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PREFACE TO THE DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY AT BERKELEY ORAL HISTORY SERIES 
 

The Department of History at Berkeley oral history series grew out of Gene Brucker's (Professor 
of History, 1954-1991) 1995 Faculty Research Lecture on "History at Berkeley." In developing his 
lecture on the transformations in the UC Berkeley Department of History in the latter half of the 
twentieth century, Brucker, whose tenure as professor of history from 1954 to 1991 spanned most 
of this period, realized how much of the story was undocumented. 

 
Discussion with Carroll Brentano (M.A. History, 1951, Ph.D. History, 1967), coordinator of the 
University History Project at the Center for Studies in Higher Education, history department 
faculty wife, and a former graduate student in history, reinforced his perception that a great deal of 
the history of the University and its academic culture was not preserved for future generations. The 
Department of History, where one might expect to find an abiding interest in preserving a 
historical record, had discarded years of departmental files, and only a fraction of history faculty 
members had placed their personal papers in the Bancroft Library.1 

 
Moreover, many of the most interesting aspects of the history--the life experiences, cultural 
context, and personal perceptions--were only infrequently committed to paper.2 They existed for 
the most part in the memories of the participants. 

 
Carroll Brentano knew of the longtime work of the Regional Oral History Office (ROHO) in 
recording and preserving the memories of participants in the history of California and the West and 
the special interest of ROHO in the history of the University. She and Gene Brucker then 
undertook to involve Ann Lage, a ROHO interviewer/editor who had conducted a number of oral 
histories in the University History Series and was herself a product of Berkeley's history 
department (B.A. 1963, M.A. 1965). In the course of a series of mutually enjoyable luncheon 
meetings, the project to document the history of the Department of History at Berkeley evolved. 

 
In initial discussions about the parameters of the project, during which the varied and interesting 
lives of the history faculty were considered, a crucial decision was made. Rather than conduct a 
larger set of short oral histories focused on topics limited to departmental history, we determined to 
work with selected members of the department to conduct more lengthy biographical memoirs. We 
would record relevant personal background--family, education, career choices, marriage and 
children, travel and avocations; discuss other institutional affiliations; explore the process of 
creating their historical works; obtain reflections on their retirement years. A central topic for each 
would be, of course, the Department of History at Berkeley--its governance, the informal and 
formal relationships among colleagues, the connections with the broader campus, and curriculum 
and teaching at both the graduate and undergraduate level. 

 

 
 
 

1. The Bancroft Library holds papers from history professors Walton Bean, Woodbridge Bingham, Herbert 
Bolton, Woodrow Borah, George Guttridge, John Hicks, Joseph Levenson, Henry May, William Alfred 
Morris, Frederic Paxson, Herbert Priestley, Engel Sluiter, Raymond Sontag. 

 
2. Two published memoirs recall the Berkeley history department: John D. Hicks, My Life with History 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1968) recalls his years as professor and dean, 1942-1957; Henry F. 
May reflects on his years as an undergraduate at Berkeley in the thirties in Coming to Terms (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1987). 
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Using the Brucker lecture as a point of departure, it was decided to begin to document the group of 
professors who came to the department in the immediate postwar years, the 1950s, and the early 1960s. 
Now retired, the younger ones somewhat prematurely because of a university retirement incentive offer in 
the early nineties, this group was the one whose distinguished teaching and publications initially earned the 
Department of History its high national rating. They made the crucial hiring and promotion decisions that 
cemented the department's strength and expanded and adapted the curriculum to meet new academic 
interests. 

 
At the same time, they participated in campus governing bodies as the university dealt with central social, 
political, and cultural issues of our times, including challenges to civil liberties and academic freedom, the 
response to tumultous student protests over free speech, civil rights and the Vietnam War, and the demands 
for equality of opportunity for women and minorities. And they benefitted from the postwar years of 
demographic and economic growth in California accompanied for the most part through the 1980s with 
expanding budgets for higher education. Clearly, comprehensive oral histories discussing the lives and 
work of this group of professors would produce narratives of interest to researchers studying the 
developments in the discipline of history, higher education in the modern research university, and postwar 
California, as well as the institutional history of the University of California. 

 
Carroll Brentano and Gene Brucker committed themselves to facilitate the funding of the oral history 
project, as well as to enlist the interest of potential memoirists in participating in the process. Many 
members of the department responded with interest, joined the periodic lunch confabs, offered advice in 
planning, and helped find funding to support the project. In the spring of 1996, the interest of the 
department in its own history led to an afternoon symposium, organized by Brentano and Professor of 
History Sheldon Rothblatt and titled "Play It Again, Sam." There, Gene Brucker restaged his Faculty 
Research Lecture. Professor Henry F. May responded with his own perceptions of events, followed by 
comments on the Brucker and May theses from other history faculty, all videotaped for posterity and the 
Bancroft Library.1 

 
Meanwhile, the oral history project got underway with interviews with Delmer Brown, professor of 
Japanese history; Nicholas Riasanovsky, Russian and European intellectual history; and Kenneth Stampp, 
American history. A previously conducted oral history with Woodrow Borah, Latin American history, was 
uncovered and placed in The Bancroft Library. An oral history with Carl Schorske, European intellectual 
history, is in process at the time of this writing, and more are in the works. The selection of memoirists for 
the project is determined not only by the high regard in which they are held by their colleagues, because 
that would surely overwhelm us with candidates, but also by their willingness to commit the substantial 
amount of time and thought to the oral history process. Age, availability of funding, and some attention to 
a balance in historical specialties also play a role in the selection order. 

 
The enthusiastic response of early readers has reaffirmed for the organizers of this project that 
departmental histories and personal memoirs are essential to the unraveling of some knotty puzzles: What 
kind of a place is this University of California, Berkeley, to which we have committed much of our lives? 
What is this academic culture in which we are enmeshed? And what is this enterprise History, in which we 

 

 
 
 

1. The Brucker lecture and May response, with an afterword by David Hollinger, are published in History at 
Berkeley: A Dialog in Three Parts (Chapters in the History of the University of California, Number Seven), Carroll 
Brentano and Sheldon Rothblatt, editors [Center for Studies in Higher Education and Institute of Governmental 
Studies, University of California, Berkeley, 1998]. 
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all engage? As one of the project instigators reflected, "Knowing what was is essential; and as historians 
we know the value of sources, even if they are ourselves." The beginnings are here in these oral histories. 

 
 

Carroll Brentano, Coordinator 
University History Project 
Center for Studies in Higher Education 

 
Gene Brucker 
Shepard Professor of History Emeritus 

 
 
 
 

Berkeley, California 
January 1998 

Ann Lage, Principal Editor 
Regional Oral History Office 
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INTRODUCTION by Gene Brucker 
 

I first met Bob Brentano in the autumn of 1954, shortly after I arrived in Berkeley to join the History 
Department. Our friendship developed during those early years, in part inspired by our common interest in 
medieval Italian history, and by our shared Midwestern background—although Bob, raised in Indiana near 
the Kentucky border, tended to consider himself a Southerner. Both of us had served overseas in the Army 
during the Second World War, Bob in the Pacific and I in Europe. Both of us had been Rhodes Scholars, 
but Bob stayed on to take his D.Phil. in medieval history at Oxford. His work in the Durham and York 
cathedral archives was the foundation of his lifelong passion for medieval documents. 

 
It was in the mid-1950s that Bob decided to shift his scholarly focus from medieval England to thirteenth- 
century Italy. In the late summer of 1956, Bob’s friends gathered at the Santa Fe railway station on 
University Avenue to say farewell to him and his fiancée, Carroll Winslow, on their journey east for their 
wedding. After the ceremony, the couple sailed to Italy, where Bob immersed himself in the archival 
sources of the medieval Italian church in Perugia, Città di Castello, Salerno, and Amalfi, and eventually in 
Rome. The product of this wide-ranging research was Two Churches: England and Italy in the Thirteenth 
Century (Princeton, 1968). He wrote about his conception of the work and the long gestation period from 
idea to book, in Historians’ Workshop, edited by Perry Curtis (New York, 1970). “What I wanted to 
do…was to break something. I wanted to protest against everything ‘vague and arranged and fine’ on the 
dead surface of contemporary historical writing…. I felt that Two Churches had a right to be as difficult, 
intricate, hard to get at, even unintelligible, as I wanted to make it.” Reviewers of the book were 
unanimous in their praise, citing the author’s erudition, his lively writing style, and his ability to describe in 
rich detail the organization and function of the Italian church, based largely on a fragmented collection of 
archival sources. Two Churches is one of the very rare (and arguably the most successful) efforts to write 
comparative church history. The book was awarded the Haskins Medal by the Medieval Academy and the 
John Gilmarry Shea Prize of the American Catholic Historical Association. 

 
In the years prior to the Free Speech Movement, Bob and I worked closely together in our teaching and 
research activities. In 1960-61, we were both in Italy on sabbatical leave, and I recall vividly our visit to 
the Brentano’s apartment in the Trastevere district of Rome during one enchanted April. We would meet 
again later, in their apartments on the Piazza Paganica in Rome and on the Giudecca in Venice. I was in 
Italy during the first year of the FSM (1964-65), and Bob sent me detailed accounts of the events on 
campus, which he viewed as public theater with both comic and tragic dimensions. FSM and its 
aftermath—the Vietnam War, Cambodia, the ethnic studies issue—complicated the lives of us all on 
campus. There were countless meetings involving the faculty, and countless hours spent in discussing the 
crises that erupted every month, or so it seemed. 

 
During those tumultuous years, Bob managed to complete not only Two Churches, but the second volume 
of his trilogy on the medieval Italian church: Rome Before Avignon (1974), subtitled “a social history of 
thirteenth-century Rome.” Sections of the book could stand by themselves as some of the most evocative 
descriptions of Rome at that time, and the same fine descriptive quality permeates the entire book. 
Brentano managed to write for the senses as well as the intellect; often the documents he cites acquire 
existence as individual artifacts. Rome Before Avignon was awarded the Marraro Prize by the American 
Historical Association, and it was nominated for a National Book Award. 

 
In 1994, Bob published the final segment of the trilogy, A New World in a Small Place, a detailed study of 
the diocese of Rieti, a provincial town northeast of Rome that Bob had first visited in the 1960s and then 
pursued his research there for three decades. As in all of his scholarly work, he is sensitive to the total 
environment of Rieti and its distinctive qualities. From the documentary record, he creates a vivid picture 
of this “new world” and the changes that can be detected over two centuries. A central theme of his 
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analysis is the role of the Franciscan movement in motivating and directing these transformations. Most 
original and illuminating is his discussion of the problems of language, of modes of description and 
narration, and of images, in his effort to recapture the authentic voices of his Rietini. He makes clear his 
aversion to historical generalizations, and his preference for the specific, the concrete, the contingent. 

 
Just before the publication of A New World, Bob’s History colleagues had selected him to occupy the 
Sather chair, the oldest and most prestigious endowed chair in the department. He had long been 
recognized as one of the most distinguished medieval historians of his generation.  The distinctive quality 
of his writing was captured by his History colleague, David Keightley: “Words can hardly do justice to the 
words that Robert Brentano has written. His sentences are like the sentences of no other historian. 
Crammed with substance, each stands independently and strong. Each challenges the reader to trace the 
rewarding yet tantalizing patterns of thought and feeling that led Brentano to write them so. The sound of 
Brentano is unique. To read his writings is to read Brentano himself, complete with parenthetical dartings 
and unexpected clauses, all addressed to the construction of texts of great complexity and freshness that 
make most historical writing pale and dull by comparison. To read Brentano is an adventure, a joy, for his 
work is outrageously quirky, ironically artful, deliberately ingenuous.” 

 
Bob Brentano was a legendary teacher on the Berkeley campus. He lectured to hundreds of students in 
Western Civilization courses and in advanced classes in English medieval history. He taught seminars for 
undergraduates and graduate students on topics ranging widely over European history. His teaching style 
was as unique as his scholarship: the testimonials to his brilliance in the classroom are legion. Another 
History colleague, Sheldon Rothblatt, was one of Bob’s students in the 1950s, and writes: “Brentano has 
that rare facility of making each and every student think of himself as the most important person in the 
world, if only for a moment. In a natural and graceful way, his humanity—by which I mean his profound 
interest in the student as a person—brings out the humanity of others. Mostly he listens, he encourages, he 
asks further questions, and by this process, so carefully thought out, talent emerges, students who might 
otherwise perform indifferently are inspired to brilliance in his classes.” With that same intensity and 
concern for his students, Bob taught his classes to the day of his death. 

 
Throughout his career at Berkeley, Bob was actively involved in the governance of the University, serving 
on countless committees, as director of the College Writing program on the Berkeley campus, and of the 
statewide Education Abroad program in Padua. He was chair of his department and of the Academic 
Senate (1999-2000). He agreed with Lord Acton that power corrupts and he was always skeptical of the 
motives of the wielders of power, whether secular or ecclesiastical or academic. He fought hard to save 
university buildings that the campus administration had designated for demolition. He viewed regential 
intervention in university affairs as malign, from the Loyalty Oath to FSM to the campaign against 
affirmative action. His model for a university may have been the Oxford he had known in the early 1950s, 
largely autonomous, governed by its teaching faculty with little interference from London. His ideal was 
an academic institution with a diverse student body which did not charge tuition, which was largely 
administered by its faculty, and which developed safeguards against external interests seeking to exploit 
the institution for their benefit. 

 
Beyond the university Bob was active in national and international organizations pertaining to his 
discipline. He was elected a Fellow of the Medieval Academy of America in 1974, and in 1978 he was 
elected to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. He was a member of the Royal Historical Society 
in London, and the International Society of Franciscan Studies.  In April 2000 he delivered his presidential 
address at the annual meeting of the Medieval Academy. While in Venice in the autumn of that year, 
working on his book on autobiographical themes in thirteenth-century chronicles, he suffered a stroke. He 
recovered sufficiently to resume teaching at Berkeley in the academic year 2001-02, his fiftieth year of 
university service. In the spring of 2002, at the International Congress of Medieval Studies (Kalamazoo, 
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Michigan) a panel of scholars described his significant contributions to the historiography of medieval 
religion and culture. In autumn 2002, he was teaching two courses, and two days before his death, he gave 
a lecture to the history undergraduate society at Berkeley, Phi Alpha Theta, on two of his favorite cities: 
“Rome and Venice in the Fourteenth Century.” 

 
Gene Brucker 
Professor of History emeritus 
Berkeley, California 
May 2003 
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INTERVIEW HISTORY—Robert James Brentano, 1926-2002 
 

Sense of Place 
 

In the spring of 2001, as the distinguished medievalist Robert Brentano was completing his fiftieth year at 
Berkeley, it was clear that he should be interviewed for ROHO’s series on the department of history. He 
had earned almost every honor offered by his university and his profession—for his teaching, his writing, 
and his campus service. 

 
As my husband is also a Berkeley historian and we had enjoyed a long friendship with Bob and Carroll 
Brentano, it seemed that my knowledge of Bob’s life and work—and of Italy, so important in his life— 
could be valuable in the interview process. 

 
In the fall of 2001 we left for a term in Rome, which delayed the actual interviews but proved a fertile 
ground in other ways. There I re-read parts of Two Churches, Rome Before Avignon and A New World in a 
Small Place, Bob’s book about medieval Rieti. I paid close attention to Roman places—Trastevere, the 
ghetto, the medieval churches. We lived in the American Academy on the Janiculum hill, where Bob had 
been a resident fellow in 1978-79. From there we went to explore the town of Rieti, about an hour from 
Rome, and traveled to the Franciscan sanctuaries in the hills around the Conca valley there. 

 
In Rome I talked with many of Bob’s colleagues and friends, foremost among them Lester Little, director 
of the American Academy, and his wife Lella Gandini. Ornella Francischi, longtime editor of the 
Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani in the offices of the Enciclopedia Italiana, expressed concern about 
the purview of the oral history project because, she said, “Isn’t Bob some kind of a saint?” Barbara 
Rosenwein told me about a celebration and book in Bob’s honor, both organized by Jason Glenn and 
planned for presentation in May 2002 at the medievalists’ conference at Kalamazoo. A number of the 
contributors to that book eventually sent memoirs of their relations with Bob, which were helpful in the 
interviewing preparation. 

 
We met for the first interview at the end of February 2002. My wrist was in a cast, Bob had a bad cough 
and moved slowly with a cane, and as he struggled to help me set up the recording equipment, he said 
lightly, “We must look very Breughel!” Of course I laughed, although in fact I was deeply worried about 
the stress of the interviews, given Bob’s heavy teaching schedule. But auditing History 4B, his famous 
medieval history course, I could see the nourishment he drew from his teaching, and also, it soon seemed, 
from reviewing his own past. We began our talks, sitting at a round hardwood table which had belonged to 
his grandfather, where Bob had once done his Latin homework. His cough disappeared, my wrist mended, 
and we continued to meet at irregular intervals through spring and summer and into the fall. 

 
During one interruption, while my husband and I were spending a research month in Naples, we visited the 
cathedral at Amalfi in order to meet Don Riccardo Arpino, who had known Bob since his honeymoon 
archival Iter Italicum in 1956-57, where he and Carroll had sorted manuscripts above the cathedral’s 
Cloister of Paradise. It gave him, said Don Riccardo, un’ onda di gioia, a wave of joy, to remember their 
long friendship. 

 
In October 2002 we finished, as much as one can with such a life and such a project. Bob looked over and 
very lightly edited the first interview transcript and had the others at hand. 
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Then, on November 22, 2002, an anonymous posting on his office door: 

Suddenly you were gone 

From all the lives 
 

You left your mark upon… 
 
And later, another posting: 

 
You have not neglected a single question that had caused me to doubt, or which has not been 
answered for me by that Inner Oracle exactly as you expressed it in words. 

 
—St. Augustine, The Teacher 

 
At the campus memorial, the Great Hall and all the wings of the Faculty Club, where Robert Brentano had 
first arrived in Berkeley fifty years before, were full. A film of him teaching History 4B was screened on 
the south wall. That record will remain as a pendant to his oral history—or perhaps it’s the other way 
around—along with memoirs from students and friends whose lives he left his mark upon, all of which will 
be deposited in the Bancroft Library. 

 
Present, I think, throughout the oral history, is the importance of place. In Bob’s life and in his writing, his 
intensity about visual matters has involved clarity and specificity and connection—which naturally relished 
in the people who inhabited the places. This is true, I think, of both his life and work, and that is how the 
oral history is tentatively shaped. 

