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Editorial
L

iterary tradition has always had mixed feelings about April.
If Chaucer started his famous Canterbury Tales by speaking
of “Aprill[‘s] shoures soote,” T.S. Eliot did not hesitate to label
it as “the cruellest month.” As for us, well, even though we are
no medieval literate character embarking on a pilgrimage to
Canterbury, we pretty much agree with Chaucer, and would
like to dismiss Eliot’s pessimistic view of Lausanne (because,
remember, he wrote The Waste Land here!). April is the time of
Spring and renewal for the campus: the sheep and their lambs
come out again, the sun is here, and the Plage de Dorigny has
never seemed so close to us.
April is also a time of renewal for MUSE Magazine. As you
all know, the new MUSE has marked an expansion of the
magazine on the internet, with two web issues being published
during the Fall semester. We could however not make up our
minds to totally let go of a print issue, so we decided to keep
it for the Spring term. And here it is, with all its novelty! Not
only did we take exactly everything that made the first MUSE
so great, we also added a bit of ourselves and our vision in
it: we decided to have a colour cover that would illustrate
the campus and the English department. Very naturally, our
attention focused on this Spring theme that we are pretty
much running through, and we could not help ourselves but
include a lovely little lamb in this issue. We hope you’ll love it
as much as we do!
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Anita Auer: From Musician to Medievalist to Linguist
Elizabeth Leemann

A

nita Auer is an active linguistics professor in
the English department and has travelled a lot
throughout her career, learned various languages
by moving to different countries, and is a proficient
flutist. Interestingly, her linguistics career was not
planned and her professional ambitions changed
quite a bit over the years. Now a well-established
member of the UNIL English department, she
has several interdisciplinary and intradisciplinary
projects going on. Here is my interview with her in
which she tells us more about it!
Tell me a bit about your background. Before
working at UNIL you were in Holland
but you are originally studied in
Austria correct?
I’m native Austrian and I did my BA
and MA at the University of Vienna.
I studied English, Psychology and
Philosophy. I thought I was going to
be a high school teacher. That was
the aim. I wrote my MA thesis on
Old English. It was about how Old
English sound changes modified
the grammatical system. During
the last year of my studies, my
supervisor asked me if I wanted to
go on exchange to Manchester. So
I went there for a year to write my
MA thesis and I met a professor who
asked me if I wanted to work on the
language of Jane Austen. When I
said I was interested, they created
a PhD position for me. So I finished
my Masters and returned to Manchester as a
graduate teaching assistant. Then I applied for
jobs and got a post-doc position in philology at the
University of Leiden in the Netherlands . After that
I got a permanent position at Utrecht University
and I was there for several years. Finally, I came
to Lausanne almost exactly a year ago. I started in
February 2014. It’s very interesting because you
think that you’re going one way with your life but
then you meet people and everything changes.
What attracted you to Lausanne?
As I said earlier, I am interested in the language
of Jane Austen. One of my PhD supervisors (I had
two because I did comparative historical linguistics

