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Studia Humanitatis in Agone 

The Humanities at the Residential College: 1967-1979 

 

“It was inevitable that this early history should have been an expression of present beliefs 
and wishes rather than a true picture of the past; for many things had been dropped from 
the nation’s memory while others were distorted, and some remains of the past were given 

             a wrong interpretation in order to fit in with contemporary ideas.” 
Sigmund Freud, Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood1 

 

 

Inspired by the Short History of the Residential College at the University of Michigan (2014) 
composed by Charlie Bright and Michelle McClellan, I made my way to the Bentley Historical 
Library. I wished to learn more about the situation of the Humanities in particular during the early 
years of the College. The Bright/McClellan account was a comprehensive overview.  The two 
scholars summarized, efficiently quoted, and arranged on a time line a daunting array of documents.    
Within this history, the subsidiary narrative that emerged for me was unexpectedly personal.  I 
detected the voices of former colleagues, people I had known and with whom I had worked in years 
gone by.  But I also caught glimpses of individuals I had only seen from a distance – a leg and a foot 
disappearing down the Tyler House hallway and out the door to Detroit; others as they headed 
further east down I-94 to Pennsylvania and New York or westward to fabled California.   

These voices sounded back to me about the study of the Humanities; they spoke from within an 
arena of engagement, of struggle, and sometimes of alarm.  What form should this study take?  How 
is value located, transmitted, brought within reach of undergraduate students?  How do we live what 
we teach and what we learn – a question of special poignancy when dealing with the remains of the 
past.  

In this essay, I would like to review a selection of documents, significant in their moment and often 
eloquent, from 1969 to the mid-1970s, beginning, as did Bright and McClellan, with the ill-fated 
Core Curriculum.  This complex of courses was planned in the mid 1960’s, but dismantled in 1970 – 
a mere three years after the formal opening of the Residential College. 

 

 
1 Sigmund Freud, Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood (1910), trans. Alan Tyson (W.W. Norton: New 
York, 1964), p. 34. 
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I.  Core or Heart? 
 

The Core Curriculum was designed to frame the way in which RC students, collectively defined, 
fulfilled LSA Distribution Requirements.  Required in the freshman and sophomore years, the Core 
encompassed three categories:  A.) Western Man (a two-part historical sequence involving 
philosophical, political, and cultural history from the Greeks to the 19th Century; B.) Human 
Behavior (comprising both the methods and content of empirical social science, including 
psychology, economics, and anthropology among others); and C.) Contemporary Problems (topics 
of immediate and pressing interest approached from a variety of perspectives).  “Logic and 
Language,” taught by Prof. Carl Cohen, trained students in the analytical skills required to approach 
not only major philosophical texts drawn from the tradition, but also intellectually challenging issues 
currently resonant. This course was to be taken by all first term students.2 

The Core Curriculum strove therefore not only to introduce students to the academic fields central 
to a contemporary university education, but also to situate these fields within an historical and 
philosophical context of some depth.  Ideally, students embarking upon a study of Contemporary 
Problems would have had some exposure to Plato, Aristotle, perhaps Cicero, certainly Machiavelli, 
Rousseau, and Marx - and they would have done so within an intellectual community immediately 
sharing the experience.      

The larger curricular constellation formed by the Freshman Seminar; the Core Curriculum; the 
Second Language; and the Arts Practicum articulated the intellectual identity of the Residential 
College. No designated concentrations were at this time (1967)3 in place at the RC.  Students would 
either major in LSA departments, or would construct Independent Studies at the upper level.   

Fate, however, determined that this ambitious project was not to be. The disestablishment of the 
Core Curriculum in 19704 meant that RC students could use both RC and LSA courses to fulfill 
Distribution.  Distribution courses would be selected individually, according to the students’ interest. 
There was no framework other than the LSA categories themselves.  

A moment of exultant freedom ensued – at least for some. One could reasonably argue that the 
“history” presented by the Core was too narrowly Western.  Why should an experimental college 

 
2 The University of Michigan Official Publication: The Residential College (1968-1969), Volume 69, Issue 73. See p. 22 
for the “Description of Core Courses.” Page 7 lists the faculty participating in “Human Behavior” (11); “Western Man” 
(7); and “Basic Psychological Processes” (2).  
 
3 Residential College Bulletin, 1966-1967: “Concentration Programs will ordinarily be pursued in part on the main 
campus and will include courses and independent work chosen in consultation with advisors. These programs will be 
directed towards a comprehensive examination to be taken in the middle of the Senior Year. All seniors will join 
divisional seminars that will permit them to examine their concentration area in relation to its allied fields.”  
  
4 Described very well by Bright and McClellan in the Short History of the Residential College, p. 2-6.  
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defer to this tradition?  At the same time however, the dissolution of the Core opened a void within 
the curricular structure of the RC.  The visible connection between a history (however understood) 
and its seminal texts was severed from all other forms of intellectual inquiry.  The curriculum of the 
Residential College was thus temporally unmoored, allowed to float free without respect to time.  
The consequences of this unmooring remain to this day. 

An early document, called Liberal Education and a Core Curriculum: A Proposal (December 2, 
1969) was a valiant response to the imminent disestablishment of the Core.  The signatories (Lois 
Addison, Justin Vitiello, Marcia Vitiello, Paul Wagner, and Ellis Wunsch) recognized the problems 
with the Core – its perceived rigidity, not to mention the genuine difficulty of implementation.  

 However, they also noted its wise and generous impulses:   

 “[The Planning Committee] sought through its core curriculum to supply the background of 
 general understanding needed for the graduate to become a ‘legislator’ – a sort of 
 philosopher-citizen.”5 

The signatories expressed serious concern that the door had been opened to a fragmented, 
“atomized” curriculum that could encourage “an excessively egocentric set toward life.”6  Without a 
common academic experience at its foundation, how could any College and its assembled students 
maintain or even discover an identity? 

 “We think that academic laissez-faire, leaving choice to College members in the name of 
 freedom, destroys community, and worse, is itself a deceptive freedom in that it does not 
 ensure the member the knowledge needed to define himself, realize himself, and capably 
 assess his mission in the world – the freedom in short to rise above the necessities that 
 have always oppressed or blindly led the half-educated man.”7 

  They more passionately exclaimed: 

 “But in our opinion the Residential College has found its version of organic community too 
 productive, too exciting, too satisfying – and still too uncompleted – to want its academic 
 heart excised.”8 

The signatories then offered “an outline for a revised, but not mutilated, core curriculum.”9   While 
maintaining flexibility, the outline was impressively coherent:10 

 
5 Liberal Education and a Core Curriculum: A Proposal (December 2, 1969), p. 2. 
 
6 Ibid., p. 3. 
 
7 Ibid., p. 10. 
 
8 Ibid., p. 3. 
 
9 Ibid., p. 3. 
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I. Seminars in the Examined Life (including both Freshman and Senior Seminars)  
II. Practica in Creating (The Arts Practicum) 
III. Modes of Expression (including the Second Language) 
IV. Academic Traditions in Knowledge, Method, and Values  
V. Practica in Self-Education: Independent Studies 

Section IV recapitulated the categories of the Core with these interesting changes: Contemporary 
Problems was deleted in favor of “Natural Sciences.”   Retained were reconfigured sections called 
“The Social Sciences” and “The Humanities.” I will turn only to the latter as the focus of my special 
interest.  Responding to criticism of its narrow scope, the new Humanities section included: 

1.) Western Culture 
(a.)  Western Man A 
(b.)  Western Man B 

2.) Black Culture 
3.) Eastern Culture 
4.) Latin American Culture11 

But in fact, the December 2, 1969 Proposal was never implemented as such.  Instead, the curriculum 
of the Residential College entered into a lengthy period of flux, characterized (I would say) by 
various attempts to “make up” the loss of the Core.  One fact was indubitable:  without the required 
Core Curriculum serving as a base, the College had no academic structure.  The Freshman Seminars, 
the Second Language, and the Arts Practicum were not enough.  Therefore, from that time on, a 
recognizable and experienced intellectual structure could be supplied only by in-house 
concentrations, or majors12.   Although RC students could always select concentrations in LSA, the 
internal structural void could not be overcome without functioning equivalents at home in the RC 
itself. The need to install these academic configurations was urgent if the “atomized” curriculum 
were not to take hold. But what concentrations?   

 
 
10 This is a skeletal summary of a more detailed and quite creative plan. 
11 It is interesting to peruse the Residential College Bulletins dating from this time on into the future to see the degree to 
which this plan (often in serendipitous and uneven fashion) was implemented.   Efforts in the Humanities section over 
the years tracked these recommendations remarkably well.  In retrospect, one can observe the presence of courses like 
RC HUMS 347 Latin American Literature (Eliana Moya-Raggio) and RC HUMS 317 Chinese Literature (Yi-tsi 
Feuerwerker) within the Literature Program, and much later, under the aegis of the Arts and Ideas in the Humanities 
Program, RC HUMS 475 Arts and Letters of China  (Yi-Tsi Feuerwerker); RC HUMS 305 Cultural Confrontations in 
the Arts   (Yi-Tsi Feuerwerker, Eliana Moya-Raggio, Matthew Rohn, and Marilyn Young: please see p. 16 of this essay); 
and RC HUMS 308 Arts and Ideas of South and Southeast Asia (Susan Walton).   Courses, to be sure, have their day.  
They come and go.  But even those that have gone from the RC have a history behind them of intention and foresight.  

