professional 
success, to encourage and advise our students, 
particularly interested in and motivated by the 
experience of these alumni.
 
For the second year in a row, a “French Open House” 
was held with success on February 13 at NYU’s 
Maison Française. In less than two hours, the event 
attracted seventy students who were able to meet 
professors from the department, ask them ques-
tions about their courses, and declare their Major 
or Minor (organized the day before Valentine’s Day, 
the slogan of the evening was “Declare your love! 
Declare your major!”).
 
The 2019-2020 academic year was clearly affected 
by the challenges brought by the COVID-19 epidemic. 
In March 2020, the sudden departure from Wash-
ington Square or from one of our global sites has 
been a shock. For many of our students, the return 
home was an unexpected experience. For a few 
others, staying in a student residence in New York 
without being able to return to their home country, 
has been a challenge.
 
Whatever the distance that separates students from 
faculty, academic continuity and moral support 
have prevailed. These circumstances have made us 

more aware than ever of the immeasurable value 
of the connections our undergraduate students 
have forged with their professors and with their 
classmates.
 
No matter how challenging, the last few months 
allow us to better appreciate and to practice some 
of the values that bring together our undergraduate 
students: empathy, perseverance and solidarity. It 
is my hope that the study of language, literature 
and culture provides our Francophone student 
community with intellectual wealth and ideas that 
are a source of comfort and enlightenment.
 
After having directed the program of undergrad-
uate studies over the past few years, the time has 
come for a new team.
 
I thank all of the colleagues and administrators 
who have contributed to the remarkable success 
of our undergraduate program: they have proven, 
over the last few months, exceptional creativity 
and resilience.
 
At the start of the 2020-21 academic year, John 
Moran will be the director of the undergraduate 
program. He will be assisted by Katie LaPorta.
 
Je leur souhaite de nombreux succès !
 
Ludovic Cortade
Director of Undergraduate Studies

The Prix d’Excellence, which is the highest academic 
honor in the French department, is awarded to 
Valeriia Stepanova.

The Prix Jindrich Zezula is awarded to Liam North 
for the best Honors thesis in French.
 
The Prix Michele Lapautre is awarded to Hao Tian 
Yu, the most promising sophomore or junior major-
ing in French.
 
The Prix Bernard Garniez for excellence in the 
study of French literature or culture is awarded 
to Jenny Choi.

 The Prix Germaine Brée is awarded to Hana Smith, 
the student who made the most significant contri-
bution to French cultural life at NYU.
 
The Prix France-Amérique is awarded to Sam Beames 
who displayed a particular commitment to further-
ing and elucidating Franco-American relations.
 
The Prix Paris is awarded to Matigan King who, in 
addition to academic excellence, has made a signif-
icant contribution to the NYU-in-Paris program.

DEPARTMENTAL PRIZES
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Letter from the Director of Graduate Studies

Je suis ravi de me joindre à l’ensemble du dépar-
tement pour souhaiter la bienvenue à nos 
nouveaux doctorants et une bonne reprise à 

tout le monde. Comme vous êtes nombreux à le savoir, 
le recrutement de cette année a été exceptionnelle-
ment complexe : menacé dès mars par le début de la 
crise du Covid-19 à New York et la brusque suspen-
sion, décidée par l’université début avril, du recours 
à notre liste d’attente, il a continué d’être grevé par 
divers problèmes liés à des restrictions de déplace-
ment. Ces difficultés n’en rendent que plus heureuse 
l’arrivée parmi nous de ce groupe de six étudiantes 
et étudiants à tous égards exceptionnels, qui vont 
certes découvrir le département dans des circon-
stances très différentes de celles des autres années, 
mais qui seront étroitement accompagnés dans les 
débuts de leur parcours doctoral par Judith Miller, 
en charge des premières années, et par Mariam 
Moustapha, qui assurera le suivi administratif. 

À celles et ceux déjà inscrits l’année dernière et 
dont la recherche a été ralentie par la fermeture 
des archives, bibliothèques, musées, cinémathèques 
et autres lieux nécessaires au développement de 
leur projet de thèse, nous sommes heureux d’avoir 
pu offrir des semestres supplémentaires. Cette 
décision nécessaire, votée à la majorité, ne sera 

cependant pas sans répercussions à court terme, 
puisque les fonds ont été pris sur des bourses 
doctorales futures qui ne pourront donc pas être 
attribuées. Ainsi, nous ne pourrons accueillir que 
trois nouveaux doctorants l’année prochaine ainsi 
que l’année suivante. Une participation pleine à 
la vie intellectuelle du département sera cruciale 
pour en préserver le dynamisme malgré ces effec-
tifs réduits. 

Nous avons la chance de pouvoir continuer à offrir 
ce semestre un large choix de cours. Forte de l’ex-
périence de l’année dernière, notre équipe profes-
sorale a su mettre en place des moyens permettant 
d’assurer en ligne ou en personne un enseignement 
riche et stimulant, pour que notre programme reste 
un lieu d’excellence dans les études françaises. 
Conscients que nous sommes encore loin d’un retour 
à la normale, les membres du Graduate Studies 
Committee restent à l’écoute de vos besoins et de 
vos attentes.

Une excellente rentrée à toutes et à tous !

Lucien Nouis
Director of Graduate Studies

Il y a des gens, heureusement pour nous, dont 
la vocation est de faciliter la communication, 
le dialogue, les échanges. Je ne compte plus les 

invitations que je dois à Tom Bishop pour des collo-
ques, des conférences, des séminaires à New York 
University, où il dirigea longtemps le département 
de français et créa un centre de civilisation française. 
Européen de naissance, américain de conviction, 
new-yorkais de goût et de style, Tom Bishop a consti-
tué à lui seul un pont aérien transatlantique. Tous les 
étés il organisait dans un salon du Sénat au palais du 
Luxembourg un déjeuner qui permettait aux univer-
sitaire et intellectuels parisiens et new-yorkais de se 
retrouver, d’échanger des informations et des opin-
ions sur la vie culturelle et politique des deux côtés 
d’Atlantique. Grâce à lui, nous avons été nombreux 
à nous sentir moins provinciaux, plus universels, 
plus transatlantiques. Il a incarné pour nous  l’in-
tellectuel non seulement cultivé mais ouvert à la 
politique, à l’invention, à la musique, et passionné 
par le monde tel qu’il est.  Nous aimions bien aller 
ensemble au Village Vanguard écouter de grands 
jazzmen. Nous lui rendons souvent hommage dans 
notre for intérieur, conscients de notre dette.

Michel Contat

Tom est un poète qui l’ignore, Tom est un homme 
hanté par son enfance, Tom est un conteur, Tom 
est un homme qui fait confiance : il croit aux 

autres, il croit en la force de la vie : il a raison : il a 
mené la sienne de vie comme il l’entendait : les amis, 
la lecture, la marche dans la ville que ce soit New 
York ou Paris et, tous les soirs   Le théâtre comme 
suspension du temps et ravissement du monde. Ah 
Tom et le théâtre ! Ah Tom et les discussions jusque 
tard dans la nuit sur la force des mots sur un plateau. 
Tom est une source : il sait beaucoup de choses sur la 

Hommage à Tom Bishop

At the end of August 2020, Professor Tom Bishop retired from the Department of French Literature, 
Thought and Culture, which he joined in 1956. As noted in the Chair's letter, Tom built the department 
and founded the Institute of French Studies, NYU Paris, and what was most recently called the Center 
for French Language and Cultures, now merged with the Maison Française. Without Tom, we would 
not be here. Period. A full celebration of Tom's achievements will follow in a future issue of L'Arc. As a 
teaser, we publish here a small handful of testimonies from some of Tom's collaborators and friends.

Tom Bishop in the Maison Française Reading Room named in his honor.

vie intellectuelle et artistique aux États-Unis comme 
en France. Passeur il l’est dans l’âme. Par plaisir. Tom 
ne cesse de nous donner depuis des décennies. Mais 
nous nous lui devons beaucoup. En tout cas moi - 
et je ne suis pas la seule - je lui dois des émotions, 
des découvertes, des discussions, des engueulades 
constructives. Des fous rires aussi car Tom est très 
drôle mais il ne le sait pas encore. 

Laure Adler
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Cher Tom, ce texto sera peut-être le plus long 
de tous ceux que je t’ai envoyés. La première 
fois que je t’ai rencontré, je crois que tu ne t’en 

souviens plus, c’était dans ton bureau de NYU, face 
à la ville. J’étais stupéfaite de voir de quelle façon 
tes livres se chevauchaient sur la table, comme des 
vagues, livres ouverts, livres fermés, revues, papiers 
amoncelés, passé, présent, avenir, et toi parvenant 
à retrouver toujours la page exacte d’un livre, ce 
jour-là c’était bien sûr une page de Beckett que 
tu voulais me faire partager. Au mur, il y avait une 
affiche de Freshwater, cette pièce de Virginia Woolf 
qui se devait d’être jouée « par des amis pour des 
amis ».  Tu m’avais, en quelques phrases, raconté 
cette aventure si insolite : le spectacle s’était donné 
à Paris en première mondiale au Centre Pompi-
dou en décembre 1982 puis à New York en octobre 
1983, dans une distribution exceptionnelle : Viviane 
Forrester, Nathalie Sarraute, Florence Delay, Jean-
Paul Aron, Rodriga et Eugène Ionesco, Guy Dumur, 
et bien sûr toi-même. « Par des amis pour des amis 
». Jack Lang était dans le public ? La lumière de 
ton bureau m’avait exaltée, ces baies vitrées sur le 
quartier, quelle merveille. C’était la première fois que 
je venais à New York. J’étais venue faire une longue 
série d’été de cinq heures pour France-Culture, New 
York stéréo-couleurs. C’était en 1995. Te rencontrer, 
c’était rencontrer un des visages de New York, celui 
du lien entre la culture française et la culture amér-
icaine, lien que tu incarnais pleinement. En sortant 
de l’ascenseur et en marchant vers le fond du petit 
couloir, j’ai retrouvé sur la porte des bureaux le 
nom d’Assia Djebar et celui d’Eugène Nicole, j’étais 
heureuse de savoir qu’ils étaient là eux aussi. C’est 
ensuite, par l’intermédiaire d’Olivier Barrot que je 
t’ai revu à nouveau, lors d’une invitation pour ses 
rencontres d’écrivains à la Maison française. On 
peut dire que c’était là notre vraie rencontre. Je 
venais de publier « La préparation de la vie », un 
livre dont la figure centrale était celle de Roland 
Barthes. Je te l’avais offert à la fin du dîner où nous 
étions assis côte à côte. Je crois que tu as lu ce livre 
dans la nuit puisque le lendemain matin, tu m’as 
appelée en me parlant de ton fils Jeff que tu aimais 
tant, qui avait eu un accident mortel, Jeff étant 
dans mon roman le prénom de l’ami américain que 
j’avais rencontré quand j’avais vingt ans. Votre ami 
américain, je l’appellerai donc Tom, m’as-tu dit au 
téléphone. Je n’ai pas bien compris par quel tour 

de passe-passe les choses se sont faites dans ta 
lecture, mais J’aime savoir que c’est par un livre et 
par la présence invisible de nos deux Jeff ainsi que 
par celle de Roland Barthes que s’est inventée une 
puissante amitié entre nous, un lien indéfectible 
autant que mystérieux que nous n’avons pas cessé 
d’entretenir. Tu restes pour moi l’homme qui écoute 
et comprend le mieux ce qu’une femme peut lui dire, 
tu t’intéresses à tout, comment avance le roman 
qu’on est en train d’écrire, de quelle couleur est la 
robe qu’on vient d’acheter, le voyage qu’on aimerait 
faire, les paysages qu’on a vus, la vie politique en 
Tunisie, je sais que tu t’inquiètes lorsque la situation 
se trouble parce que, dis-tu, je n’ai pas une si grande 
protection là-bas, et tant de choses encore que tu 
détailles, tant d’attentions, de délicatesses, tu aimes 
toujours savoir où on est exactement, un texto et 
nous voilà rassurés tous les deux. Mais avant tout, toi, 
l’homme qui a su toute sa vie être le passeur entre 
la France et New York, ce que tu aimes et as aimé le 
plus, c’est bâtir des rencontres, réaliser des projets, 
inventer des fêtes de l’intelligence et faire se croiser 
les idées les plus nouvelles, les esprits les plus vifs. 
Je te remercie de m’avoir permis de venir parler de 
Marguerite Duras à New York et d’avoir pu organiser 
les journées autour de Barthes avec toi. 

Ah oui, une chose que je n’oublie jamais quand nous 
nous voyons, c’est ta première rencontre de Paris 
avec ton frère, quand vous étiez adolescents, ce pacte 
que vous avez fait de parler toujours français entre 
vous tellement ce voyage a été important pour vous 
deux, arrivant de Vienne. Amoureux de Paris tu es 
resté mais aussi amoureux de New York. Adolescent 
tu es resté, attaché à ton quartier de Washing-
ton Square autant qu’à celui de Saint-Germain. Et 
c’est ce que je trouve magnifique. C’est peut-être ce 
voyage d’adolescence qui a tracé ta voie, et ce pacte 
signé avec ton frère t’aura sans doute conduit à en 
signer un autre avec NYU, pour garder ainsi en toi 
tes deux villes de cœur tout en les faisant résonner 
dans le cœur des autres, à travers la passion et le 
batte-ment de la littérature. Merci, cher Tom, de 
ton élégance, de tout ce que tu es, de tout ce que tu 
as réalisé, merci de cette belle amitié qui nous lie, 
et à bientôt j’espère. Colette.

Colette Fellous

Hommage à Tom Bishop Avec Tom

« J’ai plus de souvenirs que si j’avais vingt ans », 
comme ne dit pas Charles Baudelaire 

Le narrateur ne peut éluder son « je »… Il faut bien 
que je m’en mêle, des aventures extraordinaires 
de Tom Bishop, le grand patron du département 
(de) français de NYU, au bout de son couloir dans 
le bureau d’angle panoptique du sixième étage de 
University Place pendant des décennies, et de la 
Maison française (entrée par les Mews, où Tom 
avait aussi son domicile), puisque c’est un témoi-
gnage d’amitié et d’admiration, qui n’évoquera pas 
les difficultés, les crises, les drames de sa longue 
mandature.

Par où commencer ?

Mon New York commença par le nord-ouest de 
Manhattan, 115 Broadway, l’autre campus plus 
concentré et plus grec, et par Clarmont avenue 
en contrebas sur Riverside et l’Hudson, où l’am-
itié de Kenneth Koch, m’accueillant, de John 
Ashbery et de Ron Padget, de « l’école de poésie new- 
yorkaise », peu après la mort de Frank O’Hara.

Je devins l’usager de la ligne express 10, descendant 
lentement vers Washington square, non sans haltes 
fréquentes 42ème rue où Mary-Ann Caws m’invitait 
au   Cuny Center au temps de son attachement à 
René Char et de son bel appartement hospitalier 
à la 71ème. Enfin et durablement, ce qui veut dire 
fréquemment, les Mews, le Knickerbocker pour la 
côte de bœuf, la classe d’Eugène Nicole avec ses 
quatre ou cinq PHD, l’amitié de Denis Hollier et des 
profs du département que je ne peux m’attarder à 
raconter parce qu’il faut revenir au centre : Tom.