 
The final editing of the text had of course to be completed without the corrections and amplifications that 
are usually made by interview subjects. Except for some concentrated auditing of a few tape sequences 
with poor sound quality, and the shallow but broad research needed to identify certain individuals, groups, 
and titles mentioned, I did minimal editing—simply trying to preserve Bob’s idiosyncratic voice, as he so 
often interrupts himself with parenthetical qualifications and sudden enthusiasm and emphases. Interview 
tapes are available for listening in the Bancroft Library, along with tapes of two brief interviews conducted 
in preparation for the oral history. 

 
Let me gratefully acknowledge all of those who added and clarified their memories of Robert Brentano as 
a friend, colleague, and teacher—too many to name, but most of whom appear in the interviews. 
Additional thanks to the ROHO staff and to Christopher DeRosa for the often challenging transcription, 
and especially to the experienced direction of Ann Lage, who was helpful at every juncture. 

 
The Regional Oral History Office was established in 1954 to record the lives of persons who have 
contributed significantly to the history of California and the West. A major focus of the office since its 
inception has been university history. The Regional Oral History Office is a division of The Bancroft 
Library and is under the direction of Richard Cándida Smith. 
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INTERVIEW WITH ROBERT BRENTANO 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I. EARLIEST PLACES, 1926-1946 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 1: February 7, 2002] ##1 
 
 
 
 

The Ohio River Valley 
 

 
 

Starn: This is February 7, 2002, the first session of an oral history with Berkeley historian Robert 
Brentano. Not all historians like to start a story at the beginning, for reasons of their own, 
but I wonder if you would talk a little bit about your birthplace and your family. 

 
Brentano: I was born in Evansville, Indiana, [in 1926] which was then a town of about a hundred 

thousand. It was important to me because, although we lived in a non-German part of it, it 
was a very German town. It was in some ways romantic, so that when you were sick as a 
child, and looked out through windows with small panes, on the slate roofs in the 
neighborhood, particularly under the snow, you had the feeling you were in an extension of 
Heidi--particularly at Christmas time, because the candies and cakes and things in the city 
were very German and very attractive indeed. Almost everyone around me spoke some 
German, and although my father spoke it very rarely--he was born in the same town and 
grew up just a block away from where I grew up, on the same street--in his family, the 
children were all taught to speak French, German and Italian, theoretically, and German 
stuck because it was necessary to use in our neighborhood. 

 
But in fact, although I was born in Evansville and spent many winters there, I am much 
more affected by and attached to the small town about ten miles away, called Newburgh, on 
the river--they’re both on the river; I was never out of sight of the Ohio River in the houses 
in which I lived. It was more important to me because it formed my view of what beauty 
and landscape and gardens and houses should be. 

 
Our Newburgh house was simply a summerhouse and at first, a really small thing--but not 
so small as simple; it was called ‘The Shack’. But it burned in 1934 because a gasoline 

 
 

1. The ## symbol indicates that a tape side or segment has begun or ended. A guide to the tapes 
follows the volume. 
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stove exploded when my older siblings were in Evansville and I was in the country with 
my parents still. That affected us a lot, but we built after that, in 1934-35, I think, a house 
which could be used in the wintertime, and in fact was used. 

 
At any rate, my view of the way things should look--of the way landscapes should be, what 
is beautiful was very, very much formed by my living there. And what architecture should 
be, because of the houses--not ours--but of old friends of my family’s, in which they had 
lived and shared sometimes, which were beautiful Federalist houses. 

 
Starn: Could you describe what you would see in the landscape if you were standing at your front 

door looking out? 
 
Brentano: Yes. Front and back were peculiar, as they are in Berkeley. We looked out on the river and 

we looked through elm trees and maple trees--but they didn’t disguise the river--across, 
when it was reasonably full, a mile of river, and then through about five or six miles of 
Kentucky flatland. If you looked south, you saw the river and Kentucky. If you looked 
north, you saw simply a big hedge that cut off the road. If you looked east, you saw a huge, 
empty--what seemed huge to me then; it only had about six acres--hill about the same 
height as ours, which was covered with trees and from which there was also a view. 
Looking to the east along the river, you saw curves heading up toward Owensboro, 
Kentucky. Looking west along the river, you saw curves and the beginning of an island 
heading toward Henderson, Kentucky. The hills themselves seemed high enough to me 
then, although they were only, I suppose, four or five hundred feet high, because they came 
from a river which was essentially at sea level. The way, the modulation, of the hills 
somehow made me think that’s the way hills should look. My older sister, who was 
attached to me and lived with us a long time-- 

 
Starn: How much older? 

 
Brentano: Seventeen years older. She used to, when she wanted to give me a special treat when I was 

quite small, take me to a place on a road that went from a town called Boonville, which was 
our county seat, inland, to Yankeetown, which was a tiny, scrappy little town east of us. 
Just at a specific spot on that road you could see a series of ridges of hills with trees on 
them. She thought of that as her perfect view. And it is certainly true that, for years, when I 
woke up in Berkeley--particularly in this house in which we live now on Roble Court--and I 
looked out through our redwoods to the bay, for a sort of happy moment, I thought I was 
looking out through the trees to the Ohio. And I still do that to a certain extent in Venice 
when I look on the canal--of course, much narrower than the Ohio was. 

 
My life and my tastes and my interests, in a way, and my abilities to move and feel things 
were very, very much formed by the early years of my life and particularly by those years 
in Newburgh. Newburgh is a town of twelve hundred people, or was--very small. 

 
Starn: It’s now only 1,450. It hasn’t grown much. 

 
Brentano: Is that true?  I think I’ll take a step back, to the houses which I knew well--because my 

father belonged to a group of young people, when he, in fact, was young. My mother 
doesn’t come from this area; she comes from Iowa. They met in Los Angeles. 

 
Starn: There’s a story there we might want to catch. 
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Brentano: Oh, later. At any rate, when he was young, he and his friends from Evansville moved in a 

sort of party circuit that went from New Harmony on the Wabash to Newburgh on the 
Ohio, and he knew the town and the people in it very well. All of them, essentially, that he 
knew well had also connections in Evansville. He came to visit people when he was young 
and when he and my mother returned to southern Indiana, after they were married, they 
repeatedly stayed with friends of theirs in the old houses. Those houses seemed to me as 
much mine--and informed and affected my view of history--as did ours. 

 
Starn: Were they part of the German community? 

Brentano: Oh, not at all. 

Starn: Not at all. The Germans were not the party people. 
 
Brentano: No, no, no. If they became party people, they moved across town from the German section 

and gave up their German and spoke English [laughter] and went to English-speaking 
churches. 

 
Starn: Was there much of that kind of mobility? 

 
Brentano: Well, I think there was not very much, really, but it was very noticeable and much talked 

about for generations after. [Laughter]. 
 

Starn: But your parents were more or less on the fence between being-- 
 
Brentano: No. In spite of the fact that my father, not my mother, had German-Austrian background 

and that almost all the people on our two blocks--my grandfather’s block and our block-- 
spoke some German, they were not considered German at all. They wouldn’t have thought 
of going to a German-speaking church. They couldn’t have gone to confession in German, 
which those people did. 

 
Starn: It was further back-- 

 
Brentano: I was as unaware of the German part of town--attractive in lots of ways--but unaware of it 

until I really grew up, as I would be of, say, San Lorenzo or South San Francisco--just 
completely different. 

 
Starn: Was it noticeably from north or south Germany? Had they migrated together? 

 
Brentano: I should know that. Yes, I think those people must have because, on the whole, they seem 

to have come in the 1840s and then spoke a thing called Indiana Deutsch, which was, you 
know, a variation. But in fact, they don’t seem to have been the sort of people who would 
have been involved in a revolution, so I have no idea why they really came. 

 
Starn: There is always the draft, which is mentioned. 

 
Brentano: Of course, I suppose. I know nothing about it and never heard any of them talk about it. 

Until I went to high school, I never had any direct communication with any of them, and 
then I was interested in their farms rather than their backgrounds. 
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Starn: So the only German influence on you was--maybe--Clemens Brentano? 
 
Brentano: Yes. In a sense, I was influenced by thinking about my name, which pleased my mother 

more than my father, who thought about things present and was very American. She was 
particularly pleased with it. 

 
Starn: Your father wasn’t interested in the past very much? 

 
Brentano: No, he was really not interested in the past. He wasn’t even terribly interested in his 

parents, except his father, who did influence him a lot. But he liked–I’m not going at this in 
a very chronological way--he particularly liked the time of his life when he came west. He 
was a civil engineer, and he was hired by Truscon Construction Company. He came west to 
work on earthquake prevention, buildings near Los Angeles, but he also worked on 
bridges. 

 
Starn: This would have been in--? 

 
Brentano: He was in the class of 1902, so it would have been 1902-3-4. He was in a place called Rose 

Polytech; it’s an engineering school in Terre Haute, which has a different name now. It’s 
Hellman-Rose, I think, and was fairly prominent in those days but certainly hasn’t 
maintained its prominence. But he was hired before he got his B.A., or B.S., whatever one 
would have gotten. 

 
At any rate, he liked best being with people who were actual construction workers in the 
country, in relatively arid country, I think, between L.A. and Texas, and rolling his own 
cigarettes and talking to guys and things like that. He was extremely athletic. Can I talk 
about him for a minute? 

 
Starn: Please do! 

 
Brentano: He was an excellent wrestler and excellent baseball player. He was a quarterback both in 

college and high school. He loved football, he loved swimming, he loved every sort of 
physical activity. I must have been a great disappointment to him, but I think he was, in 
terms of virtue, a very great man. My earliest memory of him when I was three or four was 
sitting on a side porch in Evansville and he was teaching me to receive passes as he stood a 
little way away from me. I didn’t turn out to be athletic. It was a great disappointment to 
him. 

 
Starn: How soon did you discover that you were not athletic? 

 
Brentano: The discovery started growing on me when I was in third grade [laughter] when I moved 

from a nice public school, to which all of my neighbors went and my father had gone, to a 
parochial school which was rough and unpleasant and unattractive in lots of ways, and all 
the things that I wasn’t became apparent to me then. But that may have been partly an 
accident. 

 
Starn: Changing schools is difficult. 

 
Brentano: Changing a whole group, types of people. At any rate, my father never, never showed the 

slightest sign of criticism or disappointment. He simply accepted what I was and was only 
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interested in our loving each other. It was in a way the thing that made him so valuable to 
the Newburgh community, because although he was never politically correct about his 
language or behavior and simply seemed to deal with people as they were, he was very, very 
effective in dealing with the black people we knew without making any effort at all, just 
naturally graceful, while my mother was much more self-conscious and much more 
intellectual. She thought a great deal about personal and social relations and about politics, 
but didn’t somehow have that natural grace that made things work out well. Very 
interesting, for me, because I much admired my mother when we were young. She was so 
smart and so well read and so capable of using the education which she had, which stopped 
at an academy-level high school, but she still could help me with Latin and things like that. 

 
Starn: Must have been a good academy. 

Brentano: Yes, I think so, but she was clever. 

Starn: Did they appreciate each other for being so opposite? 
 
Brentano: In a sense they knew what each other were like when they married. Can I explain how that 

happened? 
 

Starn: Please. 
 
Brentano: My mother came from a family in southeastern Iowa which had thought it was--and acted 

as if it were--rich. Most of their riches were invested in horses and farms. When my 
mother’s father and mother died very quickly when she was in her teens, she suddenly 
realized they had no money at all. So she started working. She taught herself various 
things. She taught herself to type. She taught herself to book-keep. And she taught herself 
to teach elocution, and she cared a lot about pronunciation and spelling and things of that 
sort. And she read incessantly. 

 
Starn: Elocution? Was that definitely a marketable skill at that time? 

Brentano: Yes, it turned out. Isn’t that odd? 

Starn: Historically, that’s interesting. 
 
Brentano: I never asked her--but generally you think you’ll always have lots of time--how the idea 

came to her? Did she just listen to the people around her? Did she do it with some of her 
friends? Her best friend was a niece, I think a direct niece, of Samuel Clemens--because 
she grew up in Keokuk, which forms a triangle with Quincy and Hannibal. At any rate, she 
had friends who were going to California, and she had relatives in San Francisco, through 
her maternal grandmother, who had run away from her family in Ireland to marry a 
schoolteacher--I hope to marry him. I never questioned that until I was an adult. But she 
had gone away with a schoolteacher named Mr. Burke, and he was always called only that. 
They fled to America, and Mr. Burke produced four children and then died. And it was a 
terrible life. Her own family, my great-grandmother’s own family, never spoke to her or 
had any contact with her again. But finally, when things became rather desperate, they 
made contact with a sister who had married a man named Powelson, in San Francisco. And 
one of the ideas was that my mother might come and see them, but that she also would go 
see friends in Los Angeles. 
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She got to Los Angeles, got a job with Engstrom, which is a construction company, and I 
guess was Mr. Engstrom’s private secretary, and met my father, who was an engineer. Both 
of them were engaged to people at home, and they simply forgot about that, seemingly. My 
mother wrote, I gather, a serious letter to her fiancé, but my father just remembered--and 
this is not such a good side of him--when he was actually going back east, that he had 
forgotten to tell… [Laughter] But they chose each other very deliberately and without any 
pressure from family, because they were both isolated out there. Well, I’ll just finish this 
part of it. They married and stayed in L.A. Then they moved after about a year and a half to 
Dallas. They loved L.A., both of them. They both loved Dallas, which was a simple town 
then, and they had their first child there. And then they moved to Louisville. And then my 
grandmother, my father’s mother, who was a tyrannous woman, said that she didn’t want 
her grandchildren being raised away, and so they should move back. And my father was put 
into his father’s business. 

 
His father had left Trieste--he had come down from the Vorarlberg--he left Trieste in 1865. 
He’d been born in 1844 and he sailed to America and around the Horn and up to San 
Francisco. He got off and went up to Oregon where, for some reason, he had relatives, and 
then came back down from Oregon to San Francisco, and then went back to the Midwest, 
through the country, and started selling things and making money. He married this 
tyrannous woman with some money, and he eventually had two factories. By the time that 
my parents were called back to Evansville, the factories were flourishing. One was a stove- 
making factory and one was a furniture-making factory, and the reason they were there in 
Evansville has to do with the availability of cheap labor, easy transportation and hardwood. 

 
At any rate, my father was given a job, a position, I guess, as treasurer of the two 
companies, something like that. 

Starn: So it wasn’t something that put him in contact with the workers. He was isolated in the job? 

Brentano: No, it had no interest for him at all. I never heard a word of a thing he did there, except, 
according to my mother, he unionized one of the factories. He and his father disagreed 
about a lot of things, and unions were one of them. Starn:

 Ah. That must have been a considerable family fracture. 

Brentano: I’ve forgotten where we were because I’ve rambled on so. Anyway, they married out here 
and were free of pressures from either set of families. As far as I could tell, they certainly 
loved each other very dearly, but they really didn’t have a great deal in common. Except 
that in some ways-- I don’t know if this is true of most families--perhaps because of slight 
peculiarities of our family--the three older siblings and I, and the two parents, lived in a 
little republic that was somehow our own, and I think we always felt most comfortable 
when we were at home with each other. 

 
Starn: How many siblings did you have? 

 
Brentano: I had three. First, a sister who was seventeen years older, who was born in 1908, then a 

sister born in 1911, and then a brother born in 1913. 
 

Starn: So you were much the youngest. 
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Brentano: I was born in 1926, yes. Much the youngest. 

 
Starn: Were you a kind of pet, or did they manage not to patronize you? 

 
Brentano: I think I was mostly a nuisance. [Laughter] I wouldn’t obey them, and that sort of thing. I 

became very close to my oldest sister, who stayed at home. No, I don’t think I would say I 
was a pet to anyone except her. I think I really was a nuisance, because I refused to believe 
that they had any authority because they were siblings and they weren’t authorities. I can 
remember sitting on the steps in Evansville and refusing to go to bed. 

 
Starn: You were making early discriminations about authority. [Laughter] Evansville is right on 

the southern border of Indiana and Kentucky, and I think I’ve heard you say that you are a 
Southerner. Is that more of a topographical or a temperamental sentiment? 

 
Brentano: It’s both temperamental and historical rather than topographical, I think. The river itself is 

in Kentucky and my first job that I liked, working at the racetrack, was at a racetrack in 
Kentucky, but on the Indiana side of the river. The river has moved. Evansville does not 
seem, or did not seem when I was young, a Southern town. It did seem a German town and 
an American German town. 

 
Starn: It wasn’t divided. I thought you said it was. 

Brentano: Between North and South--in Newburgh. 

Starn: The division [in Evansville] did not run along North/South lines. 
 
Brentano: Not there. I don’t think so. I never heard much. Although my father’s best friend when he 

was a child--he lived in our same little neighborhood in Evansville--had lots and lots of 
Confederate money in the basement, which they played with, and also stayed loyal to the 
Confederacy. He was a guy named Keene Roach; he stayed very close to my father but 
moved to Georgia, and we heard from him yearly when he sent sacks of pecans and things. 
But I never thought of it as a Southern city. But Newburgh was very Southern, and my 
close friends were. The two big houses, in which I was most at home, were one owned by a 
family very pro-Southern and one by a family very pro-Northern and Abolitionist. 
Although I was attracted to the quiet gentility and sort of literacy of the Southern family, I 
spent a lot of time in the big house of the Northern family because a woman who lived in it 
--a close friend of my parents but a generation older, who had been a child during the war-- 

 
Starn: The Civil War. 

 
Brentano: Yes. She would call me in and tell me stories of the things she saw through her windows, 

which were right on the river, as they looked for raiders who would come across, because 
there were raids on the town. She and her family buried their silver under the trees in the 
garden, things of that sort, which were very romantic. She was--I don’t know what a 
theosophist is--but something like that. She was very literate. She read a lot. They were 
connected with a Cambridge college. One of their great-grandparents had been the 
president or rector, whatever--I think of Sydney Suffolk, one of the Cambridge colleges. He 
brought the ivy from England and had all sorts of attachments. But they were also 
Methodists, non-drinkers, although extremely gracious. But it was an interesting family. We 
have some of their books and one of their bookcases here, now. 
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Starn: Was she a widow? 
 
Brentano: I knew her husband. Her husband had fought in the Civil War and had lost an arm. I spent a 

lot of time with him when I was small child. As a matter of fact, they had huge parties in 
the garden for the whole of our part of Newburgh, and certainly the people who were 
Southern came. But the Southerners were Presbyterian and the Northerners were 
Methodists, but of the Northerners, we only knew one family. 