English and German) is a stylistics person. She
works on the language of literature from a historical
point of view, so I was always interested in literary
language. I saw lots of connections with my own
research and teaching and research interests in
Lausanne. It starts already with the medievalists
because I am myself originally a medievalist. Then
there are also Kirsten and Roelof who work on
Early Modern English. I am very much interested
in the language of Early Modern plays. So it’s
very much this aspect that interested me. I’m also
interested in gender, so working with Valérie was
very appealing. I’m a sociolinguist essentially and
this linguistic approach
can be applied very nicely
to literature.
What were your first
impressions of Lausanne?
I didn’t see much of the
city in the first semester
because I was commuting
between the Netherlands
and Lausanne. I was only
here two or three days
a week but lived in the
Netherlands and I flew in
and out every week. I liked
what I did see of the city,
particularly the medieval
parts of it.
And the University?
I really liked the campus although the buildings
could do with some color! But I do really like
the campus. What I like about Lausanne is that
teaching is rated very highly, and not only that the
students have an opinion but also that they are
encouraged to have an opinion. In a lot of other
places they are not given this opportunity.
What about the students? Are Swiss students
more difficult/easy to work with?
Well, I am going to compare here. In Austria I was
a student myself but I feel that Austrian students
were very good at remembering facts. That was
also a sign of the times though. English students,
however, didn’t know facts so well but they were
3
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very critical and had an opinion on everything.
They were asked to debate a lot, which I quite
liked. Dutch students are interesting, they have
a very good level of proficiency in English. There
seems to be a general cultural understanding that
the aim is to pass and not necessarily to achieve
the best grade, which is too bad. What I can see is
that I have some very enthusiastic students who
speak a lot and then I have very quiet students.
I haven’t found out what the reason for this is. I
think that it possibly depends on the students’
backgrounds, where they come from and how
they were taught English. Some are very confident
speaking English but others are less so.You live
in the Gros-de-Vaud, what do you think of it and
its reputation? Were you surprised by it?
I’m currently relearning French so I don’t feel
the stigma yet. I don’t say “adieu” yet instead
of “hello”, so I think I’m ok! (Laughs). It’s really
nice living there actually. When I leave university
and go back into the Gros-de-Vaud, it’s kind of
like going on a holiday because you’re away from
everything.
I did have a student who said she would never date
anyone from that area of the canton because the
accent was so awful. I find this interesting though.
We should do more research on this area! It’s a
dream for sociolinguistics!
Do you think you’ll stay in Lausanne long or move
on to other adventures?
Besides England and the Netherlands I also
spent some time at Cornell in New York State as
a researcher, and also in Madison, Wisconsin.
So no, I think I’m done traveling for now. I would
like to stay in Lausanne because it takes time to
establish things and I really like the atmosphere
here.
Why Linguistics?
Well, as I said, it was partly a coincidence.
No actually it was really a coincidence! I just
wanted to be a teacher. I wanted to be a teacher
of music originally, I wanted to teach flute. I
decided to do English and music, then I dropped
music and combined English with psychology
and philosophy, and then I eventually became
interested in linguistics. I think that it happened
because people gave me chances. My professors
asked me if I wanted to go on exchange and then
if I wanted to write a PhD. It just sort of happened
that way!
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What are you most interested in linguistics?
It’s very much sociolinguistics, so language and
society, how it forms our identity and how we
adapt our language in specific situations.
What are your current and future research
interests?
I’m currently working on a project with my
Lausanne PhD student Tino and two Utrecht
PhD students Moragh and Mike, and Femke,
our research assistant. It’s called “Emerging
Standards: Urbanisation and Development
of Standard English”. We are looking at how
language was used in different urban centres
in England, centres other than London. We are
interested in the migration patterns of people
and how that affected their language use. And
ultimately, how did the language use affect the
development of standard English as we know it
today. We know for instance that the third person
singular –s, when you say “he goes”, is a Northern
dialect feature whereas people always say that
the standard came out of London and thus the
South. How is it possible then to have a Northern
dialect feature in the Standard? So, we are looking
at the mechanisms behind the emergence of the
Standard language.
Another project I’m working on focuses on pauper
letters. From a historical perspective, it is difficult
to find records of the language of the poorer
sort and the uneducated. Everything that has to
do with the English language until the twentieth
century is language in print or the language of the
highly educated people, and Jane Austen would
fall into this category. We can only catch a glimpse
of the language of the uneducated through plays
for instance, but then by way of a mediator, the
author. In Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s
Dream you can see this illustrated in the speech
of the mechanics. In comparison to the language
of the other characters, we can see that the
language of the uneducated is slightly different.
The language of literature is therefore important for
historical sociolinguists to get some idea of lowerclass language use in earlier times. The earliest
sources that were produced by the lower classes
themselves were the so-called “Pauper letters”,
dating from the late eighteenth century and early
nineteenth centuries. There was a law during the
industrial revolution that people who were really
poor and moving around looking for work had the
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possibility to apply for money. This money would
be given to them from their home parish, and even
though the paupers were not properly trained to
read or write, they were forced to write in order
to get that money, which they needed to survive.
We are working on these letters now. The pauper
letter corpus has about 2000 letters from all over
England. So that’s a really good amount.
Another project I’m working on is one that all
linguists from the university are currently involved
in. It’s a project called “Vaud plurilingue” for
whichwe are looking at migration in Vaud, what
people come together, who lives where, who
speaks in which context which language, etc. So
it’s again the field of sociolinguistics, language
acquisition, and language policies, but specifically
in the canton.
Is this last project going to be interdisciplinary
involving other departments of UNIL or just the
linguists?
At this point all the linguists are involved but we
are planning to work with mobility scholars from
Géosciences. So it will become interdisciplinary.
Are you planning any other interdisciplinary work
with other departments of UNIL?
Generally, all of my work is interdisciplinary
because I work a lot with socio-economic history
which determines where people go, how and why
they change their language. So my work has to
be interdisciplinary to a certain extent. Also, I’m
working on some project ideas for a grant that
looks at Swiss emigrants going to America. So
you can see that there is always this one pattern
of language and migration that I’m interested in.
What do you think of Switzerland’s linguistic
situation?
It’s fantastic. It’s a dream for every linguist! There
is so much research that, on the one hand, has
already been done, but on the other hand, that can
still be done. Especially when it comes to the use
of English, Switzerland is a very interesting case,
when English is used as a lingua franca between
Swiss-Germans and Swiss-Roman. There is just
so much to look at, with regards to power and
identity. It’s really fantastic for a linguist!
Are you mainly interested in the Swiss national
language versus English or are you also curious
about the Swiss languages themselves?

MUSE 10 • Spring 2015
No, I’m also interested in the other languages.
I am myself a native German speaker and I am
very interested in the whole multilingual mix, never
mind which language it is! This is also the reason
why I wanted to do the “Vaud Plurilingue” project.
We have fantastic resources here. You wonder
also about the different generations of migrants,
in what way does the second generation speak
differently from the first and in what way do the
languages affect their identities? There is just so
much exciting research potential here.
How many languages do you speak? Any others
you want to learn?
I’m very restricted. I speak the three West
Germanic languages fluently (Dutch, English and
German). I’m relearning French at the moment. I
had it when I was in school but I have to relearn
it now.
Any hidden talents or hobbies you’d like to share
with us? (sports, piano maestro, etc.)
Well the flute and otherwise as far as sports goes I
like skiing a lot. That’s also a reason why I wanted
to come to Switzerland; in the Netherlands there
are no mountains! Being native Austrian I missed
nature quite a bit. So I’m into cycling in the summer
and skiing in the winter.
You mentioned a few TV shows in class. So which
are your favourite ones?
That’s a really difficult question! Well, I like Borgen
a lot, it’s a Danish political drama.
I also like House of Cards, which is kind of the
American version of Borgen. And another one
that I like, but it’s cheesy, is Nashville. I love the
music! I don’t even really like country music but in
this show I enjoy it for some reason. The accents
are interesting though. One of the actors, Sam
Palladio, is actually from Cornwall but he has to
speak with a Southern accent, a Nashville accent.
I’m teaching a class on English dialects at the
moment and I tried to get in touch with a dialect
coach because I find it interesting how people can
learn to change the way they speak.
In general though I really like Nordic Noir, the
Scandinavian series, and the British ones too. I
just like detectives and especially detectives with
different accents! Or maybe that’s just an excuse
for a linguist to watch lots of TV shows (and use
them for teaching)!
5
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Exchange review

Rethinking Montréal

Y

ou might find it a foolish choice for an English
Literature student to go on an exchange
semester to Quebec, the only francophone
Province in Canada. But even though
Anglophones represent a minority in Montreal,
they form a well-established community, and are
part of the English-speaking majority of North
America. Shopkeepers greet their customers
with a bilingual “Bonjour, Hi”, recalling the
existence of the two languages. When Hugh
MacLennan publishes Two Solitudes in 1945,
the title becomes emblematic to Montrealers. In
fact, the novel explores the tensions between
English and French Canadian identity, and
touches upon an ongoing problematic: the lack
of communication between the two. As pointed
out by David Solway in an article on AngloQuébec poetry, language in Montreal “becomes
not simply an agency of communication but both
a patrimony and an embodiment” (81). On top
of that, the Island is divided into an Englishspeaking West and a French-speaking East by
Boulevard Saint-Laurent, the main street that
runs north-south.
My decision to apply for a university in Canada
was not unintentional. When I was nineteen and
on a sabbatical break, I spent three months in
Montreal, living with a French-Canadian couple
in a francophone neighborhood. To me, Montreal
had been a North American city marked by its
French heritage. I remember the unusual accent
Québécois, discovering the French Canadian
author Gabrielle Roy, watching Xavier Dolan’s
newest movie, and partying a lot. Montreal is
in fact, and contrarily to Toronto, known for its
nightlife, for the bars, the beer, the numerous
music and movie festivals. Anyway, I left the city
knowing that there was more to it than being a
francophone party town with cute Québécois.
And around my second year in English at UNIL, I
started to realize that I had missed to understand
what it means to be an Anglo-Canadian living in
Quebec. I wondered who these people of the
English-speaking community that I hadn’t seen
were, where they lived, and what they did. So
I looked for possibilities to go back, this time, a
little more grown up.
Montreal has two Anglophone universities.
People usually know about McGill University.
Set on the foot of Mont-Royal, McGill has seen
6