Au centre, Tom.

Disons-le avec une netteté d’historien qui monterait 
au-dessus de tous les buildings pour la hauteur de 
l’historique : c’est au génie et à l’intrigue de Tom 
Bishop que le siècle francophile et francophone 
de  l’Académie américaine, le grand petit monde 
de l’université et des intellectuels (notre ancien 
monde, donc) doit d’avoir duré plus d’un quart de 
siècle. Des noms ? De Robbe-Grillet à Derrida, en 
passant par Nora, Mitterrand, Kristeva, je (n’en) 
oublie (pas), par dizaines d’illustres. La « french 
theory » au sens très large doit au cœur battant 

de NYU sa longue influence éphémère.

C’est ce que Tom récapitula en 2018 lors d’un après-
midi mémorable chez Eyrolles (Paris 5ème), recev-
ant des mains autorisées d’Edgar Morin un grade 
encore plus élevé dans la Légion d’honneur. Le 
petit juif viennois muse française des Mews, parfait 
bilingue, s’était lancé dans une narration auto-
biographique pleine d’humour et de fierté, avec 
auto-dérision et auto-gratification.

Tous liens complexes et passionnés, dont le déjeuner 
annuel à la table du Sénat rue de Vaugirard dres-
sait le bilan détaillé, Tom au pupitre à la fin du 
repas, à l’américaine. Tables au pluriel, puisque 
plusieurs entouraient la centrale d’honneur, où 
siégeaient Robert Badinter, Pierre Bergé ou Michèle 
Gendreau-Massaloux, rectrice des académies de 
Paris, et quelques ambassadeurs. Une médaille 
exceptionnelle, frappée par la Monnaie de Paris 
pour « the Center of french civilisation and  
culture » of New York University, y était attribuée, 
et lors du dernier déjeuner, je m’en souviens avec 
plaisir, last and least, votre serviteur la reçut.

La grosse « pomme » ?
Non. La paume
la presqu’ile
le grand porte-gratte-ciel
la palette, la grille, le gril

/ la verticale, l’incomparable à toutes
    /…/
l’arrivée dans la ville debout en plein centre
du haut de Pan Am droit dans le trafic comme 
les stars      descendant l’escalier du show
ou le surfer croulant debout
dans la ville aux axes / Ainsi /…/ la saluai-je
dans un poème à John Ashbery

la portuaire
la bardée de quais
la ceinturée la hérissée
la ceinte de fleuves la baignée
la couronnée de tours
l’éleuthérienne pointue
la fille des Arts des Armes et des Lois
la bénévole

Michel Deguy
Juillet 2020



Jade Lindgaard, journalist for Mediapart, and PhD student Jeanne Etelain speak at the conference Rewiring Democracy: Beyond "Us" and "Them" in November 2019.
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narratives of diaspora while downplaying or even 
making fun of identity-based tensions. While their 
works are animated by rupture from a homeland 
and deferred return, these authors do not position 
themselves as belonging or not belonging to their 
home or host country. They, in fact, write in a way 
that self-consciously “performs” identity and often 
complicates an understanding of where exactly 
their work takes place. Drawing from Édouard Glis-
sant’s theorizations of displacement and cultural 
production, I interpret the Montreal of the writ-
ers’ imaginaries not as a host country and site 
of assimilation, but as a site that physically and 
aesthetically unsettles the writers. 

This semester, I will develop an article on Mouawad’s 
uses of visual culture, especially painting and the 
figure of the painter, in his novel, Visage retrouvé, 
and in his play, Seuls. I also plan to expand a chap-
ter of my dissertation and explore avenues for 
future research, possibly placing Mouawad and 
Laferrière in dialogue with more contemporary, 
emerging writers in Montreal. I had planned to 
return to Canada for conferences in Quebec City 
and Toronto, but, unfortunately, it might be several 
months before Americans can visit our neighbors 
to the north. At the Modern Language Associa-
tion Convention, I will present a paper based on a 
dissertation chapter: “Dany Laferrière’s Literary 
and Linguistic Entanglements in Montreal.” The 
paper examines Laferrière’s satire of racial and 
linguistic tensions in Montreal, through the lens 
of Glissant’s theorization of rhizomatic identities 
and multilingual spaces.

In the classes I am teaching, I look forward to help-
ing students transition from the study of grammar 
to argumentative writing and literary analysis. I 
will introduce students to authors from around the 
French-speaking world and will integrate level-ap-
propriate literature into grammar and writing 
lessons. Also, I will develop activities centered on 
Francophone cities to virtually immerse students in 
their cultures. My goal is to create interactive classes 
that strengthen students’ sense of community while 
many students are located remotely.

Displacement, cultural exchange, and the 
creation of intellectual communities form the 
foundation of both my research and teaching. 

These questions have become even more critical 
during the pandemic, as we are uprooted from our 
sites that foster spontaneous exchange of ideas, and 
as we endeavor to recreate these communities and 
reshape our research and teaching online. 

I defended my dissertation this past August, after 
spending 2019-2020 in Montreal, through the 
Fulbright program. My dissertation, under the 
direction of Judith Miller, and formerly, Michael 
Dash, examines the works of Haitian-born writer 
Dany Laferrière and Lebanese-born dramatist Wajdi 
Mouawad. Titled “Deferred Return and Experimen-
tal Creation: Dany Laferrière’s and Wajdi Mouawad’s 
Detours through Montreal,” my work explores how 
displacement and intellectual exchange generate 
new aesthetic forms. Emerging as writers in the 
diversifying literary environment of late twen-
tieth-century Montreal, the authors developed 

POSTDOCTORAL LECTURER
CLAIRE REISING

POSTDOCTORAL LECTURER
GABRIELLA LINDSAY

I am excited to be contributing to the Depart-
ment of French Literature, Thought and 
Culture this year as a Postdoctoral Language 

Lecturer. My work focuses on the relationship 
between aesthetics, ethics and criticism in 20th 
and 21st century French and Francophone Studies. 
The key question I explore is: how do aesthetic 
works come to be seen as having political or 
ethical significance? As a scholar trained in both 
the humanities and social sciences, my work is 
informed by historical and sociological knowl-
edge, critical theory, and aesthetic analysis. I 
combine a close engagement with formal elements 
of individual aesthetic works with the elabora-
tion of historically specific political and ethical 
questions, particularly around issues of violence 
and sexuality. 

My dissertation explores representations of 
sexual violence and the legacy of the Algerian 
War of 1954-1962. Since the late 1950s, the issue 
of the use of torture and sexual violence by the 
French military during the war has played a key 
role in challenging the positive vision of French 
colonialism entertained by many. In my project, 
I study the afterlives of this topic in a selection 
of aesthetic works and the criticism these works 
have prompted. The texts and films I examine—
Muriel, ou le temps d’un retour (1963) by Alain 
Resnais, Histoire de la violence (2016) by Édouard 
Louis, L’Effraction (2016) by Omar Benlaala, and 
Mémoire de fille (2016) by Annie Ernaux—all figure 
experiences of sexual violence varyingly entan-
gled with the war or its aftermath. I seek to 
move beyond two predominant interpretative 
approaches to the representation of violence in 
aesthetic works—a historicist strand of cultural 
studies and a ‘rhetorical’ focus of trauma studies. 
These approaches tend to assume a fairly fixed 
relationship between aesthetic works and their 
political and ethical contexts, often failing to 
account for the way interactions between politics, 
ethics, and aesthetics can differ widely depend-
ing on both aesthetic and contextual elements.  
I argue for the importance of a more nuanced 
understanding of the relationship between poli-
tics, ethics and aesthetics that grapples with 

overlaps and tensions between the aesthetics of the 
works themselves, the political and ethical expec-
tations with which they have been approached, and 
the impact the works have in the world. I hope to 
illustrate that we cannot understand what aesthetic 
representations of sexual violence and the legacy 
of the war do without accounting for the aesthetic 
strategies on which such works rely, the represen-
tational contexts with which they engage, and the 
interpretive moves that shape how they are read. 
An article based on work from this project, “Hazy 
Analogies: Sexual and Colonial Complicities in 
Annie Ernaux’s Mémoire de fille,” was published in 
the peer-reviewed journal Comparative Literature 
Studies in 2019.
 
I am delighted to be back “in” the classroom and 
look forward to taking part in the creative ventures 
the department has planned for this unconven-
tional year. 
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NEW GRADUATE STUDENTS

Sophia Buehrer is from North Carolina, having 
lived in both Durham and Chapel Hill. She attended 
Carleton College in Minnesota for her undergrad-
uate studies and graduated in 2019 with a B.A. in 
French, a B.A. in Computer Science, and a minor 
in European Studies. During the 2019-2020 school 
year, she was an English language assistant at the 
secondary level with the TAPIF program and was 
located in Saumur in the Pays de la Loire, France. 
Her undergraduate French thesis focused on depic-
tions of war violence through the body of the mother 
in part of Agrippa d'Aubigné's Les Tragiques, and 
at NYU she intends to continue to work with Early 
Modern literature, studying depictions and imagery 
of violence, especially focused on the body.

NEW GRADUATE STUDENTS

Chayma Drira is a doctoral student in French and 
French Studies at NYU. She graduated from Sciences 
Po Paris, where she studied political theory. At the 
intersection of sociology, literature, and philoso-
phy, her doctoral research explores the memory 
of postcolonial immigration in France. She has 
worked as a journalist for French magazines Bondy 
Blog, Jeune Afrique, Libération, Politis, OpenDem-
ocracy and Orient XXI. She has published several 
articles comparing racial and social inequalities 
in the low-income neighborhoods of Chicago and 
Greater Paris.

Simon Leser joined NYU after having worked as an 
editor in London and earned an MFA in Fiction at 
Columbia University. He most recently translated 
Joseph Andras's debut novel, De nos frères blessés, 
into English, which will be published by Verso 
in February 2021. At NYU, he will aim to add to 
past work in aesthetics, poetics, and translation 
studies by focusing on the question of form in late 
nineteenth and twentieth-century literature. He 
hopes, more specifically, to be able to engage with 
various notions of musicality in said literature, 
in part by exploring newfound interests in sound 
studies, affect theory, and musicology.  

Samuel Holmertz is a Ph.D. candidate in French 
Literature at NYU. He was born in Stockholm, 
Sweden and moved to France at the age of five. He 
holds a bachelor’s degree in Philosophy from the 
classes préparatoires in Nice (2014) and a master’s 
degree in Philosophy and Art History from Paris I 
Panthéon-Sorbonne University (2016). His master’s 
thesis examined the concept of repetition and eter-
nal recurrence in August Strindberg’s play Road 
to Damascus. He also holds a master’s degree in 
European Cultural Policy and Management from 
the European Studies Institute (IEE) at Paris VIII 
Vincennes-Saint-Denis University (2018). At NYU, 
Samuel intends to study the concept of repetition 
in 20th-century French literature, focusing partic-
ularly on the role repetition plays as a formal liter-
ary technique in shaping the dichotomy between 
sameness and difference.
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NEW GRADUATE STUDENTS

Sarah Schaefer is from Phoenixville, Pennsylvania. 
After discovering her love of the French language in 
secondary school, she went on to major in the subject 
at Bucknell University, along with Music, earning 
her B.A. in 2014. She served in AmeriCorps for one 
year following her graduation, an experience that 
inspired and motivated her to continue her studies. 
Sarah thus sought her Master’s in French Language 
and Literature at the University of Illinois at Chicago, 
which she obtained in 2018. For the past two years, she 
has been working as an English language teaching 
assistant in the departments of Ain and Rhône for 
the Académie de Lyon in France. She is very excited to 
have the opportunity to further explore and develop 
her interests at New York University starting this fall, 
the most fervent of which include poverty and gender 
studies in 19th-Century literature. Guiding questions 
of endo/exo writership and the efficacy of genre are 
of particular interest to her. 

Xuefei (Sophie) Li writes: "I come from China and 
studied both Chinese and French literature (Rous-
seau) in Peking University before getting my master 
(Montaigne) in Paris-Sorbonne. Bored sometimes by 
the modern life, I'm interested in exploring different 
and unfamiliar modes of thinking offered by early 
modern minds. For now I tend to focus on problems 
related to imagination, self-control, women, pluri-
linguism, knowledge, and a little bit of classical 
reception, but I'm happy to embrace other possibil-
ities and look forward to pinning down a research 
subject during my PhD journey."

Students and faculty at the 2019 Department of French Awards

The NYU French Club gathers for a game night in fall 2019



Students attend a lecture at La Maison Française of New York University in fall 2019
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Laëtitia Deleuze : Votre nouveau livre Un tout autre 
Sartre publié chez Gallimard sort en octobre. De 
quelles manières cet ouvrage ouvre-t-il des perspec-
tives nouvelles sur l’écrivain et le philosophe, connu 
pour son discours et son activisme politiques ? 

François Noudelmann : Depuis plusieurs années, 
un cliché dit que Sartre s’est toujours trompé et 
qu’il vaut mieux lire Camus ou Aron. La lecture 
politique de son œuvre a complètement écrasé son 
génie philosophique et littéraire. Pourtant, L’Être 
et le Néant, La Nausée, Huis clos ou Les Mots restent 
des livres majeurs du XXe siècle et sont toujours lus 
et étudiés internationalement. Je cherche moins à 
défendre Sartre qu’à en révéler des aspects mécon-
nus : derrière l’intellectuel engagé, il y a aussi 
un rêveur mélancolique, un pianiste farfelu, un 
touriste stendhalien, un scénariste de film, un 
consommateur de drogues, un fan du Tintoret, un 
homme qui pense avoir une femme en lui… En même 
temps que ce livre paraît le volume VI de Situations 
dans la nouvelle édition chronologique que nous 
poursuivons. La diversité étonnante des sujets, que 
masquait l’ancienne édition thématique, confirme 
la personnalité kaléidoscopique de Sartre. 

Laëtitia Deleuze : Comment vous est venu le désir 
d’écrire sur les « moi multiples » et « flottants » de 
Jean-Paul Sartre ? 

François Noudelmann : J’avais eu l’intuition de cet 
autre Sartre, il y a une dizaine d’années, lorsque 
j’écrivais sur les pratiques musicales des philoso-
phes. Dans un document vidéo, il jouait du piano 
et dévoilait une personnalité étonnante, avec des 
rythmes et des intensités inattendus. Puis j’ai 
rencontré sa fille, Arlette Elkaïm, que j’ai inter-
viewée longuement et qui m’a donné accès à des 
documentations inédites. L’auteur sur lequel j’avais 
travaillé tant d’années se découvrait multiple et 
contradictoire. Il me fallait à la fois relier et disso-
cier différentes personnalités, relire ses textes avec 
une nouvelle oreille. 

Laëtitia Deleuze : Pouvez-vous nous parler d’une 
dissonance particulière que vous avez rencontrée 
entre le discours sartrien engagé, retenu par le 

grand public, et son moi personnel ?