 
When our house burned down in Newburgh, we built this house that could be lived in 
during the winter. Because the Depression had come, and we had a Depression, a fire and a 
flood, which did quite destructive things--they were very poor. 

 
Starn: This was in the early thirties? 

 
Brentano: The flood was ’37, the fire ’34, and the Depression really hit us mostly around ’33. At any 

rate, when the flood came in ’37, we would normally have gone to our own house in 
Newburgh, because it was high on the hills and the flood came up three feet, nine inches in 
our first floor in Evansville and stayed for about a month, and things like this were floating 
around when we got back. These chairs. 

 
Starn: Like this table and chairs. 

 
Brentano: At any rate, we couldn’t go to our own house, so we went to the Hopkins house, which was 

the house of the Southern people--a beautiful house. The four of us then, my older sister, 
my parents and I--altogether, there were twenty-one people living there. It was all really 
very exciting. After dinner, or sometimes before dinner, the neighbors would come in too, 
like the Presbyterian minister, and an Englishwoman who lived across the street, and the 
twenty-four or twenty-five people would play parlor games of a dictionary sort, and things. 
But it seemed very exciting to me and to the other person, a guy named Sammy Clifford, 
who by marriage is distantly related to me, but whose family came, too. We were each 
given books; we spent a lot of time together. We were taken on boats to see the poor people 
at a place called Cypress Beach, and carried things to them, with the National Guard and 
our fathers. I was given, I think (fortunately for me), Treasure Island, and he was given 
Kidnapped, and we spent our time looking at those two books for so long. I never liked 
Kidnapped. [Laughter] 

 
At any rate, we knew that house intimately. It had one of those--what are they called-- 
widow’s walks? You know, those little houses on the roof from which sea captains but also 
river captains could look out and see if their boats are coming… 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: We’d climb up to that. It was just a house full of verandahs. The Presbyterian church was 

actually in its garden, as the Methodist church was in the other garden. It was very, very 
pleasant. 

 
Starn: How long were you there? 

 
Brentano: I think we were there six weeks. So, a long time. 
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Starn: You remember it vividly? 
 
Brentano: Oh, yes, I do. And the last time we went back, it had been made into a bed and breakfast, 

and Robert and Margaret and Carroll and I stayed in that house, and I stayed in the same 
room I had. It was really one of those exciting rooms in which early, early in the morning, 
when you’re just barely opening your eyes, someone came in and made the fire and heated 
the water, that sort of thing. It was thrilling. 

 
Starn: It sounds like the Southern part of you. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: But meanwhile, in the house that we had rebuilt so you could live in the winter, which still 

wasn’t much of a house, on our own hill, was a family who had rented it, because my 
mother had figured that if we wanted to continue moving every winter and summer and 
didn’t have any money at all, the sensible thing to do was--I don’t know how she managed 
to convince people to do this--was to rent the winter house in the summer and the summer 
house in the winter. In our summer house that winter was a family who had moved to 
Newburgh, but really to be in Evansville. Their son was my age and he, like me, was 
already interested in history, but not in Civil War history. One of the things we did was: we 
both had encyclopedias of world history. That was my only contact with that formal kind of 
history when I was little. 

 
I’ll go back to the Civil War part. As I’ve said and as I’ve written, the town was still deeply 
involved in the Civil War, not with animosity, I think, but it lived there. 

 
Starn: There was not even a “dialogue” between the sides? 

 
Brentano: A sort of cultural dialogue, and a dialogue indirectly about slavery, because the town of 

Newburgh is divided in one sense in two parts--a thing called the Lower End, which had 
very little to do with any of us, with small houses, and I hardly knew anybody who came 
from there, and when I went to school in Newburgh (I don’t know why), I didn’t go with 
anybody who came from there. And then there were the hills, which were shared by a white 
and black population who had everything to do with each other. We were constantly aware 
of black/white relations, but in a soft way, I think. This would sound, if you hadn’t read lots 
of other people who said this, peculiar, but we’ll get to that when we come back to it in a 
second. But the Northerners for instance, the Methodists, had white servants, white people 
who did for them, and the Southerners had black people who did for them, and that was a 
real distinction, because in a way, the people who helped raise you formed your culture. 
And this seemed something very distant and cold about the Northerners and also, they 
seemed nervous in dealing with black people. 

 
The really important influence on me besides the landscape of Newburgh, and its size, was 
our constant involvement with black Newburgh. That is--even in black Evansville--the first 
hands I can remember on me, the first kindnesses I can remember, the first language that 
seemed really attractive and interesting as I got older, the first stories of which I heard good 
story-telling, were all black. 

 
Starn: Were there blacks living in your house? 

 
Brentano: No, blacks always coming and going, because our house was too small. Oh, they 

sometimes lived there, that’s true. When I was surrounded by a flurry of black people, I felt 
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particularly comfortable with them, and it was partly because no black person in my whole 
life, even now, has ever done anything mean to me. And plenty of white people did. And I 
just had a different sort of feeling towards black and white. And it’s affected me in a way-- 
when Carroll and I were in Memphis about ten years ago, because we were going to U. 
Miss. we spent the night in Memphis. We went out through a really dangerous-looking part, 
to me dangerous-looking, for a barbecue at dusk. And suddenly coming toward us through 
the park, all by themselves were two youngish-looking men. And I had a little catch of the 
sort of fear you’re supposed to feel. But then without thinking of this consciously, when 
they got closer, I noticed they were black and I felt completely safe. 

 
That was always true in Newburgh. When I was a little boy, I didn’t always feel safe when 
I was in the Lower End--although I didn’t go down there very often--but I can remember 
that when I got to the first black house, I felt safe. And those families, black and white, had 
been living together, and sharing their--very unfairly, of course--their meager wealth for 
generations. It’s a very black upbringing that I have. I really sometimes used to think, I’ll 
wake up and I’ll be black, because I liked that idea, because it was connected with virtue in 
my mind. 

Starn: You mentioned white people who were cruel to you, in an off-hand kind of way. 

Brentano: I was the sort of little boy--they would say, like a detested aunt of mine, who would 
compare me with her grandchildren constantly and say, “How well they skate, how well 
they ride their bicycles.” That sort of thing. My own mother would say--what did she once 
say, in my hearing, that just crushed me? She was talking to somebody she was trying to 
prevent cutting limbs from a tree for a telephone line, or something like that. I sort of came 
up under an apple tree that I remember, and he said something about me, and she said 
something about me. She said, “Oh, blondes have to be so careful about what they wear, 
don’t they.” It just horrified me. [Laughter] That sort of thing. Nobody black--or my father, 
who could have been black--ever said anything like that. 

 
Really important parts of my youth, I think, are: really I was proud of our last name, and it 
was a consolation when things were rough. And I loved my dogs. 

 
Starn: How many dogs? What kind of dogs? 

 
Brentano: A series of them. The longest one was a Scotty, and we were terribly close. In a way the 

dearest one was just a mongrel that had followed me home one night when I had been out 
on a sort of date with a girl I thought I was love with on the next hill. He followed us, and 
then he followed me, and he didn’t go away, and I became just so attached to him that when 
I was away at college and he died, my family was afraid to tell me until I got home and they 
could cushion it. I’m rambling. 

 
## 

 
Starn: We were talking about schools, and you mentioned that you had changed from a public 

school to a parochial school in the third grade. 
 
Brentano: That’s right. I went to the school that my father had gone to, the public school, in our 

neighborhood, to which all our neighbors in Evansville went for the first two years. And 
then my parents decided that I should go to a Catholic school, because Catholics should go 
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to Catholic schools. My brother and sisters had gone, at least most of the time, to Catholic 
schools. They, my parents, had no sense of what my school would be like, and they never 
took it very seriously, not seriously enough to have us get back from vacations to go to 
school on time, for example. 

 
The first nun I encountered was extremely hostile. She called me ‘New Boy’ for almost the 
whole first semester. 

 
Starn: Never using your name. 

 
Brentano: No, although she must have known it. It was very unpleasant, but just before I made that 

change, I went for half a year in the second grade to the country school in Newburgh, 
which I loved. It was a beautiful school. It again was pre-Civil War. It didn’t have internal 
plumbing. It was very primitive. It had just eight rooms, in a sort of classic building. I liked 
my teacher a lot. I liked the students around me, but they would behave a little artificially 
with me because another child from the hill, a sort of bossy girl, made them elect me 
president of the class and things of that sort. 

 
Starn: She made them elect you president? This is now what grade--second? Was there a senate? 

[Laughter] 
 
Brentano: It’s a very Democratic part of the country. It’s true that I was sort of president of the club at 

my old public school. It was a boy’s club, but we admitted the girls who the girls wouldn’t 
admit because they were somehow not nice girls. [Laughter] 

 
At any rate, it had been very pleasant. But my family did think this, and so they sent me. 
They paid no attention. They couldn’t believe, they didn’t take seriously, the nuns, or the 
way in which the nuns treated people. And it was very different. Some of the nuns were so 
talented and so--not pious, so religious. It was a real treat to see them--it was just an 
accident, who had a vocation, you understand. Some of them were so ignorant. One of my 
worst problems was I disagreed, as I had a more disagreeable, I guess, nature when I was 
little. One of the nuns said that it got hotter as you went south, and it got even hotter when 
you crossed the Equator. I just couldn’t stand it, so we had this terrible fight in class about 
it, and that was not forgiven. I just didn’t like the school at all. It smelled--oh, I love beer-- 
it was next to a local brewery, and it smelled always of whatever part of beer smells when 
you are brewing. 

 
Starn: Is it the hops? 

 
Brentano: I guess it is. And it had an asphalt playing yard. It was just unpleasant. Then in the fifth 

grade, I went back to the country school, and it was really was important to me, because we 
decided to stay that winter in the country, and not go into town. Increasingly, we spent 
more time in Newburgh and less time in Evansville. My fifth-grade teacher was the best 
teacher of history that I had until I got to college. She did things that don’t sound very 
much like me, but she took a string and put it from one end of the room to the other, and 
started with the Babylonians, or started with the Sumerians, and came up, I guess to the 
1910s or something, and put little things all along the string. So everyplace, and all the time 
we were looking, we saw how things fit. 

 
Starn: It was like a timeline. 
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Brentano: Exactly, a timeline. Also we had a Christmas tree, but because she believed--I didn’t 

understand these beliefs particularly then--that everything on the Christmas tree should be 
natural, what were hung on the tree were chestnuts and pinecones and things like this. It 
was an extremely pleasant class. So those were two bright periods in my school education. 
But it was extremely unpleasant, and although I had some good teachers, they on the whole 
were very poor. 

 
When I graduated from that school, and I feel some loyalty to it still, I went to the Catholic 
high school, which was for the whole city and also for Newburgh. If Newburgh Catholics 
wanted to go to a Catholic high school, they came in, and we were living a lot in Newburgh 
then. There the education was really quite stunning, Frances. We had four years of Latin, if 
people wanted it. Every male, not female, every male had to take two years of Latin, and 
then we were certainly encouraged to take two more. We had just superb math. It only went 
through solid geometry and trigonometry; it didn’t do calculus as schools do now. 

 
Starn: The teachers were well-educated and able to teach. 

 
Brentano: And tough and well-educated. Our physics and chemistry were both excellent. Religion, 

surprisingly, which would sound like a non-subject, was really ethical problems, and they 
were very good classes, very interesting and thoughtful classes. 

 
Starn: Does it still exist? 

 
Brentano: Yes. It’s called Reitz Memorial High School, called ‘Memorial’. It now doesn’t do the 

whole city. The west end has its own, which is called Mater Dei. 
 

Starn: So you really were able to get quite a good education. 
 
Brentano: Oh yes. And my English literature teacher was about as good a teacher of English literature 

as I’ve ever had. He was very, very exciting. His name was Brother Jareth, particularly 
good on Milton, I thought. I wrote an essay on Milton, which he liked, and I liked 
reasonably; I sometimes was very facile. But the assistant principal did not like it, and he 
called in my parents and said that I was a Communist. [Laughter] And Frances, from that 
moment, I thought of myself as a Communist and it was very reassuring to have the name. 

 
Starn: This was the early thirties? 

 
Brentano: Early forties, I guess. I graduated in 1943. 

 
Starn: So this was already a time when it was probably sort of not good… 

 
Brentano: Anyway, he was a very great influence on my life, Brother Jareth--they all were--but I 

didn’t realize how good the education was until I went to Swarthmore. I assumed that I 
would be very far behind people who came from good prep schools and all those fancy 
little New Jersey, Connecticut and northern Illinois schools--oh, and southern California 
schools. And it wasn’t true at all. In every way, it seemed that I was better prepared than 
almost anybody else in most things. 

 
Starn: Were you already interested in history as a result of having a wonderful fifth-grade teacher? 
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Brentano: I was interested in history mostly because of the Civil War, because of watching it and 

thinking about it and seeing people and artifacts who were connected with it. 
 

Starn: Were there actually battlegrounds within sight and that sort of thing? 
 
Brentano: Just raids. Because Kentucky and Indiana, southern Indiana, were somehow a no-man’s 

land. Ken Stampp has written about that part of Indiana, during the war. It’s sort of 
interesting. It’s called Copperhead Country. And it was pro-Southern, but mixed. But no, 
there was no close battlefield. 

 
Starn: But there was just this awareness? 

Brentano: Just memory. 

Starn: Living memory. 
 
Brentano: And things, yes. Buildings--the place where wounded troops were kept.  No buildings had 

changed because poverty preserves cities and towns. And then Jack Bauer, who was the 
boy who was also interested in things--and as I was, very interested in the Hapsburgs and in 
Austria-- 

 
Starn: Your grandfather was in Vienna at what point? 

 
Brentano: He came from a little town called Hohenems, near Feldkirch, which is by Liechtenstein. 

Over there. But Vienna is what he talked about. But he never talked to me because he died 
four years before I was born. But he was very fond of my mother and of my older brother. 
My mother was very fond of him. He had written a journal when he came to America in 
‘65, incidentally. In English. Ironically, it burned, almost entirely, in the fire of the country 
house, because my mother took it to read it aloud to my brother and have my brother read it 
during those days when he was out there, and it was a great shame. But the little part that 
survives is the part in which he is in San Francisco, which is sort of amusing. 

 
Starn: How sad to have lost that. 

 
Brentano: Oh, it’s horrible in a way. Really, it’s sort of horrible. It was never read to me. I don’t know 

why: I mustn’t have been considered worthy to hear it. I got Thurber, and other books. 
 

Starn: Thurber was read to you when you were young. 
 
Brentano: It was about when My Life and Hard Times came out, I think; it captivated our family, 

which is fair enough. 
 

Starn: Absolutely. 
 
Brentano: At any rate, because my grandfather had loved the empire in a way that I didn’t understand 

at all, obviously, so much-- 
 

Starn: What was his part in it? 
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Brentano: I think he just loved it as a child, and thought it was not nationalist, and liberal; it seems to 

have affected lots of people who grew up in the empire in the last days, at least as they 
remember it. Yet he sailed from Trieste, and Trieste is sort of a remnant of that empire, I 
think, in the tastes and the attitudes at least of the people we know from Trieste. 

 
Starn: Very cosmopolitan. 

 
Brentano: Well, very Austrian--not the little Austria, but the big Austria. At any rate, because of what 

he had said to my mother and what my mother told me about my grandfather--and she 
made me think of my grandfather constantly--I was surrounded by his books, and stories of 
the way in which he lived his life, not morally a particularly attractive or unattractive way. 
He was a hard capitalist, I think, but he stayed up essentially all night (accidentally, our 
family device or motto is numquam dormio, I never sleep) and he essentially didn’t sleep; 
he slept about two hours a night, and he read all night. So he worked at being a greedy 
capitalist all day, and then he read, and read, and read in his languages, including English, 
so there was lots of Shakespeare around the house. 

 
At any rate, my first knowledge of Boccaccio, was that there was a Boccaccio which was 
his, near my bed in Newburgh, just because his books were everyplace. At any rate, 
because of that, I was interested in Austrian history and in genealogy of that sort. And Jack 
Bauer and I studied it. My own teachers of high-school history were appalling, as they 
often are, but so bad that they didn’t distract me from history at all. They didn’t seem to 
have anything to do with history. One was a talented musician, I guess, but a disgusting 
man. He would spit on the front row. We were lined up alphabetically, so I was spat on 
constantly by him. Also, I talked incessantly in class, and I was constantly put outside in 
the hall. I wasn’t spat on there, but would end up getting Cs and things. He was really not a 
historian at all, although he was better than the American historian. 

 
Starn: He was supposed to be teaching you world history? 

 
Brentano: European history. And he mostly talked about the French war, the French Revolution. The 

American historian was a coach who was a disgusting anti-Semite. A dumb, dumb Indiana 
German, but a wonderful football coach. We won championship after championship. And 
he was pretty good to me because my brother played on the team and liked him, or he liked 
my brother. 

 
Starn: How did he show his anti-Semitism? 

 
Brentano: Oh, he said anti-Jewish things in class. I can’t remember an exact quotation, but things like 

“The Jews canker the American economy.” He wouldn’t have used ‘canker’ because that 
was above him. But he was just an old-fashioned American anti-Semite, which I don’t 
think Californians quite know about. 

 
Starn: No, not so much, I think. 

 
Brentano: But he could have been a very good historian, I suppose, and an anti-Semite. It just made 

him doubly unattractive. 
 

Starn: So your historical interests survived high school rather than-- 
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Brentano: They weren’t touched by it, yes. And maybe the way I think about history has to do with 

the fact that I was so interested in the things that Brother Jareth in English taught us. That 
seemed to be real history; Milton seemed real history. The French Revolution seemed to be 
just a bunch of spit, and the history of America, nothing. But fortunately, in the funny little 
Catholic grammar school I went to, the American history was pretty good. It was very 
Southern in spite of the fact that it was in Evansville. The poems we memorized were the 
poems of the South about the Confederate flag being lost, and things of that sort. 

 
Starn: Poems about the South by whom? 

 
Brentano: John Bannister Tabb is the one who sticks in my mind. I’ve never read a poem by him in 

my grownup years. These nuns were mostly, supposedly French, but they were--I don’t 
know--everything. They came from Terre Haute, or just outside Terre Haute, or their 
convent was there, but the actual nuns seemed to come from places like Chicago. They had 
nothing to do with the South. But our textbooks did. 