Alexandra Ecclesia
authors such as Louis Dudek, Abraham M. Klein,
Leonard Cohen, Mordecai Richler, Irving Layton,
but also Win Butler and Régine Chassagne
(founding members of the band Arcade Fire)
graduate. And then, there is Concordia, founded
in 1974, whose BA English Literature program
corresponds perfectly to the program of the
University of Lausanne. Concordia has two
campuses, as it was formed through the merger
of Loloya College, set now in Notre-Damede-Grâce and Sir George Williams University,
located in Downtown Montreal. So I applied
for Concordia, and left Europe in August 2014,
just in time for those long warm summer nights
Switzerland was missing that year.
In my quest for Anglo-Quebec, I chose three
classes centering on Canadian literature and
culture, and found myself confronted to a rather
destabilizing and very exotic syllabus. First of
all, I only recognized two names on it. Secondly,
I had heard of Barney’s Version not as a novel
by Mordecai Richler, but as a movie starring
Dustin Hoffman. And Leonard Cohen who I
knew as the cheesy singer my mother liked to
listen to. What was he doing on the list? In my
Wednesday evening class, “Montréal/Québec
Writers”, we looked at stereotypes associated
with Montreal, and slowly started to deconstruct
them. The teacher, himself a poet, then took us
on a literary tour through the city. With each new
book or poetry collection, I discovered a new
neighborhood. My impressions of familiar places
became blurred by those of fictional characters.
But most importantly, I got the English-speaking
side of the story, and what follows is a very brief
foretaste.
Our journey started with Barney’s Version
by Mordecai Richler, whose other novel The
Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz had in the
1960s given a satiric insight into the Jewish
community of Montreal. Barney’s Version is set
in downtown Montreal, just around Concordia’s
main buildings, and depicts the city’s faded glory.
Barney Panofsky, the main and not always very
amiable character of the novel, is a regular at
“Dink’s”, a bar on Crescent Street that he calls
a “watering-hole” (Richler 81) but where he eats
lunch every day and comes back at five, to drink
Macallan Whisky and watch hockey games. In
the novel, the bar also functions as a reflector for
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the ongoing tensions between Anglophones and
Francophones. Barney at one point remembers
“a visit from an inspector (or tongue trooper,

as we called them) from the Commission de
Protection de la Langue Française” (83) in 1989.
Richler himself was known for hanging out at
“Grumpy’s,”a bar on Bishop Street, where during
the week you listen to Jazz, and on Monday
evenings to talented female Montreal singer and
songwriters.
The second author I was introduced to was
Leonard Cohen who grew up in Westmount, a
(if not the) wealthy Anglophone neighborhood
of Montreal. Our journey took us to McGill from
which Cohen graduated with a BA in English
Literature. Soon after graduating, he published
his first book of poetry, Let Us Compare
Mythologies in McGill Poetry Series, before
buying a house on the Greek Island Hydra and
writing Beautiful Losers, a controversial novel
about a Mohawk Saint in which religious devotion
collides with highly sexualized or profane
imagery. McGill University and McGill Ghetto,
the area surrounding the campus, became to me
a place of literary encounters. On the one hand,
I was absorbed by Cohen who had frequented
the same places, and by his poems and songs
that still resonate in my head. On the other
hand, I became familiar with A. M. Klein, a writer
who also graduated from McGill and became
obsessed with James Joyce (the culmination
of this obsession to be found in his short novel
The Second Scroll). Klein was one of the first to
use “Franglais” (a mixture of both English and
French) in his poems in which he responds to the
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ongoing linguistic tensions. Klein led me up to
Mont-Royal, the mountain where he “told the girl
I loved I loved her” (16) and to the Mile End, where
he lived among other Jewish immigrants.
This neighborhood is now known to be
home to artists, and the heart of Montreal’s
independent music scene. It is also the
neighborhood where you get the finest bagels.
Language is also an issue in Zoe Whittall’s
novel Bottle Rocket Hearts, in which the
narrator Eve relates her experience of
Montreal in the year of the 1995 Quebec
referendum. Though Eve has lived in
Quebec all her life, “Québec feels like [her]
estranged cousin” (4). With Anglophone
Eve who loves Francophone Della who
still sees her ex, we discover Montreal’s
gay scene, the Village and Concordia’s
women associations. Eve is a character who
feels exiled not only because of language,
but also due to her background from the
suburbs and her homosexual orientation.
Anglo-Quebec, I found out, is not hidden or
isolated. You just have to want to look for
it. And sometime after Christmas, Montreal
turns into a town where walking down a street
becomes a torture - whether you are Anglo or
French-Canadian. So in the end, I was glad
to return to decent winter temperatures and to
a country with no less linguistic issues to offer.
Works Cited
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Meet four musicians of the English section

Y

ou’re probably aware that the English
department is full of artistic talents in drama
and creative writing, but do you know about its
brilliant musicians? I have met Chloé Brechbühl
(singer-songwriter in The Maybees), Elvis
Coimbra Gomes (singer-songwriter), Frank
Zosso (rhythm guitar, backing vocals and
songwriting in The Wankers) and Philippine Jaton
(former singer-songwriter in The Scrapyards
and actual organist and singer-songwriter in
Something Leather) – four of our rock stars who
talk about their love for music and future projects.