François Noudelmann : J’ai l’embarras du  choix ! 
On pourrait parler de son mépris affiché pour 
la musique romantique alors qu’il adorait jouer 
Chopin, de ses déclarations comminatoires pour 
promouvoir la littérature engagée alors qu’il confi-
ait aimer la littérature « dégagée », de ses soutiens 
continuels à des causes révolutionnaires alors 
qu’il avouait « la politique m’emmerde ». Dans ses 
carnets de guerre, il écrit qu’il est un homme de 
vent, trop léger pour assumer comme il le devrait 
sa responsabilité morale. Puis au moment de la 
Libération, il chausse des semelles de plomb et 
devient le théoricien de l’engagement absolu, à 
son corps défendant. On peut dénoncer de telles 
contradictions, mais ce qui m’intéresse et que 
j’ai étudié dans Le Génie du mensonge, c’est cette 
tension interne entre le discours public et le vécu 
psychique qui aboutit à des chefs-d’œuvre. 

Laëtitia Deleuze : Dans l’écriture de cet essai, avec 
quels types d’archive avez-vous travaillé ? 

François Noudelmann : D’une part j’ai étudié des 
correspondances inédites, qui dépassaient parfois 
le millier de pages. J’ai écouté des enregistrements 
audio, notamment une centaine d’heures pendant 
lesquelles Sartre chante, improvise, accompagne, 
parodie, mais aussi une centaine d’heures d’entre-
tiens, en particulier ceux de Sartre avec Gerassi, 
déposés à Yale. Et puis des vidéos privées, essen-
tiellement ses voyages touristiques avec Arlette. 
Cependant ces lectures et ces écoutes m’ont conduit 
aussi à relire les textes connus de Sartre et à les 
entendre d’une toute autre manière. Le mani-
feste Qu’est-ce que la littérature ? ou la préface au 
livre de Fanon, Les Damnés de la terre, ont sonné 
différemment, avec d’autres significations que les 
plus admises.

Laëtitia Deleuze : Comment l’approche acousma-
tique que vous avez mise en lumière dans votre livre 
Penser avec les oreilles, vous a permis d’écouter et 
de lire Sartre autrement, entre les lignes et entre 
les notes ? 

UN TOUT AUTRE SARTRE
Professeur François Noudelmann parle de son livre Un tout autre Sartre avec Laëtitia Deleuze, 
Doctorante.

François Noudelmann : Précisément, lire avec des 
oreilles, c’est accéder à des significations que les 
yeux du sens ignorent. La voix d’un auteur, ou plutôt 
ses voix et ses paysages sonores, tant l’univocité 
est un leurre, s’entendent à la lecture, pour peu 
qu’on y prête attention. Cette acoustique virtuelle, 
qu’on appelle aussi l’auralité, permet d’accéder à 
de nombreuses couches de sens : un silence, un 
murmure, un accent, un bégaiement, un volume 
inhabituel, une répétition, un mot tonitruant… 
tout phénomène qu’une oreille exercée repère dans 
un texte. Avec Sartre l’auralité est à la fête car cet 
auteur a multiplié les styles. Il n’a pas cherché 
à composer une musique propre, et il a préféré 
emprunter des écritures : classique dans Les Mots, 
célinienne dans La Nausée, boulevardière dans son 
théâtre, allemande dans sa philosophie, stendha-
lienne dans ses journaux de voyages…. Du coup il 
faut travailler ces textes comme des partitions et 
comprendre comment la voix de Sartre s’y trame, 
ce qu’elle cherche à exprimer, refouler, composer. 

Laëtitia Deleuze : Quel était le rapport de Sartre 
à la musique ? 

François Noudelmann : Comme Barthes, il préfère 
l’écouter et la jouer que d’en parler. Quels sont 
ses goûts ? Il s’oblige à disserter sur la musique 
contemporaine mais il préfère la classique. Pas 
de pop, pas de rock, un peu de jazz. Il écoute la 
radio et les disques avec Beauvoir, il pratique avec 
Arlette. Comme interprète, il est un déchiffreur plus 
qu’un virtuose : il se promène dans les partitions, il 
commence un morceau, puis il passe à autre chose. 
Les pièces qu’il connaît bien sont celles qu’il a 
apprises dans sa jeunesse avec sa mère. Essentielle-
ment, la musique relève pour lui de la sphère intime. 
Dans sa jeunesse, marquée par le protestantisme, 
il devait aller à l’office écouter du Bach. Contre cet 
univers social et masculin de la famille Schweitzer, 
il a choisi le piano, le romantisme, qu’il associe au 
féminin. Il n’aime pas les concerts et leur préfère 
la musique jouée seul ou à deux. 

Laëtitia Deleuze : Qu’avez-vous découvert à l’écoute 
des bandes magnétiques enregistrées lors des 
temps de « musique partagée » par Sartre et sa fille 
adoptive Arlette Elkaïm-Sartre ? 

François Noudelmann : À l’opposé de cette figure 
d’imprécateur que propagent certains anti-sar-

triens, Sartre est drôle, farceur, comédien. Il force 
les interprétations, il en rajoute à plaisir dans la 
mièvrerie ou dans la gaudriole. L’entendre chanter 
des dizaines de fois une mélodie de Fauré, inventer 
une chanson dans le style de l’opéra de quat’sous, 
accompagner un air de Pergolèse, ou composer à 
la façon de Webern, voilà qui donne un aperçu de 
ses talents et de sa fantaisie ! Ce qui frappe l’oreille 
aussi, c’est la complicité entre ces deux êtres qui se 
retrouvaient régulièrement, à l’écart du monde des 
hommes et des luttes, pour jouer, s’amuser ensemble, 
en musique. À l’opposé de l’angoisse existentielle, 
on entend leur bonheur. 

Laëtitia Deleuze : Votre livre apporte un éclairage 
nouveau sur les contradictions, les ambiguïtés et 
les différentes présences au monde de celui qu’on 
a souvent réduit à la grande figure de l'intellec-
tuel engagé français. Comment ces « pas-de-côté » 
nous permettent de mieux appréhender l’épaisseur 
profondément humaine, artistique et intellectuelle 
de Sartre ?  

François Noudelmann : Traditionnellement, 
lorsqu’on étudie un auteur, on cherche sa cohérence 
et on unifie les différents aspects de sa vie, de 
ses engagements, de ses écrits. Et si jamais sa 
pensée, ses styles et ses positions ont beaucoup 
varié, comme c’est le cas de Sartre, on retrace alors 
son évolution sur le modèle des plantes, comme si 
des germes s’étaient développés selon des milieux 
plus ou moins favorables. Cette lecture rétrospec-
tive suit un schéma scolaire et satisfait surtout le 
narcissisme des interprètes plus qu’elle ne permet 
d’accéder à la fabrication d’une pensée et d’une 
œuvre. Une véritable archéologie exige de faire 
des pas-de-côté et d’approcher une œuvre de façon 
latérale, au lieu de la prendre par le début ou par 
la fin. Comprendre, par exemple, comment des 
écrivains, artistes, philosophes ont pris tel ou 
tel chemin parce qu’ils ont fait une rencontre – 
d’une personne, d’un livre, d’un événement…– cela 
conduit à reconnaître la part des opportunités, 
déroutes et dépressions dans ce qu’on appelle une 
vie. Sartre n’aurait pas été le même auteur s’il n’avait 
pas rencontré sur sa route Simone de Beauvoir, la 
Valse de l’adieu de Chopin, Madame Bovary, ou la 
guerre du Vietnam. Tout le monde en conviendra, 
mais il faut en tirer les conséquences et penser une 
œuvre-vie par ses relations et ses affinités, c’est-à-
dire par la rencontre productive des différences.
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THE WORLD OF REFERENCE AND THE 
WORLD OF REPRESENTATION

Krystin C. Christy: I had a lot of thoughts reading 
Villon and your text. The first thing I was wondering 
was what led you to consider Villon’s inclusion of 
real historical names as a poetic function rather 
than just a historical context?

Nancy Freeman Regalado: Yes, that is where I 
started working on Villon. The proper names of 
contemporaries are the big puzzle in the poem 
because there are more than one hundred of them. I 
learned from my colleague Eugene Nicole, a special-
ist in Proust’s onomastics, that proper names are 
a function of reference. Everybody imagines that 
audiences would know all those people, but in 
Villon’s poetry it is not a question of reference, it’s 
a question of creating a world with these proper 
names. And it’s a very strange world because the 
only person who knows them all is Villon. And so 
the whole point of the Testament is to create this 
persona, “Villon,” this character, who steps off the 
page. We’re not talking about an actual person writ-
ing on his actual life. We’re talking about a writer 
creating a character, using the poetic means of 
his time and changing them to make that persona, 
that voice come to life. You spoke of hearing that 
inner voice and how strong it is, and when you 
read more you really felt that sense of voice that’s 
in every line of the poem. The point of the poem is 
to create that voice. 

Krystin C. Christy: It’s actually funny, I was sending 
my mom some pictures of the passages and she was 
like, “Wow, this sounds like a modern writer,” and 
then just today she was making a reference to it. 
She was able to connect with it so easily.

Nancy Freeman Regalado: Yes, yes, and everybody 

thinks that Villon is the most sincere writer who 
ever existed, but we don’t really know anything 
about how the actual facts of his life connect, but 
he certainly creates this extremely convincing 
persona, unmistakable, in every poem. In honor 
of talking with you, I thought, what happens if I 
sit down just like Krystin and read through the 
Testament as if I had never seen it before. When I 
finished I thought, “What a weird poem.” Nothing 
hangs together. He leaps from one thing to the 
next. As you say, you think he is going to tell you 
something, a story, but then he breaks it off. And so 
you have this very convincing voice talking about 
his life and it’s talk, it’s a poem about talk, and I 
felt you had grasped that so quickly and really 
gotten that feeling from it. 

Krystin C. Christy: That ties into one of the other 
questions I was curious about. How does the Testa-
ment’s use of real historical names differ in its 
poetic function from other fifteenth-century texts 
or other medieval texts that also use real historical 
events or names?

Nancy Freeman Regalado: The kind of texts that use 
historical names or events are chronicles or police 
records or letters. But by and large, the fifteenth 
century does not use real names in satire. Satire 
is usually anonymous. They go after groups such 
as the corrupt clergy, the corrupt nobles, and the 
greedy bourgeoise and so on, but without proper 
names. But the only place you would find the kind 
of names used by Villon — rascals and thieves — is 
in police records. If Villon can be associated with 
any literary group it’s with clerical writers who 
write documents, but who also belong to merry 
societies or sociétés joyeuses where they put on 

François Villon is one of the best-known poets of the late Middle Ages. His writing is admired for its 
presentation of sincerity, for its intimate first-person voice, and for its mixture of the serious and the 
lowly. Le Testament (1461), a poem of 185 huitains, that contains within it sixteen ballades and three 
rondeaux, centers around death and the trials of life. One of its most striking features is its inclusion 
of over one hundred proper names of Villon’s contemporaries. The names both populate the repre-
sentation of medieval Paris in the reader’s mind and disorient the reader in a sea of unknowns. Nancy 
Freeman Regalado’s recent book, L’Art poétique de François Villon : Effet de Réel (2018), addresses how 
Villon invites his readers to trust in the persona with which he presents them, to interrogate his art, 
and to see the effet de réel at work in his writing. Professor Regalado spoke with Krystin C. Christy, a 
graduate student in the department who is planning to specialize in French medieval literature. 
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plays, write farces and parodies. Particularly legal 
parodies like the Testament. 

Krystin C. Christy: Do you think for modern read-
ers, reading Villon, it would be beneficial to know 
who the names are?

Nancy Freeman Regalado: It’s almost impossi-
ble to read him without looking at the notes and 
trying to see who these people are. But when you 
find something out, you don’t learn anything that 
helps you understand the poem. You can look at 
one stanza after another, and it’s thumb to your 
nose and jokes and an atmosphere of somebody 
who is constantly saying the opposite of what he 
means. The point of the poem is to make all these 
dignitaries participate in a kind of scandalous life 
where everyone is doing something disgraceful. 

Krystin C. Christy: I was really intrigued by the 
differences between the effet de réel (the reality 
effect) and the mistranscription in English-lan-
guage scholarship as the effet du réel (the impact 
of the real). You also mentioned that the key to 
the poem lies in its “conjuring away of readers’ 
awareness of the poetic process of representation 
that hides the effet de réel under the effet du réel.” 
Could you speak more on this?

Nancy Freeman Regalado: I think it’s one of the 
amazing things that this poem does. People look 
at it, and even poets such as Paul Valéry say, “This 
is so sincere, there’s no art, no art.” But the art 
is the effet de réel. The poem makes you believe 
that it’s real, that it’s referring to the real. Every 
chapter in my book probes one aspect of how the 
poem makes you believe that it’s about a historical 
reality and not about a representation. That’s how 
I ended up the first chapter with the fable of Zeuxis 
and Parrhasius, the rival painter who painted a 
dish of fruit so real that the birds came to peck at 
it. He then turns to Zeuxis, saying, “Well, draw the 
curtain and let us see your painting.” But Zeuxis 
replies, “The curtain is the painting.” The reader’s 
immediate response to Villon is to want to know 
more about his world in order to understand what’s 
going on there. This is the impact of that poem on 
everybody. It’s not a mistake. It’s the point of the 
poem to make you do that. And my book shows 
how Villon creates that effect, so you think you’re 
reading about a lived reality, whereas what you’re 
reading is a representation of reality. It’s a very 
striking thing. 

Villon criticism has often been heavily biographical. 

I remember the first paper I ever gave in France, to 
the Association des Études Françaises in 1979, on 
the poetic function of proper names in the Testa-
ment (Jo Brami, then a graduate student, helped 
me polish the French). The audience was focused 
on biographical interpretation and they said, “No, 
no, this is real.” And I said, “Well, it’s a representa-
tion. It’s not referring to the real world. It’s using 
reference as an element to construct a representa-
tion.” Here I was, an American in my early forties, 
hosted by my mentor Daniel Poirion, where I met 
Michel Zink who eventually wrote the preface for 
my book. It was a very interesting initiation into 
French scholarship. 

Krystin C. Christy: Villon is everywhere. I was 
curious, what about his writing is so timeless and 
attractive to writers? Is it the effet de réel that he 
uses?

Nancy Freeman Regalado: Yes, that’s what I think 
it is. People are just tremendously drawn to the 
persona that he creates, this poet who is both a 
rascal and a sublime poet. People don’t usually 
read all of the Testament, the huitains where refer-
ences to historical reality dominate: usually they 
just read the lyric pieces that are set into it. What 
do people like about it? I think people are very 
convinced by it and they always feel how sincere 
Villon is, and he certainly creates a great effect of 
sincerity. 

Once I had done the work on the proper names then 
I wrote the article that became the first chapter, the 
one about the effet de réel. My book is a collection 
of ten articles on Villon written over forty years, 
each looking into different aspects of the effet de 
réel. Each one of the chapters that comes after 
these first two probe into one aspect of this effet 
de réel such as familiar speech and obscenity, 
misquotation and the wisdom of fools, and the 
contrast between the dictated testament and the 
poet’s commentary. The final chapters look at the 
moral conclusions that talk imposes on Villon’s 
world view and the way his poetic persona shapes 
his presence in manuscripts and the many stories 
that are told about Villon.

Krystin C. Christy: How did you come to publish 
this book in French and in France? 