 
Starn: Textbooks out of the Confederacy? [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: Well, I guess so. They were modern textbooks. The nuns who taught American history 

taught it, I think, extremely well. My fifth grade nun--well, I didn’t like her, but I didn’t 
dislike her. My parents thought she was charming because they just descended upon the 
nuns and took them to the country and gave them flowers and things to eat, so they only 
saw them socially. They didn’t know what they were like. But she had a gap between her 
teeth like the Wife of Bath, and when she said (she took us through the Conquests) I can 
remember still sitting and looking at her, and she would say, “Pizarro conquered Peru.” 
And someone got her to say it frequently. Her lip blew out when she said ‘Pizarro, Peru.’ I 
never would remember Pizarro except for that. But I had a sound basis, as our children 
didn’t, for instance, in normal American history, in grade school. But in high school, we 
just did nothing. 

 
Starn: Not to be oversimplifying, but that must have been part of the reason why the literary side 

of history, the importance of it, began to be clear in your mind. 
 
Brentano: I think so. It seems to me because we dealt with real documents, so that looking at the 

Aereopagitica in Milton, I guess, was the most important document that I read in high 
school, except things that were in chemistry, math and physics. And endless Virgil and 
Cicero. 

 
Starn: Yes, what about the Latins? 

 
Brentano: Well, just to say what you know, in the first two years, everybody took Latin. The brother, 

who was a German, and I don’t know when he had come to America but he certainly had 
not Americanized very much--his name was Brother Daniel; they didn’t have last names--I 
was reasonably attached to. He had been very fond of my brother, and I used my brother’s 
grammar book and things. Attached to my older sibling, not to my sisters, because they 
were separated, as women, on a separate floor and treated differently, had different lunch 
hours so that we wouldn’t meet between classes. It was very segregated. 

 
At any rate, I think because of my brother, partly, he paid attention to me. And then he 
became very interested in my learning Latin well; he wanted me much better than I was. 
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But he did have me individually, with either a friend from Newburgh the first year, a friend 
from Henderson the second (family friends, from Kentucky), stand and recite to him our 
translations, as we looked down at the text. I don’t remember this with Cicero who is, in 
many ways, harder, I should think, than Virgil, but with Virgil I remember very clearly. I 
had my blue book of Virgil open and I would be translating the text. And when I made a 
mistake, without any noise from him, he would simply reach over and smack me in the 
face. It didn’t work badly; that is, I didn’t find it attractive and it didn’t bother me very 
much, you understand. 

 
Starn: I see. 

 
Brentano: That’s what I remember most about school Latin, except working on this table, spending a 

lot of time. I wasn’t really interested in getting good grades. That sort of competition didn’t 
interest me. As a matter of fact, I preferred getting not very good grades because I didn’t 
want to be unattractively conspicuous in that sort of way. I wanted instead to have brown 
hair, be named John or Bill, have old leather jackets and old corduroy pants, and fit in 
perfectly. 

 
Starn: And you felt you were conspicuous? Do you think, in retrospect, you actually were, or was 

this just a feeling? 
 
Brentano: I certainly was. You know, I was the sort of pain in the neck who just stands around at 

recess and leans against the wall, that sort of thing. That annoys people tremendously. 
 

Starn: As opposed to going out and kicking a ball around. 
 
Brentano: Yes, exactly. I was the sort of person who didn’t compete for grades. Sometimes in high 

school and in grade school, I think, almost always, we were lined up in desks by our 
grades, so if you were in the first front desk on the right, you had gotten the best grades in 
the class that term. 

 
Starn: Hmm, you’d think it would be just the opposite, wouldn’t you, in a way? 

 
Brentano: If you were interested in education. [Laughter] I was just horribly conspicuous and I didn’t 

like that a bit. And I knew that the guy who sat behind me a lot of our grade-school time 
would get a gold watch if he got better grades than I did. It was just a hideous sensation, so 
I didn’t want to be conspicuously good. You understand that? 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. Was this true all through? 

 
Brentano: No, in high school there were some very, very smart people. High school was interesting. I 

think when I was there, only five percent of the people--maybe this is made up, but I don’t 
think so--only five percent of them had any post-secondary education at all and yet we 
were taught very seriously as if we were all going to good colleges. I didn’t realize that at 
the time. 

 
Starn: It was, of course, all white. 
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Brentano: Oh yes. I shouldn’t say “Oh yes,” that way. I was not aware of it, practically, most of the 

time. Sometime before I came to Berkeley, the bishop integrated it.  He found it un- 
Christian and changed it. It was very exciting. 

 
Starn: Tell about that. 

 
Brentano: We didn’t think very much about being segregated when I was at school. You were aware 

of it, because at Newburgh there was a little colored school. We always said ‘colored.’ I 
should say ‘black’ now, because that’s what I think now. 

 
Starn: Or African American? 

 
Brentano: No, I don’t think that. At any rate, so we were aware of that. But then the smart and 

ambitious black students in Newburgh, of whom none was exactly my age, went into a high 
school in Evansville, which was a black high school and was close to our high school and 
looked very much like it. They were built in that same sort of academic way, although 
theirs was brick and ours was stone. It was called Lincoln School, and we were aware of 
that difference, but it didn’t upset us as much as it should have, because we thought we 
lived with black people in some ways and didn’t in other ways. We didn’t think very much 
about it unless something happened in which someone did something bad to a black person. 
It very rarely happens in a community that is integrated and segregated the way ours was, 
because people had such fixed and ancient relationships with each other. 

 
I, for instance, was as much raised by a woman named Georgia McFarland as by my 
family, because she was just part of our family, but part of hers, too, so that for instance she 
cooked two breakfasts of biscuits at home and at our house. She took part of our dinner 
home to her house. It was an ugly situation if you look at it from a moral point of view, but 
as far as we could tell, it was bound with love. I was certainly much closer to Georgia than 
to two of my three siblings. 

 
Starn: And she was with your family for ---? 

 
Brentano: Georgie married the father of women that my family and my brother-in-law’s family--my 

brother-in-law was born in the house next to my sister three days before she was born, so 
the families were fused in a way--but a family that had been involved with them for 
generations, because the people who were about thirty-five and forty, the women were 
when I was young, had the names of the Iglehart family, which was my sister’s married 
name. Names like Locky Belle, odd names. Names like Mary Belle that don’t come out of 
the air. The connection was very close indeed. This woman, Georgie, George, she liked to 
be called, married an old preacher who was the father of these women--his second wife. 
She came to Newburgh from Kentucky when I was twelve. I remember the first day I saw 
her, like How Green Was My Valley. I saw her walking up under a trellis with roses--a 
Silver Moon rose--and in the back door. I remember, that was my first sight of her. And 
from that time until after my mother died, so for the next twenty-five years, she was as 
intimate a part of our family as was possible. In the last years, when my mother was alive 
and my father was dead, those two women just lived together. They didn’t like each other 
particularly, I think. They both liked my father a lot. They just were a pair. 

 
At any rate, she was terribly good to me. This is out of order, but a lot of my knowledge of 
the world came from sitting in Evansville on the back steps, listening to black people in the 
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kitchen talking about what things were like. And in Newburgh, because the kitchen was 
very small, sitting on the outdoor back steps, I would look across the river, listening to the 
talk of the black world. 

 
Starn: She was with you for twenty-five years. Was there anyone else in the house who was 

important to you? 
 
Brentano: In and out, other black men and women came to do incidental things and part-time things as 

they had from the time I was a child. I keep thinking, having different first memories, but 
one of my first, first memories had to do with a little scandal, because I came into the 
house with a woman who was called Fat Alice, who was a black woman who took care of 
me when I was a baby. I walked into the living room where the grownups were playing 
poker. I said something unbelievable, like “Oh, a straight flush,” (can’t have been that), 
maybe I said “three of a kind,” [laughter] and I was about four. Looks of horror came out, 
and there was an investigation, and it turned out that instead of being walked to a park or 
through the neighborhood, when Alice took me out, she crossed the street to the house of a 
family called Ingle, and in their breakfast room, a much grander house than ours, in their 
breakfast room she and their chauffeur played cards all afternoon and had me sit and watch 
them and talk to them. They were nice to me; I loved it. Then she would sneak me back 
home. And that would produce discipline for her at the end of those things, yes. There were 
lots of things like that. 

 
Starn: You learned a great deal about card-playing which probably never left you. 

 
Brentano: No, that’s right. And there was a woman named Mozart whose parents, her mother, wanted 

her to be a musician. She wasn’t called Mozart; she was called Mosart and Mosie--who 
came from Kentucky for a little while with us and worked particularly outside. 

 
Starn: This is another black woman? 

 
Brentano: Yes, and she didn’t wear underwear. It was noticeable; she was quite full-figured. She was 

only in her late teens, and she wore a little uniform, which didn’t button completely. So 
there was lots of Mosie sticking through. Besides that, we for some reason had a lot of 
small chickens that year, and she carried them around. 

 
So there were a bunch of characters of various sorts--a man named Felton, who was deaf, 
and who I think came from Chicago, and was terribly interested in polishing floors. My 
mother was not interested either in housekeeping or cooking. 

 
Starn: What was she interested in? 

 
Brentano: She wished she were still in business. She would like to have been in business, or she 

would like to have been a teacher, I suppose. 
 

Starn: It sounds as if you were surrounded by adults. Your older siblings and the people in the 
household that were important to you. I haven’t heard anything about friends your own age. 

 
Brentano: Except for Jack Bauer, the guy who was interested in history besides me. We spent a lot of 

time together. In Newburgh, increasingly as we moved toward college, there were in the 
hill part of Newburgh, in the white part of the hill part of Newburgh, there were eight of us, 



19  
 
 

four boys and four girls, who really spent a great deal of our time together. In the winter 
when we were all home from college, we went to a thing called the Charity Ball together, 
which was the social event of Evansville once a year, which involved all generations. And 
we played. In the summers we swam together and played bridge together and drank 
together and were very much involved with each other. Three of them belonged to one 
family--a boy and two sisters--and then two of them, a boy and his sister, belonged to 
another. And then the other three of us were individuals from our families. During the 
summers when we got together we played bridge at least once a day. 

 
Starn: This was in college or high school vacations? 

 
Brentano: End of high school and college, but more in college because at the end of high school, we 

worked. But I worked during college too. I worked at the racetrack during college-- 
 

Starn: We’ll want to hear more about that. 
 
Brentano: --with a boy who was then an English major at Yale and who was the brother of the girl 

who I thought I was in love with, who was a history major at Vassar, and I was then at 
Swarthmore. But earlier, when we were still in high school, again, my mother felt it was 
not proper for someone not to work in the summer, and so I worked at various places. I was 
so exhausted that I hardly had time to think about anything else. I had friends in my high 
school, but none of them were close friends. I felt not any of the desire to see any of them 
that I felt to see Newburgh people or my college friends or my graduate-school friends. It 
was partly because I went to a high school which was not natural for me to go to, in some 
ways, I thought. I just didn’t develop very deep friendships there. 

Starn: You mentioned working in the summers. What were some of the jobs that you had? 

Brentano: I worked in a tool and die factory in which I was a surface-facer and a drill press operator 
on small military stoves, and a loader of trucks. It was an extremely difficult type of work. 

 
Starn: This was when you were in high school? 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: This was your mother’s idea, thinking a responsible person-- 

Brentano: Some idea of hers. She thought nice people worked in the summer. 

Starn: The surface-facer? 
 
Brentano: You bring down a machine and the machine scrapes off the rough edges of a piece that 

won’t go into a stove. And a drill-press operator just made a hole in the same sort of piece. 
The bad part was, that if you are at all a dreamer or absent-minded as I am, you’ll notice 
yourself--and I never did it--coming very close to just coming down on your hand. 

 
Starn: So was it dangerous assembly-line type work or not quite? 

 
Brentano: It wasn’t dangerous for any sensible person. There was an assembly line, but in tool and die 

factories it’s pretty detailed assembly work. It’s not quite like putting a car together. But 
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then I worked in a Swift packing house, and although that had quite repulsive parts--it took 
me years to like tripe after working the tripe room a bit--but I really liked that job a lot. It 
was loads of fun. 

 
Starn: What was your job? 

 
Brentano: Well, I was essentially an office boy and factotum. I carried mail around to different parts 

of the packing house and collected things and prepared beef, lamb and veal reports. 
 

## 
 
Brentano: Working at Swift’s, and really enjoying it--and I liked the people I worked with quite a lot, 

too. At any rate, we couldn’t have anything above our rations, but we could take our ration 
books--things like meat were rationed--to Swift’s and spend them there, and we got the best 
possible cuts of meat. [Laughter] So it was attractive in that way too. I liked it a lot. 

 
But until I started in college working at the track, I didn’t know what pleasure a job could 
be. I just loved working at the track. Well, it’s another story. 

 
 
 
 

Swarthmore 
 
 
 

Starn: Are we ready to move on to college? I still feel that there’s more that you might want to 
talk about in Newburgh. But you’ve said quite a lot. So let’s move on. How did you decide 
to go to Swarthmore? 

 
Brentano: For funny reasons. A lot of Quakers from Indiana go to Swarthmore, but no Quakers from 

Evansville went to Swarthmore. There were not any noticeable Quakers at all there, but 
there were Swarthmore people there. Around the block on Riverside, the other side of First 
Street--we lived on First--was a family, friends of my family, named Leich. 

 
Starn: Germans? 

 
Brentano: German name, yes. They may have still spoken German. They are in a sense related by 

marriage to us through my younger sister’s husband’s family, who are related to everybody. 
[Laughter] At any rate, a son had gone to Swarthmore and he had worked in the summers 
in rebuilding Mexican villages. Since I, with the help of another Leich, his aunt, who was a 
Guatemalan, had been tutored in Spanish for a couple of years--although she wanted 
French because she thought it was a better language than Spanish, but I wanted Spanish 
because we wanted it in those days. I wanted to use my Spanish and be Christian and go 
work in Mexico. So that’s what first attracted me to it. 

 
Then I got a Swarthmore catalogue and looked at the pictures of Swarthmore, and that 
attracted me to it. So I liked the idea. The people who had gone to Swarthmore from 
Evansville were serious people. 

 
Starn: It’s a small school. There was a real cohort there? 
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Brentano: Yes. Well, the principal of the central, which is called “Central,” high school was a 

Swarthmore grad and interviewed for Swarthmore. Two sisters named Trimble, who were 
friends of my family’s, had both gone to Swarthmore, and Johnny Leich had gone to 
Swarthmore, so they knew about it. 

 
Starn: Do you think that might have something to do with why the high school was so good? 

Brentano: They were not Catholics, all these people, so it was a different high school. 

Although my only aunt who went east to college had gone to Wellesley, a girl of whom I 
was very fond, really just as a friend, who was older than I am, went to Bryn Mawr and sort 
of opened that part to us. At any rate, my mother really would have liked me to go to 
Georgetown, which was where nice Catholic boys went, and my father would have been 
very pleased if I had gone to Cornell and become an engineer. 

 
Starn: Why Cornell? 

 
Brentano: Because he thought it was a good place for engineers. I applied, when we took our SATs. 

Only two people from Evansville and the area took SATs, and the other person was a 
woman who was the niece of my Wellesley aunt’s best friend, and she was going to 
Wellesley, too. And the two of us had to get to Vincennes, which was sixty miles away, by 
eight in the morning. It was a strange thing. 

 
At any rate, I applied to Georgetown, Cornell and Swarthmore. And I told my parents that 
if I got a better scholarship or fellowship, or anything, because we were still very poor, at 
Cornell, I would go to Cornell and become an electrical engineer. If I got a better 
scholarship to Swarthmore, I’d go and become an English and history major. And the 
results came. I had been lucky in the Westinghouse search, and I was one of the four 
Indianans--we didn’t win prizes, but were named in it--and so I got a lot of propaganda 
from engineering schools and companies; Carrier [Air Conditioning] said that if I went to 
four years of Cornell and let them support me, I would have a job, and would have to take a 
job at Carrier afterwards. 

 
At any rate, it was tempting. But I just assumed that I would be much better off at 
Swarthmore. I got no fellowship or scholarship at Swarthmore and got a huge one at 
Cornell, so I had to think about it and admit that I had really been lying. I talked to my 
parents and said, “I really don’t want to go and be an engineer.” Although I missed science 
a lot when I went to Swarthmore. 

 
So I went to Swarthmore. It was very difficult. I arrived feeling and looking incredibly 
tacky, it seems to me. Never had seen the place. 

 
Starn: Was this a hard decision for your parents, to let you go where you wanted to go, or did they 

really want--? 
 
Brentano: They treated it like that [snaps his fingers]. I don’t remember anything. I was so confused 

with my own untruthfulness that I didn’t--. At any rate, when I got to Swarthmore, I waited 
for hours in 30th Street Station before I got up the courage to go out and look at it and be 
there. Then I went out. Maybe Haverford was this way, too, but Swarthmore was extremely 
casual about making its new arrivals comfortable. 
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Starn: There was not a welcoming committee? 
 
Brentano:      But a nice woman named Sevringhaus from Wisconsin and I got off the train and struggled 

with our baggage up together. So I was uncomfortable at Swarthmore in lots of ways for a 
long time, personally, although I made quickly very close friends. It was during the war, so 
there were only, what, seventeen boys in our class, and one knew them very well. 

 
Starn: This was ’42? 

 
Brentano: ’43. Is that right? I would have graduated in ’47, so I think it was ’43. On the other hand, 

academically, and in terms of writing and publishing, stuff like that, it was a very bright 
year for me. I had wonderful time in that sort of connection. 

 
Starn: Publishing, you said? 

 
Brentano: Well, in the local literary magazine and in the newspaper, that sort of thing. Broadcasting. 

 
Starn: So you right away found a literary kind of mission? 

 
Brentano: That’s right. And the Latin helped. I was in a Latin class with only two other people, and 

we were doing mostly Latin drama. We did some history, too, but mostly drama. So we 
translated and broadcast and acted and did all those things. Swarthmore had a little 
network, its radio station, and it was used a lot by all of us. I was a disc jockey on it, did all 
sorts of various things. On that sort of intellectual side of my life, I wrote some poems 
which went into the musical compositions of one of my classmates. 

 
It was exhilarating, and my teachers were over-appreciative in a way that I didn’t 
appreciate at the time. My history teacher and my Latin teacher lived together in a place 
called Benjamin West House, because it had belonged to Benjamin West, the painter. When 
my mother and sister visited me, they entertained them, had them to tea and carried on 
about them. 

 
Starn: Who were these teachers? 