Juliette Loesch
translation of a ballad,” Frank explains, “I tried
to keep it poetic and worked with sounds and
rhymes. It was a very loose translation in terms
of content, but I tried to keep the form, the spirit,
and the guitarist really liked it.”
And some exciting things are coming ahead for
them all. Elvis has made his first TV appearance
in March on Switzerland Got Talent and hopes
the exposure will allow him to realise his fundraising project. He explains: “I participated in
the show with a song I wrote about obsessive
compulsive disorder because I had one at some
point in my life and it was frustrating because
the media doesn’t represent how it really is
when someone has OCD.” His goal is thus to
raise awareness about mental health issues and
encourage sufferers from mental disorders to
reveal their struggle to their friends and family.
Philippine’s new band, Something Leather, is
currently working hard on a record they hope
to release by the end of 2015. Having gained in
maturity, they conceive of it as “a piece of art”
they are trying to push further and further. The
Wankers are also undergoing a transition phase:
with their former bassist gone to Paris, the
newcomer will probably bring something new to
the songs and to the live performances (which are
yet to be booked). But Frank is also hoping to be
selected for Unilive’s “One Time Band”, a project
which brings musicians together for a one time
show. Finally, Chloé and The Maybees – who
won the competiton “Unilive - Rouge FM New
Talents” in 2013, a year before The Scrapyards
did – are even going international with gigs in
Liverpool and maybe London in April! But don’t
worry, they’ll be back home soon and you’ll be
able to catch them at Fécule festival closing
party at Zelig on the 2nd May and at the Festival
des Planches in Carrouge on 5th June. All you
have to do now is check these artists out!

Described by Chloé as “a way to escape the
daily routine and something to share with friends”
or as a “way to dream” by Elvis, music is clearly
a matter of passion for them, even “the one
passion” in Frank’s life and a part of Philippine’s
“identity”. They recognise it is not always easy to
develop their projects in parallel with their studies,
especially in quiet Switzerland where it is really
“a matter of luck” for bands to start a professional
career according to Chloé. Still, The Maybees’s
singer confesses: “My dream-life would be to do
only music, every day, all the time. Even though
I know it’s probably not going to happen, I’m still
hoping it can work out.” Philippine, who did about
thirty gigs with The Scrapyards, recognises
that “there’s something going on in the Swiss
musical world, but you really have to give more
than people offer, to create the demand.” She
also wishes women were more encouraged to
play a role in this “man’s world” that is music.
As a singer, she has noticed for instance how
“a female rock singer is supposed to sing well,
to create beautiful sounds, while men are really
rough” but still sound cool. She hopes a lot more
feminine figures could impose their own style in
the future.
As students of our department, English seems
to be their language of choice to compose
lyrics in. At first, Elvis chose to write in English
in order to reach as many people as possible, facebook.com/elvisgomesofficial
but realised at university that it was also “a very
rhythmical and melodic language.” Frank is
facebook.com/pages/The-May
usually in charge of writing the lyrics in his band,
bees/570026663010159
even though the lead guitarist also brings in
some of his compositions. But since “he sucks at facebook.com/pages/WTF/244607766633
English,” Frank would then have to translate the
guitar player’s French song into English. “For the
facebook.com/thescrapyards
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American Sniper: A Short Critical Review
Yannick Weber

Image: ©Warner Bros. All rights reserved.

S

ince its release Clint Eastwood’s latest film
has not only become his best commercial
success, but has also provoked a lot of debate. A
glorification of war for some, a dramatic depiction
of the psychic and physical wounds suffered by
army veterans for others, everyone has its own
interpretation of Eastwood’s intentions. This
looks like a good time to think back on our painful
but so rewarding literary theory classes. Let’s do
it like Roland Barthes: Clint Eastwood is dead.
No matter what his intentions are, our reactions
to the film are based on our own ideological
background
and
each one of us
is likely to find in
American
Sniper
no more than what
we wanted to find
in the first place.
Those who expect
an objective and
scientific
review
can skip the page.
This will be partial.
In short: American
Sniper is a great
movie. A deeply
American, pro-war,
over-simplifying,
nationalist,
misogynistic movie.
But thrilling, aesthetically pleasant and easy to
watch.
Based on the autobiography of Chris Kyle, this
biopic follows the path that led a young Texan
cowboy from his sweet childhood to the less
sweet Iraq war and to his eventual assassination
back in the United States. At the center of the
attention are his four tours of duty as a sniper
in Iraq. His high performances earn him the
nickname «The Legend», because hey, 160
confirmed kills, that’s rather cool, good job. Back
home, he gets killed while trying to help another
veteran suffering from posttraumatic stress.
The portions of the film that take place in Iraq
are nervously thrilling, visually brilliant and very
well staged. And that’s it. What is shown, then,
is much more questionable. First, the scenery
is quite stereotypical, as in a scene opening
on the view of an Iraqi city at sunset, with an

oversized sun in the middle of an excessively
orange sky divided by the silhouette of a mosque
and its minarets - a seemingly recurring Western
fantasy of the Orient.
Second, the roles are distributed in a strong
good-versus-evil binary. There is no good Iraqi.
The single ambivalent character is the Iraqi sniper,
shown in interesting symmetry to Chris Kyle,
thus making him a little bit more «like us». His
ambivalence, however, comes more of the fact
that he never, ever speaks than from a potential
uncertainty over who he actually stands for.
The rest of the film, taking place in the United
States, is striking for other reasons. I felt some
deep compassion for women watching the scene
when Chris Kyle meets his wife in a bar. After she
tries pathetically to question the morality of the
SEALs and says she’d never date one, whose
motto it is, make her drunk and she’s yours.
From that moment, her only purpose in the film
is to appease his man’s sexual needs, carry his
children and cry on the phone.
It is true that Chris Kyle sometimes shows signs
of psychic trouble once back home. But let us be
reassured, it is not really from guilt to have killed,
but from guilt not to have been able to save more
Americans, which means not to have been able
to kill more Iraqis that wanted to kill Americans
that wanted to kill other Iraqis.
Critics insist on the fact that the film shows the
war under the single point of view of Chris Kyle’s
experience and is consequently not political.
Why not then, choose the experience of, say, the
veteran that killed Kyle? It would probably not
have lacked war drama but would have had the
potential to emphasize ambiguities at the core of
American war culture more deeply: the praise for
soldiers’ sacrifice, the glorification of the heroes,
but also the trauma from which many veterans
suffer and which the film tends to minimize.
Instead, it ends with Kyle quietly getting back to
normal life and being killed unfairly, before the
film’s closing credits and its flood of American
flags and trumpets playing military tributes at
Kyle’s burial.
So again, I am wondering how one can say that
the film does not glorify war. I thought hard, trying
to find ambivalent elements. In vain.
9
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TV review

Person of Interest, or, The Last of the Mohicans
Revisited: Tragic Interracial Relationships
Sandrine Spycher

T

wo centuries separate The Last of the
Mohicans and season three of Person of
Interest. That’s quite a long time and one might
think that, especially after Derrida or Butler,
society’s opinion about miscegenation has
evolved. Well, not that much actually: the authors
of both works use death as a loophole to avoid
interracial relationships.