Nancy Freeman Regalado: People in the United 
States don’t always know enough of the French 
scholarship and people in France really don’t 
know the American scholarship. So, I was talking 

with my editor Denis Hüe (U. Rennes) who has done 
much to promote English language scholarship in 
France. He suggested we do the book in French, and 
he generously volunteered to translate the pieces 
that had originally been written in English — every 
summer he translated another piece, he’d take 
them on his vacation and do them like crossword 
puzzles, that’s what he said. The idea is to bring 
more American scholarship into play in Europe. 
It’s not so hard the other way, particularly at NYU 
since we have so many visiting scholars, so there’s 
a lot of crossovers coming the other way, particu-
larly thanks to Jane Taylor, a great British Villon 
scholar. It’s great to have this book come out and to 
be published in French and in France at the same 
time that my colleague Jacqueline Cerquiglini 
published a definitive edition and translation of 
Villon in the Pléiade (2014), and the poet is on the 
aggregation program for 2020–2021.

Krystin C. Christy: I really liked how you mentioned 
rereading your book and the context of the French 
department and NYU’s medieval studies and the 
community of scholars that seems to foster different 
passions and growth. 

Nancy Freeman Regalado: Very much so. The 
department has been a congenial place to work, 
thanks to many medievalist colleagues, including 
Jindrich Zezula, Kathy Talalrico, Kim Campbell,  
John Moran, and Sarah Kay, with strong support 
from the Maison Française. Timmie Vitz and I were 
always just arm-in-arm because she had published 
her thesis about Villon before she came to NYU. We 
had a conjunction of interests that never flagged. 
Starting in 1986 until I retired, she and I ran a 
colloquium on Orality, Writing, and Culture, that 
we started with a former graduate student, Jeffrey 
Kittay. Timmie and I also directed the CAS Medieval 
and Renaissance Studies Program, one after the 
other, for almost twenty years.

It  has been wonderful to work in a department 
with such remarkable students. I’d like to mention 
some of our graduate students who have published 
in medieval and renaissance studies, including: 
David Georgi’s translation of Villon;  Elizabeth 
Emery on 19th-century medievalism; Yvonne Leblanc 
on the poetic êpitre; Eglal Doss-Quinby’s several 
books on trouvere poetry; Kate Loysen on talk in 
late medieval and renaissance narrative; Karen 
Duys on Gautier de Coincy; Laurie Postlewate on 
Anglo-French literature; Marilyn Lawrence on 
anagorisis;  Mark Cruse, who published his book 
on the Roman d’Alexandre; and a merry band of 

anciens — Donald Perret, Simonetta Cochis, Yvonne 
Leblanc and Mark Cruse — performed for several 
years in French Farce in Action.

Krystin C. Christy: That you so much for this inter-
view! Do you have any closing remarks you would 
like to share?

Nancy Freeman Regalado: I enjoyed writing each 
one of the articles and I had fun reworking them 
for this book. When I reread it before speaking 
with you, I felt very pleased — the book said what 
I wanted it to say. I love that scholars have picked 
up on the theme of the effet de réel and use it in 
their classes and scholarship. In fact, there is to 
be  a conference on the effet de réel  in 2022 at the 
Centre d’Études Médiévales at Poitiers where I look 
forward to meeting the next generation of scholars.

Bibliography:
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As we try to work out where we stand in a post-Coronavirus world, the question of mediation 
becomes increasingly central to our reassessment of collective experience. Whit Martin, a graduate 
student working on early modern French literature, and Professor Benoît Bolduc discuss La Fête  
imprimée : Spectacles et cérémonies politiques (1549-1662), and explore the intersection between 17th 
century print culture, spectacle, and the potentialof readership.

Whit Martin: It is tough to brush past the impact 
a global pandemic has had on every aspect of our 
daily lives, from the mundanely social to the spec-
tacular. How might the study of 17th century livres de 
fête offer a fresh perspective on our new « remote » 
way of life, when the all-too-collective experience 
of festivals and live performances must - for the 
moment at least - be put on hold?

Benoît Bolduc: It is from a relatively comfort-
able position that I can reflect on the loss of the 
communal and physical experiences we took for 
granted until we all became potential vectors of 
contagion. Many have lost much more than the 
pleasures of gathering in a crowd for an event. That 
being said, as my experience of the outside world 
became almost exclusively mediated through the 
screens of my phone and my computer, I have been 
pondering on this quote from a lady of the court 
ofLouis XIV who wrote in 1674 that she preferred 
seeing the written accounts of the court’s festivals 
instead of attending events that were causing her so 
much discomfort. The verb that she uses – “seeing” 
instead of “reading” – suggests that a book could 
offer a complete and fully satisfying substitute for 
a divertissement.

This quote was an important point of departure 
for my project: it led me to look at festival books as 
artistic objects that could be enjoyed independently 
from the event that they commemorate. But when 
I wrote the book, I did not pay much attention 
to the fact that this witness was not only glad to 
be spared the physical stress of attending a fête, 
she did not express any enjoyment in looking at a 
festival book. She was only interested in the infor-
mation that festivals provided: who attended,who 
was in favor, how the ranks and hierarchies were 
respected or defied, how the settings, the various 
components matched or surpassed what had been 
done before, what was new, surprising, ingenious.

If I were to draw in the current circumstances a 
“fresh” lesson or perspective from La Fête imprimée, 
it would certainly have something to do with the 

aesthetic pleasure one can have when experiencing 
a mediated event. The festival books I chose as case 
studies for this project do not merely document 
political ceremonies and entertainments, their mise 
en page (typeface, formatting, ornaments, etc.) and 
their mise en livre (format, bindings, illustrations, 
etc.) encouraged exciting new modes of reading. 
With a little distance, and bored of experiencing 
everything via my computer or phone screens, I 
appreciate the richness and versatility of the print 
medium even more.

Whit Martin: But how can a book be more effective 
in giving access to a performance than an audio-
visual capture of the event?

Benoît Bolduc: There is no question that current 
technologies allow us to record live performances 
with greater details and accuracy, but I guess what 
the pandemic makes me appreciate even more is 
how uniformly uninteresting most of the formats 
and supports of our mediated experiences are 
becoming. We are completely losing interest in 
the material dimension of mediation. Our phones, 
tablets, computers, ginormous flat screens, are 
meant to disappear when they are in use, unlike 
the materiality of festival books that is impossi-
ble to ignore. Of course, we knew that before the 
pandemic, but now that we are stuck in this mass 
experiment of living all aspects of our social lives 
“remotely” – working, shopping, entertainment, 
weddings, funerals… – this phenomenon is all 
the more vexing. Effort, of course, is put into the 
treatment of image and sound, the equivalents of 
the mise en page of festival books. But what the 
mise en livre synergistically combined with the mise 
en page to contribute was a richness that results 
from the simultaneity of an experience that was 
immediate and physical at the same time that it 
was imaginative and elsewhere. My impression is 
that emerging AR and VR technologies are aiming 
at making media simply transparent.

Whit Martin: You present the livre de fête as some-
thing of an alternative to a spectacle, and in your 

READING THE SPECTACULAR
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discussion of the reader’s engagement with the 
book vs. the performance itself, you make the point 
that « un lecteur ne peut qu’imaginer ce qu’un 
spectateur voit, entend, et sent. » Comparing the 
experience of an attendee and a reader, what is 
gained, what is lost?

Benoît Bolduc: In addition to the loss of visual, 
aural, olfactory, taste and tactile stimuli, a reader 
cannot experience what I would call the ambient 
noise, this infinitely rich and complex network 
of signs that can only be perceived in a specific 
space at a specific moment: the personal pleasure 
one has in sharing the experience of a sequence of 
sensations with others; the crisscrossing of gazes, 
smiles, frowns, that have to do with who is there and 
who is not; the kindness, the cruelty one performs 
in a crowd surrounded by familiar and unfamiliar 
faces. Our late friend and mentor Christian Biet 
always reminded us that the pleasure we take at 
going to see a live performance depends as much (if 
not more) on what is happening in a room(what he 
called the séance), than what happened on the stage.

The biggest advantage a reader has over a specta-
tor, is direct access to all the components of the 
spectacle and the possibility of considering them 
at his or her own pace. The book puts these various 
components in order, it provides the necessary 
details to understand their ideological message, 
while cutting out the noise and any discordant 
voices. It liberates the festival from the contin-
gency of space and time, making it accessible to a 
wider audience. It allows for a more reflexive and 
analytical approach of the event.

Whit Martin: What about the question of illus-
tration? What are the specific problems of the 
illustrations of stage performances and festivals?

Benoît Bolduc: One should always approach wood-
blocks, etchings and engravings carefully when 
looking for information about the material dimen-
sion of past performances. What is conveyed by 
the artists involved in their making is, more often 
than not,the general impression that the sets were 
designed to make on the spectator. They treat the 
stage as a frame or a window opened on a harmoni-
ous tableau and tend to minimize the imperfections 
of the actual sets that were made of painted canvas. 
The same general rule applies to illustrations of the 
sets built for ceremonies and festivals. Ephemeral 
decorative structures made of painted canvas and 
papier-mâché are represented exactly the same 
way as if they were permanent structures made of 

masonry. In the book commemorating the triumph 
of Louis XIV and Marie-Thérèse, for example, if you 
compare the plate showing the triumphal arch 
erected on the rue Saint-Antoine and the plate 
showing porte Saint-Antoine next to the Bastille, 
it is impossible to tell that the former was built of 
painted canvas and papier-mâché and the latter 
of actual stone. By making all structures look like 
real ones, plates in festival books show the reader 
the intended ideal effect of a festival setting, not 
its actual and imperfect aspect. Monuments such 
as these are all visually represented in the book as 
solid structures reminiscent of the great triumphal 
monuments of Rome. As such, they suggest stability, 
continuity, eternity.

As a scholar of political festivals and ceremonies, 
I am of course also interested in inscriptions and 
allegorical figures represented on monuments, but 
what I find even more interesting is how the plates 
of this particular triumph respond to the book’s 
purpose as stated in its preface: transforming the 
entry ceremony, which by nature is ephemeral, into 
an enduring monument to the glory of Louis XIV. The 
funny thing is that these structures are not repre-
sented in the moment of the festival, but during 
what looks like a typical day in the capital. They are 
surrounded not by figures attending a ceremony, 
but by Parisians who are going about their daily 
activities: riding horses, walking, discussing, some 
of them are even shown sketching the monuments. 
It is as if these ephemeral structures are as ancient 
and august as the ruins of Rome also copied by 
artists in situ. But I digress! Men and women pass by, 
they live and die, but the monuments endure. That 
is what the overall composition seems to suggest. 
The scene is at one and the same time so ostensibly 
timeless and so quotidian that a man is peeing on 
the left side of porte Saint-Antoine, an anecdotal 
motif that is often found in architectural plates. 
As Daniel Arasse would have said, this figurative 
detail bursts on the scene (“fait irruption dans le 
tableau”) and directs our attention to an important 
underlying meaning. Putting bursting and erupt-
ing aside, this figure is a powerful symbol of the 
transitory nature of all human experiences. So we 
can add that to Jean-Claude Lebensztejn’s recent 
catalogue of “figures pissantes.” Nous ne sommes 
que passage.

Whit Martin: Does the printed « monument » to 
a spectacle offer an additional degree of truth in 
the experience it presents to the reader, distinct 
from the directly perceivable reality of the event 
it commemorates?

Benoît Bolduc: A well-placed spectator can certainly 
access more accurate and granular information 
about an element of a large-scale fête or ceremony. 
In that sense, the perception of the spectator is 
more truthful. But it is always limited. No one, not 
even the sponsors and guests of honor are ever 
in a position to see all that has to be seen, hear 
every word and every note of all that has to be 
heard. In fact, you can’t be in the event without 
the experience of the event being partial. This is 
why programs are often provided to attendees to 
make up for the lost information.

In the case of the book, a reader trusts an informed 
relator (an individual who had access not only 
to the event, but to documents produced during 
the course of the preparation of this event) who 
provides information that is truthful to the inten-
tion of the event’s organizer. I would say that the 
imaginary event that is created in the mind of a 
reader of a festival book is truer and more fulsome 
than the things seen and heard by a participant. 
As such, festival books legitimately belong to the 
field of literature.

Whit Martin: I understand that you will be collabo-
rating with Christophe Schuwey and Sylvaine Guyot 
in planning the upcoming conference « Décentrer/
Decentering Molière » in 2022. In the context of 
decentralized perspectives as a departure from 
traditional Molière studies, how might the research 
methodology you employ in La Fête imprimée be 
applied in the « élargissement du cadrage » of 
Molière’s work as both writer and performer?

Benoît Bolduc: As you know, Molière was often 
involved as director and performer in some of Louis 
XIV`s most lavish festivals, some of which were 
commemorated with illustrated books. There is 
no doubt that Molière is at the center of the series 
of entertainments held in Versailles in May 1664 
known as Les Plaisirs de l’Ile Enchantée, during 
which his company premiered La Princesse d’Élide 
and the first version of Tartuffe , and revived Les 
Fâcheux and Le Mariage forcé . Molière’s actors also 
sang and danced during the main events of this 
festival. One would expect Molière to be involved or 
at least consulted for the publication of Les Plaisirs, 
but the central role he played in the design and 
performance of this festival did not translate into 
a major role for the publication of the festival book.

My Princeton colleague, Volker Schroder, and I 
have been chasing copies of the first edition of 
this book in every library we visit and are still not 
sure how it was put together and who was behind 
it. One theory is that the printer Robert Ballard, 
who held exclusive rights to publish music at the 
time worked directly with the duke of Saint-Aig-
nan, coordinator of the festival,and published the 
original edition as early as 1664. But it seems that 
Molière may have attempted to stop the circulation 
of that first edition to protect his rights to perform 
La Princess d’Élide in his own Paris theatre. This 
episode reminds us that one cannot always assume 
that writers who worked for the stage for such lavish 
festivals, also controlled the medium that made 
their work accessible to posterity. That is part of 
the pleasure of the enterprise.

Previous page reproduction credits: 
Jean Marot (1619-1679), « Premier arc de triomphe à l’entrée du faubourg sainct Anthoine », pour L’entrée triomphante de leurs majestés Louis XIV Roy 
de France et de Navarre, et Marie Therese d ‘Austriche son espouse, dans la ville de Paris…, Paris, Pierre le Petit, Thomas Joly, Louis Bilaine, 1662.  
© The British Library Board, 604.i.22.



Beaucoup disent que la famille reste au cœur de la société en France, même si elle a subi 
de nombreuses transformations à travers les générations. Professeur Claudie Bernard et 
Annabelle Dance, un doctorant travaillant sur les XIXème et XXème siècles, discutent de la 
manière dont le modèle familial français a changé au cours du XIXe siècle, et dans quelle 
mesure ces changements ont influencé notre vision de la famille au XXIe siècle.
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Annabelle Dance : Nous nous intéressons toutes les 
deux au grand XIXe siècle en France, une époque où 
l'institution familiale se trouve dans une phase de 
transition historique, principalement à cause de 
l'avènement de la classe et des valeurs bourgeoises 
portées par la Révolution. 
Dans la première partie de votre livre, Penser la 
famille au XIXe siècle (1789-1870), vous contextu-
alisez soigneusement les différentes fonctions de 
la famille, et évaluez l'état de l'institution au XIXe 
siècle. Pourriez-vous nous en dire plus sur certains 
des changements clés qui se sont déroulés alors ?