 
Brentano: One was Miss Brewster, Ethel Hampton Brewster, who taught us Latin, and the other was 

Jean Wilson, who went back to Smith, who taught us history. They gave me a tremendous 
amount of self-confidence about my mind. And Swarthmore did that because it paid 
attention in that really, I guess, sick way--to what grades people got. My grades my first 
term--I took an extra course; we were only supposed to take four; I took five--but they were 
an A, three B’s and a C, and people came up from all over campus and congratulated me. 
The distance between that and our grading system is remarkable. [Laughter] 

 
But I had a good political science teacher, an excellent economics teacher, and then all the 
people who were interested in how Plautus and Terence sounded if you translated them 
interestingly, and how they worked out on the air, and you could have parts in them, and I 
acted in a play-- 

 
Starn: You performed Terence on the air? What fun. 
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Brentano: It was fun. A lot of this was made comfortable for me by a guy who died this year, named 

John Roselli. In the end, he was a historian who taught at Manchester, worked on modern 
Italy and modern England, and was one of the closest friends of someone in this town-- 
Marion Benedict was one of John’s closest friends. As a matter of fact, although Marion 
hardly noticed me, I was the male in a play by another Swarthmoran that he produced; a 
woman named Ann Pike wrote it, and Johnnie produced it and Marion was in it. 

 
Starn: Marion Benedict was ahead of you, wasn’t she, at Swarthmore? 

 
Brentano: Oh yes, all the women in the play were upper-division women and beyond my wildest 

dreams--although while we were rehearsing the play, two of my poems came second and 
third in a poetry contest which Auden had organized. 

 
Starn: Was he a visiting professor for a year or two years? 

 
Brentano: I don’t know. I was only there a year when he was there, because then I was drafted. I don’t 

know. 
 

Starn: And he made a considerable impression on you? 
 
Brentano: Tremendous! Tremendous. I’ll get back to that in a second, if I can. I noticed the women in 

the play were looking at my notebook when I came out of one rehearsal. And it was 
because they wanted to see the two poems that had come second and third, and the woman 
who wrote the play’s poem came first. It really was very exciting for me. 

 
I didn’t in the first semester take the course with Auden. I didn’t really know who he was. I 
was very uneducated about contemporary poetry, but he was famous at Swarthmore 
because everybody said, “Auden’s here, Auden’s here.” He was tremendously good to me. 
I think I was the only unattractive male that he was good to. His attractions were almost 
entirely to sort of hunky sailors. I don’t think he was good to any female particularly at all. 

Starn: You mean you were the only heterosexual male that he was interested in. 

Brentano: No, I just mean the only unattractive one. [Laughter] But he was very good to me, and took 
a lot of time teaching me. It was a very exciting course, which I’ve talked about before, I 
think, but it was on Shakespeare’s sonnets. But it meant that he read us, and had us read, 
anything he could think of that would be valuable. It was completely selection of whatever 
would be good. He read the “Sea and the Mirror” aloud to us in galley. He made us read 
quite a lot of Ibsen. He just moved around, made us read Greek drama. It was thrilling 
because there was no necessary connection except the connection of intensity and idea. If 
anybody really influenced my teaching, it certainly was Auden. It was the course that 
really, as a course, most excited me. 

 
Starn: That sense of freedom stayed with you, in terms of being able to connect in your own mind 

and see its importance and feel that you could present it to students that way. 
 
Brentano: It’s not what I taught, the way I taught, when I first came out here, because I had been sort 

of frightened in Oxford--because everybody, or the people who cared about me, said you’ll 
never be able to teach, you’re a research historian, and you’ll never, never be able to teach 
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Westerners, people you don’t know anything about, that sort of thing. I was pretty 
convinced, so I was pretty prim. 

 
But increasingly, I felt comfortable with the Auden thing, because it did so much for me. 
But it probably didn’t affect anyone else very much in our class. 

 
Starn: Was it also unique at Swarthmore? 

 
Brentano: Oh yes. All of our classes were intense and small, but in technique it was… Jean Wilson 

was the other person who was most influential. Ethel Brewster was, too. 
 

Starn: Jean Wilson taught you what? 
 
Brentano: She taught first Introduction to History, like [History] 4, although it was 1215-1815, and 

then she taught seventeenth-century Western Europe, which I took as an upper-division 
course, but I took lower-division. Her style was quite different. She was very tall and very 
severe, and she watched our faces and she would say, ‘What is troubling you, Mr__?’ That 
was the way Wilson taught. Brewster taught severely. She was one of the people who said 
to me, ‘Let us hear a little bit of your Jesuit pronunciation.’ Of course, I hadn’t been taught 
by Jesuits in Latin. 

 
Starn: Is this what is known as Church Latin as opposed to--? 

 
Brentano: At least soft-pronouncing Latin. She had been involved with Aydelotte’s experiment in 

founding the new Swarthmore, and so she remembered a lot. When she died, she left her 
Phi Beta Kappa key to one of her old students, Joyce Kidder, who’s a lawyer, and she left 
her copy of Aydelotte to me. It was very dear. When I went away to the army, she gave me 
a tiny copy of Horace’s epistles to carry in my pocket to cheer me up. It was very dear of 
her. I never knew exactly what happened to her. By the time Gerry got there, I think she 
was no longer teaching. 

 
Starn: Gerry Caspary? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Because he came when I came back. I think she killed herself, because people were so 

mysterious, in the way people used to be, about her death. But she was in her sense of self a 
wonderful teacher. There was a woman named Elizabeth Wright who loathed me from the 
day I walked into her first class till the day I walked out of her last seminar. And she made 
it quite clear that she disliked me intensely, even in seminar. 

 
Starn: Was this categorically or something particular? 

 
Brentano: I don’t know. It was chemical. She was a wonderful teacher and very sharp. I can 

remember, you know, I was a pain in the neck. I knew that Southey was for me an 
interesting nineteenth-century poet, and in our early nineteenth-century poetry class, which 
I took with her my first semester, she hadn’t covered him, and I said, “Will we ever get to 
Southey?” And she said, “Mr. Brentano, shall we call it “Suthey?” [Laughter] And she was 
like that to me the whole length of time I was there, and it was just thrilling. 

 
I guess in many ways the best seminar I ever took was a seminar on Victorian poetry, which 
is still the heart of my real interests in-- 
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Starn: This is where Tennyson enters? 
 
Brentano: Really, Swarthmore seminars were peculiar in those days. This was after I got back from 

the war, obviously, junior and senior years. The seminars would take something like six 
hours. We’d go for about three and a half hours, then the teacher would provide small 
sandwiches and tea, or something, and then we’d go back for some more hours. She was 
acid to me all through. But on the other hand, we were all of us, or not just I, whatever it 
was, we were so excited by that seminar in Victorian poetry that we could hardly eat 
afterwards. It was thrilling. It’s something I’ve always found--I can’t do it very well with 
students--a kind of nasty hostility; it’s a wonderful teaching technique for the people who 
have it. And I just don’t have it. But it was just thrilling. 

 
I could do what Jean Wilson did by being severe and jokey, but I can’t channel that pure 
hatred [laughter] which really makes a student react. Which she did. 

 
Starn: It’s not too late. [Laughter] Maybe you’ll learn. 

 
Brentano: But anyway, when I went back to Swarthmore to teach, she was very nice to me. 

Starn: Was it just one year you were at Swarthmore before you went into the army? 

Brentano: Yes. And I thought, exciting as Swarthmore had been for me, I thought I might go to 
Trinity. 

 
Starn: When did you think you might go to Trinity? 

 
Brentano: When I was at Chicago. What happened to me in the army was: I went for basic training 

and then I went to Chicago to learn Japanese. 
 
 
 
 

Manila and Japan 
 
 
 

Starn: How did it happen? Were you convinced of the ‘just war’ and you volunteered, or was 
there a draft? What was it? 

 
Brentano:      I was drafted, but I had begun to think about it. My family was reasonably patriotic, and 

Catholics were patriotic. I had lived in a Quaker college and had begun to think Quaker 
things, but my heaviest contact with serious Quakers about war was after I came back. I 
really hadn’t become a pacifist until I was in War Crimes in Manila, because--I had been 
thinking around those thoughts, obviously--but my job was to translate all the documents 
connected with an either executed or imprisoned prisoner, and his appeal. 

 
Starn: And this was on the basis of, what, six months of Japanese language training? 

 
Brentano: A year. It worked well in the prisoner-of-war camp when I was out in the camps. I was very 

slow in War Crimes and I was the only Caucasian in my group, and it wasn’t because I was 
talented. 
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Starn: You were the only one who knew Japanese at all? 
 
Brentano: No, we were all translators and interpreters, but the others were all Issei and Nisei, so they 

were much faster than I, and so I was sort of a decoration, I guess. 
 

Starn: Was there some reason for putting you there with the Issei and Nisei? 
 
Brentano: Alphabetical. [Laughter] What happened was, we got to Japan after a year in training. It 

was very good training. We could all speak Japanese well, and a lot of us could read it quite 
well and we could write well. But on the other hand, when we were given tests in 
Yokohama Harbor, to see who were the good ones and who were the bad ones--because 
they didn’t need so many Japanese interpreters, because the war had ended, and we were to 
go into with squads. When they tested us, none of us was good enough. So what they did 
was, they divided us alphabetically. Those whose last names began with something 
between A and D inclusively were sent to Japanese-using things. The others were all sent 
back to the infantry. 

 
So I was lucky. I was put on a ship and sent to Manila almost immediately. We went to a 
Repple Depple--a replacement depot in Zama--for a few days, which was very interesting. 
It was Japanese enough to be attractive. It’s close to Tokyo. At any rate, I was then put on a 
ship--with six or seven of my colleagues--and sent to Manila. It took fourteen days going 
across the South China Sea, and because I was lying in my bunk at one point, and the cook 
came by, the morning cook, found me lying there, he just drafted me. I was the assistant 
morning cook for the trip, and it was a wonderful job. In the first place, I hated officers, just 
generically. We fixed the breakfasts for officers, sailors and enlisted men. The officers got 
cold-storage eggs and the enlisted men got powdered eggs. So we, and he was involved 
with this, gave as many rotten eggs as we could to the officers. [Laughter] I enjoyed it 
thoroughly. All the rest of my day--I got up very early and we fixed that sort of breakfast, 
and then I was free--I could lie on the ship, on the deck, and look at the southern sky. It was 
warm and wonderful, a beautiful trip. It could have lasted forever; I loved it. A funny ship, 
called the Octarara Maru. Never knew what Octarara meant but maru, you know, just 
means ship in Japanese. 

 
Anyway, when we got there, I don’t know. I can’t remember how we were doled out, but 
we went to military intelligence and to various kinds of translation. I went to War Crimes, 
and again, I couldn’t translate quickly, and so it took me a long time. But I translated 
carefully, partly because of that, and I studied both what the Japanese had done to their 
opponents, and what their opponents had done to the Japanese, and the full horror of war 
was apparent. More than that, we were told--I’m not sure this was true, because not many 
Japanese were actually executed from the Manila trials--but we were told that we were 
translating the appeals of people who had already been executed. It made you hate the 
system, as you can imagine. 

 
Also, if you were in an anti-Japanese America, and you spent a year being taught Japanese 
culture and language by Japanese, and then you went to deal constantly with Japanese, with 
Issei and Nisei and Sansei, but also with real Japanese, it was almost, I should think, 
impossible not to become pro-Japanese. And we were really very pro-Japanese. War, even 
that good war, and I never thought seriously about, or couldn’t decide, how different the 
East war and the West war were. But it just shouldn’t have been fought. All those people 
shouldn’t have killed each other and that’s where things went. 
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Then I became a pacifist and I went back, and my junior-year roommate, who influenced 
me a great deal--a man named Newt Garver, who teaches philosophy at Buffalo--was very 
serious. He refused even to register or to do anything, and was sent to prison. I admired him 
tremendously. He was a gentle, huge wrestler, intensely intellectual and philosophical in a 
way that I could never be or am. His thoughtful, calm position against any compromise 
with war was very impressive to us all. 

 
Starn: Do you know how he’d arrived at it? 

 
Brentano: No, although I’ve heard more recently. The last time the AHA [American Historical 

Association] went to Washington (when I went, at least), the American Philosophical 
Society was meeting in Washington too, and we spent some time together. He talked a bit 
about it. There’s a student here named Philippe Buc--have you ever heard of him? He’s 
now teaching at Stanford. He’s a medievalist at Stanford. 

 
Starn: I’ve heard the name, yes. 

 
Brentano: Well, he’s a student of Gerry’s, and I taught him. He had been Newt’s son’s best friend at 

Swarthmore. Indirectly, particularly through him from Gerry, I learned things about Newt’s 
background, and I don’t think it came from his parents. But he lives within now, or he did, 
five years ago, an intensely Quaker atmosphere and community. I don’t know how we got 
onto the war and all that, but it was a very important part of my life. 

 
Starn: It was important also because the Japanese connection lasted, didn’t it? 

 
Brentano: Yes, it did. I was only a freshman in college. In the first place, when we were leaving 

Manila… 
 

Starn: But you really learned Japanese in a year? 
 
Brentano: Well, you really can. Locked in a room, you can. We were not allowed to read books at 

night that were written in Roman script. A sergeant came through checking, to see what we 
were reading. We did read, those who could, Hebrew. Those who had taken a little Greek, 
like me, read Greek instead. We did anything to be rebellious. But still, we were taught 
there. The way we were taught was: you got a list of statements at the beginning of the day, 
were taught speech as opposed to writing or reading, and through a whole day, going from 
class to class, you arranged and rearranged about seven statements. It’s incredibly tedious, 
but it’s incredibly effective. So we did speak. Really, we spoke well. I was surprised. 

 
There were people who were extremely talented, like Franz Schurman, who was here, who 
was in my group. He was very intelligent, he was very learned, he worked very hard, and 
he was good with languages, and he was wonderful in Japanese, and he also learned eleven 
Mongolian dialects, and things like that. He was an unusual person. But it did work. 

 
At any rate, when we were leaving Manila, this guy who had not been a close friend of 
mine at Chicago, named Dobuler, and I had become close friends in Manila because we 
went to the races all the time, because the Manila racing track was still moving, but very 
badly. We figured it out, perhaps wrongly--he figured it out; I didn’t--that we could afford 
to buy the Manila Jockey Club and stay in Manila. [Laughter] We were very tempted, 
because it had no racing form, which we could have created, and we thought we could get 
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help in repairing the track and things. We thought about it very seriously. Then we decided 
that we were freshmen in college, we didn’t know anything about life or anything, and we 
should go back. 

 
Starn: You didn’t require advice; you figured this out for yourselves. 

 
Brentano: Yes. We were supposed just to go back to America, but my friends who were Japanese in 

our group were all allowed--and people don’t believe how insane things like the army are-- 
because we were members of the Allied Translator/Interpreter Service and had been in 
Manila, the Japanese in the Allied Translator/Interpreter Service had not had the advantage 
in the war of visiting relatives. So they said that any Japanese could go to spend three weeks 
in Japan on the way home and visit his relatives. So my friends said, ‘They will never know 
that you are not Japanese. Your name sounds Japanese, and you can certainly do it.’ So I 
filled out a request, and I was sent to Japan. They were extremely hostile to me when I 
arrived, and they were extremely American, whoever they were. They just seemed authority 
to us. I got a long bawling-out--I was terribly tired--and then was told that as punishment, I 
could only leave Tokyo for three days at a time. So I had a vacation in Japan. 
I desperately didn’t want to leave Japan, either. But again I thought, ‘You don’t know 
anything. You haven’t had a real life.’ 

Starn: You were eighteen, nineteen at the time? 

Brentano: Must have been nineteen. So I came back to Swarthmore, and I fully intended to keep up 
my Japanese, but they didn’t teach it at Swarthmore. I could have gone to Penn, but it just 
sort of gradually drifted away. Then when I went to Oxford, I met a guy who had been an 
English officer in ATIS. We taught Japanese poetry at the college, so I still felt arrogant 
about my Japanese, but then it just gradually over the years has drifted away, so that Irv 
[Irwin Scheiner, professor of Japanese history at Berkeley] talks to me in Japanese all the 
time, and I understand nothing of what he says. 

Starn: So just the sense of the Japanese culture and the language is really still with you. Brentano:

 Yes, and it joins, in a sense, in my tastes, and in a sense it joins Newburgh. That is, I think 
Japanese fields and farms that I saw just changed or added to my view of beauty. Then, 
maybe not now, the farms were often separated by camellia and bamboo hedges. The 
camellias were in bloom when I was there the first time. Everything seemed beautiful. I 
know that’s not true of all of Japan. 

 
Starn: This was even in wartime Japan, too. 

 
Brentano: Yes, just post-war. And the Japanese were courteous in a way--you can’t imagine how 

appealing it was--I really like courtesy a lot. The people I was with in Chicago on the 
whole were New Yorkers, and I’ll say it exactly, lower class, low ambitions. They had 
presumably, some of them, not been put in officer training school because of their 
backgrounds, and they were extremely rude. They were particularly rude and ugly, really, 
to those of us who were Westerners, Southerners, or Midwesterners, and those of us who 
were Christians. It was a very unpleasant situation. There was a lot of rudeness in the army, 
as you would expect in that army. 
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And my Japanese friends, on the other hand, with whom I worked, the Nisei and Sansei, 
were incredibly polite. I remember the first time we were going into our barracks which 
was, I think, in Manila, which was a little screened affair--like Guantanamo, except not 
broken up that way. The man I was going in with opened the door and stood back. Nobody 
had done that for a long time; it was so, so pleasing. 

 
Can I just say a bit about Manila? My closest friends were Japanese. We had bunks 
together, except when I went out to the POW camp. We played Go one night, my next-door 
neighbor and I, and chess the next night. We alternated. I had always hated chess because 
my father loved it and we played it a lot and I never won. I never once won either Go or 
chess, [laughter] but it was pleasant to be with him. It seemed I should have won chess and 
he should have won Go, but… That was in some ways a very pleasant part of life just 
because of my connection with those Japanese. 

 
Starn: How long were you in Manila? 

Brentano: I guess, six months. 

Starn: That’s a long time. During that whole time, you were both working and playing with your 
buddies. 

 
Brentano: Yes. I only went to the races, I think, on Saturday. They may have only happened one day a 

week; I can’t remember. It was very picturesque, because around the racetrack and near the 
stands, which were very primitive, people had blankets with papayas and mangos stretched 
out on them--it was very beautiful in a sort of Mexican way. Manila was horrible because 
of the recent destruction, but also very beautiful. I don’t know if I said this or not, but the 
place where I met the guy who took me to the races, Dobuler--he had a jeep because he was 
in G-2--was on a corner. And waiting, I looked across the garden, and across the garden 
was this building, connected with a church, and on it was written: Tolle lege, tolle lege…. 