One might even take this analysis one step further
by turning to another failed, or rather prevented
relationship in Person of Interest: that of Root
and Shaw. In this case, it is a lesbian relationship.
The “issue” (I don’t like this word) is different, but
the outcome is the same. Everything goes well
Let’s first look at James Fenimore Cooper’s novel. while they stay apart, but then they kiss and right
The Last of the Mohicans, first published in 1826, after that one of them dies.
stages (among many other things) the failed
relationship between Uncas—Native American, Although almost two hundred years separate
the last of his tribe—and Cora—daughter of a The Last of the Mohicans and Person of Interest,
white general. Cora is already of mixed origin and despite the (very) different genres and
(having “black blood,” so to speak, in her veins) media they are part of, these two works show
and critics have argued that this is why the the same device of death as preventing a
relationship was even thinkable. Thus, although “problematic” relationship. The authors would
interracial, it is not a relation between a “pure rather kill off their heroes and (mostly) their
white blood” and a Native American. However, heroines than allow them to be in an interracial
in any case, the relationship is prevented by the or homosexual relationship. Apparently, the
death of both characters at the end of the novel. dominant society’s thinking hasn’t evolved much
This event, in Nina Baym’s words, “eliminates the since the nineteenth century.
alternative couple, Uncas and Cora, and thus
decrees that the future nation will
be peopled by whites only.*”
Image: © CBS. All rights reserved.

Now let’s turn to the modern
series Person of Interest by
Jonathan Nolan and J. J. Abrams,
started in 2011. This series stages
(again, among numerous other
things) a relationship between
John Reese—a white criminal/
hero—and Joss Carter—a black
policewoman. First depicted as friendship, the
relation seems healthy. That is, until their kiss
and Carter’s death in the next episode. So how
did the plot evolve since Cooper? This time, the
*Baym, Nina. “How Men and Women Wrote
relationship involves a “pure white blood.” And Indian Stories,” in Daniel H. Peck (ed.), New
this time, only one of the characters dies (note Essays on The Last of the Mohicans, Cambridge:
that it is the black and female character who CUP, 1992. On the same subject, you might also
dies). Two little details that change, but the result consider Shirley Samuels’ contribution to the
is similar: the interracial love—and also one with same volume, “Generation Through Violence:
two people coming from opposite sides of the Cooper and the Making of Americans,” as well
law—is prevented by death.
as the works by Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death
in the American Novel and The Return of the
Vanishing American.
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The Post-Structuralist’s Opera
Antoine Willemin

Y

ou can write an opera about nearly anything.
Scratch that. You can write an opera about
anything. Now, of course, this is true of every
medium. You can write plays, novels, poems,
songs, comic books, movies, television shows
about anything, from scientific discoveries to fine
art museums, from historical battles to confidence
tricks, from the basest to the greatest. Of course,
while few people would question it, if you were
to write a play about two people merely waiting
for someone, it might prove off-putting to some.
Then again, maybe you are Samuel Beckett.

clearly go see Scalia/Ginsburg if I ever had the
occasion. More importantly, however, learning of
it gave me an epiphany of my own.

As you obviously know, the story is far from
being the only important part of an opera: the
performances, the artistic direction, and the
music all play a vital part in making the whole
thing work. It is by the interplay between these
components that it realises its full potential, and
one cannot be discounted to favour another. For
writing – écrire! – an opera is an act of music, but
also one of literature, and as a literature student,
Back to opera. A common cliché about it is that I would not try to avoid my one true calling. I
it’s always the same kind of stories. Love stories. quickly gathered musically- and theatricallyTragic love stories. At best, historical tragic love minded friends, and we started working on our
stories. While it’s true that love stories are well future grand oeuvre.
suited to the medium – perhaps because music
allows the characters to express their feelings in So, with all of that in mind, I hope I will see
a very powerful way – they’re by no means the many of you in attendance next year at Fécule
only ones: there are operas about theological Festival for the premiere of our work, The Postconcepts, hard-fought wars, the pursuit of Structuralist’s Opera! And remember, if you’re
freedom, and even about the staging of a play.
a dramatic mezzo-soprano or a lyric baritone,
we’re still looking for our Judith Butler and our
There’s an opera about Richard Nixon’s visit to Jacques Derrida. The dates of the auditions will
China in 1972. It is titled, appropriately, Nixon be announced soon, but you can already start
in China, and was written by the American practicing on the arias, respectively “Perform thy
minimalist composer John Adams, with a libretto gender, love” and “Votre toast, je peux vous le
by Alice Goodman. There’s another one based déconstruire”, as the music sheets are available
on the theories of Albert Einstein, which is even on the Opera/Critical Theory Club Moodle page.
weirder than it sounds: Einstein on the Beach, We wish you all the best!
written by Philip Glass. And there’s yet another
one where two men have to join the freemasons
in order to become worthy of their beloved. What
do you mean, “No there isn’t”? That’s basically
the plot of Mozart and Schikaneder’s Die
Zauberflöte (The Magic Flute)! It’s the third most
performed opera in the world. Yes, it’s still a love
story, but it’s a really strange and funny one.
So, when I learnt that the American composer
Derrick Wang had written a comic opera in
one act titled Scalia/Ginsburg, inspired by the
opinions of, you guessed it, Ruth Bader-Ginsburg
and Antonin Scalia, both justices of the Supreme
Court of the United States, I did not find it terribly
weird. I was surprised, though, that much is
true. I would have hoped that we would have
first gotten an opera based on, say, the works
of Jacques Derrida, but to be fair, I would also
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Vulnicura: Documentary of a Broken Heart
Jonathan Afonso

W

Image: © One Little Indian. All Rights Reserved.

e know Björk. We are used to her being
a sort of mythical figure in the pop music
landscape and we keep wondering what she has
in store or us. After all, in her latest album Biophilia,
Björk encapsulated the whole of the universe,
going from insane tectonic relationships to the
reassuring tone of a moon erasing our past
mistakes. So what would she do in 2015? The
least we were expecting was a breakup album,
but well, this is what she got us. Björk herself
stated in a release note on Facebook that she
dreaded to release the album for fear of people
thinking this was too easy a move for an artist
like her. She did nevertheless – and Vulnicura
proves to be a jewel of its own genre, exposing
Björk’s heart in a manner that has never been
done before, not even in her 2001 Vespertine full
of sensual and sexual allusions.