Claudie Bernard : Dans la première partie du livre, 
je me penche effectivement sur la famille, en tant 
que maisonnée et en tant que lignée, en montrant 
comment elle croise l’axe de la filiation et l’axe 
de l’alliance, et fait jouer différents paramètres 
fonctionnels, sexuel, économique, autoritaire et, 
de plus en plus important, sentimental. 
On est alors effectivement dans une phase de tran-
sition entre l'Ancien Régime et le nouveau. La Révo-
lution n'a pas créé des changements qui sont de 
nature sociale et de mœurs, mais dans l'histoire 
française, elle représente symboliquement une 
charnière, et il est commode de la prendre, dans 
le domaine familial aussi, comme ce moment-pivot 
où les Français renoncent au rôle de sujets d’un 
Roi-Père pour celui de citoyens, d'Enfants de la 
Patrie (Patrie qui combine le radical patr- de pater 
et une terminaison féminine). Le grand leitmotiv 
révolutionnaire, ce n'est plus la Paternité, centrale 
sous l'Ancien Régime, mais la Fraternité, même si 
cette Fraternité, malheureusement, exclut large-
ment les sœurs. 
Sous l'Ancien Régime, la famille faisait partie des 
corps intermédiaires, qui corsetaient l'individu 
dans un maillage fort et hiérarchisé : le père de 
famille s'insérait dans une pyramide, dominée par 
le Roi-père, et au-dessus par Dieu le Père. La Révo-
lution redéfinit la famille en termes de rapports 
entre l'individu, pensé comme libre et autonome, 
et la Nation, pensée comme la totalité des volontés 

générales. Dans ce contexte, la famille devient un 
agrégat d'individus, qui ont choisi d'être ensemble 
(du moins en théorie, la réalité étant plus complexe 
!) On a dit que sous l’Ancien Régime, l’individu était 
déterminé par sa famille ; à partir de la Révolution, 
idéalement, c'est l'individu qui détermine sa famille. 
La Révolution introduit certaines mesures  
« démocratiques », qui vont dans le sens de la liberté, 
comme l'abolition de la puissance paternelle ou le 
divorce, de l’égalité, comme le partage équitable 
de l’héritage, de la fraternité, avec l’exaltation des 
affections domestiques. Toutefois, beaucoup de 
ces mesures seront abrogées, les unes par le Code 
civil de Napoléon, d'autres par la Restauration, et 
il faudra attendre la Troisième République pour 
qu’elles soient reprises et vraiment mises en œuvre.

Annabelle Dance : Vous indiquez des reculs, des 
résistances aux mesures introduites par la Révo-
lution, car en réalité, la Révolution n'est pas une 
rupture nette. Et chacun avait son opinion sur la 
famille et sur l'organisation de la société en général.
Dans la deuxième partie de Penser la famille, vous 
interrogez la manière dont les principaux penseurs 
ont appréhendé l'institution familiale à l'époque. 
Ce faisant, vous retracez le développement d'écoles 
de pensée conservatrices, par opposition à des 
perspectives alternatives et progressives. Quelle 
influence ces différentes théories ont-elles eu sur 
l'évolution de la société française et de la politique 
familiale en France ?

Claudie Bernard : Comme on l’a souvent signalé, la 
famille est, inséparablement, une structure sociale, 
empirique, et une structure mentale - nous avons 
tous en tête une certaine idée de la famille, qui peut 
aller du sens plus naïf au plus savant. Au XIXe siècle, 
les sciences humaines sont en voie de constitution, 
et ceux qui réfléchissent sur la famille ne le font 
pas encore avec les outils épistémiques de leurs 
confrères du XXe et XXIe siècle. C'est pourquoi d'ail-
leurs j'ai intitulé le livre Penser la famille - penser 
est un terme assez vague, et penseurs inclut des 

Penser la famille au XIXe siècle...
Et au XXIe siècle? 

publicistes, comme on disait à l'époque, des histo-
riens, des philosophes, des politiciens, et même des 
romanciers. Leurs discours contribuent à élaborer 
un imaginaire théorique de la famille, qui n'est pas 
monolithique. 
J'ai regroupé cet imaginaire théorique en trois 
grandes catégories. La première, conservatrice, va 
jouer un rôle jusqu'à la fin du XIXe siècle, mais se 
fait surtout entendre à son début. J’y distingue un 
mouvement « patriarcaliste » (Bonald, le Play), et un 
autre que j'ai étiqueté « phallocentrisme » (Proud-
hon). Tous les deux reposent sur le primat du père. 
Le patriarcalisme est traditionnel ; il privilégie 
l’axe vertical de la filiation sur celui, horizontal, de 
l’alliance, et la puissance du père s’appuie sur une 
légitimité, fondée sur la monarchie et sur l’Eglise. 
Le phallocentrisme, lui, rejette l’investiture poli-
tique ou religieuse en faveur d'une logique physi-
ologique - la supériorité du mâle. Si, sous sa forme 
brute, ce mouvement est minoritaire, en revanche, 
il imprègne toutes les autres formes de pensée. 
Je me suis intéressée, ensuite, à des mouvements 
contestataires. Certains sont surtout critiques de 
la famille telle qu’elle est, d'autres proposent de 
nouveaux modèles. Ces mouvements ont tendance 
à diluer la structure nucléaire dans des commu-
nautés plus larges, où le thème de la fraternité est 
essentiel. J’y relève un utopisme totalitaire (Cabet), 
un utopisme libertaire (Fourier), et un militantisme 
féministe, des saint-simonien(ne)s à Flora Tristan 
et ensuite. 
Le troisième mouvement, porteur de l’avenir, est un 
mouvement réformiste. A la différence des contes-
tataires, ses représentants sont convaincus du 
caractère incontournable de la famille, à la fois 
pour la constitution des egos et pour le maintien 
de l'ordre public. Au lien de filiation, ils préfèrent le 
lien conjugal, pensé comme un lien contractuel, et 
insistent sur l'importance du foyer et de la femme. 
Ils privilégient les valeurs bourgeoises de l'individ-
ualisme, de l'eudémonisme et du sentimentalisme. 
Après un détour vers le paternalisme des Lumières 
(Rousseau), j’ai examiné un réformisme libéral 
(les idéologues, Tocqueville), puis un familialisme 
romantique (Staël, Auguste Comte, Sand, Michelet).  

Annabelle Dance : Vous parlez des écrivains du XIXe 
siècle et vous signalez 1789 et 1870 comme points de 
coupure pour votre livre, mais vous « débordez » ces 
limitations, comme le note Yvonne Kniebiehler dans 
la préface: elle dit que votre regard erre « depuis 
Aristote jusqu'à Michel Foucault » (p10).
En termes plus généraux, comment situez-vous les 
développements du XIXe siècle dans un continuum 
historique - qu'est-ce qui a duré jusqu'à ce jour ? 

Dans ce livre, vous affirmez que « le ménage mobile, 
autonome, rassemblé par l'amour autour de la 
mère et des enfants" est le "ménage qui caractérise 
aujourd'hui encore notre civilisation industrielle 
et urbaine » (p20) - soutiendriez-vous cette affir-
mation ?

Claudie Bernard : Effectivement, mon livre indique 
comme terminus a quo 1789, pour les raisons que j’ai 
dites, et comme terminus ad quem 1870, autre point 
commode, parce qu’avec l'arrivée de la Troisième 
République, la famille, telle que vous l'avez résumée, 
est plus ou moins en place, et que d'autre part, 
c'est le moment où les sciences humaines, sociol-
ogie, démographie, psychologie, vont la prendre 
en charge. À partir de là, la pensée de la famille 
va être le travail, non plus de penseurs touche-à-
tout, mais des disciplines qui se constituent. Et si 
j’excède constamment ces deux bornes, c’est qu’on 
ne peut pas expliquer l'histoire de la famille au XIXe 
siècle sans référence au XVIIIe, à la Renaissance, au 
Moyen Âge et même à l'Empire romain, à l'origine de 
beaucoup de nos coutumes, ainsi qu'à la tradition 
judéo-chrétienne. Par ailleurs, je fais très souvent 
référence à notre situation actuelle. La famille 
s’appréhende aujourd’hui comme en crise – c’était 
déjà le cas après 1789, ou encore à la fin du siècle ! 
L’ancien modèle était dominé par des familles de 
type nobiliaire et paysan, enracinées dans une 
terre et une tradition, prises dans un réseau de 
relations lignagères et communautaires, et placées 
sous l'autorité du père. Le modèle bourgeois qui 
le supplante - non sans difficulté dans les classes 
populaires – et qui est, comme vous le relevez, mobile, 
autonome, et imprégné de sentimental, a continué 
à évoluer jusqu'à nos jours.
Aujourd'hui, dans un Occident capitaliste, 
consumériste, hédoniste, ce qui est notable, c'est 
le rétrécissement des ménages – ils sont parfois 
réduit à une seule personne - et l'accroissement 
de la longévité ; ce qui veut dire que nous vivons 
plus longtemps ensemble, ou qu'une personne peut 
former plusieurs familles au cours d'une vie. Depuis 
un demi-siècle, il faut tenir compte de la révolution 
sexuelle, du salariat et de la libération des femmes, 
du jeunisme et de l’extension de la scolarité, des 
nouvelles formes de parentalité... Les anciennes 
infractions, concubinage, adultère, inceste même, 
qui ont fait couler tant d’encre, ont perdu de leur 
virulence ; l’union homosexuelle apparaît inscrite 
dans la logique érotique et sentimentale du mariage, 
comme l’homoparentalité, dans celle de la filia-
tion nourricière. On constate aujourd’hui qu'il y a 
beaucoup de familles recomposées, monoparen-
tales, bi- ou multi-parentales, des fratries d’âge 



38 L’ARC - New York University Department of French Literature, Thought and Culture Fall 2020 Fall 2020  L’ARC - New York University Department of French Literature, Thought and Culture 39

très différents... De telles familles existaient déjà au 
XIXe siècle, pour des raisons de nécessité, veuvage, 
remariage, placement des orphelins. Autre aspect 
qui n’a fait qu’augmenter depuis la Révolution : 
l’intervention de l'État, qui à la fois surveille la 
famille, et se veut tutélaire. Tout récemment, avec 
la crise économique, et l’influence d’autres modèles 
dans nos sociétés multiculturelles, on recherche 
de nouveau l'appui financier et moral des parents 
et de la parentèle.
 
Annabelle Dance : Quant au Jeu des familles, 
qui approfondit les mêmes thèmes et catégories 
analytiques, mais avec une orientation littéraire, 
vous utilisez le jeu éponyme comme « métaphore 
heuristique pour cerner le jeu, ou fonctionnement, 
des familles dans nos grandes sociétés historiques 
», et « le jeu, ou dispositif mimétique, des familles 
dans le roman du XIXe siècle, et explorer leurs règles, 
leurs enjeux, leurs contextes respectifs ». Vous notez 
que ce ne peut pas être un hasard si le jeu des sept 
familles a été inventé au XIXe siècle. Comment ce jeu 
reflète-t-il les attitudes vis-à-vis de la famille dans 
la France du XIXe siècle? 

Claudie Bernard : La métaphore du jeu m'a été très 
utile, puisqu'elle souligne le fonctionnement, codifié 
et toujours original, de l’institution, et comporte 
aussi l’élément d'illusion, étymologiquement ludique, 
propre à la fiction. La métaphore m'a permis de 
suivre comment la fiction pouvait à la fois rejouer 
le jeu familial, et redistribuer les cartes ; elle m’a 
aussi permis de sonder certains dessous de cartes, 
que la littérature est particulièrement à même de 
suggérer. 

Annabelle Dance : Je voulais vous interroger sur 
le mouvement entre le microcosme et le macro-
cosme dans Le Jeu des familles. Le livre est divisé en 
quatre grandes sections, chacune contenant deux ou 
trois chapitres, qui abordent de grandes questions 
telles que la nostalgie patriarcale, le paternalisme 
postrévolutionnaire, la fraternité et la décadence.
Mais chaque chapitre est structuré autour d'une 
lecture attentive d'un texte individuel (par des 
écrivains aussi divers que Balzac, les Goncourt, Zola, 
Sand, Sue et Barbey, entre autres). Comment avez-
vous concilié vos préoccupations macrocosmiques 
avec les thèmes individuels des différents récits?

Claudie Bernard : Pour répondre, il faut reve-
nir à la genèse de ces deux livres. Je suis d'abord 
critique littéraire, donc je m'intéresse aux romans, 
de Balzac, de Sand, de Zola, mais aussi d’Eugène Sue, 
des Goncourt, de Paul Bourget... En travaillant sur 

ces auteurs, je me suis rendu compte qu'ils étaient 
nourris de la pensée familiale de leur époque. Balzac, 
dans les deux livres que j'ai étudiés, recycle les idées 
de Bonald, et Sand est influencée par Pierre Leroux. 
Pour vraiment comprendre ces ouvrages, il fallait 
comprendre l'air intellectuel du temps. Et c'est ainsi 
que j'ai commencé cette longue introduction, qui a 
accumulé de plus en plus de pages, a inclus de plus 
en plus d’ouvrages, et est finalement devenue Penser 
la famille. Ce va-et-vient entre textes littéraires et 
contexte intellectuel est d’autant plus essentiel que 
les grands théoriciens de l'époque connaissaient 
très bien la fiction contemporaine. Donc, je fais 
référence à Balzac ou Sand dans Penser la famille, 
et encore dans Le Jeu des familles, où je cite aussi 
les théoriciens - il y a eu fécondation mutuelle.

Annabelle Dance : Finalement, je voulais vous poser 
la question de la reproduction. Dans Le Jeu des 
familles vous mettez en évidence, au sein de la 
famille, les forces de l’altérité, et en même temps de 
la mêmeté - le docteur Pascal de Zola se demande 
si, dans l’ensemble, « toutes [les familles] ne se 
ressemblaient-elles pas, l’humanité n’était-elle pas 
identique partout, avec la même somme de bien et 
de mal? » Que pensez-vous de cette méditation sur 
l'universalité des familles - et de l'être-humain 
(par opposition au modèle moderne de l'autodé-
termination)?

Claudie Bernard : La dialectique de la mêmeté et 
de l’altérité est au cœur de mes préoccupations, ou 
plutôt de celles de mes auteurs. Le même est inscrit 
dans la famille – même toit, même nom, même 
bourse… Les patriarcalistes ont beaucoup insisté 
sur la notion de reproduction du même, assurée 
par la filiation – encore que la filiation comporte 
toujours une part d’inédit, accrue quand s’amplifie 
le fossé des générations. L’alliance, elle, fondée sur 
la prohibition de l'inceste, exige l’altérité : nous 
devons chercher un(e) conjoint(e), hétéro- ou même 
homosexuel(le), à l'extérieur du cercle familial – 
mais l’homogamie prévaut malgré tout. 
Au niveau de l'ego, « l’ identité » suppose qu’on est 
identique (à ses proches), mais aussi qu’on possède 
son identité propre, sa singularité ; le "self" et le 

"same" sont tous les deux inclus dans le concept 
d'identité. Un individu se définit « contre » sa famille, 
à son contact, et en opposition à elle. 
Alors, toutes les familles, comme l'a dit le docteur 
Pascal, se ressemblent à un certain point, mais 
elles sont toujours différentes. Et il faut noter que, 
comme tous les foyers, ceux des Rougon-Macquart, 
dont Pascal fait partie, doivent éclater, pour que la 
famille continue à exister. 