 
## 

 
Brentano: I had never read the Confessions [of St. Augustine], although there was a copy at home. I 

knew what the words meant, but I had no idea why they were on the church. They just 
stood and shouted at me through the garden. And so it was tremendously exciting when I 
first taught the Confessions to find that garden scene [laughter]. That was one of the 
reasons I liked it. It was a really attractive garden. It was full of those things that grow in 
the Philippines that we don’t see much of. Not breadfruit, but things like breadfruit, and 
mangos and papayas and things like that. 

 
Starn: And flowers. 

 
Brentano: It was a flower garden, yes, exactly. The place where War Crimes--not where we worked 

but where they had the trials--was surrounded by gingers. It’s a strange thing; it’s a bright 
white building. There’s another name for ginger--you know, those red and yellow flowers. 
You know what I mean. In a way it was so bleak and so pretty and that sort of thing, but the 
part in which we lived was… 

 
Starn: This was a U.S. government building? 
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Brentano: Yes. 

 
Starn: Who was actually in charge of the War Crimes? 

 
Brentano: I think, under MacArthur, a local general, probably. We dealt with lawyers, who were 

extremely unpleasant, some of them, to deal with. Let me tell you a quick story, which can 
be cut out later. Our camp had to be guarded at night because people had been stealing 
things. People stole things a lot in the Orient in those days because they didn’t have enough 
to eat, and we threw away things that were, I think, good things to eat. So we were asked, 
or forced, those of us who were non-commissioned people, to move through the camp 
carrying a carbine at night, for a couple of hours--I don’t know how often. And we didn’t 
take it very seriously, because it wasn’t like a real war or anything. I remember walking 
through a barrack in which people were playing chess, and stopping and watching them 
while I was on guard. And a lawyer turned up who was tremendously excited, frenetic, and 
said, ‘You’ll be court-martialed for this,’ and he carried on in really the most awful way. 
And he started, or initiated a thing, for which I would have been court-martialed, if it had 
succeeded. But I first was sent to see the colonel who was in charge of us. That colonel who 
was in charge of us, and who must have been in charge of something more than this group, 
was living in the hills with a Filipino mistress, a Filipina, and when I went in to see him, all 
trembling, I guess, though I don’t remember trembling, he said, ‘Now let’s hear what you 
were really doing.’ And I explained it. He said, ‘That doesn’t sound so terrible, does it. 
This lawyer’s pretty nervous about it, but why don’t we just let it get lost.’ I admired him, 
as you can imagine, a lot. 

 
But then when I was on guard, really not very long afterward, I went by the lawyer’s 
barrack, and as I was close to passing, the lawyer rolled out of his bed and into the gully 
that went around all our barracks, to keep rats and things out. He wasn’t hurt seriously, but 
he was in a ludicrous position when I came. One of the most maliciously pleasurable times 
in my life! [Laughter] 

 
Anyway, in Japan, I would like to have stayed in Japan too, I would like to have worked in 
Japan, but then I came back and my Japanese has gone away. But, Tanazaki is more 
important to me than Dickens. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. Were you able to read also Japanese literature at that point? That came later. 

 
Could I ask you a little bit more about the actual War Crimes, the structure of what went 
on? Because I don’t have a clear picture of it at all. 

 
Brentano: I don’t remember it all. I was a little piece, and we did what we had to do. All I know is that 

we sat in our office with a lot of dictionaries and maps, and translated things in Japanese 
which described atrocities--and atrocities in both directions--fairly, in the Dutch East Indies 
and in the Philippines. And when we finished, we put together all the belongings of that 
particular investigatee, including his wallet and pictures of his family, which were also 
affecting, and our translations, and turned them in. I went to see a day of the Crimes--not in 
Manila--I just looked in, in Tokyo. And it was a day in which the emperor, the old emperor, 
a boy emperor of China who was a puppet for the Japanese, was being tried. And his poetry 
was being read, so it was particularly interesting to me. I had no sense of what was really 
happening. 
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Starn: But you heard things, such as that people had already been executed? 
 
Brentano: That was the gossip among us translators. I thought, which was true, I think, that the Nisei 

and Sansei translators probably knew a lot more than I did, because they could understand 
conversations that I couldn’t. When I was in the prisoner-of-war camp, it was very, very 
simple. We sat, just as you are hearing about Geneva now, but we didn’t have Geneva 
regulations, really. It wasn’t atrocious; it just happened not to be legal. And we one-by-one 
interviewed criminals. And we were only allowed, as you heard, to demand name, rank and 
serial number. In that case, we were clearing people to go back to Japan who were being 
freed. One of my people that I talked to pretended he couldn’t remember his serial number. I 
said, ‘Well, but that’s not possible.’ 

 
Starn: Was that in self-defense because he didn’t want to be connected to crimes? 

Brentano: I don’t know what happened later, or what was the basis. It’s just that you…. 

Starn: You couldn’t forget that. 
 
Brentano: You just…you couldn’t. So I simply jotted down that he should be investigated because he 

pretended he couldn’t remember his serial number. And I assumed it was investigated and 
that he was punished or something. I felt guilty for a long time. 

 
Starn: You felt guilty--? 

 
Brentano: Because I don’t really believe in punishment for things people have done before. I really 

don’t. I don’t know about the Germans and the Jews. That’s a hard problem for me. 

Starn: You mentioned that you had some knowledge of American war crimes at the same time? 

Brentano: We were allies, more. You see, we read the description of all the witnesses--all the 
witnesses who spoke Japanese, at least--and we read them with things that were in English, 
and I guess they must have been in Tagalog or Spanish. But I couldn’t read Tagalog. I tried 
to learn, but it wasn’t necessary. I did try to learn, though, a little bit. At any rate, the whole 
action would be described, of what particularly Filipino soldiers or civilians did to Japanese 
that made the Japanese react, or vice versa. That’s a whole saga. As I remember, both sides 
did ugly things with hand grenades and stuff like that. It just seemed that if the Japanese 
had won, the other people would have been prosecuted. 
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II. SWARTHMORE, OXFORD, BERKELEY, 1946-1956 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 2: February 28, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

Swarthmore Again 
 
 
 

Starn: We had left you, at the end of our last talk, returning to Swarthmore after World War II, in 
1946, and you were part of a veteran cohort. Did you see the campus as a different place, 
being a veteran, or was it too much the same? 

 
Brentano: When I got back, I was very different. I had been, like most people in my generation, and 

particularly more because I’m so inept--I think I may have said this--I assumed that I 
wouldn’t survive the war. So I was sort of surprised. But also I was surrounded by lots and 
lots of other veterans of various ages who quite clearly changed Swarthmore, because they 
were more adult, more experienced, and in some ways smarter. Also, they had a broader 
social background. They were almost all on the G.I. Bill of Rights, so they were quite fully 
supported by the government. 

 
Starn: Were they people who wouldn’t have been there as freshmen? 

 
Brentano: Yes, many of them would not have been there as freshmen, because they couldn’t have 

afforded to go straight through. But also, while I thought it was exciting to sort of fool 
professors when I was a freshman and do as little work as possible, and yet get good 
grades--it was shameful, but it’s helpful for me in understanding my own students--that had 
changed completely. I just lusted after hard things and learning, so I was much more 
intensely interested in almost all the courses I took and, I suppose, much less tolerant of 
people who taught badly, which was rare at Swarthmore. The alignment of superb teachers 
was almost hard to believe. As all my contemporaries would say, Roland Pennock, for 
instance, who taught political theory, in some ways changed all of our lives--simply, I 
think, because of the demandingness of his own intellect in dealing with himself and the 
people we read, and in dealing with the people he taught. 

 
Starn: Had he been in the war? 
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Brentano: No. He was too old. And I think, probably, too Quaker. I also was--because I had become, 

in War Crimes, particularly, a pacifist--I was much more intimately involved with Quakers 
and more extreme groups of pacifists on the campus. I had become not less Catholic, I 
think, but much, much more Quaker. 

 
Starn: Were there more of the groups than there had been before the war? 

 
Brentano: It seemed to me so, but it may have been just that I was more attentive to them. A close 

friend of mine was a man named Sam Todes, who died a couple of years ago, as a 
philosophy professor at Northwestern. He was involved deeply in Quaker thought (although 
he was Jewish) and in writing poetry, as I was. We were very close to each other, and 
perhaps I saw more of the Quaker groups because of him. He was also a close friend of 
Gerry Caspary's, but although Gerry and I took courses together, we were not close friends. 

 
Starn: Could you talk a little bit about the campus community? It was a Quaker campus, but how 

was it actually structured? How large was it? 
 
Brentano: When I was a freshman, it was supposed to have seven hundred students, although that was 

down, I think, because there were so few men. They had to be young to come, before. And 
there were navy people living on campus, being trained particularly in things like physics 
and chemistry. I guess it was still officially seven hundred when I came back. It certainly 
was divided into groups. I belonged to a specific sort of relatively intellectual, relatively 
aesthetic group on campus. After my first year back, I was in the honors program and in a 
way we saw, except for our dorm-mates, very little of other people, because we worked 
together in seminars and didn’t have regular classes. I was very close to my dorm-mates all 
three years when I had come back. 

 
Starn: This would have been how many people? 

 
Brentano: For the first two years when I was back, about fifteen people on my floor of my dorm. In 

the last year I was back, when I lived in a separate institution--half faculty and half 
students--there were about twelve of us students. We saw them all the time; we ate with 
them. They were our pretty good friends. But, something Swarthmore did is extremely 
important, I think. When we came to lunch or dinner, we lined up outside the dining room, 
and we went in by eights to sit at tables. We had to sit with the people we were lined up 
with, so that over a period of years, you knew everyone in the college, because you were 
forced to. 

 
Starn: A sensible idea. 

 
Brentano: And it was a very Quaker idea. 

Starn: Did people work against it in terms of trying to line up with the people they liked best? 

Brentano: Only when they wanted to go on talking to them at dinner. Not very much. In a sense, the 
food was so really abysmally terrible [laughter] that it was--I don’t know if that affected the 
community, too, but it was a constant hostility. 

Starn: Lowered spirits? [laughter] 
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Brentano: Just quite incredible. One night, there were three kinds of beans. And we had things, 

incidentally, which seemed quite attractive, like watercress, because lots of watercress was 
given to the college. And mushrooms. But we came despite the beans. Terrible. Both in the 
army and in England, I had much better food than I had at Swarthmore. [Laughter] At any 
rate, it brought us together. 

 
And seminars brought us together completely, as I think I mentioned last time. In the 
Victorian poetry seminar, which was the most exciting I took, the eight of us went out, 
drove out, because the seminar was in the teacher’s (Elizabeth Wright’s) house in Rose 
Valley. We spent about five hours there, broken by a good tea--downstairs, but a good tea. 
The room was kept cold so that we wouldn’t dilly-dally and would get back up. [Laughter] 
I think I may have said last time, we were so excited when we got home to dinner that we 
could hardly eat or think or anything. It was really just tremendously exciting. As a matter 
of fact, my teaching at Berkeley can’t do the same things those seminars did. But it’s 
certainly meant to bring a Swarthmore-seminar quality to Berkeley teaching. 

 
Starn: In your History 4B, you manage to make a seminar out of 114 people. 

 
Brentano: I try. It doesn’t seem to me it’s working very well this year, but it has worked well, once at 

least. 
 

Starn: And this is where you learned how to do it--this and also the Auden influence, which you 
talked about last time. 

 
Brentano: That’s right. I was influenced by--really, it’s quite startling--at least five or six of my 

teachers. By Brewster--but those were tiny little three-person classes, by our Greek teacher 
in larger classes, but also by Jean Wilson, my freshman history teacher, and by Mary 
Albertson, who was the English medievalist, although there were really two English 
medievalists in that tiny little faculty. And they were very different from each other. Mary 
Albertson, who influenced us all, everyone who has ever worked with her--full of wry 
phrases, of wry attitudes, a kind of complex meanness/kindness that made us (only four in 
our seminar) just rigid with attention when we were sitting with her. Very, very exciting. 
Elizabeth Cox Wright, whom I mentioned just before in the Victorian one, really disliked 
me intensely--she was the Southey person--from the first time I saw her.  That intense 
dislike showed me a way of teaching which could be very valuable but I can’t use. And 
again, Pennock was terribly important to us. 

Starn: It seems to me a preponderance of women, a strong preponderance of women. Why is that? 

Brentano: Partly deliberate. Bryn Mawr and Swarthmore together were places (more Swarthmore 
than Bryn Mawr, I think) in which those really tough, excluded women--excluded from the 
major universities--taught and connected themselves in the early Berkshire Group. They 
were scattered; they were at Douglas and Mount Holyoke and Smith. 

 
Starn: Berkshire is the early feminist group. 

 
Brentano: That’s right, and it still convenes, but it’s quite changed. Particularly, I think, Natalie Davis 

was instrumental in making it more open. But they were tough people who believed in high 
standards, and they were very much unattracted by the sort of big generalizations that 
seemed to them to dominate the major male university groups; the importance of, say, 
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Islamic conquests to the changing of Europe, hardly interested them. None of them would 
have been faintly interested in the beginning of the Renaissance. Interested in commercial 
revolutions, yes, and particularly interested in things like economic history, I think, and 
institutional history, very disinclined to use literary sources to do anything to somehow 
soften the toughness of using documents. And they were like each other. 

 
Starn: Did they have any common teachers or anything else in common? 

 
Brentano: Yes, the one I know who was common to them was a historian named Gray who taught at 

Bryn Mawr. A number of them had done their undergraduate work at Bryn Mawr. Almost 
all the ones I knew had done their graduate work in large part in England, which was much 
more open to women scholars. Which was also true, I noticed, when I was at Oxford; the 
fact that there were women’s colleges in Oxford and Cambridge, which had women dons, 
ensured that there would be a strong impulse of female thought, of that kind of female 
thought. And these women, not just at Oxford--none I knew went to Cambridge, but to 
Oxford, Manchester and London--they came back with ideas they had picked up there. 

 
Starn: Did they tend to cluster at Swarthmore? Was Swarthmore unusual in having several of 

them at the same time? 
 
Brentano: Yes, I think. Swarthmore was unusual in this sense, like Oberlin (but I know nothing about 

Oberlin, really); from the beginning it had both men and women. It had dealt with the 
problem of men and women together, and how they’re taught together, how they’re taught 
to respect each other in various ways. It was very, very committed both to noticing the 
women present, about half of us, and of not making distinctions. It came to me--I guess I 
should get to this later--as extremely shocking, when I arrived at Berkeley, to find out that 
I, who had been trained both at Oxford and at Swarthmore by a prevalence of very strong 
women, would find no women faculty members. It was so strange; it was like not seeing 
the absence of blacks when I was a child, and I was conscious of this.  But it wasn't until I 
went to the first departmental meeting and noticed that there was something wrong with it 
that I couldn’t identify--and then looked around and saw that there were no women present 
--that I realized that I was in a quite different world. But I didn't do anything to combat that 
very seriously, until-- 

 
Starn: We'll have to talk about that. That’s so interesting. But what about Swarthmore, physically? 

Was it a pleasing place for you? 
 
Brentano: Extremely beautiful. It was suburban, unfortunately, but a big campus, with big woods, 

about which they cared a lot, encouraged us to write poetry about, or to write about, to 
study in--and, I suppose our more adventuresome colleagues to procreate in. The formal 
gardens around the main parts of the college were really very beautifully tended. I still am 
very attached to them. And the woods were beautiful as woods are. The middle Atlantic 
states are sort of closed and heavy and drippy from a Westerner’s or a Midwesterner’s point 
of view--or a Southerner’s or New Englander’s--but it was extremely beautiful. 

 
The campus was very important, although there was a strong anti-aesthetic bent, as there is 
in most Quaker colleges, I think. That is, some of the buildings were accidentally quite 
beautiful, but as frequently as they could, they tore them down and replaced them with ugly 
buildings. [Laughter] The interior decorations were on the whole, just, from any other point 
of view, quite appalling--it was a part of Quaker plainness, I guess. But also, the thought 
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that anybody could have taken painting as a course would have been seen as silly as having 
a course in sociology or anthropology. It was just unthinkable. 

 
Starn: Too frivolous for them, somehow, to be believed. 

Brentano: Yes, yes. Too unscientific, really. 

Starn: The campus was fairly compact? It wasn’t spread out over hills? 
 
Brentano: The main campus was on a hill; you walked up from the railway. Those railways in 

Philadelphia are very important because they formed the suburbs. But then the woods 
stretched out for a long time across a creek called the Crum. The last place I lived was just 
over the Crum, and all our rooms had views of it and we looked down to it. It was really 
very beautiful, and we had a balcony outside our rooms that ran along the side of the house. 

Starn: So you didn’t have any kind of aesthetic dislocation from your home, from the landscape? 

Brentano: No. Since I grew up, as you know, in a family that wandered around the house looking for 
views, looking and talking about views all the time, I spent a lot of time thinking about 
views there. Also, the poetry I wrote in my freshman year at Swarthmore had a lot to do 
with the location, with the vegetation, and with the Crum. I didn’t say last time: one of the 
reasons it was so pleasing to win prizes, even second and third (but it was nice to have the 
two together) was that Auden first got us to write the poems, and then the judge of them 
was Marianne Moore--although as a freshman I knew very little about either one of them. 
Until I was a freshman, I knew nothing. 

 
Starn: You weren’t taught them at school. 

 
Brentano: Yes. [Laughter] It was really…it’s been thrilling all my life to think that Marianne Moore 

liked my poems. 
 

Starn: Oh, I should think. So she was present? 
 
Brentano: No, she did it at a distance. She sent evaluations, a listing, and Auden read her decisions to 

us. It was thrilling. 
 

Starn: Were your parents very proud of you? Were you able to let them know that you were 
winning these prizes and doing well? 

 
Brentano: I don’t know if they were proud of me. I was always so ashamed of not doing what they 

wanted. 
 

Starn: Becoming an engineer? 
 
Brentano: No, no.  I’m not ashamed of what my father wanted. My father never, never, never made 

me think that I should be something that I wasn’t. But my mother really would have liked a 
football-playing son. [Laughter] It was very, very hard not to be something like that at all. 
None of them, from the time I was a child, showed any particular interest in grades or 
things of that sort. 
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Starn: I thought you described your mother as being very well-read and intellectual. 
 
Brentano: She was, but not interested in the grades you got in school. She was very pleased with 

poetry prizes, yes. 
 