Vulnicura is a subtle mix between sense and
sensibility. The first track, “Stonemilker,” makes
it evident from the very first notes struck by
the violin, launching the album on a somewhat
melancholic tone. The lyrics highlight a somehow
more sensible reasoning, as Björk sings
that “Moments of clarity are so rare / I’d better
document this.” The album is thus a documentary
relating the end of her relationship from 9 months
before the end – when “Stonemilker” was written,
when Björk felt something was wrong with her
couple and wished she could find their “mutual
coordinates” and “synchronise [their] feelings”
– to 11 months after the breakup, where Björk
seems to have gone through most of her grief
with “Notget.”
12

What happens in between is described at length
in the album, which sees Björk getting back to a
more down-to-earth lyrical style, less filled with
metaphors. In “Lionsong” we hear her struggling
with her emotions, wondering if “he will come
out of this / loving me” before concluding that
“somehow [she’s] not too bothered either way.”
“History of Touches” is a raw description of Björk’s
nightlife with her partner, “wak[ing] him up in the
middle of the night / to express [her] love for
[him]” before realising that “everything single
fuck [they’ve] had together / is in a wondrous
time lapse / with [them] here at this moment /
the history of touches / every single archive /
compressed into a second,” thus illustrating the
relational and sexual aporia in which she finds
herself. This album also reveals some of Björk’s
finest lyrics, as in “Atom Dance,” a track taking
place after the breakup and which seems not
to be connected to the overall story (as is the
case of “Mouth Mantra” and the abrupt finale
“Quicksand”), she sings that she is “fine-tuning
[her] soul / to the universal wavelength / no
one is a lover alone / I propose an atom dance,”
perhaps trying to reconnect herself with nature,
one of her most beloved themes.
If we try to make sense of the album title, Vulnicura,
which is no Icelandic word, we may want to take
a look at some Latin philology: in what can be
labelled as very poor Latin, vulnicura may stand
as an abbreviated version of vulneris cura,
meaning the remedy to a wound. This is further
supported by the album artwork showcasing
Björk in a dandelion-like costume, with an open
wound in her chest symbolising her broken heart
and even more, as the injury bears a striking
resemblance with a vagina. Nevertheless, Björk’s
most emotional discovery in Vulnicura is that, as
she expresses in “Notget,” she and her partner
are flawed but no longer able to heal each other:
“we carry the same wound / but have different
cures / similar injuries / but opposite remedies.”
And then, the magic is gone.
Acknowledging and processing amorous failure
is hard, even for Björk, but she succeeded in
channelling all this pain into a creative and
cathartic flow, and this is what makes Vulnicura
one of her greatest albums yet.

Book review
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J.R.R. Tolkien’s Translation and Commentary of Beowulf
Steven Tamburini

D

uring my first year at the University of
Lausanne, I had the transient pleasure, as
every first-year students, of reading one of the
most prestigious epic poems of the English
literary canon: Beowulf. Even though we only
superficially went through the text during three
intensive weeks, the immersion was sublime
until I miserably failed the in-class essay. My
enjoyable experience turned out to be a traumatic
one, and the fear of taking a prospective class
on Old English poetry already
traumatized me. I was even
taking seriously the famous
quotation from Woody Allen’s
movie “Annie Hall”: “Just don’t
take any class where you have
to read Beowulf”.

admirers, but also newcomers, English students
and specialists can live a completely new
experience with this new translation.
It is true indeed that Tolkien has lost the poetical
dimension of the original text and the beauties of
the repetitive kennings by paying closer attention
to the meanings of the Old English words. His
prose is therefore difficult to read because of
his archaic style, but his deep understanding
of the text, its forms and
the Anglo-Saxon society
(which produced it) bring
the reader to unexpected
and unexplored realms
of the tale. In this context,
it is disconcerting and
easier to contemplate
the
parallels
and
transformations
made
between Beowulf and
The Hobbit by Tolkien.

However, when I discovered
at the end of the summer
vacation that Christopher
Tolkien, the son of the creator
of Middle-Earth, J.R.R. Tolkien,
had recently published a
Moreover, Christopher
posthumous volume of his
Tolkien has provided
father’s commentary and
nearly
two
hundred
translation of Beowulf, I
pages of commentary
jumped at the opportunity
based on the detailed
of re-reading it. Knowing
analysis that his father
the
prominent
academic
has done throughout his
Image in the public domain. Available on Wikimedia.
background of J.R.R. Tolkien
career. This part of the
as a professor of Anglo-Saxon studies at the book is a pure delight for anyone intending to
University of Oxford and as an author – his most study or eager to extend his knowledge of the
famous literary works The Hobbit, or There text. It is then followed by an attempt to imagine
and Back Again and The Lord of The Rings – I and reproduce the tale of Beowulf in the context
expected a tremendous and unique translation of the Anglo-Saxon Period. This re-writing, which
of Beowulf.
J.R.R. Tolkien called “Sellic Spell,” reorganizes
the primary meanings and ideas of the original
And it was! I was astonished by the choice tale to simplify and shorten it – certainly for a
Tolkien had taken of writing his translation in better understanding of the audience. Firstly
prose, which he accomplished in 1926. Some written in Old English and then translated into
critics might have argued that such a translation Modern English, both adaptations are provided
was not as impressive as Seamus Heaney’s in the volume.
poetical translation of the tale, or others such as
Michael Alexander and Kevin Crossley Holland.
Indeed, Tolkien expressed his reticent opinion
on turning Beowulf in “plain prose” in his 1940
essay “On Translating Beowulf.” But thanks to
his son Christopher, who brilliantly recollected
and edited this last volume, not only his father’s
13