12 In the early days, “majors” were called “concentrations.”  
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As mentioned above, the Residential College Bulletin of 1967-1968 listed no specific concentrations, 
but presumed that this requirement would be fulfilled either through LSA departmental options or 
through Independent Studies. With respect to the latter, curricular guidelines distinguished by a 
vague solemnity would culminate in a tremendous (but unspecified) examination: 

 “Also during his final year of residence, the student is expected to spend a fair part of his 
 time independently integrating and working up in his field of concentration a competence 
 that will be examined by his “Senior Comprehensives.”13 

When it became clear that the Core Curriculum would not survive, a dramatic (and practically 
simultaneous) exchange of letters occurred. The RC Curriculum Committee on March 17, 1969 
announced the birth of five concentrations:   Drama; History of Ideas; Literature; Psychology; and 
Urban Studies.  Plans were in the works for three more: Behavioral Sciences; Philosophy; and 
Political Science.  On the same day (but stamped “received” March 19, 1969) a letter from Dean 
William L. Hays to Dean James H. Robertson issued a stern call to order, explicitly stipulating that 
no emerging concentration in the RC and no new course could substantially replicate any 
departmental offering in LSA: 

“Overlap with existing courses by new courses must be absolutely minimized.  When the set 
of courses making up the concentration has been outlined, there must be a written 
justification for each new course proposed.”14 

The question of overlap, or the “non-duplication criterion,” was seriously confusing. For example, 
the “Psychology” concentration (accompanied by an extensive roster of courses) announced by the 
RC Curriculum Committee seems an obvious problem – but it was planned by faculty of that LSA 
department itself with no awareness of impropriety.  Because I would like to focus on the 
Humanities, I will avoid all else, thus dodging in part the contradictions and bewildering exceptions 
present from the beginning in the question of “non-duplication.”   

 
II. Three Early RC Humanities Concentrations 

 

1.) The Drama Concentration (1969 - present), staffed by Peter Ferran (Comparative 
Literature, German, and English), Michael Spingler (Romance Languages and Literatures), 
and John Styan (English) was compact and coherent, with two introductory courses (HUMS 
280 Fundamentals of Drama Study and HUMS 281 Introduction to Dramatic Genre and 
Style,  and a brief, but plausible list of specialized upper-level offerings.  Most important, the 

 
13 The University of Michigan Official Publication; The Residential College, (1967-1968), “Concentration Programs,”  
p. 5; See also Ibid. (Vol. 69, Issue 73), p.  14.  
  
14Letter from Paul Wagner to Dean Robertson (re: Concentration Programs in the Residential College and their 
Courses); followed by the letter from William L. Hays, Dean of LSA to Dean James Robertson, p. 1.  The latter set forth 
a sequenced protocol of clearances to be observed by all newly emerging RC concentrations. 
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Drama Concentration articulated from the beginning a distinct pedagogy:  “Drama is best 
apprehended when it is considered at once for its literary value and as a technique.”15   To 
this day, the RC Drama Major has maintained its identity through the practice of textual 
immersion along with a real bodily life on the stage, complete with actors and audience.  
This “page and stage” conjunction accounts for a credible absence of overlap between the 
RC and LSA. 
 
 

2.) The History of Ideas Concentration (1969-1974) began with high hopes as a program in 
“Intellectual History.”  Indeed, on February 3, 1969, an important meeting took place in 
Tyler Lounge.  In attendance was an impressive group of LSA faculty, both lecturers and 
professors, and at least one shining undergraduate16 

Lois Addison 
Sheridan Blau 
Anita Crone 
Connie di Ponion 
Lynn Eden 
Ruth Field 
Herb Goff 
James Meisel 
Helen Metzelser 
Alfred G. Meyer 
Donald Munro 
Stephen Tonsor 
 

 The layout of the new Concentration was as follows: 
 

1.)  The “Western Man” sequence of the Core:  a suitable introduction 
2.)  Junior and Senior Seminars (perhaps meeting one evening every week?) 
3.)  Senior Independent Study Project 
4.)  A Comprehensive Exam covering the general outlines of History of Civilization or  

Intellectual History 
 
In these early days, two RC courses, both taught by Lois Addison, were listed (rather tentatively) as 
appropriate for the Seminars:  HUMS 270 Nietzsche, and HUMS 379 Marxism.17 

 
15 Paul Wagner, “Letter on Concentrations” of March 17, 1969, p. 1. 
 
16 Lynn Eden, who wrote Crisis in Watertown: The Polarization of an American Community (University of Michigan 
Press, 1972), when she was an undergraduate in Sociology at the University of Michigan. 

17 Paul Wagner, “Letter on Concentrations” of March 17, 1969, p. 2. Lois Anne Addison was at this time a Ph.D. 
candidate in philosophy.  She lived her beliefs intensely, writing for an Ann Arbor underground radical feminist 
newspaper called Spectre.  “Alienated from the University as a place of great privilege,” she headed out in 1973 to work 
for radical change.   Addison’s reflections on lesbian separatism were republished in Sinister Wisdom (Fall 1982). See 
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This meeting was followed by a letter from the RC Curriculum Committee to all RC Students 
(February 7, 1969), announcing the implementation of the Concentration.  Further details were set 
forth by Dr. Kathryn Sklar in her The History of Ideas Concentration in the Residential College, 
(November 13, 1971): 

“The History of Ideas Concentration is a humanities major.  It encourages students whose 
major academic commitment lies with the humanities to explore the resources of the 
University and to design a program to suit their developing interests.  The concentration 
requires students to take eleven courses devoted to the study of the history of ideas.  We 
define the history of ideas to include such disciplines as philosophy, literature, area studies, 
history, political science, anthropology, history of art, and history of science. Within these or 
other appropriate disciplines, any course with both a historical dimension and theoretical 
content is acceptable.”18 

 

3.) The Literature Concentration (1969-2000) initially proclaimed its close affiliation with the 
RC’s stringent second language requirement: 

 “The concentration program in literature is grounded on the fact that having completed the 
Residential College’s foreign language requirement students are capable of a concentration 
that expects and uses bilinguality. Concentration in Literature means pursuit of comparative 
literature without the impeding and distorting effects of translation and the translator.”19 

Even so, one of the three newly constructed courses was taught in translation:  HUMS 210 Sources 
of Modern Literature (Ellis Wunsch).   The remaining two, HUMS 211 Secular Currents in Medieval 
and Renaissance Literature (Justin Vitiello) and HUMS 240 Approaches to European Literature 
(Michel Benamou and John Stilwell), intended to tackle works in the original languages, at least in 
part.  The elements and purposes of the Core were everywhere present:  in HUMS 210 “A dozen 
major works of literature from Greek, Roman, and Medieval European civilization are read and 
analyzed;” HUMS 211 covered “the period 1100-1616.” It touched on “high points of secular and 
profane literature.  Attempt will be made to put some of the major works into historical, aesthetic, 
and intellectual contexts.”20 

 
http://lesbianseparatist.tumblr.com/post/21034975659/separatism-revisited-lois-anne.  For a personal statement by 
Lois Addison, see http://gwf225.tripod.com/ghs57la.html 

18 Kathryn Sklar, 1971.  These ideas were re-stated in a subsequent document, A Report for New Concentrators, 1971- 
1972: “We conceive the History of Ideas in broad terms, ranging from history of philosophy to the relationship between 
ideas and society. In terms of academic disciplines, history of ideas can include courses in philosophy, literature, area 
studies, history, political science, anthropology and history of science. Any course with an historical dimension and 
theoretical content is appropriate.” 
 
19 Paul Wagner, “Letter on Concentrations,” March 17, 1969, p. 2. 
 
20 Ibid., p. 3. 

http://lesbianseparatist.tumblr.com/post/21034975659/separatism-revisited-lois-anne
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The Literature Concentration was therefore powerfully grounded in the Western Tradition. One of 
its attendant spirits, Justin Vitiello,21 approached this tradition with a learned, but unconventional 
and uninhibited energy.  His courses shaped both the intellectual structure and the dynamic tone of 
the program.  