Starn: Well, I should think. 
 
Brentano: But perhaps more pleased that I edited a school newspaper, which was a miserable thing, 

when I was in high school. I think that pleased her. And she would have been displeased if 
I had seemed stupid. But it’s inconceivable to me that people exert pressure on their 
children to get ahead, because that's just so far from anything I knew at home. 

 
Starn: But they can exert a positive pressure by responding to them? 

 
Brentano: I know when I almost didn’t graduate from Swarthmore because of a party in which we 

were caught, that when my parents then came to my graduation, they stayed in 
Philadelphia, not out closer to the college, so that it wouldn’t be embarrassing for them if I 
weren’t allowed to march. At any rate, when I was allowed to march--by a discipline 
committee, which made it possible for the four of us who would have been in doubt for 
graduation--one of my teachers, not a very favorite teacher, said to my parents, but mostly 
to my mother, “I imagine you are very proud of Bob.” And she said, rather hostilely, I 
gather--I think I heard it, actually--and gratingly, “We certainly are,” because she was 
annoyed by the discipline. 

 
The party was on, I guess, my birthday. One of the guys, Sam Todes, who had come back 
because he had finished his work in mid-term, lived in a place on campus where visitors 
and alums live. There, you were allowed to have mixed sexes, girls and boys together, and 
also to drink. So he had a huge party, in which we drank a very great deal. A good deal of 
our life at Swarthmore was spent hiding gin bottles from visiting deans. [Laughter] We 
were discovered, and one of the maids said that not me, but one of my classmates, was seen 
jumping up and down on a bed with a woman. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Fully clothed, I would guess. 

 
Brentano: Yes. And that was reported, and we were all sort of suspended and had hearings and things 

of that sort. So it wasn’t known until two days before the actual graduation whether or not 
Sam and I and a couple of other people would be allowed to walk. 

 
Starn: Ah, suspenseful. 

 
Brentano: It helped that I had a Rhodes scholarship because [laughter] it would have embarrassed 

them. Also, there had been a little piece in Life Magazine about six or eight graduates from 
different colleges and universities--we didn’t have anything like a valedictorian at 
Swarthmore--but we were considered, somebody thought, the top people in the class. 
Swarthmore had gotten a certain amount of publicity from that, and it would also have been 
embarrassing. 

 
Starn: Ah yes. If you knew then what you know now, you would not have been so nervous. 

[Laughter] 
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Brentano: Or at least I would have understood in a more cynical way what had happened. 

 
Starn: This wasn’t just a singular occurrence; this was probably a part of the wild side of your 

undergraduate years? 
 
Brentano: Yes, yes. 

 
Starn: “Parties,” plural. 

 
Brentano: Not a very wholesome Swarthmore sort of party, with people going to a thing called the 

Plush Mill and drinking beer. But I didn’t do that. I did try, at least as I got older, to have a 
decent martini every night. I used to hide the gin in the last dorm I lived. But I wasn’t 
alone, because if you had looked from above, you would have seen our roof just covered 
with bottles, because they suspected that we drank in the house. 

 
Starn: It wasn’t earthquake country. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: Incidentally, it was a very interesting lesson for me in terms of the way colleges and 

universities work. We were brought up in front of the disciplinary committee, with the dean 
of men, from whom I had taken a Milton seminar which was just appalling--but we made it 
okay, the two of us in it, because we paid no attention to anything but metrics, which 
annoyed him a lot. 

 
Starn: There were only two in it because other people knew not to take it? 

 
Brentano: And Milton wasn’t terribly big. But, at any rate, he was the sort of person who would go 

around with a flashlight looking for things. I don’t think he literally did that. I don’t think 
he had any particular moral principles about drink. 

 
The dean of women did have to have moral principles about both sex and liquor, and she 
came from Agnes Scott [College] in Georgia. She read, almost stated them; that’s one of 
the reasons I’ve always liked administrators who state their principles and what they think 
is wrong because it’s wrong, instead of because it’s a rule or something. She was extremely 
interested in what we had to say, undecided, a help to us in our disciplinary hearing. And 
the dean of men was just awful. 

 
Starn: But it all turned out well. 

 
Brentano: Swarthmore did have very funny rules. For instance--but this was true, I guess, of a lot of 

colleges--you were absolutely forbidden to be married. So if you were caught with a person 
of the opposite sex in your room, it was a terrible thing. But if you were caught with a 
person of the opposite sex to whom you were married, it was an impossible thing. You were 
expelled immediately. 

 
Starn: This is so interesting. This was true of schoolteachers, too--that they couldn’t be married. I 

wonder, what do you think the purpose of this was? To discourage marriage, I suppose. 
 
Brentano: It was broken at Swarthmore by a specific medievalist who followed me, a woman named 

Peggy Brown who taught mostly at Brooklyn, but who was a very fine medievalist. She fell 
in love, and she said she couldn’t not be married. Her husband, George Brown, didn’t go to 
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Swarthmore. She’d either have to leave Swarthmore, or they’d have to accept it. And Mary 
Albertson, the tough woman who was our teacher--hers as well as mine, though she was 
four years behind me--said she wasn’t going to give up that student for a rule so silly. And 
she broke it, although she herself was celibatissima. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] We were talking about your parents and how they felt about you, and how 

relieved they must have been that you graduated. How had they been during the war? Were 
they intensely worried about you? Intensely worried about other larger issues? 

 
Brentano: I’m really not sure about my father’s attitude. He had not been in either war because he had 

been the wrong age in the First World War and the Second World War. I don’t remember 
him having any very strong ideological points of view. He worked as a building inspector, I 
guess--at the local plant that made Liberty Ships. 

 
Starn: There was a Liberty Ship plant in Evansville? It was a big river, I guess. 

Brentano: Yes, but it still was odd.  And my mother was, I thought, oddly patriotic. 

Starn: How did she show it? 

Brentano: Well, by talking patriotically. 

Starn: Were there flags and victory gardens? 
 
Brentano: No, not that physical, but on the other hand, she worked as a volunteer for the civilian 

defense people in the city, and was the assistant director of it. Partly, she liked it because it 
was patriotic--mostly, it sold bonds--but mostly, I think, she liked it because it was work 
that she liked doing. She liked bookkeeping and directing typing, and all that sort of thing. 

 
Starn: What was this civilian defense? 

 
Brentano: It was mostly selling liberty bonds. We didn’t have any sort of local response to the war; it 

was so very, very far away. 
 
 
 
 

Oxford 
 
 
 

Starn: Well, after the war, you had graduated, and you got a Rhodes scholarship to Oxford, so 
there was no question about your going. 

 
Brentano: That’s true. I hadn’t thought very productively about graduate school, or even thought 

much that that was what I wanted to do, when I was in college. I really wanted to write, and 
I didn’t want to be an academic, particularly, in any way. But Mary Albertson and George 
Cuttino, who were the medieval teachers most involved with me, assumed that I should go 
to graduate school, and they hoped I would get a Rhodes, when I hardly knew what a 
Rhodes was. I wasn’t very interested in one, one way or the other. I think they had thought 
that the second thing they could do would be to get me a fellowship at Johns Hopkins. If I 
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had turned, say, to Venetian history, it would have been interesting, because Johns Hopkins 
was already strong in Italian diplomatic history. 

 
But I got the Rhodes, went to Oxford--wasn’t from the beginning very entranced with the 
other Rhodes fellows, although I became very close to one of them--but they weren’t my 
type. 

 
Starn: Were they a type? 

 
Brentano: Yes, from the outside they looked like a type to those of us who were unlike them. They 

were socially competent, and from our point of view seemingly rather shallow, potential 
social lawyers. That’s what they seemed to us; it’s unfair to them, surely. I’ve grown more 
fond of them since. 

 
Starn: How many of you were there? 

 
Brentano: Approximately, I think, twenty-four, from all over the country. 

 
Starn: Were they all sports types? 

 
Brentano: They were. It depended upon the committees that chose us. The committee at Chicago 

which chose us--I think I was in the Great Lakes section--included an eighteenth-century 
English historian named Stanley Pargelis, who was very exciting to be questioned by. And I 
guess I interview better than I exist, in a sense, so it worked well. When they said, “Do you 
exercise at all?” and I said, “I swim and I walk,” they didn’t seem to care. But the other 
thing: from Indiana, from every state, two were chosen, and the way they dealt with us was 
to choose a huge athlete from I.U., and me; instead of having the combination within each 
of us, they had one of each. And that worked out well for me. 

 
Starn: Fair enough. 

 
Brentano: I should say, one of the Rhodes scholars was very important to me. He was a composer and 

poet named Barney Childs, who died last year and was teaching at Redlands when he died. 
 

Starn: History [of music], was it? 
 
Brentano: No, composition. Music. And maybe poetry, too, I’m not sure. He was the Nevada Rhodes 

scholar, although he grew up in Palo Alto, and he lived in my entryway, and I had a piano 
in my suite, and he didn’t, so I saw a particular lot of him. And he was extremely 
rebellious. He wore those string ties that Easterners think Westerners wear. 

 
Starn: Bolo ties, I think they’re called. 

 
Brentano: Si. And he wore boots, when it wasn’t fashionable to wear boots, and he acted as if he were 

chewing tobacco. He was just rebellious in all sorts of ways and very talented and 
charming. Although we didn’t see each other much in recent years, we stayed really very 
close to each other. In his last stages, he called me one afternoon. He was in such shape that 
he couldn’t remember either his address or his phone number, and we just talked a bit. He 
was very exciting and I've been remembering him especially just now, because he and I 
were asked as two types of Americans, I suppose, from Oriel, to go to an after-dinner 
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drinking party at the house of Elizabeth Wilson. She knew of us because of a connection I 
had in America. 

Starn: Who was she? 

Brentano: She was the daughter of a Shakespearean scholar, and she now lives in Berkeley because 
she married Rosberg, the African political scientist who died recently. And at that party 
was Iris Murdoch, who was still just a junior philosophy don, and of course, I’ve been 
thinking about her a lot recently. Since Barney and I were sort of on display, it was an 
interesting connection. 

 
At any rate, from the moment I got to Oxford--the ship trip was pleasant enough, because 
ships are pleasant--I met among the Rhodes scholars and other people on the ship, people I 
liked and talked to. 

 
Starn: Were you all on the same boat? 

 
Brentano: Yes, we met, and we were put on the boat. It was one of the French lines, and it took about 

seven days. It was a pleasant enough trip, although third class in those days wasn’t really 
very nice. 

Starn: They had third class for Rhodes scholars? I thought they would have done better by you. 

Brentano: Well, Out of Africa. [Laughter] Think of him. I never really knew what he [Cecil Rhodes] 
was like till much later. I was sent to Oriel; I wanted to go to Corpus [Christi] because of its 
classical history, and [Beryl] Smalley. But I was told by my teachers at Swarthmore that I 
had to go to Oriel because that’s where the Regius Professor, who was V.H. Galbraith, was. 
It didn’t really matter in the end. But I did go, and I became very devoted to Oriel, which 
had been a great intellectual college in the nineteenth century, but was a boat college when 
I was there. 

 
Starn: It was a boat college. Can you explain that? 

 
Brentano: Well, it was an athletic college and the most important athletics--with rugby--was our 

position on the river. And we were doing very well, that is, against the other colleges, when 
I was there. People were very proud of it, and men who were particularly sought by Oriel, I 
suppose, were people who had been strong in boats. It was a smart enough college for me, 
but it wasn’t like Balliol, for example. 

 
At any rate, from the moment I arrived at Oxford, I really felt at home the way I had never 
felt in my life. I didn’t seem to me or other people--except that I was American and that 
didn’t seem to be very important---in any way peculiar or odd or out of step. It was just 
wonderful. 

 
## 

 
Starn: So you really felt at home at Oxford. 

 
Brentano: I felt I was tremendously well-treated, both by my friends in college and by the people who 

taught me. People from Bryn Mawr and Swarthmore were not forced to do the normal 
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course, anything undergraduate, at Oxford. It was assumed you could just go like people 
with Oxford degrees. So we were treated well in that sense. But also, every tutor with 
whom I worked seriously, and every professor with whom I dealt, did unbelievably nice 
things. Powicke, for instance, who was very important to me, asked me to come to his 
house up in Westmoreland (or it may be Cumberland; I never remember which is which, or 
what lies in which) and spend time with them and walk through the heather with him--and 
gorse. 

 
Starn: This was in vacation time or weekends? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Well, actually, no. It was when I was doing research at Durham and he came north to 

his place; I went over from Durham to the west. Galbraith had us constantly--or me, and 
some of the other graduate students--to his house, to feed us whiskey and things. They were 
attentive as friends from the beginning, but really very close, just terribly generous. That 
was true of the whole range of medieval scholars with whom I worked. It was extremely 
pleasant. 

 
And also with my colleagues--we spent a lot of time together, about twelve of us. We 
formed a sort of group of graduate medievalists who met once a month. 

 
Starn: Is this the Oxford Medieval group that I think you’ve mentioned in essays? 

 
Brentano: The real Medieval group was one which was organized by Powicke and met at Oriel and 

was all the senior scholars and dons who worked in Medieval in Oxford. We were asked to 
join them and could come listen. But the other group was just our own. Again, the twelve 
of us who took diplomatic and paleography or one or the other, and were doing similar 
sorts of things in the same year--from everyplace, from Scotland and Australia, Oxford, 
Manchester, and, I guess, two of us from the United States--we met once a month and we 
gave papers to each other, and were not competitive but really supportive in a very, very 
nice way. It was just superb. 

 
I loved the place, but unlike many of my friends who were not very much attached to it or 
even had never been there, I’ve never gone back. 

 
Starn: And you’d never been before to England. But you immediately felt all of these influences. 

I wonder why you didn’t feel sentimental about going back? You felt you couldn’t have had 
a more perfect experience, if you had? 

 
Brentano: I don’t know. I changed. I became a Californian in a sense. I did take the children and 

Carroll to meet people and spend a weekend at Oxford, and as long as Dick Southern was 
alive--he died last year--I felt a strong connection with him and a few of my very close 
graduate student friends who were still there. But [hesitates] this is self-congratulatory, but 
I’ll say it: I didn’t have that feeling that I had to give myself a sort of Oxford sheen, 
afterwards. I have close friends and colleagues who went to perfectly respectable places 
like Princeton and Harvard, but who like the idea of being at All Souls for a while, and 
being connected with that sort of Oxford-ness. I just didn’t have that sort of feeling. But 
also, as soon as I turned to Italian history, it seemed wrong. I worked so hard to become an 
Italian, as some people know. 

 
Starn: There were some other medievalists there who were influential--at St. Hilda’s College? 
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Brentano: Yes, and that’s interesting. I felt it particularly. Because of Swarthmore, because I was 

accustomed to women being dominant, and having a particular quality of mind that comes 
I think a little bit from exclusion and rebellion, a sharpness and ability that slack old men 
who can just get by don’t have to have, and an interest in detail. Both women with whom I 
spent most time at Oxford were St. Hilda’s women. And they were allowed to entertain us 
in a rather extravagant way. I mean, you could come to breakfast and that sort of thing, 
which would have been a little more difficult at Oriel. 

 
At Oriel, the rule was, incidentally, that all women had to be out of our rooms and suites by 
ten o’clock at night, or they couldn’t get out until six o’clock in the morning. It’s one of 
those strange institutional situations. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Was this tested very often? 

 
Brentano: Not by me, but by a number of people, I guess. Also, the scouts tended to be always on the 

students’ side, except maybe economically, sensibly, but they did. 
 

Starn: Explain what scouts are? 
 
Brentano: Scouts are the people who cleaned up our rooms and things of that sort. At any rate, I was 

close to St. Hilda's; I was spending a lot of time there. And the woman who became later 
the [hesitates] head of St. Hilda’s was the woman who was most important to me. 

 
Starn: Mistress? 

 
Brentano: No, nice thought. They would have liked it. [Laughter] Anyway, it was a woman named 

Kathleen Major, who was a really great diplomatist. That means ‘student of documents’. 
 

And she just made, as I’ve written, she made things thrilling. The class was so exciting to 
me, I could hardly stand it. It was like Victorian poetry in a sense, and in some of the same 
ways. The combination of intellect and aesthetic sensation with very rigorous rules, was 
just superb. And she was incredibly good to me. It was she who fought hard to get me jobs 
in England, so I wouldn’t have to come back to America. The best chance I had, which she 
hoped for, was a fellowship at Merton, which I certainly didn’t get. But pretty surely I 
would have become the historian for the historical monuments of Scotland, which would 
have been fun, because I had done a certain amount of work on Scotland. 

 
A woman, incidentally, who was important to me was at Lady Margaret, not at St. Hilda’s. 
She was named Annie Cameron Dunlop, who was the sort of queen of Scottish medieval 
history--a plain little woman in a black dress who ran several newspapers, I think at least 
one in Killmarnock--who came to Oxford as a visitor, and was often in Rome. Later, she 
became a friend of ours in Rome again, a friend of the whole family’s, and of the 
children’s, and sent them strange little Scottish things. [Laughter] But she gave me a small 
passport photo of herself--the sort you get out of a machine--and said, ‘If you ever have 
trouble getting into an archive in Rome, simply flash this to them.’ 

 
Starn: [Laughter] Just the photograph. That’s a wonderful pass. 
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Brentano: She was very important to me. She used to have huge--they seemed to me huge--St. 

Andrew’s Day parties, and she christened me an honorary Scot for the St. Andrew’s Day 
party. I was very close to a number of Scots in Oxford. 

 
Starn: So you came very close to becoming a Scot. 

 
Brentano: Yes, and I think the accent itself was enough to seduce anybody. 

 
But Kathleen Major. And Beryl Smalley was very helpful to me in a lot of ways, 
particularly in the month when you are waiting after your Viva to see if you’ve passed. 

 
After your oral examination of your dissertation, for a month the examiners take the 
dissertation to the Bodleian and other libraries and to archives, check your transcriptions, 
see what they think of you, and that sort of thing. It’s sort of nerve-wracking. 

 
Starn: It’s a far cry from multiple-choice. [Laughter] 

Brentano: Yes, it is. 

My supervisor, whose name was Billy Pantin, was very good to me.  He took me on long 
rides in the country, particularly to see places where famous medievalists who were also 
ghost-story writers had worked and were buried. 

 
Starn: This was a whole category, was it? 

 
Brentano: It was a category of mostly two people. [Laughter] But yes, a category. But he tried to keep 

me entertained, and it was so frightening to drive with him that in a sense it drove 
everything else out of your mind. [Laughter] But he, too, was good to me. 