Top image: The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and 
Photographs: Print Collection, The New York Public Library. "The 
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Georges Hugo who is looking at his sister Jeanne, now Movnne? Chareul?, 
the little boy is George's son." The New York Public Library Digital 
Collections.

Bottom row, left image: Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 
Photographs and Prints Division, The New York Public Library. "W.E. B. Du-
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Library, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia.
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Lisa Chow: Congratulations on receiving second 
place in the American Journal of French Studies’s 
2020 national writing competition in French! Can 
you tell us more about what you wrote in your 
essay "Le Français: l'approfondissement de ma 
vie" in response to the prompt, "Why did you start 
learning French?"

Matigan King: I started learning French in high 
school and instantly fell in love. I loved the fluid-
ity of the language, the intentionality behind the 
grammar and semantics, and how deliberate the 
French seem to be in everything they do, especially 
their language. The richness of French culture has 
always intrigued me, but by learning the language, 
I felt like I had the opportunity to strengthen my 
appreciation for and connection to it. Learning 
French, for me, added an extra dimension to enjoy-
ing all things francophone. In my essay, I write 
about how, when I speak French, I feel a sense of 
liberty. As a rather timid introvert, conversing with 
virtually anyone can be quite difficult. But with 
French, it is different. When I studied abroad in 
Paris my sophomore year, I pushed myself to speak 
French with anyone I encountered--shop owners, 
vendors at the farmer's market, waiters and wait-
resses... When I did so, I felt greater confidence--a 
confidence that I had not necessarily experienced 
before. I felt the desire to connect with people and 
found that French enabled me to do just that.

LC: In your winning essay, you speak about your 
visit to Senegal. What was your experience there 
like, and how was your trip significant?

MK: My experience in Senegal was incredibly 
profound and challenging. Although our trip was 
cut short due to a flight debacle that resulted in a 

chaotic route to Dakar (which included a stop in 
Addis Ababa and Mali), we were nonetheless able to 
spend quality time with the villagers as we worked 
together to build a school. I have never experienced 
such warmth and hospitality from strangers, nor 
have I ever felt as comfortable calling strangers 
family so quickly. Everyone formed meaningful 
connections, but being able to speak French made 
doing so easier and more profound. I realized then 
just how powerful language is. Language gives us 
the power to connect and empathize with others; 

"Quand je parle français, je suis libre"

Matigan King, a junior majoring in French and Journalism at NYU, recently received highest honors 
from the American Journal of French Studies for her essay submission. The journal received over 1,000 
entries nationally for its 2020 writing competition. In spring 2020, Matigan also won the Prix Paris, 
awarded annually by the NYU Department of French Literature, Thought and Culture.

Matigan spoke with department staff member Lisa Chow about the role French plays in her life, her 
studies, and her travels, which include stays in Senegal and France.

it allows us to relate to people in ways that are 
otherwise almost impossible to access. I am still 
in contact with a Senegalese friend from that trip, 
and we converse in French over WhatsApp.

LC: Why did you decide to major in French at NYU?

MK: Well, I fell in love with French in high school and 
wanted to continue my journey in college as well! I 
appreciated the small, more community-oriented 
culture of NYU's French Department and absolutely 
loved all of my professors. The French Department 
provided a level of intimacy that is often absent in 
such large institutions.

LC: How have you fostered your passion for French 
in college?

MK: I have continued taking French courses, stud-
ied abroad in Paris, and have enjoyed watching 
French films! I love all things French and am eager 
to maintain my connection to the culture even from 
afar. I also kept my subscription to My Little Paris, 
which sends multiple newsletters, in French, each 
week about the goings-on in the City of Lights. It 
keeps me reading French and reminds me of all 
the wonders France has to offer.

LC: What has been one of your favorite French 
courses at NYU and why?

MK: Hmmm this one is hard! In Paris I loved my 
French Culture and Cinema class with Professor 
Azulys. Now I feel so much more engaged when 
watching films--in any language. Professor Berty 
really helped me with my writing and literature 
analysis in her French Literature class. And Madame 
Bernard's Le Récit Bref and Professor Nicole's La 
Poésie Amoureuse have introduced me to so many 
beautiful and intriguing texts I would have other-
wise missed.

LC: What advice would you give to students who 
are considering majoring or minoring in French?

MK: I'm not sure I am qualified to give advice! But I 
would say that language is a window into the mind, 
and that by studying language--and words and 
grammar in general--it enables us to speak, think, 
listen, and engage more meaningfully. Language 
reflects thought, and the two are very intimately 
linked.

LC: Thank you for being so candid with us and 
sharing your love of French.

MK: Thank you so much for this opportunity! Also, 
once the world is open again, I highly recommend 
that those who love French study abroad at NYU 
Paris. Such a beautiful, challenging, and memora-
ble experience.

Student Spotlight: Matigan King
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Emily Apter writes: Before all activities fell off the 
pandemic cliff I had a full plate. 

Talks included: 
“A Reparations Theory of Translation,” session 
on “The Human Caught in the Spinning of the 
Global” (organized by Simon Gikandi and Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak), MLA.
Invited Lecture, “What is Mel Bochner Translating?” 
Conference on Mel Bochner, Centre Pompidou.
Invited lecture, “Ecosophy,” at Cambridge University
Keynote, “What is Just Translation?  Naming the 
Non-Citizen Across Language Borders,” and Conver-
sation with Translator Mark Mellor on “Translat-
ability and Untranslatability,” Translation Festival, 

“Languages in Motion,” Exeter, UK. 
“Justicing Translation,” Keynote, International 
Symposium in Phenomenology, Perugia, Italy. 

“Micropolitics of Safety/salut public: Thinking and 
Living with Philosophical Untranslatables,” Confer-
ence on “Details – Anthropology and Philosophy,” 
Collège de France and ISJPS, Panthéon-Sorbonne.

In spring 2020 I received a Bennett-Polonsky 
Humanities-Lab Award for “Knowledge Alphabets: 
On Natural and Digital Languages.” 

Supported by funds from the NYU provost’s office 
I co-taught a seminar in Casablanca with Ali 
Benmakhlouf (a group of graduate students from 
Morocco, Paris and NYU). 

Publications for the year included:
Co-editing and introducing a special issue of 
Diacritics on “Economies of Existence” with Martin 
Crowley.

“Alphabetic Memes: Caricature, Satire and Political 
Literacy in the Age of Trump,” in October 

“Untranslatability and the Geopolitics of Reading,” 
in PMLA

“Regioning Difference:  Translation and Critical 
Cartography,” in ARTmargins

“Justifying the Humanities,” in Comparative Liter-
ature

Claudie Bernard organized, in collaboration with 
Prof. Saminadayar-Perrin, from Université Paul 
Valéry in Montpellier, a colloquium entitled “L’His-

toire feuilletée, dispositifs intertextuels dans la 
fiction historique du XIXe siècle / Multilayered 
History: Intertextuality in 19th-Century French 
Historical Fiction.” The first part took place at the 
Maison Française of NYU in February 2020. Claudie 
Bernard delivered the introductory talk. 

En 2019-20, Ludovic Cortade a exercé les fonctions 
de directeur du programme sous-gradué et de coor-
dinateur avec NYU Paris. Il a mis la dernière main 
aux actes de deux colloques internationaux qu'il a 
co-organisés avec Guillaume Soulez, directeur du 
département d'études cinématographique de l'uni-
versité Sorbonne Nouvelle Paris 3. Ces deux volumes 
sont respectivement intitulés Cinéma et littérature: 
la culture visuelle en partage et Penser l'espace 
avec le cinéma et la littérature (Peter Lang, "Film 
Culture series"; à paraître en 2021). Ces volumes 
contiennent un ensemble de 35 contributions, dont 
certaines écrites par des doctorants du programme 
de littérature française de NYU qui ont présenté 
leur recherche à New York ou à Paris. 

Hannah Freed-Thall writes: In 2019-20 my scholarly 
work was mostly focused on my current book proj-
ect, The Beach Effect. I tested out ideas in invited 
talks at the University of Pennsylvania and Colum-
bia; planned lectures at Yale and the University 
of Chicago were postponed due to the pandemic. 
My article on Proust’s beach (“L’Effet de plage”) 
appeared in Bulletin Marcel Proust, and my article 
on Rachel Carson and Roland Barthes, “Think-
ing Small: Close Reading as Ecological Thought,” 
was published in Modernism and Close Reading 
(Oxford UP, 2020). I also published (with Thangam 
Ravindranathan) an interview with contemporary 
novelist Maylis de Kerangal, titled “‘Le monde 
relancé à chaque phrase’: Entretien avec Maylis de 
Kerangal,” in SITES: Contemporary French & Franco-
phone Studies. And I’ve been busy this past summer 
editing (with Morgane Cadieu) a special issue of the 
journal Comparative Literature on “Beaches & Ports,” 
which will appear in print next summer. Finally, I 
reflected a lot this past year on emotion work (one 
of the topics of the graduate seminar I taught in 
Fall 2019 on “Forms of Feeling”) and on the relation 
between domestic/reproductive and intellectual 
labor. In April, I recorded a brief personal essay on 

Faculty News this topic for the Maison Française podcast series, 
“Thinking in Pandemic Times.”

Stéphane Gerson organized a symposium, Scholars 
and Their Kin, that brought together historians, 
literary critics, sociologists, and anthropologists 
from Europe and the U.S. whose work revolves 
around their relatives. He gave a paper, “A History 
From Within: When Historians Write About Their 
Own Kin,” at the MIT Global France seminar and 
spoke at the Boston Book Festival; four other talks 
(at UVA, University of Florida, Columbia, and Univer-
sity of Chicago were postponed or cancelled due to 
the pandemic). France in the World: A New Global 
History (2019), whose English-language edition 
Gerson edited, was a finalist for the 2020 French 
Heritage Society Book Award. Gerson published 
an op-ed on tourism and our risk economy in the 
Washington Post. He co-organized Writing Matters: 
Animating Ideas and Reaching Diverse Readerships, 
a series of workshops funded by NYU’s Center for 
the Humanities; and led conversations with writer 
Philippe Lançon and historian Liz Foster (Tufts) at 
the Maison. As director of the IFS, he spent much 
of the spring semester managing the fallout of the 
pandemic and advocating for students, faculty, 
and staff; he also led a search for a historian of 
20th-century France and the world. Finally, he 
continues to serve on the editorial board of the 
Journal of Modern History, the French Voices trans-
lation committee, and the H-France Book Review 
Advisory Panel.

Sarah Kay writes: An unforgettable year in other 
ways, 2019-20 has not been especially notable where 
my scholarship was concerned, at least as regards 
publication. I was on leave in the fall semester, 
but teaching in the spring, when I underwent the 
disconcerting and time-consuming lurch into 
pandemic mode and the world of Zoom. A couple of 
co-edited volumes have appeared: a special issue 
on Versions of the Natural with Nicolette Zeeman 
(Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 49.3, 
2019) and an open access volume with Timothy 
Mathews on The Modernist Bestiary: Translating 
Animals and the Arts through Guillaume Apollinaire, 
Raoul Dufy and Graham Sutherland (UCL Press, June 
2020). Another open access publication came out 
this spring, an article on “Songs of War: the Voice 
of Bertran de Born” in a special issue of Transpo-
sition on Sound, Music and Violence (hors-série 2, 
2020). The stimulation of giving lectures at both 

Yale and the University of Cologne in November 
2019 galvanized me into working to complete my 
book on medieval song. It is not quite finished yet, 
but close, with submission to a press promised for 
January 2021. Working on this project has been both 
exciting and rewarding as the written text will be 
complemented by a website with recordings by a 
professional singer, whom it is a pleasure to work 
with  -- a pleasure infused with urgency, as we all 
brace for potential future waves. 

Judith Miller writes: Time, as for all of us, has 
stretched and contracted chaotically, depending 
on COVID news, on the debacle in Washington, on 
Black Lives Matter activism, on anxiety about teach-
ing on zoom, on exhilaration at seeing students 
learn -- even in sub-optimal conditions, and on 
living with what is missing. We are told this is an 
abnormal, indeed historic, moment. But I fight to 
keep things normal -- and so I report my news as 
though we were in normal times: conferences in 
Lisbon (the new International MLA), at the Avignon 
theatre festival (on André Benedetto), in New York 
City (on Francophone Caribbean theatre and on 
the Afro-Atlantic theatre project sponsored by the 
Camargo Foundation.) A happy 50-year celebration 
of New York University in France. Proof-reading the 
translated MS of The Théâtre du Soleil: the First Fifty-
Five Years by Béatrice Picon-Vallin, finally out in 
July. Missing watching Ariane Mnouchkine receive 
the Kyoto Prize from the Inamori Foundation at the 
University of California-San Diego (which did not 
take place in March.) Missing having the Soleil’s 
Jean-Jacque Lemêtre with us to speak about “the 
taste of music” (which could not happen in April). 
Missing giving a key-note on African Theatre for 
the African Literature Conference (which was 
cancelled in May.) Missing the Avignon Theatre 
Festival this past July (which will take place in 
mini-form in October -- at least that is the hope.)  
And missing seeing colleague and students and 
friends in person…

This year John Moran began his four-year tenure as 
the Chief Reader for the College Board’s Advanced 
Placement (AP) French Language and Culture Exam. 
This work entails not only overseeing all aspects 
of the scoring of the exam, but also sitting on the 
AP French Language and Culture Exam Develop-
ment Committee and presenting the exam and the 
AP curriculum at College Board World Language 
symposia. John continued to serve the greater 
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university community by completing his thirteenth 
year as both a Faculty Fellow in Residence at Lipton 
Residence Hall and as the Faculty Affiliate for the 
French Explorations Floor.  In the department, John 
continues to oversee the NYU chapter of Pi Delta Phi, 
the French National Honor society, which inducted 
over fifty new members this past year. John was 
invited twice during the fall to speak about different 
aspects of the Louisiana service learning course he 
created several years ago, once at the Vista Higher 
Learning Fall Forum (“Lâche pas la patate! Service 
Learning to Promote Goals and Global Citizenship”) 
and once at the ACTFL Conference (“Brasse donc le 
couche-couche: Service Learning on the Bayou”). In 
addition, John organized a one-day conference with 
a focus on foreign language learning and teach-
ing: “The Intersection of Culture and the Classroom: 
Approaches to Integration and Assessment” (with 
support from the AATF) at the Maison Française. 
Finally, this year, John was promoted to Clinical 
Full Professor.