 
III.  Emergent  Difficulties   

 

Of the three early humanities concentrations, only the Drama Program was able to maintain an 
enduring identity.  The program certainly experienced its share of challenges over the years, 
including complex interactions with the Department of English Language and Literature in LSA, the 
Department of Theatre and Drama, eventually, with the School of Music, Theatre and Dance.  
Because of the alleged “non-duplication” criterion, the Program seemed always in danger of having 
its courses, and even its enterprise as a whole swallowed alive.  Failing that, the recurrent problem 
was to maintain a staffing level adequate to its needs.  But the intellectual character of the Program 
remained constant, proclaimed and fiercely embodied through thick and thin.22   

Such was not the case with the other two early Humanities concentrations.  History of Ideas (1969-
1974) did not succeed in establishing a durable infrastructure, and so foundered.  The Literature 
Concentration (1969-2000) underwent a series of re-configurations as it attempted to find and to 
inhabit a unique path. I will therefore bracket the Drama Program, limiting my account to the two 
others, because they exemplify (to different degrees) the arena in which the Humanities at the 
Residential College struggled. 

Whereas the Core Curriculum during its brief existence proposed not only a roster of named 
courses, but also a rationale for their selection, the new History of Ideas Program breathed the air 
of free aspiration.  The “Western Man” sequence appropriated from the Core provided a 
recommended (but not required23) gateway; all else was to be assembled from unspecified seminars.  

 LSA faculty members were initially invited to teach these seminars, among whom were Arlene 
Saxonhouse (at this time, a Yale Ph.D. candidate), Prof. Alfred Meyer (Political Science), and Prof. 
Thomas Tentler (History).  From within the RC, Marilyn Young and Lois Addison contributed 
expertise with a revolutionary inflection in history and philosophy. Kathryn Sklar and Marilyn 

 
 
21 In 1969, Justin Vitiello was a Lecturer in LSA Romance Languages and Literatures. He taught in the RC Spanish 
Program from 1968-1969.  In 1970, he became an Assistant Professor in Comparative Literature, serving at the RC until 
1973. In 1974, he assumed a position at Temple University, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Vitiello retired in 2006, and died 
in 2013. The obituary composed by Nathaniel Miller of the IWW is very informative: 
http://www.iww.org/content/farewell-fellow-worker-justin-vitiello%E2%80%94teacher-poet-class-warrior 
 
22 An anonymous Short Report on the Concentrations (1975) identified the Drama Program the “strongest, best planned 
and executed program in the College,” p. 2. 
 
23 See Kathryn Sklar, Report for New Concentrators, 1971-1972. 
  

http://www.iww.org/content/farewell-fellow-worker-justin-vitiello%E2%80%94teacher-poet-class-warrior
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Young, coordinators of the Program in 1972-1973, constructed a thoughtful (although rather 
abstract) chart intended to map progress from the first to the senior year.24  Clearly, there was not 
only commitment on the part of some faculty, but also tremendous student interest.  In September 
1969, History of Ideas, with 23 students, was already the largest concentration in the College. 25  By 
1972-1973, there were 35 concentrators.26   

In reviewing the archive of the History of Ideas, one senses great enthusiasm, but also a certain air 
of unreality. Because so much of the concentration was pieced together from independent studies, 
courses selected from LSA, and unpredictable guest seminars, no overarching pedagogical rationale 
was ever set in place. The desire expressed by the coordinators to establish connections with the 
Literature Concentration and with the “Human Behavior” group27  may have concealed a certain 
anxiety about the depth and organizational coherence of course offerings.  Without a limiting 
intellectual criterion, the program remained largely speculative and finally inchoate. 

Moreover, because there was no institutional incentive for LSA faculty to maintain a regular teaching 
rotation at the RC, it proved impossible to ensure adequate continuity.  The problem came to a head 
on September 21, 1973.  The History of Ideas Student Committee, a group of five, sent a letter of 
concern to then Director Louis Orlin.  They lamented the departure of faculty28 and the dearth of 
courses - “only three courses that are not sections of existing LSA classes are being offered under 
the heading of History of Ideas.”  The Student Committee also felt that “Coherent direction is 
lacking.”29     

Unfortunately, a steadfast foundation, whether ideological or practical, was not present to sustain a 
program that seemed to be built on dreams.  Indeed, The Residential College Bulletin of 1974 
announced that the History of Ideas Program would be subsumed into an emerging Social Science 
Concentration.30  In retrospect, a significant cohort of undergraduates interested in the humanities 
both ancient and modern seems to have been abandoned. 

The history of the Literature Concentration was quite different.  From the beginning, an RC 
faculty group was in place – small, but determined to construct courses designed for the program 
itself, reflecting its values.  One of the founders was Dr. Ellis Wunsch, a lecturer from the English 

 
24 Kathryn Sklar and Marilyn Young, History of Ideas Concentration Outline, Showing Courses and Faculty, 1972-1973. 
 
25 The Literature Program: 13 students; and Drama 5. 
 
26 See the History of Ideas Concentration Outline cited above for this figure. 
 
27 Memo to the RC Educational Policies and Curricular Committee; November 2, 1972 from Kathryn Sklar 
 
28 Indeed, several RC faculty members closely connected with this and the Literature Program departed in 1973-1974. 
 
29 Letter of September 21, 1973 from the Student Committee of the History of Ideas Concentration to Director Orlin. 
 
30 Bulletin (1974), p. 44. 
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Department31. Dr. Wunsch’s remarks on undergraduate pedagogy suggest an acerbic perspective on 
what he viewed as the dominant culture of the Literary College (LSA): 

“Despite the best intentions and the high standards of better days to guide them, universities 
are guilty— and they know it — of neglecting the undergraduate student. The causes lie in 
the calculus of academic cost accounting in the face of glutting enrollments, but whatever 
the causes, the results in human and educational quality are lamentable.”32 

Instead, Dr. Wunsch envisioned a student-centered education, liberated from the constraints of 
“professionalism” and the furtive tweedy stuffiness characteristic of “Professor Typical.”  He 
acknowledged and certainly respected the existence of the in-house RC concentrations - at this time, 
urban studies, comparative literature, history of ideas, drama, and psychology – but he was 
personally drawn to the experiment he saw unfolding about him: the breach of barriers between 
academic study and the world at large. 

“The notion of studying — and living — the liberal arts during four years of interaction with 
faculty and fellow students was also designed to break down the artificial barrier between 
classroom and real world.” 33 

This disruption of the norm entailed not only an array of independent and field studies,34 but also an 
openness to direct student involvement in teaching.  

 At the same time, Justin Vitiello, Acting Coordinator of the Literature Program, was creating 
curricular blue-prints that are striking in their range and ambition.  In two documents, one 
apparently for internal consumption (October 20, 1971), and the other for presentation to the LSA 
Curriculum Committee, (n.d.) Vitiello outlined a comprehensive vision: 

“. . . we have plotted some areas in which we feel Literature Concentrators should have 
experience: Ancient Literature; Criticism and Literary Theory; a Senior Seminar; the Study of 
Poetry; experience in Creative Writing; Study of a ‘Third World Literature’; work with 

 
31 Also, Prof. Michel Benamou (Department of Romance Languages and Literature) had proposed an early plan for a 
Residential College Comparative Literature Program. He was a strong advocate for the RC Second Language Program. 
  
32 Dr. Ellis Wunsch, “The Residential College Four Years Later,” The Michigan Alumnus, June 1971, p. 20 (p. 1. of the 
web page: http://um2017.org/2017_Website/RC_TMA_June_1971.html 
 
Dr. Wunsch was acting Director of the Residential College for the fall term 1971, while Dr. James Robertson was on 
sabbatical. From 1968 -1976, he was Chairman of the Literature Program and Coordinator of Drama, Creative Writing, 
and Humanities Programs at the Residential College, Vita, p. 2. Dr. Wunsch retired in 1980, and died in 1991. 
 
33 Wunsch, “The Residential College Four Years Later,” p. 6.  
 
34 Ibid., p. 7.  
 

http://um2017.org/2017_Website/RC_TMA_June_1971.html
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literature in a foreign language.  The first three areas represent requirements, the last four, 
strong recommendations.”35 

He went on to insist upon the importance of studying pre-modern texts: 

“You will note in our requirements, a stress on the ‘non-modern.’ Our assumption is that 
students will naturally gravitate towards the wide range of modern literature courses available 
both in the Residential College and LSA and, therefore, we should strive for a good balance . 
. .”36   

In a grid titled  A Proposed Future for the Concentration, Vitiello set up a rotation of courses to 
unfold from 1972-1975, displaying regular offerings of “Classical and Biblical,”  “Medieval, including 
“Dark’ [sic]” and “Renaissance and Baroque.”37  Courses in Critical Theory, Poetry, Prose, and Non-
European Literature were integrated into the rotation. The seven major divisions of the Program 
were further detailed in the document presented to the LSA Curriculum Committee.  For example, 
“Study of a Third World Literature” encompassed: 

“Non-European (and Non-North American) Literature: This semester we are teaching three 
such courses (Latin American, Afro-American, Chinese).  In the future, we plan to spread 
these courses out a bit more (see the grid as a tentative pattern), and hopefully teach courses 
that treat in a ‘coexistentially comparative way’ (?) East and West, North and South.  But as 
of now we are breaking ground.  (Apropos of a more comparative approach to non-
European Literature, we’ve started talking about a course in “Afro-Literature”: Afro-
American, Afro-Cuban, Afro-Latin American in general, French African, Continental 
African, in English, etc.).38 

These plans suggest a vaulting ambition to total coverage – as opposed to the humdrum 
chronological, single-language limitations of the traditional literature departments – at least as they 
were seen at that time by the dissident eye. To realize an alternative and allegedly more inclusive 
vision, team teaching emerged in the RC as a possible solution to the problem of in-depth expertise: 

“To end on another note, we’re seeing more and more the tremendous value of team-
teaching related to genuine comparatist studies.  So let’s team-teach, and team-learn, 
together.”39 

 
35 Justin Vitiello, Acting Coordinator, the Literature Program, October 20, 1971, p. 1. 
 
36 Ibid., p. 1. 
 
37 Although Dr. Wunsch was closely linked with the first, Justin Vitiello would eventually teach these foundational 
courses. 
 
