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New York University is located in Down Town near the beautiful Washington Square Park. As I had the 

opportunity of living in a faculty residence right next to the university and its Bobst Library, I could do research 

in an almost ideal environment. It also helped me a lot that the Library possessed the French edition of the 

complete work of Rétif de La Bretonne, the author that I studied. I was made to feel very welcome by Professor 

Claudie Bernard of Department of French Literature, who kindly received me in her seminar on "literature and 

epitaph" as well as invited me to diner at home.  

During the stay, I had also a chance to participate in other professors’ seminars: that of Professor Lucien Nouis 

on the politics, ethics and poetics of Rousseau and Diderot allowed me to reconsider the 18th century French 

literature and thought and to situate more precisely Rétif in his historical context; that of Professor Laura Hughes 

who proposed us to "think through the body" reading theoretical and literary texts, and that of Invited Professor 

François Noudelmann from the University of Paris VIII on the problems of sound and silence in French literature 

and thought helped me revise my knowledge of critical theory which is necessary to read Rétif with high accuracy. 

I became acquainted also with Professor Zakir Paul who is interested in Paul Valéry about whom I wrote my 

doctoral dissertation in French (published in 2009). There is no doubt that these personal connections will allow 

me to organize fruitful international academic meetings in a somewhat new way. In fact, the French studies in 

Japan has made much account of the relationship with France till now in terms of researches and personal 

connections; of course, it will remain essentially important to keep and develop this relationship, but it will be 

also important, in the present globalized situation, to construct a network with researchers of other countries such 

as United States, Korea and China. I'm convinced that, through this six-month sojourn in New York, I've had a 

very important piece for a future international network of the French studies in Japan. 

By participating in these seminars, I've had also a concrete experience about the American university education 

system though in the small field of literary study. As specialist of French literature, I had known only Japanese 

and French universities. The way they organize a seminar in America – a discussion-based one with a lot of 

prereading assignment – seemed to me to encourage students to study in a more proactive way and to give 

Japanese teachers like me an important hint for their own educational activities in Faculties of Letters in Japan 

where, traditionally, lecture and translation have occupied the central position. There could be a risk that students 



 
wouldn't digest fully enormous reading assignment or wouldn't understand well texts' details. However, the 

American style still indicates us another way to organize a seminar and can enrich our university education. 

Professor Claudie Bernard gave me also the opportunity of presenting my research on Rétif in her seminar. 

During the stay, I did research on "Rétif de la Bretonne and the emergence of literary modernity" analyzing and 

reconsidering his novels that I had already read before the departure and reading those which I hadn't examined 

yet such as Le Pied de Fanchette (Fanchette's foot, 1769), La Paysanne pervertie (The corrupted female peasant, 

1784), Ingénue Saxancour (1789), Le Drame de la vie (The Drama of the life, 1793), Les Posthumes, lettres 

reçues après la mort du mari par sa femme (The Posthumous letters received by a wife after her husband's death, 

1802), etc. I minutely read also Alexandre Dumas's unknown novel Ingénue (1854) in order to consider one of 

the aspects of Rétif's "literary posterity", as well as Samuel Richardson's Clarissa, or The History of a Young 

Lady (1747-1748), an enormous epistolary novel (with 1500 pages) which gave a big impact to the 18th century 

French writers including not only Rétif himself but also Rousseau, Sade, Laclos and Diderot: through this 

somewhat excursive reading of English literature, I can now situate Rétif more exactly in his historical context.  

Rétif de La Bretonne is born in a little village in Bregogne region as a son of a relatively rich farmer, and 

became writer after apprenticing himself to a master of printing house in Auxerre. As the literacy rate increased 

during the 18th and 19th centuries, the western world entered a totally new era in which "everyone writes and 

reads". Rétif represents this popularization process of writing and reading, because, without any religious nor 

noble title, and always incapable of obtaining a high literary reputation like Rousseau's, he was precisely at the 

margin of the "literary field" just like someone belonging to the common people: he was indeed one of the first 

professional writers in the modern meaning who wrote and published to earn their living. The main purpose of 

my study is to see how the "literary modernity" emerged in the late 18th century through a close and analyzing 

reading of his novels. 

The theme of Professor Beranrd's seminar, "Le roman épitaphe (The epitaph novel)", did inspire me to pursue 

this research plan. In fact, in Rétif's literature, protagonists' deaths are particularly significant. For example, the 

death of Ursule, the heroine of La Paysanne pervertie, who had a profoundly corrupted life before feeling penitent, 

gives those who survive of her family an important moral lesson; those of Edmond, her beloved big brother, and 

Madame Parangon, their protector, are, with her testament, the occasion for the surviving family to establish a 

new agricultural moral community; in Rétif's another novel, La Malédiction paternelle (The Paternal malediction, 

1780), the hero Dulys can acquire a high reputation only after his decease; one of his last novels, Les Posthumes, 

is a compilation of letters written by a husband who knew he would die soon and sent after his death by his friend 

to his wife. All these examples show the desire and inferior complex of Rétif as a minor author who, aspiring to 

be distinctly recognized in the literary field, cannot imagine his celebrity during his life: the only reputation he 

can imagine is the posthumous one. That is the content of the paper I read in Professor Bernard's seminar on 

March 8th (see also the attached handout). 

 

 
 
  