Eugène Nicole chaired the committee on Professor 
Freed-Thall's recommendation for Tenure. He was a 
member of the Salary Committee and of the editorial 
Board of Bulletin Marcel Proust. He co-organized with 
Mireille Naturel of Paris III-Sorbonne nouvelle the 
International Colloquium on À l'ombre des jeunes filles 
en fleurs whose second session, at which he gave a 
lecture entitled "Moi prix Goncourt", was devoted to 
the 1919 Goncourt prize. He published " Bains de mer" 
in the 2019 issue of the Bulletin Marcel Proust,"Sel de 
Genette" in Poétique 185 and portraits of Françoise 
and the hero's grandmother for a special issue of  the 
magazine Le Point.

François Noudelmann became the director of La 
Maison Française in December 2019 and he has 
planned a new program adapted to the constraints 
of the pandemic. As an author, during the academic 
year, he has published Penser avec les oreilles (Max 
Milo 2019, forthcoming Arabic translation), continuing 
his reflection on sound in philosophy and literature, 
which he also presented in "Philosophical aurality" 
(PMLA No. 135-2), and through lectures at Sorbonne 
University, at Sainte-Anne Hospital, and on the radio 
France Inter. His work on listening led to articles on 

"Barthes and insignificant music", in Interdisciplin-
ary Barthes (Oxford University Press) and on "Chut! 
Écouter la musique de Samuel Beckett" in Samuel 
Beckett et la culture française (Classiques Garnier). 

In the field of his studies on 20th and 21st century 
thought, he edited Archipels Glissant (Presses 
Universitaires de Vincennes, 2020), the proceed-
ings of an international conference he organized 
in 2018 with thirty scholars, including Michael 
Dash to whom the book is dedicated. He wrote 
two articles on the Caribbean writer : "La vie 
d'Édouard Glissant, vérités et frictions" (PUV) and 

"Le Paris créolisé d'Édouard Glissant" (La Geste). 

Among contemporary thinkers, Noudelmann also 
had a dialogue with André Gorz, one of the main 
French philosophers in political ecology, that La 
Découverte published in 2019: Penser l'avenir. In 
the wake of the philosophical debate on truth 
and time, he then wrote "What is a posthumous 
truth", in Rethinking French culture (Liverpool 
University Press). 

Continuing his essays on Sartre, he wrote "The 
existentialism's avatars", in Existentialism, 70 
Years After (Yale French Studies), "Sartre and 
Poetry : I love you, me neither", in Philosophy and 
Poetry (Columbia University Press), and "Sartre 
et la nouvelle conceptualisation de l'imagination 
après 1945" in Le concept d'imagination après 
1945 (Classiques Garnier). In October 2020 he will 
publish two books by Sartre and on Sartre, for 
the 40th anniversary of his death: a new edition 
of Situations VI (Gallimard) and Un Tout autre 
Sartre (Gallimard).

Lucien Nouis a rédigé cette année un article 
intitulé « L’herméneutique paysagère du Voyage 
de Hollande », qui va paraître sous peu dans le 
volume 40 des Diderot studies. Il a aussi donné 
une communication, « Refaire les signes : iden-
tité aristocratique et récit de soi dans L’Émigré, 
de Sénac de Meilhan », au colloque annuel de 
l’ISECS, à Édimbourg, en juillet 2019, ainsi que 
deux autres au MLA 2020, à Seattle : « Espacement, 
désir et vertu dans La Nouvelle Héloïse » et « Les 

“mots partageables” : langage et éthique chez Jean 
Starobinski. » Cet été, il a également corrigé les 
épreuves de son premier roman policier, Nous 
ne négligerons aucune piste, dont la parution 
est prévue pour le 7 octobre aux éditions Jean-
Claude Lattès/Le Masque.

Phillip John Usher writes: “This past year saw 
a number of projects and publications come to 

timely completion. Most significantly, the edited 
volume Early Modern Écologies: Beyond English 
Ecocritism, which I co-edited with Pauline Goul, 
appeared from Amsterdam University Press in 
the Environmental Humanities in Pre-modern 
Cultures series. With chapters by established and 
up-and-coming scholars, it is the first collective 
volume to put a wide array of sixteenth-century 
French literature into dialogue with contempo-
rary eco-theory. My own chapter, “Almost Encoun-
tering Ronsard’s Roses,” on the French prince of 
poet’s uncanny affinities with contemporary (to us) 
plant theory, also appeared therein. Other work to 
appear this year included “Atmoterrorism in the 
Humanist Anthropocene” in a volume on Polemic 
and Literature edited by Jedd Kendrick and Kath-
erine Maynard, “L'intertexte virgilien dans les 
Singularités de la France antarctique (1557) d'André 
Thévet” in La Renaissance au grand large edited 
by Véronique Ferrer, Olivier Millet and Alexandre 

Tarrête, and others. Other positive highlights of the 
year included co-organizing, with Jeanne Ételain, a 
major conference titled Re-Wiring Democracy, with 
keynotes Étienne Balibar and Marielle Macé and 
a rich list of other interdisciplinary speakers. It 
was also a joy to welcome French playwright and 
director Philippe Quesne and his moles to Skirball, 
on which occasion I wrote a short “indefinite arti-
cle” for the Skirball website which also served as 
program notes. The pandemic, of course, changed 
my professional life drastically in Spring 2020. 
The combined and now spatially and temporally 
overlapping responsibilities of Department Chair 
and Father of Toddler have put most research on 
hold until daycare resumes, with a laundry list of 
exciting opportunities turned down peremptorily 
by return email. The summer brought the good 
news of my promotion to Full Professor, effective 
September 1, 2020.”
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Maria Baliaeva Solomon started a new position 
as Assistant Professor of French at the University 
of Maryland and has two articles forthcoming in 
French Forum.

Anne Brancky (PhD 2014), Laura Hughes (PhD 2015) 
and Youna Kwak (PhD 2015) edited and co-wrote 
the introduction for a Special Cluster of four arti-
cles on “Disclosure Narratives,” forthcoming in 
Modern Language Studies. This article cluster orig-
inated in our co-chaired 2019 ACLA seminar “The 
Politics of Disclosure” and represents the work of 
diverse scholars in the fields of literature, media 
studies, and women’s studies. The cluster proposes 
an investigation of the political and epistemological 
stakes of disclosure in emergent narrative forms 
as they relate to community, selfhood, truth and 
fiction. In other news, among the cancelations we 
regret most during these difficult times is that of 
the second installation of the Hudson Valley College, 
an annual conference we co-founded with other 
NYU alum. The inaugural conference (2019) was 
dedicated to Louis Wolfson’s Le Schizo et les langues, 
while the second iteration was to be focused on 
Lautréamont’s Les Chants de Maldoror.
Annie: I am pleased to announce the publication 
of my book, The Crimes of Marguerite Duras: Liter-
ature and the Media in Twentieth-Century France 
(Cambridge University Press, 2020). This book, 
which started as a dissertation at NYU, studies the 
relationship between Marguerite Duras’s literary 
oeuvre and popular crime writing and the mass 
media. 
Laura: My book manuscript of Archival Afterlives: 
Cixous, Derrida, and the Matter of Friendship, is 
currently under review at Northwestern University 
Press. In August I will be celebrating my daughter’s 
first birthday. 
Youna: Recent publications: “How to Read Barthes: 
Autobiography’s Intimacy Effect” (French Forum, 
Winter 2019); a collection of poetry, sur vie (Fathom 
Books, 2020); translation of François Bon’s novel 
Daewoo (winner of the 2017 French Voices Grand 
Prize) (Diálogos Press, 2020). Currently I teach in 
the Johnston Center for Integrative Learning at 
the University of Redlands, in Southern California, 
where I am Lossett Visiting Assistant Professor in 
French and Creative Writing. This is my second 
year serving on the Board of Directors of Women in 
French, as Western Representative for the PAMLA 
region. WIF has been an invaluable resource for 

pedagogy, research, and solidarity around issues of 
social justice during this time of multiple crises. To 
support scholars during the coronavirus pandemic, 
WIF will be offering 1-year free memberships for 
all new members. All who work in French/Fran-
cophone fields are welcome—I encourage you to 
consider joining. 

Cristian Bratu (Ph.D 2007) will serve as Associate 
Chair of the Department of Modern Languages and 
Cultures at Baylor University, starting Fall 2020. 
He recently published an article titled “Autorité 
spirituelle et pouvoir royal chez Wace: Pour une 
relecture du Roman de Rou.” [The Medieval Chron-
icle 13 (2020): 33-58].

Krystin Christy is a second year PhD student in 
the department. During her first year, she further 
explored her interest in Early Modern and Medi-
eval travel narratives as well as ecocriticism. She 
received a scholarship to study German at NYU over 
the summer and has delighted in her time studying 
the language via Zoom, accompanied by her loyal 
companion Luna the Coton de Tuléar. During the 
2020-21 academic school year, she plans to work on 
the junction between travel narratives and natural 
history in the Medieval and Early Modern periods.

Terrence Cullen's article, “John of Howden’s 
Rossignos and the Sounds of Francophone Devo-
tion,” was just published in New Medieval Literatures 
in May.

Andy Curran (NYU literature PhD 1996) is the 
William Armstrong Professor of the Humanities 
at Wesleyan University. His biography of Diderot 
(Diderot and the Art of Thinking Freely, Other Press, 
2019) was named a Best Book of the Year by Kirkus 
Reviews, the Irish Times, Open Letters Review, The 
Australian, and NRC, and has appeared in Portu-
guese and Spanish translations. Curran gave inter-
views to Epicuro, ABC Cultural, Letras Libres, Sol, 
Folha, Muy Historia, and the New York Times, and did 
podcasts for CBC, KQUED, Lapham’s Quarterly, Two 
for Tea, and New Books in French. In the past year 
he has written articles for the Wall Street Journal, 
Newsweek, and Time Magazine and was named the 
Shiela Biddle Ford Foundation Fellow at Harvard, 
which he had to turn down due to reasons related 
to the pandemic. His new book, Who is Black and 
Why, which is co-edited with Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 

Student and Alumni News

is a scholarly edition of two contests sponsored 
by Bordeaux's Royal Academy of Sciences in the 
eighteenth century. This book is forthcoming at 
Harvard University Press in Spring 2021.

Jeanne Ételain writes: I spent 2019-2020 as pension-
naire étrangère at ENS-Paris, visiting researcher at 
the Centre international d'étude de la philosophie 
française contemporaine (ENS/Collège de France/
CNRS), and I received a Global Research Initiative 
Fellowship in the fall. I had the true pleasure of 
co-organizing with Professor Phillip J. Usher a major 
two-day international conference called “Rewiring 
Democracy: Between Us and Them” for NYU’s Center 
for French Language and Cultures, which featured 
about twenty speakers including keynotes Etienne 
Balibar, and Marielle Macé. Otherwise, most of the 
year has been spent on my dissertation work, out 
of which came two forthcoming publications: “This 
Planet Which Is Not One: On the Notion of Zone” 

in Bruno Latour’s edited catalogue Critical Zones: 
The Science and Politics of Landing on Earth and 

“The Crisis of Anthropocentric Space: Thinking the 
Politics of the Zone with Andrei Tarkovsky’s Stalker” 
in Ludovic Cortade’s and Guillaume Soulez’s edited 
volume Thinking Space in Cinema and Literature. 
While in Paris, I actively participated in various 
research groups and fostered relations with Paris-
based colleagues: “Penser en situation d’urgence” 
(ENS - which I co-founded), Histoire des Arts et des 
Représentations (Université Paris Nanterre), and 

“Uchronie du temps présent” (with the iconic journal 
Les Temps modernes). I also presented my work at 

“Transpatialités: de la modulation chez Simondon 
à la zone chez Guattari” and was discussant at 

“Philosophie contemporaine au Japon et en France”, 
two international conferences held at Université 
Paris Nanterre. Finally, I taught two Master semi-
nars in the program “Sociétés Contemporaines” at 
l’Université de Paris.

Elise Nussbaum and Alex Trebek.
Photo courtesy of Elise Nussbaum. 
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Myron McShane writes: Currently, I am a post-
doctoral fellow at the Centre for Reformation and 
Renaissance Studies at the University of Toronto. 
Over the past year, I have published works in French, 
English and Italian. In the journal Arborescences, I 
wrote an article on the reception of classical epic 
in Renaissance France. I provide the first trans-
lation of Jean Dorat’s Latin letter on translating 
Nonnus’ Dionysiaca, the longest epic in antiquity. 
This letter is a key source for Dorat’s program for 
the 1571 Paris royal entry. Previously, scholars 
thought Dorat’s letter was addressed to Gerard 
Falkenburg, the first editor of Nonnus, whereas I 
show that the actual recipient is Charles Utenhove, 
a Belgian humanist and friend of the Pléiade. In 
Translating Petrarch's Poetry: L’Aura del Petrarca 
from the Quattrocento to the 21st Century (Legenda), 
I provide a chapter on  how Joachim Du Bellay’s L’Ol-
ive, the first sonnet sequence in French, selectively 
imitates the Canzoniere. In La traduzione latina dei 
classici greci nel Quattrocento in Toscana e in Umbria 
(Centro Pancrazi), honoring the 575th anniversary 
of Leonardo Bruni’s death, my contribution is on 
Giannozzo Manetti, author of the first full-length 
work written on translation theory. In this chapter, 
I focus on how Manetti’s Apologeticus, a justification 
of his translation of the Psalms from Hebrew, was 
inspired by the patristic model of Origen’s Hexapla.

Elise Nussbaum writes : I haven’t been in academia 
for some time, but here is an update that other 
alumni might get a kick out of: I was a three-time 
champion on Jeopardy! last fall. I kicked it off 
by running a category called “The Occupation of 
France,” which turned out to be a list of... French 
words for various occupations. 

Chelsea Stieber (French/French Studies '13) was 
named a 2020 ACLS Fellow for her new project 
Caribbean Fascism: Antiliberalism and Integralism 
in the Twentieth Century. Her book is now out: Haiti's 
Paper War: Post-Independence Writing, Civil War, and 
the Making of the Republic (NYU Press, 2020). She 
is also currently co-editing a critical translation 
of Louis Joseph Janvier's Haïti aux Haïtiens (under 
contract with Liverpool University Press).

Alex Teachey (former undergraduate program 
administrator in the department) has completed 
his PhD in Astronomy at Columbia University. His 
dissertation was "On the Detection and Char-
acterization of Exomoons Through Survey and 
Targeted Observations." He will be moving to Taipei 
in September 2020 to assume his new role as Distin-
guished Postdoctoral Fellow at the Academia Sinica 

Institute of Astronomy & Astrophysics.

Catherine Webster (Ph.D. 2005) continues into 
her fifth year as Dean of the College of Liberal 
Arts at the University of Central Oklahoma. In the 
Fall of 2019, she served on the comité scientifique 
of an International Literary Colloquium in Erra-
chidia, Morocco. She is also Co-Guest Editor of a 
forthcoming issue of SITES: Contemporary French 
Studies along with Pamela Genova at the University 
of Oklahoma.

In February 2020, Aurora Wolfgang published an 
edition and translation of Beauty and the Beast: 
The Original Story, by Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot 
de Villeneuve, Arizona Center for Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies (Toronto: Iter, 2020).