38 Ibid., p. 2. 
 
39 Ibid., p. 3. 
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Even so, exuberant overreaching40  was the modality of the day, raising the question of how to 
provide in every instance expertise adequate to the material. For example, the foundational course 
for the Literature Program was called Sources of Modern Literature.   First taught in 1968, the texts 
included both the Iliad and the Odyssey; the Greek Tragedians; Thucydides, The Peloponnesian 
War; Plato’s Republic; Virgil’s Aeneid; Classical Literary Criticism (Aristotle and Horace); the Song 
of Roland; Tristan and Iseult; Dante’s Divine Comedy; Chaucer’s Troilus and Cressida; and finished 
up with Everyman.  The premise of the course was: 

“What, if any, required common background do majors in comparative Western Literature 
need?  The common stem was felt to be Greek, Latin, and Medieval literatures before the 
Renaissance brought about the ‘modern’ nationalization of European Literatures.”41 

It’s hard to imagine how anyone was able to do justice in one semester or even in one year to these 
texts in themselves, much less to their widely diverse cultural contexts. A further crisis erupted when 
the sections were staffed with student interns: 

“But difficulties arose among the new student teachers.  Two of them – though bright, 
capable, and well-versed in the readings – apparently lacked confidence in themselves.  As a 
consequence, they drifted towards authoritarian or pedantic tactics and soon came to 
question their own worth as they saw their sections deteriorate.”42 

Two delusions clashed:  student control of the educational process and the determination of RC 
faculty to do absolutely everything done in every literature department in LSA, all at once, in one or 
two courses. One senses a certain ideological enchantment at work. The internal contradictions that 
had compromised the Core were present in extremis in Sources of Modern Literature.  The reading 
list required a wide range of expertise in order to present the material adequately, but the 
pedagogical ideal of the RC was student-directed.  How could the two co-exist? 

The problem of expertise was addressed, but not solved, by inviting LSA faculty from a variety of 
disciplines to deliver the lectures.43  This added a third delusion to the previously mentioned two.  
The guest-professor strategy did not work with the Core; it did not work with the History of Ideas 
Concentration; and it did not work with Sources of Modern Culture.  Indeed, it produced an 
adversarial relationship between invited (perhaps blindsided) LSA faculty and RC students 
emboldened by a pedagogical will-to-power and, apparently, a lack of that humility without which 

 
40 I cannot repress thoughts of Christopher Marlowe’s overreaching protagonists and all their creative glamour. 
 
41 Ellis Wunsch, “The Evolution of a Residential College Course: an Illustrative Case” (November 13, 1971), p. 2-4. The 
course was RC HUMS 210 Sources of Modern Culture.  
  
42 Ibid. p. 2. 
 
43 For example, from LSA: T. Buttrey; D. Cameron; G. Else; F. Copley, G. Mermier; W. Ingram; L. McNamara;  
T. Garbaty; D. White; W.S. Moran; S. Brown, and R. Wallin.   All were accomplished and respected scholars. What a 
privilege to hear Prof. Gerald Else on Aristotle!   
 



15 
 

no educational program can succeed.  Dr. Wunsch (in an understated satirical mode) described the 
perilous encounters: 

“Some visitors experienced a real or fancied hostility to their presence in the Residential 
College. Students and Teaching Fellow section hands were seen as rude or as subversive of 
good classroom conditions. Sometimes the visiting professor was right – we were certainly 
not blameless here – but just as often the bumptious curiosity and high expectation of vital 
teaching on the part of our best students was a shock, even a threat to him. Again at times a 
self-congratulatory and provincial pride discernible in some of our students and staff quite 
understandably disturbed even the most charitable of visitors from the outer world of the 
surrounding University. That such excesses of esprit de corps are characteristic of small utopian 
ventures is no excuse, for while we may commend a clear headed pride in one’s community, 
crossing the line into mass delusion is another matter.”44 

Wild spirits flew free in these early days at the Residential College:  utopian expectations of student 
control; faculty striving beyond anyone’s reasonable capacity; unrealistic course syllabi; naïve staffing 
solutions that made the problem worse – all could have spelled doom for the enterprise.45               

The mid 1970s indeed saw a near death experience for the humanities as RC faculty from the 
History of Ideas concentration jumped ship.  Finally, with the departure of Prof. Justin Vitiello in 
1973, the Literature Concentration itself lost not only its driving energy, but also, paradoxically, its 
intellectual anchor46.  An anonymous Short Report on the Concentrations (1975) detailed the grim 
picture: “Comparative Literature has been hit hardest . . .” Indeed, “many juniors and seniors feel 
that the concentration has deserted them.” 47 

The Literature Concentration, however, did not entirely lose its heart (which so resembled the heart 
of the Core) or its head.  Two things happened that gave the Program a chance at life: into the void 

 
44 Ellis Wunsch, “A Critical Self-Examination of the Residential College for the Review Committee” (November, 1971), 
p. 4. Wunsch’s account was witty, detailed, and discreetly rueful. 
 
45 Dean James H. Robertson vividly described these turbulent times in his Memoirs, Vol. II, chapters XXV and XXVI 
(Sans Serif, Inc., 1991).  Dean Robertson, the first Director of the Residential College, was unfailingly fair-minded in his 
allocation of praise and blame to students and faculty alike. A kind and forbearing soul, he managed the chaos with a 
generosity of spirit and a stoic understanding that it may not (in every case) have deserved. Thanks to Dr. Kathryn Sklar 
for sending me Dean Robertson’s two volume Memoirs. 
     
46 The Residential College Bulletin (1975-1976) lists Justin Vitiello’s courses as well as his larger plan for the Literature 
Program as if it were a real, existing thing – even though Vitiello was no longer there. Was this an example of 
bureaucratic inertia? By 1978-1979, however, the list of courses had been revised and greatly reduced to reflect reality.  
 
47 A Short Report on the Concentrations (1975), p. 1-2.  Only Creative Writing and Literature (“a solid, well-coordinated 
program”) and Drama (the “strongest, best planned and executed program in the College’) emerge as successful.  The 
others -- Comparative Literature, History of Ideas, and Urban and Community Studies -- are found to be grievously 
lacking, amorphous, and desultory. 
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stepped a small cohort of “younger non-tenured staff, lecturers, and pre-doctoral fellows.”48  I will 
describe their efforts presently.  But first, of equal importance, was the emergence of the Creative 
Writing and Literature Program.   

The early planning of the Literature Concentration included a “writing” expectation, at times 
ambiguously represented as “one course in imaginative or critical composition.” 49 Indeed, both 
Wunsch and Vitiello were interested in poetry; the latter went on to become a published poet in his 
own right.50  The detachment of this simple expectation and its subsequent flowering into its own 
concentration occurred suddenly and mysteriously.  

The Bulletin of 1970- 1971 identified a Residential College Concentration called “Literature and 
Creative Writing.”  Under this rubric were listed RC HUMS 210 Sources of Modern Literature and 
RC HUMS 211 Secular Currents in Medieval and Renaissance Literature (among others), but also 
RC HUMS 220 Narration and RC HUMS 221 Poetry.  However, in the 1971 Review Document51 
prepared by Dr. Wunsch, the RC Humanities concentrations are listed as Literature, Drama, History 
of Ideas, Creative Writing, and Drama.  

By 1972, RC Creative Writing and Literature appears in the Bulletin as a concentration with a 
distinct rationale separate from the RC Literature Program.  However, the 1972 Time Schedule 
combines literature and creative writing courses under the same rubric: “Literature and Creative 
Writing.”  So the full separation of the two entities did not occur immediately, at least not in the 
paper record.  The irregular and shifting combination, separation, and brief re-combination before 
final separation suggests either a discrepancy between events on the ground and their reflection in 
the official documents, or too conscientious a tracking52. 

In any event, the genesis of this concentration was quite different from that of the others in the RC.  
The latter were developed in collaborative committees, evolved over drawn-out planning sessions, 
their developmental stages recorded by sheaves of memos, counter-memos, graphs, flow-charts, 

 
48 Dean James H. Robertson, “The Residential College,” The University of Michigan: An Encyclopedic Survey, (1981), 
p. 230-235.   http://um2017.org/2017_Website/History_of_Residential_College.html 

49 The Committee on Literature in the Residential College.  This group included Sheridan Blau (English); Sam Wheelis 
(German and Slavic); Justin Vitiello (Romance Languages and Literatures); and Ellis Wunsch (English). 
 