MUSE 10 • Spring 2015

Blog Review

Beautiful Words
Silvia Monti

W

hat makes a word beautiful? Is it the way
it slips from the lips or the way it rolls on
the throat? Is it the complexity of its concept,
or yet its clarity? These are the questions at
the heart of a curious newly born trend on the
Internet, where people from all over the web
partake in the creation of a lexicon of the world’s
most beautiful words. 21-year-old Mark Cuyos,
author of Wordstuck (http://wordstuck.co.vu/)
and student Yee-Lum, creator of Other-wordly
(http://other-wordly.tumblr.com/) have generated
and standardised this trend by collecting words
from all languages, checking their etymology
and arranging them into categories. Every
word is posted with its definition and in Mark
Cuyos’s blog embellished with a suggesting
picture. It is surprising how such a modest act
of rediscovering language has gained so much
popularity to enable a printed book to come out of
Yee-Lum’s site. An accomplishment that is even
more startling considering that these words are
usually complex and overly technical, with unsure
pronunciation and fairly difficult to remember or to
use in day-to-day language. And yet people are
so fascinated by them that they print them out as
a decoration for their homes. What is it then that
makes these archaic words so charming? A first
clue could be that they are extremely appealing
to the senses; just by reading their meaning one
can in fact begin to smell their fragrance, taste
their flavour and hear their sound, for example
the word Petrichor, which is defined as «the scent
of rain on dry earth», or Brontide that is the «low
rumble of distant thunder». These raw fleeting
sensations have been crystallized into words,
creating photographs of transient phenomena so
that you could admire a Yakamoz, «the reflection
of the moon as it shines upon the water, or a
Kawaakari, «the gleam of last light on a river’s
surface at dusk» every time you look upon these
words. But this digital lexicon is not restrained to
natural elements; in fact it aims to include every
ineffable and seemingly indescribable human
experience. Many of them regard overwhelming
feelings about love, as Mamihlapinatapei which
is the «wordless, yet meaningful look shared by
two people who both desire to initiate something
but are both reluctant to start». Others regards
inexplicable impulses as Fernweh, «a crave for
travel; being homesick for a place you’ve never
14

been» or L’appel du vide that is the «instinctive
urge to jump from high places, especially when
one is close to the edge of a cliff or building».
The veiled allure of these words seems therefore
to reside in their paradoxical nature, as they
are the immortalization of the ephemeral and
the definition of the indescribable. They form a
vocabulary of the whole human emotional and
sensory continuum that could be re-experienced
just by reading them. But there is more; maybe
the more revealing clue behind the criteria of
this word choice resides in their untranslatable
undertones. Each of these terms assumes the
nuances of its native culture, and if examined
in depth they appear as a multicultural insight
of aesthetics, psychology and philosophy: a
linguistic map for the nomadic poet. An iconic
example of this feature is the Japanese concept
of Mono no aware, apparently one of the most
loved and shared word, which Yee-Lum defines
as «the pathos of things, the gentle wistfulness
at the transience of things, the awareness of the
sadness of existence». While its full religious
and contextual meaning deserve undoubtedly
more unfolding, this word seems nevertheless to
be widely appreciated. In this case, the pathos
of transience appears to resonate on a universal
level, and by posting its written etymology
the authors of these blogs seem to invite the
international community to share and discover
the richness of human language and experience.
In this way they create an inexplicable sense of
belonging, where people rejoice in discovering
that an apparent personal experience was
partaken enough to create a definition out of
it, as is the case with the word Pluviophile
who is «a person who loves/take comfort from
rain». The fascination, and therefore the beauty,
behind these words could be then explained by
the human’s fundamental desire to share with
others what it experiences. And to be able to do
so, it is necessary to research clearer terms for
the indescribable, a paradox that is exquisitely
summarized by my newfound favourite Japanese
word: Kyoka suigetsu «lit. Flower in the mirror,
moon on the water. Something that is visible
but cannot be touched; the subtle and profound
beauty of poems that cannot be described in
words».

Creative Writing
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To those who leave before their time
Kit Schofield

To those who leave before their time,
By illness, misfortune, murder or war,
All so different, yet all a crime,
That give us something to fight for.
In Syria dozens die per day,
And so I hear some people say:
Why the fuss over twelve in France?
And one can understand their stance.
But not to mention the Charlie Hebdo,
Would also be an injustice though!
We should always remember and care
‘Bout each that dies both here and there.
Right now thousands die in wars,
Millions were lost not long ago,
Fighting for some pointless cause,
Why can’t we find a status quo?
Why does it take a heinous crime
For people to stand up for a cause?
Why only now do I write this rhyme,
After the breaking of morals and laws?
After disaster they take to the street,
Demand some action must take place,
Like photos on Facebook and send out a tweet
Of heart-felt compassion and warm embrace.
Unity is found in the face of grief,
They will not break our newfound resolve,
This gives me just a spark of belief,
That we may after all evolve.
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Creative Writing

The Second Labor
Miljan Micakovic
The Second Labor
Poisonous waves falling on silent rocks,
Pruning winds, the echo of growling shocks,
The old moon pours a constant, pale shade,
The surrounding grass as sharp as a blade.
The wooden shack remains still on the edge.
Hands on his face, mourning his sinful pledge,
The creator sits, before the lockèd door,
Where the vivid corpse lays above the floor.
Through the lock, in the deafening silence,
Threads crawl, reach the tormented soul,
Sting the hands, draw blood without violence,
Pulling the shadow in the coffin hole.
Mind and body, lunacy and blindness,
Couldn’t prevent the final confrontation.
On the hill, the disastrous success
Rises and claims his sole consolation.
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The Forest of Athens: Interview with Chloé Brechbühl,
actress of the main character
Corinne Morey

H

ow would you describe the play? What issues
does it address (if it does any)? Where does
it come from?

What is your biggest challenge as the actress of
the main character in the play?