Masano Yamashita (Associate Professor, Univer-
sity of Colorado, Boulder) published the following 
articles:  “Selfhood in the Early Finance Capitalism 
of Manon Lescaut,” Forum for Modern Language Stud-
ies, vol 56, issue 3, October 2020,  “Destiny’s Child: 
Accidents and Repetition in La vie de Marianne,” 
Orbis Litterarum, vol. 75, issue 3, June 2020, p. 103-13, 

“Fate and Consolation in the Late Rousseau,” Sens 
Public, and  “Laconism and the Literary Politics of 
the Social Contract,” in Silence, the implicit and the 
unspoken in Rousseau, ed. Brigitte Weltman-Aron, 
Ourida Mostefai, Peter Westmoreland, Boston/
Leiden: Brill, 2020, p. 64-78.

Right Page: Euromaidan revolution in Kiev, 2014  © Chris / Adobe Stock
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Phillip John Usher: In your new book, which came 
out with the University of Chicago Press, you make 
clear that Europe is not a fixed category. In your 
conclusion, you say that Cartographic Humanism 
is a “long overdue critical intervention into the 
rise of Europe as a surprisingly unexplored conti-
nent.” You point out that “the continent’s rise as 
an idea standing for a universal and secular vision 
of the human and for a modern world-system has 
proven to be extraordinarily influential—as well as 
devastating on a global scale, where colonialism, 
slavery, and exploitation are but a few of its dire 
outcomes.” I’d like to unpack your conclusion by 
looking at six different keywords that crisscross 
Cartographic Humanism. Perhaps we could start 
with “humanism”? It’s a term that has been defined 
and redefined many times and it gets a lot of bad 
press these days. Cary Wolfe blows it apart in his 
book What is Posthumanism?, but for you humanists 
are “borderlanders” who are multilingual and 
multicultural. What does “humanism” mean for 
you, and why is it the center of your book?

Katharina Natalia Piechocki: Well, in my study of 
the Renaissance period, I have always been struck 
by two things. First, by a relatively narrow schol-
arly vision of what Europe actually means. In most 
studies of Europe, the continent is reduced to a few 
western European countries. Being central and 
eastern European myself, I was always wonder-
ing why that part of Europe was not more often 
brought into a broader conversion on Renais-
sance Europe—and of Renaissance humanism. 
That’s, after all, where the Copernican Revolution 
happened. This brings me to my second point: 
humanism is mainly studied as a revival of Greek 
and Roman antiquity, with a strong focus on 

philology. What has been neglected thus far is the 
dimension of space. I think that what is new about 
the way I look at humanism is that I consider space 
and the rise of cartography as a driving force that 
spearheaded the humanist movement. I argue 
that without this new discipline there would be 
no Renaissance humanism as we know it. Also, 
when we shift our focus to a more spatial—and 
geographically more inclusive—understanding 
of the Renaissance, we arrive at very differ-
ent conclusions about where the boundaries of 
Europe (and European humanism) actually are. 
When studied through the lens of geography and 
cartography, the most famous Italian humanists 
such as Petrarch and Boccaccio emerge as spatial 
thinkers. In fact, Petrarch’s annotations to Pompo-
nius Mela’s geographic treatise, De chorographia, 
are among his first philological endeavors. And 
Boccaccio, whom Roberta Morosini has recently 
called “the geographer,” was the first to advance, 
in his Commentary on the Divine Comedy, the 
adjectival neologism “Europico.” 

PJU: What also plays a major role in your book is 
the term “border.” In particular in your second 
chapter on eastern Europe and its blurred borders 
with Asia, you distinguish between “borderland” 
and “borderline.” Could you explain how these 
two concepts differ? 

KNP: Let me start with “border.” With the circu-
lation of Ptolemy’s Geography in Europe in the 
first years of the fifteenth century, a new idea of 
“border” emerged—one not grounded, as was previ-
ously the case, in nature (rivers and mountains), 
but in mathematics. Ptolemy was the first to use 
longitudinal and latitudinal lines (a brilliant idea 

Cartographic Humanism: 
The Making of Early Modern Europe

A Conversation between Phillip John Usher and NYU 
Comparative Literature alumna Katharina Natalia Piechocki

What is Europe, where are Europe’s borders, and what gives Europe a special status? These questions 
may seem drawn from today’s headlines, but they were essential for the Renaissance humanists 
who form the subject of Katharina’s new book, Cartographic Humanism: The Making of Early Modern 
Europe. In this conversation, Phillip and Katharina discuss how the rise of cartography as a new 
discipline not only shaped Renaissance humanism, but also the very idea of Europe.

to locate each single locale of the oikoumene with 
the help of two intersecting lines), and human-
ists and mapmakers took up Ptolemy’s idea of 
the arbitrarily drawn straight line to divide up 
territories in heretofore unprecedented ways. 
One of the first examples in which an artificially 
drawn borderline was used was in the Treaty of 
Tordesillas in 1494, where the “raya” or “linea”—as 
the line was called in the Spanish original—sepa-
rated the Portuguese from the Spanish possessions 
in the Americas. What is crucial here is that the 
treaty explicitly states that the line should be 
drawn across the Atlantic independently of the 
lands and peoples it would traverse. This discon-
nect between borderline and the reality on the 
ground has had, of course, a terrific impact in 
the history of colonization. It suffices to think of 
the Berlin-Congo Conference in 1884-85, when the 

entire African continent was divided up completely 
arbitrarily, by following the alleged objectivity of 
the abstract line.  

PJU: And how about “borderland”?

KNP: Borderland references the multilingual and 
multicultural potential of the border. I use the 
example of the Polish kingdom, which was home 
to peoples of Slavic, Baltic, Germanic, Jewish, 
Hungarian, Turkish, Tatar, Armenian, and Greek 
peoples, who communicated in a sweeping range 
of languages written in five different alphabets: 
Latin, Cyrillic, Hebrew, Arabic, and Greek. We have 
in that border region rare linguistic phenomena, 
studied by Jakub Niedźwiedź, such as a vernac-
ular version of Belorussian written in the Arabic 
alphabet, used by the Lithuanian Tatars. Many 

Katharina Natalia Piechocki and Phillip John Usher discussing Cartographic Humanism at Harvard in November 2019
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inhabitants of the Polish kingdom were “border-
landers,” if by that term we understand, with Oscar 
Martínez, a population “living and functioning 
in several different worlds.” The fluidity of the 
borderland resists the idea of a neat continental 
borderline. 

PJU: The third keyword I’d like to discuss is “conti-
nent.” Your introduction to the book where you 
introduce the readers to the history of the word 
was very revealing to me. Tell me more about it!

KNP: So… the emergence of continental thinking in 
Europe is quite interesting: it originated in ancient 
Greece. At first, however, not as an opposition 
between Europe and Asia, but as a juxtaposition 
between the mainland—Greece and Asia Minor—
and the islands of the Aegean. The Greek word for 
continent is epeiron, which means “without limit,” 
and it stands in contrast to nesos, the island. 
Already the Presocratics saw this opposition in 
close connection to philosophical thinking and 
the two basic operations of logic: thinking about 
the infinite (Anaximander’s apeiron) and defin-
ing concepts (typically imagined as the gesture 
of drawing a circle, of isolation, a term related 
to insula, island). The Greek geographer Strabo, 
for instance, opens his lengthy Geography by 
stating that geography is a domain studied by 
the philosophers. For Strabo, the person who 
best embodies this affinity between geography 
and philosophy is Homer. Today, when we read 
the Iliad or the Odyssey, we no longer think of 
Homer as a geographer (nor as a philosopher), 
but this was actually the lens through which the 
ancients and, later on, Renaissance humanists 
would read Homer.  
 
PJU: The fourth keyword is “table” and “tabula”—
which is one of my favorites, actually. You write 
that the tabula is “cartography’s fundamental 
generative principle.” And, later on, you compare 
the tabula to Plato’s notion of chôra, this “third 
space” that is both material and immaterial, 
what Derrida called the “porte-empreinte,” the 
“impression-carrier.” I thought that this was an 
interesting connection that Jeffrey Peters also 
takes up in his recent book, The Written World, 
where he speaks about the “chorological imagi-
nation.” So what is tabula for you and how is it a 
generative principle? 

KNP: The tabula is a concept that was taken up 

in the Renaissance period, again, with an eye to 
Ptolemy’s Geography. When Ptolemy talks about 
mapmaking, he distinguishes between cosmogra-
phy (the description of the world) and chorography 
(the description of a place). What is interesting for 
me is that Ptolemy thinks that in order to start 
imagining and laying out all the different parts 
of the world with their respective connections, a 
mapmaker needs to have a material support: a 
table. In fact, geographers such as Franco Farinelli 
emphasize the role of the table in the mapmak-
ing process as a necessary support to think and 
produce cartographically. In my book, I discuss 
Geoffroy Tory’s Champ fleury, a manual on the 
correct way of designing the letters of an alpha-
bet. Here, Tory imagines the letters growing like 
flowers on a field. But what Tory really does is to 
turn the champ into a tabula generative of new 
alphabets, semiotic systems, and cartographic 
signs. I call these signs, which the Czech linguist 
Ján Pravda, “cartographemes.” When Columbus 
sailed to the Americas, he did so with a map in 
mind. We have to think of Columbus as a mapmaker 
who thought about the newly “discovered” land as 
a tabula rasa, an empty map that he could “fill.” To 
keep this cartographic dimension of colonization, 
the powerful presence of the tabula, in mind helps 
us understand how such a large-scale colonization 
process and the atrocities committed against the 
indigenous populations were possible. 

PJU: Keyword number five is “chorography” and 
“topography.” Most of us use these two words more 
or less interchangeably, but you show that it’s not 
quite that simple. Tell us why! 

KNP: Already ancient authors such as Quintilian 
used the word “topography,” but as a rhetorical 
figure. It was a form of hypotyposis, that is, the 
vivid description of a place, for instance through 
the use of many adjectives. In the Middle Ages, 
topography was used very sparingly. It appears, 
for instance, in the tradition of the Alexander 
romance, in Walter of Châtillon. But it’s only 
with the Renaissance humanists, in particular 
with Conrad Celtis, that “topography” started to 
circulate again. What I find so interesting about 
the reemergence of this word is that it was used 
to break apart the Ptolemaic dichotomy between 
chorography and cosmography, between the local 
and the global scale. It’s as if humanists felt that 
another intermediate dimension was lacking—and 
I argue that this was precisely the dimension of 

the continent. Interestingly, also Erasmus took 
up the term “topographia,” in De Copia, where he 
juxtaposed it with “topothesia.” For Erasmus, both 
were figures of spatial amplification, but while 
the former was used to designate real places, the 
latter was used to refer to fictitious places. 

PJU: The final keyword is “poetics.” You mention it 
quite often. What does it mean to think about poet-
ics and poetry cartographically, and what does 
it mean to think about cartography poetically? 

KNP: The whole point in all the chapters of my 
book is to emphasize, precisely, the close prox-
imity between cartography and poetics in early 
modernity, something you and Tom Conley have 
written so much about. Let me give you an exam-
ple. In 1507, Martin Waldseemüller invents the 
toponym “America” on a map that imagines the 
New World as a mundus novus, disconnected from 
the oikoumene. But a few years later, he makes 
another map in which the toponym “America” 
disappears again and the New World is imagined 

as part of Asia. Both maps express the fluidity of 
and uncertainty about the contours of continents. 
I argue that Girolamo Fracastoro’s first New World 
poem, the neo-Latin Syphilis sive morbus gallicus, 
is the poetic equivalent of Waldseemüller’s maps. 
Fracastoro was a firm believer in the changing 
nature of sea levels, constantly transformed by 
tides and volcanic eruptions. He thought that if 
we look at the connectivity of landmasses in time, 
what is now an island can become a continent in 
the future (and perhaps was one in the past), and 
vice versa. This undulation of sea levels defin-
ing the shape of continents is inscribed in the 
very lines of his hexameters. There’s a wonderful 
moment in book two, where the word “unda” (the 
Latin for “wave”) itself is repeatedly positioned in 
a way to form the movement of a wave. Studying 
poets such as Fracastoro through a spatial lens 
unlocks new avenues to rethink both the formation 
of continents and humanism itself.

Watch the conversation on Katharina Natalia 
Piechocki's YouTube channel.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OvtlQ_CHxwc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OvtlQ_CHxwc
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As I am writing these lines, we are beginning 
rehearsals for a reading of Corneille’s L’Illusion 
comique, dedicated to the memory of Christian Biet 
who passed away in Poitiers on July 13th. It is still 
hard for me to grasp the reality of a world without 
a friend and mentor who brought so much to my 
life since our first encounter in Montréal in the late 
1980s. Rereading Corneille’s lines makes me think 
that, in many wondrous ways, Christian was like 
Alcandre, the mage character in this play: one of 
France’s most provocative and inspiring homme de 
théâtre, a formidable daimon. But unlike Alcandre, 
Christian was also the most approachable and 
generous man, a man for whom the convivial was 
a mode de vie.

In a career that careened across Europe, to Brazil 
and China, Canada and the United States, Christian 
felt particularly at home in New York City, amongst 
long-time friends and theatre people. When he 
was not teaching a seminar at NYU or Cardozo, 
Christian could be seen at the Performing Garage, 
St Anne’s Warehouse, the Blue Note or City Crab, 
taking in the creative energy of the city. Many of 
us will remember him animatedly discussing the 
latest off-off Broadway performance or his latest 
discovery in the archives late into the night.

Fall 2022 would have marked an important 
anniversary for Christian’s contribution to the 
intellectual and cultural life of NYU and the 
department of French Literature, Thought and 
Culture. He was looking forward to celebrating 
his 20 years of collaboration with us as a regular 
visiting professor, after having organized major 
cultural events, teaching a wide range of courses 
and advising several of our doctoral candidates.

Those who had the chance to work with him 
will remember the energy and risk-taking that 
Christian brought to his seminars and workshops, 
transforming them into a “séance,” the word he 
used to described the unique time and place of 
a performance. Whether he discussed a queer 
pastoral play such as Jacques de Fonteny’s Le Beau 
Pasteur or a gory tragedy such as Le More Cruel, 
recent findings in the archives of the Comédie 
Française or Clément Cogitore and Bintou Dembélé’s 
latest production of Rameau’s Les Indes Galantes, 
Christian made the past intensely relevant.

When I arrived at NYU in the fall of 2006, Christian 
took me on a ride from the Far Rockaways to Coney 
Island. I have a vivid memory of him, free, pedaling 
by the beach and proudly showing off the banana 
bike he had just purchased. I come back to that 
happy memory in the face of the intolerable fact 
that he should have succumbed to a head injury 
caused by a bicycle fall. I choose to think of how 
free he must have felt on that day in mid-July, just 
a few months ago. He was lovingly looking forward, 
already making plans with his wife Sophie Houdard 
for an active retirement beyond the pandemic, 
thinking about new projects in Shanghai and in 
New York and new ways to reconnect parts of the 
world that are dangerously drifting apart.

With him we lost an incomparable bon-vivant, a 
lover of wisdom, a mentor, a mage.

By Benoît Bolduc 
Professor of French Literature, Thought and Culture
New York University

CHRISTIAN BIET
1952-2020

Grand demon du savoir, de qui les doctes veilles
Produisent chaque jour de nouvelles merveilles…
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French writer Catherine Cusset gives a lecture during the Autofiction: Literature 
in France Today conference in April 2012. 
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