50 Active in Philadelphia, Vitiello published many volumes of poetry both in English and Italian, including one called 
Vanzetti’s Fish Cart (Mellen, 1992), reflecting the anarchism so close to his heart. While at the RC (perhaps 1972-1973?) 
Justin taught a course on poetry-writing with Bill Christian, then Writer–in-Residence. Bill was Justin’s faithful friend, 
shoulder-to-shoulder street protester, and all around rambunctious comrade.  My thanks to Bill, who supplied this 
information in an email September 6, 2015. I must add that after his renegade early days at the RC, Bill went on to 
become Dr. William A. Christian, Jr., prominent anthropologist, historian of religion, and MacArthur Fellow. 
 
51 Ellis Wunsch, A Critical Self Examination for the Review Committee, (November 1971).  
 
52 Typical of the early Residential College curriculum, I would say. 
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updates, and crises.  By contrast, the formation of the RC Creative Writing concentration occurred 
when Dean Robertson, then Director of the Residential College, spotted talent and took action. 

Warren Hecht had been hired as a Writer-in-Residence to teach a course in the winter of 1970.  He 
describes what happened next better than anyone:  

“It happened so quickly.  Dean Robertson was totally pleased by creative writing because 
starting my first term, winter 1970, RC students won a lot of Hopwood awards and the 
college needed something to point to.  Since the Hopwood awards are the UofM's very own, 
they couldn't deny that winning them meant something good.  I remember that he called me 
into his office and complemented me.  I pointed out that it was the students who did the 
writing.  He told me not to be modest, gave me a bonus of $200 in cash (I assume out of his 
own pocket) picked up the phone and called Rackham, told me I had been admitted to 
graduate school and was now a TA and not Writer-in-Residence.  When I objected he said it 
was only for one year and then he would make me a lecturer.  In the fall of 1970 he 
introduced me to an English (I assume) professor whose name I wouldn't recognize if you 
told me.  He asked me what I thought a creative writing concentration should be, I told him 
and he shepherded it through the LSA curriculum committee.  Those were the days.”53 

The Bulletin description of the Creative Writing and Literature Concentration was assertively 
pragmatic: 

“It is our belief that all people can express themselves creatively, and that self-expression 
should be encouraged and enjoyed.   
                          . . . 

It is also our belief that there would be no literature to study were it not for writers. Too 
often English Departments under whose auspices creative writing courses are traditionally 
offered tend to overlook this seemingly obvious fact. Many do not require a creative writing 
course towards completion of their concentration.  If students are encouraged to take a 
creative writing course, it is ‘to see how it’s done,’ or ‘to get the feel from the inside,’ but in 
very few cases is the creation of literature granted the legitimacy allowed the study of 
literature. The Residential College’s Creative Writing and Literature Concentration permits 
student to study literature and to participate in its creation on an equal basis.”54 

This sharp focus and straightforward agenda allowed the concentration to become one of the most 
consistently successful in the Residential College. A small cadre of writers was hired to provide 
guidance in narration, poetry, and, eventually, writing for children.  As lecturers, their appointments 
were exclusively in the Residential College, thus eliminating the frustrating and often futile struggles 

 
53 Warren J. Hecht in an email to me, August 7, 2015. 
 
54 Warren J. Hecht, “Creative Writing and Literature Concentration” description in the Bulletin, 1972-1973, p. 42. 
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that absorbed time and energy elsewhere. In some ways, this demonstrable success protected, as an 
island of stability, the Literature Program during its own less resolute trajectory. 

After the departure of Justin Vitiello and the recurrent embarrassments of the guest-professor 
strategy, the Literature Program adopted the simplest solution to the problem of staffing:  “younger 
non-tenured staff, lecturers, and pre-doctoral fellows.”55  Ellis Wunsch was first and foremost 
among this group which also included Yi-Tsi Feuerwerker (from 1971); Cindy Sowers (from 1973); 
and Eliana Moya-Raggio (from 1974). Although rational schedules of study were drawn up for 
concentrators to follow, the actual courses on offer were held together by nothing more than the 
interests and the passions of the individuals who taught them.  There was little internal coherence – 
although the individual courses themselves were unfailingly dynamic.  

Eliana Moya-Raggio grounded her contribution to the Residential College in her situation as a 
Chilean exile, drawing intensity, moral strength, and insight from this connection to her homeland. 
After the departure from the College of a group of language instructors, she took on the 
organization and direction of the Intensive Spanish Program (1974-1994).56  Until 1982, she linked 
the Spanish Program with RC Literature through RC HUMS 347 Latin American Literature, one of 
the few courses to fulfill in both letter and spirit the original mandate of the latter.   

Moya-Raggio’s interests embraced not only language and literature, but also the music of political 
protest, namely the “New Song Movement” of the 1950s -1980s.57 Most significantly, she brought 
the visual arts of Latin America to the attention of the University of Michigan community through 
her research on the “Arpilleras,” patchwork textile pictures illustrating with uncompromising 
directness the suffering inflicted on the people of Chile during the Pinochet regime. These works at 
first glance seem disarming by their colorful folkloric appeal – but one must look more closely. 
Eliana described their makers: 

“She does not use words, because words have been denied her. But she can speak through a 
skill traditionally considered feminine, the use of thread and needle. Her needlework 
becomes testimony, based on the daily happenings of the inner history of a people.” 58 

 
55 Dean James H. Robertson, “The Residential College,” The University of Michigan: An Encyclopedic Survey, (1981), 
p. 230-235.   http://um2017.org/2017_Website/History_of_Residential_College.html 
 
56 See the article on Eliana’s status as Emerita in The University Record of June 19, 2000: 
http://ur.umich.edu/9900/Jun19_00/15.htm 

57 Moya-Raggio also presented this material in a “Readings” course for the RC Intensive Spanish Program. 
 
58 Eliana Moya-Raggio, “’Arpilleras’: Chilean Culture of Resistance,” Feminist Studies Vol. 10, No. 2 (Summer, 1984), p. 
279.   
 
Please see also a beautiful web site devoted to the Arpilleras and to Moya-Raggio’s work in researching, preserving, and 
exhibiting them:  https://arpilleras-enlamemoria.squarespace.com  Thanks to Olga Lopez-Cotin, Head of the Residential 
College Intensive Spanish Program, for supplying this link. 
 

http://um2017.org/2017_Website/History_of_Residential_College.html
https://arpilleras-enlamemoria.squarespace.com/


19 
 

 “It is hard not to acknowledge the strength they contain; they are an art form wanting to 
make contact; asking for communication. One must touch them, open their doors and 
windows, touch the children, women and men, embroidered in them. But one must also 
look beyond the barbed wire that in one of them surrounds ‘Chile Imprisoned:’ beyond the 
divisions and the stockades, one can see, as a clear sign of hope, the Andean mountains and 
the sun.”59 

Finally, in collaboration with Yi-Tsi Feuerwerker (doctoral candidate from Harvard in Asian 
Studies), Matthew L. Rohn (graduate student teaching fellow from the Department of the History of 
Art), and Marilyn Young (professor of History), she invented and taught a mighty course called 
Cultural Confrontations in the Arts60.    

Yi-Tsi Feuerwerker61 came to the Literature Program at the RC as a Ph.D. candidate from Harvard 
University to teach RC HUMS 317 Chinese Literature.  In the winter of 1975, Yi-Tsi teamed with 
me to teach RC HUMS 214 Recent Prose, a course we offered together for over five years. We were 
amazingly versatile - the first run of the course was called Kafka to Grass; we then went on to 
dissect Cultural Values in Modern Literature.  If I remember correctly, we combined modern classics 
with popular literature, including Daphne du Maurier and Zane Grey.  At one point we – two 
academic ladies of a certain age – actually taught William S. Burroughs’ Naked Lunch. We must have 
been protected by our invincible innocence.  

At the time of our unfettered exploration of western literature, Yi-Tsi was also teaching RC HUMS 
399 Writer and Society in Modern China, a course that allowed her to probe her deepest personal 
commitments. Yi-Tsi was researching the life and literary career of Ding Ling, a writer whose fiction 
engaged directly with the tumultuous history of 20th century China. A revolutionary feminist and 
political activist, Ding Ling was first imprisoned in 1936 by the Kuomintang, then (after having won 
the Stalin Prize in 1951), by the Communist Party itself.  In 1958, Ding Ling was denounced as a 
“Rightist;” both she and her books vanished into what could easily have been oblivion, if not 
annihilation.  While teaching, conducting her research, and writing, Yi-Tsi had no idea if Ding Ling 
were alive or dead. In a fascinating article on the convergence of literary research and lived history, 
Yi-Tsi recounts the dream that animated her work: 

 
59 Ibid, p. 291. 
 
60 This course, developed in the late 1970s, was originally placed in the “Interdisciplinary” category, but over the years 
became and remains a central feature of the Arts and Ideas in the Humanities Program. The early structure of this course 
reflected that of the Arts and Ideas courses: collective lectures, divided into individual sections.  Eliana lectured in 
English, but taught her section in Spanish. This information was provided to me in an email from Eliana Moya-Raggio, 
September 4, 2015.  
 