The Forest of Athens was written by Elizabeth Playing Agatha is quite challenging indeed,
Leeman, a master’s student of the English because she embodies the contemporary figure
section of UNIL. I find it very exciting to be part of the «strong heroine», so I have quite a lot of
of a project that involves a contemporary and work on my plate to be up for the task, and I really
«local» writer.
want to honor her. One of her particularities is that
The play, although it brings out new ideas, is she uses irony quite a lot, and that is something
mainly a parody of Shakespeare, inspired by I never normally do, so I really have to learn how
many different plays such as The Tempest, A to be ironical in Agatha’s own manner. And of
Midsummer Night’s Dream and Macbeth.
course, Lizy helps me to define and construct
The main issue of the text seems to be the pursuit the character. This role is also challenging for me
of happiness : all the different protagonists try because it is the first main role I get to play, and
their best to fulfill their dreams and ambitions but I am doing my best to fulfill Lizy’s expectations
also to find recognition and love. I like the fact and to please the audience.
that those are general themes to which we can
all relate.
To describe the play in three words, I would say And could you tell us without giving it all up, what
it is funny, surprising and, above all, witty. This the public can expect?
text is as much a parody of Shakespeare as it is
a tribute to his work.
Unlike traditional Shakespearean plays (which,
although they are popular and easy-going,
can be quite hard to grasp, especially for an
What character do you play? Can you describe uninitiated audience), The Forest of Athens is
that character and how you feel about her?
very accessible. What I love so much about it is
that it is at the same time accessible, witty, and
The character I am playing is called Agatha; she full of allusions to other movies or text we are all
is a young waitress in a pub, and she is very familiar with. The public can expect a few plot
tired of her job and her life in general. She feels twists (so dear to our friend Shakespeare), some
quite lonely, and when she suddenly has a funny surprises, but, most of all, a good laugh.
chance to escape her daily routine, she seizes Do come on the 29th of April (at the Grange),
it right away to embark on a very unpredictable because it’s going to be a blast!
adventure in the forest with a funny guy she just
met, called Theo, who is overly positive about
everything in life. The relationship between
Theo and Agatha is interesting, because they
are somehow opposites to one another. Theo
is optimistic and careless, whereas Agatha is
ironical and cautious. That is the reason why
they appreciate (and even need) each other :
they are complementary.
The Forest of Athens will be played during
Agatha is a very strong tempered and independent
this year’s Fécule Festival, on April 29th.
woman, a kind of «modern heroine». That is
Check out fecule.ch for more info!
precisely what I like so much about her, because
in some way, she opposes the traditional passive
Shakespearean heroine (such as Hero in Much
Ado about Nothing for example).
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English Department Events
Rebecca Frey
Chaucer in the Alps Special Edition Beowulf in the Alps: April 18-19, 2015
The traditional annual Chaucer in the Alps weekend returns this year as a special edition: Beowulf
in the Alps! It will take place on April 18-19 in Les Diablerets. We will enjoy reading the gripping epic
poem that is Beowulf together in the company of world-renowned Anglo-Saxonist Andy Orchard
(Oxford University).
Paris Trip: History of African American writers, artists and musicians living and working in
Paris in the 20th century: April 24-26, 2015
The Paris trip is the annual meeting for amateurs of African American literature and art. Organised
by the American literature section, the trip will take you on a guided tour of the city, stopping mainly
in Montmartre and Saint Germain des Prés, where a lot of Afro-American artists and intellectuals
shared their culture with Parisians from the 18th century onwards. The tour also takes you to places
frequented by other Modernist writers and artists after World War I. In the evenings, you could enjoy
a jazz concert on Rue des Lombards or eat in restaurants where Hemingway, Fitzgerald and others
hung out.
Shakespeare in London and Stratford: June 28 to July 4 2015
The annual trip introduces you to the Globe Theatre in London and Shakesperare’s birthplace
Stratford-upon-Avon that is also home to the Royal Shakspeare Company. On this year’s menu are
the plays As You Like It, Othello, The Merchant of Venice and Volpone. This trip is a must if you are
a Shakespeare enthusiast, theatre lover and ale and Pimm’s and pub fan.
Macbeth by Shakespeare: Fécule Festival and CPO Ouchy May 29 to 31
“A drum! A drum! Macbeth doth come!”
They’re at it again: after their successful renditions of Much Ado About Nothing, A Midsummer
Night’s Dream and The Winter’s Tale, the valiant members of the Sweet Sorrow Theater Group
are preparing yet another Shakespearean extravaganza for the Fécule Festival. In fact, this year’s
project represents their biggest challenge to date, for in choosing to adapt The Tragedy of Macbeth
(or the Scottish play, if you’re into that whole superstition thing), they are, for the first time, tackling
a tragedy (though one could argue Much Ado and especially The Winter’s Tale walk a fine line
between laughter and sadness).
A cast of eight actors (three new recruits, five Sweet Sorrow veterans), including director Florence
Rivero, will inject new blood – pun intended – into the Bard’s gory masterpiece, combining drama,
humor (yes, there will be some of that as well), ghosts, witches (expect some interesting visual and
sound effects work) and death. Lots of death.
The Fécule performance will take place at the Grange de Dorigny on April 21, at 7 PM. Additional
performances are scheduled at the CPO in Ouchy, on May 29, 30 and 31 (exact time TBA). For
more information, please visit the group’s website: www.sweetsorrowtheater.com.
(text by Max Borg)
English Department plays coming up at Festival Fécule at la Grange de Dorigny: April 20 to
May 3 2015
The Forest of Athens written and directed by Lizy Leeman (see page 13 for more info on the play!)
Macbeth by Shakespeare directed by Florence Rivero
Alice after Alice in Wonderland written and directed by Roelof Overmeer
18
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Little Lamb who
made thee
Dost thou know
who made thee
Gave thee life &
bid thee feed.
By the stream &
o’er the mead;
Gave thee clothing
of delight,
Softest clothing
wooly bright;
Gave thee such a
tender voice,
Making all the
vales rejoice!
Little Lamb who
made thee
Dost thou know
who made thee
Little Lamb I’ll tell
thee,
Little Lamb I’ll tell
thee!
He is called by thy
name,
For he calls himself
a Lamb:
He is meek & he is
mild,
He became a little
child:
I a child & thou a
lamb,
We are called by
his name.
Little Lamb God
bless thee.
Little Lamb God
bless thee.
William Blake

