RALPH ALBANESE - During my three-week stay in Paris (Jan. 15-Feb. 5), I made very good use of my time in order to accumulate hard-to-find documents relating to my current book-length project (“Corneille à l’Ecole républicaine”).  In an effort to shed light on the construction of canonical readings of the tragic playwright from the Romantic period through the Third Republic, I traced the development of exegetical criticism during this time, including the writings of Geoffroy, Lemercier, Guizot, Tascherau, Laprade, Sarcey, Rigal, Lanson, and Brasillach.  These critics represent both secular and ecclesiastical perspectives spanning the nineteenth century, in addition to polemical and university criticism characteristic of the first three decades of the twentieth century.  I was then able to examine a large corpus of secondary textbooks at the Institut Pédagogique and the Bibliothèque Nationale in order to demonstrate how the critical discourse of Sainte-Beuve, Nisard, and Brunetière, for example, was transformed or, if you will, institutionalized into the academic discourse presented in the school texts.

I am now in the process of analyzing some of the ethnographic implications inherent in this project: how did Corneille serve as a reference point for French cultural identity?  What is the relationship of the School, and particularly literary education, to the development of the concept of “cultural memory”?  How does one account for the appropriation of seventeenth-century cultural values by nineteenth-century elites, especially in the area of (Republican) education?  By valorizing the institutional significance of Cornelian tragedy and its inscription within a particular field of reception, I am attempting to elucidate the workings of an archeology of knowledge relevant to nineteenth-century France, that is, the organization of a literary corpus that was considered the only “legitimate” knowledge during this period, and whose transmission was justified by a delivery system known as Republican schooling.

I managed to find almost three-quarters of the items on my extensive Corneille “want list” at the Bibliothèque Nationale and a few at the Institut Pédagogique.  Several documents needed to be copied by hand and a good number were inaccessible.  I also met with several French seventeenth-century specialists in order to discuss my project with them.  Also, as a result of the Dunavant professorship I received, I’ve been able to hire a research assistant who has helped me sort through some of the massive documentation.

Since my return from France, I’ve been pursuing a most intriguing question, one which will likely constitute the basis for the book’s conclusion: to what extent was secondary education during the Third Republic able to create a political discourse, largely Cornelian in its resonance, which served as a common denominator for the modern French notions of patriotism, national honor, and grandeur (the foundation of Gaullist and post-Gaullist foreign policy), and the “civilizing” mission underlying colonialism?  More specifically, how were Corneille’s plays used to sustain a military mindset in nineteenth- and twentieth-century France?  If the radical decline of interest in Corneille in the French school system since the 1960’s corresponds to the progressive loss of interest in heroic models, who, then, are the heroes of French youth in the new millennium?  It should also be noted that whereas the “poilu” (soldier) was the authentic hero of “la Grande Guerre”(the Great War), the Resistance fighter during the Occupation assumed the official role of national hero, notably in the person of Charles de Gaulle (“Nous avons perdu une bataille, nous n’avons pas perdu la guerre”) (“We may have lost a battle, but we did not lose the war”).  Finally, has French pacifism had a corrosive effect on traditional Republican values?  Are these values even all that operative in a much less culturally homogeneous society?

I plan to continue to explore these issues until Spring 2004, when I will begin to synthesize the various data and draft the five chapters of the book.  I hope to submit the manuscript for publication during ay 2004-2005.
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