61 Yi-Tsi Feuerwerker taught at the Residential College from 1972-1984. She then transitioned to the Department of 
Asian Languages and Cultures, where, in 1995, she became a full professor.  She retired in 2000.  See the “Memoir of 
Regents’ Proceedings 304”: http://www.lib.umich.edu/faculty-history/faculty/yi-tsi-feuerwerker/memoir-0 
 

http://www.lib.umich.edu/faculty-history/faculty/yi-tsi-feuerwerker/memoir-0
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“Furthermore, there was an absurd, but I think sustaining fantasy that kept me at my work. 
It was a daydream, yet versions of it would appear in night dreams too. At a time when there 
seemed to be little prospect of the United States normalizing relations with China, or of my 
travelling to China, when my thesis had at yet no form or shape and Ding Ling was, as far as 
could be ascertained, either dead or never to be seen again, I began to dream of one day 
returning to the country I had left some thirty years ago, of finding Ding Ling somewhere 
(often it appeared to be a jail) and saying in a low voice, “I have written a book about you . . 
.”  I always stopped there because I never knew how I would finish the sentence.  This 
absurd fantasy – groundless, shameless, impossible as it seemed at the time – is the only 
fantasy in my life that has ever come true.”62 

Indeed, Yi-Tsi received out of the blue (January, 1981) a letter from Ding Ling herself, who was 
being rehabilitated in “a convalescent home for party cadres on an island off the southeastern coast 
of China.”63 The possibility arose for Yi-Tsi to travel to China as: 

“. . . one of the first foreign scholars to be allowed access to Chinese writers after the end of 
the Cultural Revolution. Professor Feuerwerker interviewed the Chinese writer, Ding Ling, 
when Ding Ling was 77 and only eighteen months after her political rehabilitation”64 

Yi-Tsi was able eventually to bring Ding Ling to the United States, where, at an interview conducted 
at Rackham auditorium, she translated for her friend, an unforgettable and deeply moving moment 
for all present.  

I came to the Residential College in the fall of 1973 (summoned by the formidable65 Mme. Sylvie 
Carduner) to teach in the Intensive French Program (a section in beginning conversational French) 
and a First Year Seminar (Studies in Love and War from Virgil to Thomas Pynchon).  I continued 
this schedule as a graduate student teaching fellow in Comparative Literature until fall 1975, when I 
began to assume increasing responsibility for Justin Vitiello’s course RC HUMS 210 Classical 
Sources of Modern Literature. At first I gave lectures, and then participated in teams of various 

 
62  Yi-Tsi Mei Feuerwerker, "In Quest of the Writer Ding Ling,” Feminist Studies Vol. 10, No. 1 (September 1984), p. 
68. 

63 Ibid., p.78.    “ . . . the Party had completely reversed its former verdict against her . . .”,  Ibid., p. 66. 
 
64 Mary Gallagher, “On the 50th Anniversary of the Center for Chinese Studies,” CCS Director Center for Chinese 
Studies, the University of Michigan, 2011. 
http://www.ii.umich.edu/UMICH/ccs/Home/ABOUT%20US/Documents/CCSNewsletterF11_FINAL.pdf 

 Please see also the Tribute I composed in 1998 for Yi-Tsi Mei Feuerwerker on the occasion of a dinner hosted by then 
Director Tom Weisskopf to honor several RC faculty members. I have placed the Tribute in the Appendix to this 
document. I dedicated my Ph.D. thesis, completed in 1978, first to my parents, and then to Yi-Tsi Feuerwerker, “my 
teacher.” 

65 I use this adjective with all its French (as well as a measure of its English) significance. 
 

http://www.ii.umich.edu/UMICH/ccs/Home/ABOUT%20US/Documents/CCSNewsletterF11_FINAL.pdf
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stripes before finally taking over the course myself.  RC HUMS 211 Intellectual Currents of the 
Renaissance was team taught by me and Janet Michelena until her departure.66 The idea naturally 
enough was to keep the Literature Program afloat – but in that effort we were only partially 
successful. Two opposing currents tempestuously collided from 1974-1977.  In the first, the negative 
surge, the humanities were in crisis. In the second, a salvaging operation was found in the planning 
and implementation of a new, team-taught, interdisciplinary course called “The Experience of Arts 
and Ideas in the 20th Century.”  

 

IV. A New Humanities Concentration 

I can’t remember what exuberant spirit brought a group of instructors in the humanities at the 
Residential College together to plan this course, but we were ready to teach RC HUMS 290 The 
Experience of Arts and Ideas in the 20th Century in the winter of 1975. The pièce de résistance was 
James Joyce’s Ulysses.  We each took on a chapter or more, and interspersed these with lectures on 
(among other works) Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring (sponsored by Jane Heirich and led by Richmond 
Brown of the School of Music), Fellini’s 8 ½ presented by Prof. Don Cameron of the Classics 
Department and John L. Allen, lecturer on film at the RC67, and Picasso’s Guernica (analyzed in 
person by Rudolph Arnheim). Our major criterion for the syllabus was that the works be 
recognizably important contributions to the cultural scene.  Pedagogically, we insisted that students 
be enabled to “experience” each work at its deepest aesthetic level.   

By the fall 1975, we knew what we were doing. In RC HUMS 291 The Experience of Arts and Ideas 
in the 19th Century: Manifestations of Realism, individual works were chosen specifically for their 
ability to respond to one another across the boundaries of the medium – literature, the visual arts, 
and less frequently, music.  These courses were not surveys. In order for the “experience” to take 
place, only a few deliberately chosen works were juxtaposed one to another, and allowed fully to 
speak. The conversation had to be real, each work demonstrating an awareness of its own medium 
as a unique and irreplaceable element, yet engaged with problems that transcended that medium.   

To enable any depth of conversation, the course required a team, each member of which could 
speak from within a discipline, while being open and eager to learn the ways of the other.  So Peter 
Ferran represented the theatre; Yi-Tsi Feuerwerker and Cindy Sowers literature; Matthew Rohn and 
Karen Kleinfelder68 the history of art.  The course was structured in two one-hour lectures per week, 

 
66 In winter 1978, I team-taught RC HUMS 214 Recent Prose as American Writing: Generations Lost to Beat with Janet 
Michelena, a lecturer in Spanish and Comparative Literature. 
 
67 Thanks to Prof. Peter W. Ferran in an email of September 19, 2015 for this information. 
 
68 Both were Ph.D. candidates in the Department of the History of Art, Matthew L. Rohn working on Jackson Pollock 
and Karen L. Kleinfelder on Pablo Picasso.  These two lecturers were mainstays of the Arts and Ideas Program for 10 
years, mid-1970s to mid-1980s. Their contributions were innovative, scholarly, and pedagogically stupendous. 
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and four sections, each of which met twice a week for an hour. Faculty members were required to 
attend one another’s lectures.  Each lecturer was responsible for his or her own section, and 
expected in that context to approach all media with, if not confidence, then at least daring. The 
course required not only students, but also their instructors to both teach and learn.  No position 
was ever fixed if a genuine conversation were to take place.  

A series of larger debates then took place at the Residential College, based on the splendid success 
of the Arts and Ideas courses.  The documents generated at that time reveal both the crisis of the 
humanities, and the possibilities for renewal suggested by the new team-taught interdisciplinary 
initiatives. The problem of the Literature Concentration was that it lacked intellectual and 
pedagogical purpose. Although the individual courses were often excellent and vividly taught, 
together they did not form a coherent program with a clear goal. Attempts to form an identity 
through invidious comparisons with LSA were unsatisfactory.   

The first document, composed by Ellis Wunsch, was called A Humanities Concentration in the RC, 
(January 25, 1975).   He proposed that a new concentration might take advantage of offerings then 
available in the Performing and Studio Arts. He felt that the key was to avoid subjects like “history, 
philosophy, or religion,”69  which, in his view, did not appeal to students. He was especially 
interested in finding a place for the study of film “from a critical, not technical, approach.”70 This 
academic area was at that time not available in LSA71.  Dr. Wunsch’s proposal, however, seemed 
makeshift, falling into the same patterns of speculation, piecemeal assembly, and the itemization of 
non-existents that had afflicted the RC humanities in days gone by. Very much in this vein, a proto-
model of the “Humanities Concentration” was unexpectedly announced in the RC Bulletin of 1975-
1976.72   

In response to this sudden curricular apparition, a more critical report was prepared by a 
subcommittee composed of Susan Crowell (Ceramics), Peter Ferran (Drama), Yi-Tsi Feuerwerker 
(Literature), and Jane Heirich (Music). Their paper, called The First Report of the Subcommittee 
charged to review the Structure of the Humanities Concentration as it is defined in the official 
Residential College Bulletin (December 13, 1976), was penetrating, diagnostic, and finally 
substantive.  The committee begins with two assertions: 

“1) The Humanities have commanded little respect and few educational resources in the 
College in the last five years or so; and 2) the College’s administration has seen fit to 

 
69 Ellis Wunsch, writing as Humanities Coordinator for the planning group, (January 25, 1975), p. 1.  
  
70 Ibid., p. 5. 
 
71 Indeed, the RC was developing a series of worthy film courses, taught in part by John L. Allen. 
 
72 I wonder where the LSA Curriculum Committee was on this! 
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stimulate a spirit of humanistic regeneration by methods which are inappropriate, if not alien 
to the nature of the Humanities.”73 

“One of the results is an ‘official,’ ostensibly legitimate description of a concentration 
program which, in fact, does not yet exist.”74 

The committee aimed to set things to rights: 

 “Recognizing that several areas of study traditionally associated with the broad concept of 
‘Humanities’ are missing from the College’s curriculum, we begin by proposing their 
reinstatement.  These areas are: Philosophy, History, Religion, Ethics, and Archeology.”75 

This language suggests the grand ambition of the early days of the Literature Concentration, but it 
may in fact be an echoing aftermath, a kind of mourning for the loss of the Core Curriculum. The 
last sentence of The First Report makes this clear: 

“We are tantalized by the idea that, in restoring certain fields of knowledge to the curriculum 
under the proper heading of “Humanities,” we can truly offer students of the Residential 
College that liberal arts education which has been little more than a catalog phrase since the 
abolition of the Core Curriculum in 1969.”76 

Perhaps the signatories had no real intention of restoring “archeology” to the curriculum of the 
Residential College; it had never been there.  But they may have wanted to reclaim the spirit of the 
Core: a liberal arts education understood not in political terms,77  but as a preliminary training for 
the exercise of freedom. The university here is understood not as a simulacrum – indulgent, 
protected, and infantilized – of the “real world,” but rather as a separate space, providing an 
experience of study, reflection, and intellectual exploration that could be obtained nowhere else.   

The First Report, however, also offered promising suggestions concerning pedagogy – exactly what 
was missing from the Literature Program: 

 
73 Crowell et al., The First Report (December 13, 1976), p. 1. The First Report was largely written by Peter Ferran. This 
information was provided to me in an email of September 8, 2015. In a subsequent email of September 19, 2015, Dr. 
Ferran provided the larger context, an ideological struggle waged within the Residential College: “My clearest impression 
of that span of time is of battling the various proponents of social-science bases for reforming the RC mission . . .”  
 
74 I am unavoidably reminded of the Library of Saint-Victor in Rabelais’s Pantagruel, where the diligent student could 
consult a treatise on “A Chimaera Bombinating in the Void . . .” 
 
75 Ibid., p. 2. 
 
76 Ibid., p. 9. 
 
77 The signatories recommended the inclusion of philosophy: “Our chief problem here is finding a philosopher who is 
still a philosopher in this sense, and not a mathematician or a politician.”  Ibid., p. 8. 
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“Thus one of the principles of our emergent Humanities Concentration will be a 
methodological one: some combination of conceptual experience and productive (i.e., 
“doing”) experience with humanistic subject-matter is to characterize our program’s 
curricular structure, the courses which comprise it, and their classroom procedures.”78 

 “The notions of “Idea” and “Practice” are not dichotomous or antinomical, although they 
may be allowed a sematic and behavioral distinction. In this scheme, they designate the 
degree of emphasis on the kind of study approach and class activity proper to each general 
course.  We now arrange those courses along the line:79 

 

 

 

                                                                           
  

 

 

The First Report detailed the content of each of the squares, allowing for flexibility and specificity.   
Although the entire program was never fully implemented as such, the major innovation – a 
systematic integration of the academic study of the arts with actual hands-on studio practice –
became the organizing principle of the Arts and Ideas in the Humanities Concentration, and the 
pathway along which its most rewarding developments took place. Ellis Wunsch’s recommendations 
concerning the integration of the studio arts, including film, thus bore rich fruit.  

A revision and vigorous restatement of the First Report, called The Restoration of the Humanities 
(February 22, 1977)80 emphasized implementation.   Three courses became the foundation of the 
new concentration:  “Arts and Ideas in 19th/20th Century;” “Classical/Medieval Sources of Modern 
Culture;” and “Logic and Language.”  In the meantime, RC HUMS 210 “Classical Sources” and  

 
78 Ibid., p. 2 
 
79 I call this the Humanities “Clothesline;” it was invented by Peter Ferran. A revised version became the requirements 
protocol of the early Arts and Ideas in the Humanities Concentration.  Major revisions intended to foreground the 
practice of the arts took place in the 90s and then again, more inclusively and with enhanced clarity, in 2000. 
 
80 The Restoration of the Humanities, signed by Susan Crowell, Peter Ferran, Yi-Tsi Feuerwerker, Jane Heirich, and Ellis 
Wunsch, was sent to the RC Executive Committee and the Educational Policies and Curriculum Committee. 
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RC HUMS 211 “Medieval Sources” were increasingly integrating the study of the visual arts of each 
period along with the literature81.  The goal was to achieve an equivalent representation of both.  

All courses then would require the student to become proficient in the analysis of works in at least 
two media.  It was not enough to take a course in the Department of the History of Art, and then a 
separate course in literature.  The challenge was to achieve an inter-arts juxtaposition within the 
same course, moving back and forth systematically across the media.  Students moving from course 
to course within the program would encounter different contents, different ideological persuasions, 
but a fundamentally similar methodology.  This methodology reinforced not only interdisciplinary 
skills, but also intellectual identity. 

Finally, a new course was introduced:  “Materials of Art.”  At this stage, the desire (shared by all) to 
integrate the actual making of art, whether text, image, or sound, could be achieved only at the 
programmatic level, rather than folded directly into any given academic course.  Art production 
requires a level of craft that could not be achieved in this context. Experiments in this vein were 
experienced by both faculty and students as amateurish. So the early “Materials” course, “The 
Human Voice,” taught by Jane Heirich, was free-standing, as were the studio courses students were 
expected to take. These were amply present in the Studio Arts Program of the Residential College, 
and were built into the requirements of the Arts and Ideas major.  

A major turning point arrived not only for the humanities, but for the Residential College as a 
whole, as a result of the External Review conducted in 1976-1977.  The Review Committee was 
composed of Profs. Morton Brown (Mathematics); Elizabeth Douvan (Psychology and Institute of 
Social Research); Harriet Mills (Far Eastern Languages and Literatures); and John Mersereau, Jr., 
(Slavic Languages and Literatures), Chair.  Some concern was bruited about that the College may not 
survive the review.  But in fact, the committee members expressed confidence, with due critical 
reservations. 

The committee recognized the often expressed allegiance of the Literature Program to courses that 
engaged the second language beyond the level of Readings.  At the same time, it was (discretely) 
understood that this expectation was rarely implemented in practice.  The criterion was not adequate 
to sustain the identity of the concentration. The main recommendation was the following: 

“Nonetheless, the very title of the concentration tends to misinform the outsider and 
perhaps to misinform students as well. Accordingly, we propose that the concentration be 
renamed “World Literature” or “Studies in Literature,” thus mollifying external critics and 
identifying the concentration more closely.”82 

 
81 Prof. Christine Verzar Bornstein of the Department of the History of Art team-taught these courses with me from the 
mid-1970s until 1984. 
 
82 The Report of the Residential College Program Evaluation Committee, January, 1977, (revised February 1977), p. 10.   
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By contrast, the indomitable Creative Writing Program was celebrated by the Review Committee: 

“Two lecturers, one teaching fiction and the other poetry provide about 150 students 
annually with individual tutorial instruction. The program has resulted in an unusually high 
proportion of Hopwood Awards won by RC students.”83 

Independence of mind, an extraordinary work ethic, and a clear sense of purpose made this program 
one of the finest in the Residential College. 

The new Humanities Concentration (Arts and Ideas) was accorded a vote of prospective, if qualified 
confidence: 

The “Humanities Concentration is in a state of flux. The concentration described in the RC 
Bulletin October (1975) was new (although its elements were mostly old) and was designed 
to give students a chance to build a major from various combinations of literature, music, art 
history, philosophy and the practice of art rather than limiting themselves to one 
component. Within limits students could build their own combinations, but all concentrators 
had to take a course each in the classical and medieval sources of drama and literature, a new 
and by all accounts very successful course in “Arts and Ideas in the 20th Century,” as well as 
some work in the performing arts. Today a group of the humanities staff are working to 
redefine the humanities area. They have drafted an internal document looking towards the 
re-introduction of many of the elements of the old Core Curriculum – courses in ethics, 
concepts of man, philosophy, etc. They are beginning to draw up proposals to NEH for 
funding of elements of such a program. 

These moves are in a very preliminary stage, but they are important as evidence of the 
enthusiasm, dedication, and morale of the humanities faculty, which has recently felt isolated 
and on the defensive. In part morale may be improving because there is a sense that the tide 
may once again be turning towards the humanities. After a period of declining enrollments, 
this year students are increasing, and the “Arts and Ideas in the 20th Century” is the largest 
course in the College. If only a portion of what the humanities group is planning 
materializes, the concentration promises a truly “liberal arts” option.”84   

This assessment validated the program, and provided an incentive for growth.  

Finally, the External Review of the Drama Program was the most thorough and positive.  There was 
simply more to work with here, more solid achievement, a reputation beyond the College, and a 
pedagogical practice that could be clearly articulated: 

 
83 Ibid., p. 10. 
 
84 Ibid., p. 11. 
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“The Drama Program of the RC embodies a mode of study unique in the University. It is 
noteworthy enough nationally to have been discussed at [a] meeting of the Modern 
Language Association as a model to be visited at Federal expense. It combines the study of a 
play text as literature with involvement in the play as a dramatic vehicle. Thus on the one 
hand it is distinct from the study of drama in the English Department, and on the other 
from the professional production orientation of the Speech and Theatre Department. Just as 
a rounded appreciation of music involves not only understanding of a score, but of theory 
and performance, so at the RC drama is conceived in the round as a performing art.”85 

The Chair of the External Review Committee, Prof. John Mersereau, Jr. (Slavic) subsequently agreed 
to become the director of the Residential College. His tenure was one of institutional consolidation, 
objective and fair-minded review, and a mischievously humorous appreciation for individual creative 
activity.86  

 

Conclusions:  1967-1979 

The first decade of the Studia Humanitatis at the Residential College reminds me of Mr. Toad’s Wild 
Ride. We veered from one precipice to the next, capes, umbrellas, and satchels whirling out.  Mythic 
ambitions to cosmic order jostled with chaos.  But at the same time, the “younger non-tenured staff, 
lecturers, and pre-doctoral fellows,” without fully realizing the gift that had been given them, just did 
what they wanted and what they loved.  They drove through all institutional obstacles and flimsy 
barricades. And they took undergraduate education seriously.  What have the humanities to offer at 
this stage?  Why was the Core Curriculum so important, the invisible thread running through all 
these efforts – a curriculum understood not as sequence of courses, but as a heartfelt duty, an 
engagement with the past that was our responsibility to transmit.  The pedagogical goal was not the 
production and management of ideological cohesion, but rather the fulfillment of a mysterious 
obligation. As so often, Homer speaks to me, I hope not inappropriately.  I think about Priam’s 
journey to retrieve the body of his son from pitiless Achilleus, the blind instrument wielded by the 
gods to destroy human civilization, both past and future, to reduce it to unspeakable sand and 
rubble.  Perhaps the generations to come can inherit no more than a mangled body; but our task as 
human beings is to retrieve that body with all respect, for now, and “for the ages.” 

 
 

85 Ibid., p.3. 
 
86 Please see in the Appendix to this essay the Memorial I composed in 2009 for Prof. Professor Mersereau on the 
occasion of his death. I must share another memory I have of John Mersereau.  One day, before the RC Executive 
Committee began, we sat in his office chatting about the novels of Anthony Trollope. “I delight in Trollope,” he said. 
Then the conversation moved on to this and that, and he said (mildly) “I am an atheist.” That was the first time in my 
life I had ever heard a living soul say such a thing.  It was one of those many ideas I had read about in books, but had 
never heard expressed in so casual and friendly a fashion as at that moment. 
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Appendices to Studia Humanitatis 

 

I. 

 

For Yi-Tsi Mei Feuerwerker 

22 April 1998 

 

 

A tribute paid by Cindy Sowers to Yi-Tsi on the occasion of a dinner given by then Director Tom 
Weisskopf in honor of several Residential College faculty members. 

 

 

The fortunate among us experience life, but not history.  For me, the latter has been mostly a matter 
of stories, often partially understood, or only glimpsed outside the realm of understanding: vague 
figures moving against a sky; horizons, perspectives, times. 

Once or twice, however, I approached the face of history.  In the late 1970s our colleague Yi-Tsi 
Feuerwerker (then a lecturer at the Residential College) was completing her dissertation on Ding 
Ling, a writer of the revolutionary period in China.  Unexpectedly, word came to Yi-Tsi that Ding 
Ling, after a 20 year disappearance, had re-emerged and was being rehabilitated by the Chinese 
Communist Party.  Yi-Tsi was able to go to China at this time to interview Ding Ling - a journey of 
profound personal as well as intellectual significance. 

When Yi-Tsi returned, she delivered an important address to the Residential College faculty. We 
assembled in Room 126 -- where she had for many years lectured on arts and ideas of the 19th and 
20th centuries.  As she spoke this time, I recalled the characters and works I knew she savored -- 
Miss Flyte in Dickens’ Bleak House, proffering her documents; the poetry of Wordsworth; and most 
of all Kafka, whose terrible doors close the implacable page.  During this talk, however, another 
history entered Room 126, one I could barely comprehend:   “the heartbreaking history of modern 
Chinese literature, its pages spattered with the blood of martyrs.” 

Not long after, Ding Ling herself came to the University of Michigan.  She spoke in the Rackham 
Auditorium, with Yi-Tsi as translator.  I will never forget the sight of these two women seated side-
by-side at the table on the podium.  I became completely absorbed in Ding Ling’s talk; so absorbed 
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that in the midst of it I came to myself, and realized that I thought I could understand Chinese.  An 
illusion, need I say, but one so powerful as to contain within itself some truth.  Ding Ling’s personal 
authority was irresistible.  But Yi-Tsi built the invisible bridge. She served for me, as for so many 
others, as the exemplary teacher.  She was the mediator who guided us through the space of a 
language, along the tangled paths of a human history, into the presence of a personal life that would 
otherwise have remained impossibly, immeasurably remote.  Without her, we would have been lost.  

The questions she enabled us to hear are among the most persistent of our century.  What is the 
relation between ideology, history and fiction?  Are they distinguishable?  On what grounds?  What 
is the status of a fiction that is simultaneously complicit with and victim of an ideology?  Can 
literature be held to account?  Does some element of literature evade the ideology it embodies - does 
some trope, some convention, some opacity of diction - get away?   Does subjectivity resist 
ideology?    Will the individual survive?  Does history teach?    As is Yi-Tsi’s style, she raises 
questions she declines to answer -- perhaps knowing that they will trouble the minds of her students 
-- not all of them scholars or literary recluses -- “for the ages.”   

 

 

Yi-Tsi Mei Feuerwerker, with Ding Ling 

 

Photo included in Yi-Tsi Mei Feuerwerker "In Quest of the Writer Ding Ling". Feminist 
Studies (September 1984). (Feminist Studies, Vol. 10, No. 1)10 (1): 65–83 
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II. 

 

In Memory of John Mersereau 

 

What does one life give to another life?  I remember a conversation I had with Professor Mersereau 
shortly after he had arrived at the Residential College. We were sitting in the Halfway Inn.  I had just 
completed my Ph.D. in Comparative Literature, and it would have been hard to find someone more 
ignorant of the world than I was. So when Professor Mersereau mentioned the situation of poets in 
the Soviet Union – there was still such a place in those days – I had no idea what he meant.   I had 
never heard of anything like what he described so briefly, so definitively – as if elaborate detail were 
unnecessary. At that time, I confess, I inhabited a world of talk, a world of theory that had no place 
for the experience, say, of Joseph Brodsky. Such was my ignorance, in Ann Arbor; at the Residential 
College. 

 

Then, about a decade later, in the fall of 1988, quite by chance I came upon a conference at 
Rackham called “Religious Movements in Eastern Europe.” I was curious; I attended; and my 
ideological world was stood on its head.  Scholars from Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and the 
Soviet Union presented evidence concerning the role of religion in challenging the political ideology 
of communism. And then, the revolutionary events of 1989-1991 changed history. The present 
moment of those days was change itself; but neither the past nor the future were at all what I had 
believed them to be. Everything had to be revised.  I kept thinking about Professor Mersereau’s 
remarks so many years before; the conversation in the Halfway Inn is still so vivid in my memory. It 
took me ten years to understand what he had meant.  But at last, I understood.  What did one life 
give to another life? It was truth.  

 

Cindy Sowers 

2009 
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 John Merserseau, Jr. (1925-2009) 
Director of the Residential College, 1977-1985 

Photo taken by John Knox, 1979 
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III. 

 

 

 

Matthew Rohn, Yi-tsi Feuerwerker, and Cindy Sowers 
In the Halfway Inn, late 1970s? 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Special thanks to: 

 William A. Christian; Peter W. Ferran; Warren J. Hecht; Olga 
Lopez-Cotin; Eliana Moya-Raggio; Kathryn Sklar; and Shelley 
Stevens for the time they spent reading my history and most 
especially for their contribution of memories. 


	Studia Humanitatis in Agone
	Studia Humanitatis in Agone
	The Humanities at the Residential College: 1967-1979