 
The one person who was really lousy, to me, and to Hannah Holborn Gray, at Oxford--we 
were the two Americans in a seminar on Tudor/Stuart--was A.L. Rowse, who really spent a 
great deal of time insulting America in our presence. The other person who was terrible to 
me at Oxford, not about being an American but about being a Brentano, was my German 
tutor. I arrived with practically no German at all, and Kathleen Major particularly said, 
“We’ve just got to remedy that.” So for two years, every Thursday morning at eight, I went 
to north Oxford and was tutored in German. I was allowed to choose what author we read, 
and for the whole two years, we read the minor works of [Leopold von] Ranke, which I 
thought was a sensible thing to do. 

 
But he hated the name “Brentano” because someone in Germany--he was a refugee who 
lived in an airless little room full of oriental rugs and things that he had brought from 
Germany, I guess--because some Brentano had been very bad to him there. 

 
Starn: How did you find out that much? 

 
Brentano: By just sleuthing intelligence. Not by asking questions. I’m not very good at asking people 

private questions. 
 

Starn: During that time, did you pay more attention to your illustrious German ancestors? 
Clemens? Bettina? 
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Brentano: Not very much, because most of them weren’t medievalists except in the Grimm Brothers 

way. On the other hand, when I arrived and had my first interview with Galbraith, he said 
to me, ‘There’s one thing, Brentano, I want you to understand. We don’t have German 
historians here.’ [Laughter] But in that sense, I did, but no, not much. But I did pay 
attention to that connection. I did go back to the part of the world that they had come from, 
to the Vorarlberg. 

 
Starn: Can you talk about that? 

 
 
 
 

To Rome via Austria 
 
 
 
Brentano: Well, I was really going to Rome because immediately I had to start working in the Vatican 

archives, but I stopped on the way over. 

Starn: Immediately you had to work in the Vatican archives, as a part of your Oxford training? 

Brentano: Yes, it was part of it. The Oxford training has decorations which are other than essentially 
writing your dissertation, called a thesis there. So I was going to Rome, and I stopped, for 
Christmas, actually, in Feldkirch, which was beautiful. Austrian Christmases are quite 
attractive, and I liked having celebrations by myself. I liked being many characters in one, 
so that I could explain to myself and write to myself what I see. But then I went on to 
Rome. That’s the first time I went. 

 
Starn: Were any of your family still there? 

 
Brentano: No, none. Just the place. Hohenems and Feldkirch and Vaduz---you know, the town in 

Liechtenstein, which is right there, too. That’s where it all is. 

Starn: Was there anything to tie you to your heritage, so to speak? 

Brentano: No, not at all--except the place, and the joke that, although I had come partly to practice my 
German, they were speaking French because it was French-occupied. [Laughter] At any 
rate, I then went repeatedly and always to Rome on almost all my vacations. Some, I spent 
entirely in Durham; I spent a whole term in Durham because of my dissertation. 

 
Starn: I’m just curious because I thought your jurisdiction was York. 

 
Brentano: York Papal Jurisdiction and Papal Judges Delegate. But a number of the documents that 

were important were in the Vatican archives. And also, I guess I wanted to go work in the 
Vatican. It was pretty exciting in, what was it, ’49, because the war seemed very much 
present in Rome, and in Florence, but less in Florence. Florence attracted me tremendously 
in those days, and it still does. I love it as a city. But it was very different from the city I 
knew as a more adult person, because there were almost no foreigners there. It was still 
quite devastated, and it had a kind of attractive simplicity. 

 
Starn: It’s closer to medieval, certainly, than Rome. 
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Brentano: Things were cheap. It was simple. And there weren’t all those wonderful American 

scholars having combed through those archives and found everything. Their archives were 
more like ordinary archives. Then I went on to Rome, and stayed at the British School 
always, because I had no connections at the American Academy. I did with the British 
School. I lived pretty much on the Pincian Hill when I was there, just going from the 
Pincian to the Vatican, because also, central Rome was a rather frightening city. Down 
around the Pantheon was the center where people were mugged, kidnapped--or so we 
British thought. At any rate, I'm off the subject. 

 
Starn: No, I think we’re still at Oxford, and this is part of Oxford, isn’t it? 

 
 
 
 

Durham 
 
 
 
Brentano: And the other place that was terribly important to me when I was at Oxford, besides Rome, 

was Durham, where I did most of my work. I worked in York a bit, but Durham was where 
my documents mostly were. I grew certainly very attached to it, and I lived in a house 
which I liked a lot, always. The woman had been a professional cook for a college called 
St. Hild’s that taught people to cook and housekeep and things of that sort in Durham. She 
did cook wonderfully. And northern cooking is, on the whole, I think, very interesting. And 
the other people who lived in her house were other historians. Most of them stayed all the 
time there, and I, of course, just came. But I felt very at home in Durham. 

 
Starn: This was for months or weeks at a time? 

 
Brentano: And one whole term. At any rate, enough at home so that I had been accustomed to 

listening to different sorts of accents from different parts of the middle south or the middle 
west, sort of fun to do, and even tell towns' difference. I could do that in the north of 
England and even could mock it so that I could sound to southern English people as if I 
came from Durham. 

 
Starn: Very impressive. 

 
Brentano: It was fun. But I can’t do that now, and never could do it in Italian, where it would have 

been helpful. [Laughter] My whole linguistic skills were expended, it seems to me, in north 
country accents in England. 

 
Starn: You think they were finite. 

 
Brentano: Exactly. They were finite, I know. At any rate, I did feel at home there, and those archives 

were the archives I got to know best. They were exciting to me, and also to the two or three 
other people who worked in them at the same time, who were working on Durham 
dissertations. One was from Cambridge and one from Durham itself, and we had a 
closeness that was very important to me. 

 
Starn: Were the archives different from Italian archives because of time or size? 
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Brentano: Yes, the Durham archives are larger than any Italian archive of a private sort, of an 

ecclesiastical sort, I think, in Italy, outside of Rome itself. It’s a trick of preservation. The 
Reformation affected ecclesiastical archives desperately badly in England, as it didn’t in 
Italy, but those institutions, which went from being big, great monasteries to being 
cathedrals, kept their archives, and that’s what happened to Durham. It was already a 
cathedral, but the monastery wasn’t quashed; it was just changed, and so they kept these 
elaborate archives. And they are different because, although the Durham one was not 
completely combed clean, English medieval studies had been at a different level from 
Italian medieval studies, and with a different intent, so that the things that were in them 
were relatively well known-- 

 
Starn: Can you explain that, ‘with a different intent’? 

 
Brentano: Oh, because they were interested in the sort of institutional history for which archives are 

important--not necessarily for the sort of literary history which (that’s a bum way of 
describing it) but which it influenced. There was no [Benedetto] Croce influence in 
England, and lots of careful archivists and lots of careful librarians had gone through 
sorting things and making them easily available. Although in Durham we did one morning 
find, when we opened a box which should have been full of archives, that it had, I think, a 
shoe and a liquor bottle. That is, eccentric archivists had done various things. [Laughter] 

 
It’s also loads of fun to be there if you’ve read--I’m not a Trollope fan at all, but if you had 
any sense of Trollope, the things that Trollope described in the nineteenth century really 
occurred at Durham. We could all go to the window of the archives and listen as the canons 
argued, fought with each other, about things like processions. It was just absolutely loads of 
fun. Then you'd go home at night, as I did--as I had been told to by Kathleen Major--to read 
Victorian novels, and you just seemed caught in a wonderful nineteenth century that had 
never been dispelled and never would be, and that included the preservation of archives. 

 
Starn: What else did you read among the Victorians at that point? 

 
Brentano: I was absolutely nuts about Anne Brontë. She’s now very much in, but I’d always preferred 

the novels which were less popular. I think I've reread Jane Eyre, but I certainly didn’t have 
anything to do with Emily. I read a lot of George Eliot. I had been impressed by a friend of 
mine, Jim Main, an Australian graduate student who was working on the nineteenth 
century, who made me realize that if I could control Middlemarch, I would understand the 
nineteenth century. I believed it throughout. It is awfully nice, on a cold night in a small 
room in front of an artificial fire to sort of sit snugly with a drink and read Anne Brontë. 
Lovely woman. And some Jane Austen. I had never really liked much Northanger Abbey, 
but I knew most of the others quite well. I read Sense and Sensibility, it seems to me, 
repeatedly. It’s so peculiar to have those things turn up on television. 

 
Starn: The British haven’t forgotten them, so neither should we. [Laughter] Then, in the move to 

actually finish your dissertation, you went to the York School of Archeology. 
 
Brentano: Yes, I did. Three of us from our group in Oxford did that. It was taught by a sort of 

popularity-seeking, perhaps cultural-tourism-seeking man named Purvis, but we did 
combine working in the York archives, which were not very rich for me, and going through 
the countryside. An anecdote which is sort of pleasant: I rode on one of our trips with an 
Estonian who had come to the school--an adult woman--and she sat down beside me and 
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said to me, “I can tell you are not like the others, not like all these English people. I have a 
very fine sense of class, and I can see by the clothes they are wearing and by the clothes 
you are wearing, you come from the upper classes, and they are all very middle-class. For 
example, where did you get that jacket that you are wearing at the moment?” And I said, 
“Evansville, Indiana.” She said, “What’s that?” And I said, “The distinction is that I’m an 
American.” She was furious. [Laughter] 

 
At any rate, we had a very good time, and a person I remember spending a lot of time with, 
is Barbara Harvey who has become a star of historians. She, who had been at Lady 
Margaret Hall and had been a graduate student with us--she’s the great success of our 
generation, I think. 

 
Starn: Really? She’s a medievalist? I don’t know her. 

 
Brentano: --She wasn’t at LMH. Her tutor was at LMH; she was at Somerville, because she was very 

much a Somerville woman. And Somerville was another one we all knew best because of 
Gaudy Night. 

 
Starn: Ah yes, thanks to Dorothy Sayers. 

 
Brentano: And I just remembered Dorothy Sayers before you said it. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Work at the York School made you into an archivist or were you already--? 

 
Brentano: You know, you know perfectly well what medievalists and Renaissance-ists are like. They 

shrewdly think of ways that they’ll be able to get into archives that might be closed to them 
if they join some sort of institution. But also I wanted to be more of an archaeologist, and I 
was terribly interested in going to all the places where my people had gone in the north 
country, and seeing what they were like. I think that’s terribly pleasant to do. 

 
Starn: Did you study paleography there or had you done it already? 

 
Brentano: I’d done it at Swarthmore. That was a little bit of difficulty. I never grew close to the 

paleographers who taught at Oxford because they were going over things I’d done, and it 
just didn’t work out as pleasantly as it would have, so I didn’t spend much time with them. 
When I was an undergraduate, Cuttino made me feel it was perfectly natural to spend a 
whole summer, junior summer, senior summer, with a huge book called Johnson and 
Jenkinson.  When I came back, I could read the documents from pipe rolls, particularly on 
microfilm, that formed the basis of my undergraduate thesis. For governmental documents 
of the thirteenth and fourteenth century, I read quite easily by the time I got to Oxford, and 
I then could date quite easily--I can’t now, but I could then. You can't date precisely a 
document by its handwriting, because the same scribes write for twenty or thirty or forty 
years. 

 
Starn: But you could be close. 

 
Brentano: Because the people change. But I could pretty well in a second recognize anything that 

came from between 1280 and 1300--by the time I got to Oxford. 
 

Starn: Already. So you didn’t have that little thrill of connecting that with Oxford. 
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Brentano: No, that was all done. 

 
Starn: Having finished your dissertation, you were thinking about whether to stay in England or 

not? 
 
Brentano: Yes, I really wanted to stay. But Frances, I wanted to stay in the Philippines, I wanted to 

stay in Japan, I wanted to stay every place I’ve ever been. I almost wanted to stay when I 
went back into that part of the South that’s connected with Fort McClellan. I’ve almost 
never been anyplace I didn’t want to live. I guess that comes from having liked so much 
where I started living. Certainly I think, even these days, about how much I’d like to be 
living in Amalfi at the moment. At any rate, I didn’t want to come back. I was so happy in 
England. It was a bad, stupid thing, but I knew I could get back and see my parents. 

 
Starn: Did you come back during the Oxford years? 

 
Brentano: One of my sisters was married in one of the summers and I came back for the wedding. 

And it didn’t seem so far away then. I was just so much more comfortable in a thousand 
ways in English life and society than I had been in any place in America, even at 
Swarthmore, or even in my limited part of Newburgh.  I thought very seriously about 
staying and teaching school. The agency in Oxford which placed people in secondary 
schools, found me places and wanted me to stay, because the guy had a romantic notion 
that it would improve English secondary schools if there were a mixture of nationalities 
teaching them, which I think is a nice idea. 

 
At any rate, I did want to stay, but also because my supervisor, Billy Pantin, knew nothing 
about American colleges and universities, or how to deal with them. It was his 
responsibility, theoretically, although Galbraith and Powicke were much more potent, and 
Kathleen Major was much more interested. At any rate, he said that if I found a job, he’d 
write me letters for it. So what I literally did was write five letters a night, night after night 
after night, to universities and colleges all over America to see if they had a job and would 
hire me. 

 
Starn: Why did you not try more in England? 

 
Brentano: Oh, because I knew I couldn’t get a job that way. And how hard it would be. And that 

couldn’t be done by me; it would have to be done essentially by my advisers. I don’t know 
why. That’s not a truthful answer. I guess I did what seemed sensible. 

 
Starn: And you were a promising student. I wonder why one of your advisors didn’t find a place 

for you in England. 
 
Brentano: I think just that places in England were very hard to find. 

 
Starn: Maybe they were lazy. That happens, I guess. 

 
Brentano: Maybe I wasn’t that promising, and besides, an American is a difficulty because you write 

American, you speak American. 
 

Starn: Only Estonians think that you're superior. [Laughter] 
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Brentano: Yes, that’s right. But they did in fact try. I guess also they perhaps assumed that Americans 

go back to America, to a certain extent. They liked America. 
 

Starn: Not many Rhodes stayed? 
 
Brentano: Almost none. And they stayed--for the most part, I didn’t spend much time with the 

Rhodes, though I went to dances and things at Rhodes House--they stayed very American. 
They were a little like the embassy people in a place like Rome. 

 
Starn: I know just what you mean. 

 
Brentano: They think that England is cute; it distinguishes them. They carry a little badge that makes 

them look… But I really spent little time with them. But they did, it seems to me, in my 
day, seem all alike. They’ve changed a lot. Particularly the addition of women to the 
Rhodes has changed the qualifications. 

 
Starn: When was that? 

 
Brentano: Oh, about ten years ago; I don’t remember exactly. Long after my time. And I think there 

are more scholars among the people who are chosen, although scholarship isn’t really their 
thing. They’re not like Marshalls, I think. 

 
 
 
 

Berkeley 
 
 
 
Brentano: At any rate, I did all this writing, and it worked out very peculiarly. I finally got a cable 

from Berkeley, which said, “You can come if you will teach. We will hire you if you will 
sign what is still required as an oath, and if you will teach History 152A and History 101.” I 
had no idea what those numbers stood for, and I really didn’t care very much--but about the 
[loyalty] oath, I did care. 

 
Starn: Had you heard about it? Was it a worldwide story? 

 
Brentano: No, but it was America-wide. And I had heard that there had been trouble. I'd never thought 

about Berkeley one way or the other. But I had heard that there had been trouble at 
Berkeley, as you hear, since there are trouble spots. Fortunately for me--I guess, in the end, 
fortunately--two of my classmates were bicycling through England. They were both people 
who had involved me in very left-wing causes as an undergraduate, and they were, I 
thought, more systematically and learnedly to the left than I. We spent a couple of days 
together, and among other things, they said to me, which in a way was true, that the oath 
controversy had been all cleared up, and people they knew who were very part of the Left 
were signing what was left of it. So I thought I could do it, although it wasn’t very 
thoughtful of me. I didn’t really know anything about the controversy. As a matter of fact, 
nobody at Oxford really knew, because they were all pleased, when I got the job, that I 
would be going to join Kantorowicz, who of course was out here. 

 
Starn: Yes. Exactly. Were you actually hired as a replacement for him, because he did leave just 

then? 
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Brentano: He had left a bit before. There was a little space in between, and I must have been. But of 

course, I didn’t know that. 
 

Starn: Was it Paul Schaeffer who was the senior medievalist? 
 
Brentano: Yes indeed, Paul Schaeffer was the senior medievalist, supposedly the brightest of the 

Harvard graduates of his generation--the smartest, people said. He refused to write, and the 
one thing that he wrote that I’ve read is really not very impressive. He was tremendously 
learned and tremendously witty and tremendously gay, which was a very vulnerable thing 
to be in those days. And so he was in some ways at the mercy of the gross barons of our 
department who could, in a second, have gotten him fired. He did--not scandalous, I 
suppose, but awfully dangerous things--that is, his revealing of himself. He was defeated, 
but he remained just terribly smart, funny, bright. 

 
Starn: He was an opera fan, wasn’t he? 

 
Brentano: Oh, indeed he was. Miss Ghirardelli, who was one of his students, provided him with good 

seats, year after year. He was very good to me. 
 

Starn: This is the chocolate family? 
 
Brentano: Yes. He was very good to me, and very good to Gene Brucker. 

 
Starn: How long was he here then? He died in the sixties, but when had he come? 

 
Brentano: He’d come very early, and I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention to local history in those 

days, as I learned to. He stayed quite a while, after Galbraith came from abroad, from 
England, to teach here, which he did twice. 

 
## 

 
Brentano: I want to say one more thing about Paul Schaeffer. Although in some ways he was much 

less important to me than other people on the Berkeley campus, to both my mind and my 
life, he was a very close friend of George Guttridge, who was the most important person to 
me, I guess, when I got here. George Guttridge was an eighteenth-century English historian 
and, although he certainly had chosen me, I think I was chosen by [John] Hicks and, really 
with the pressure of Cuttino, who for some reason had run into Hicks someplace, and 
perhaps because Hicks’s antipathy to Kantorowicz made him reject Kantorowicz’s 
suggestions of one or more of his students for the job. But I didn’t know anything about all 
that then. 

 
At any rate, Guttridge adopted me, in a sense, and also the other English historians, young 
ones, as they came. I was considered very much an English historian, not a medievalist, in 
many ways. We met, Guttridge and I, and then, if there was another young English 
historian at the time, we had lunch together in his office once a week. It was a very bizarre 
little affair because he carried bottles of things like stewed pears [laughter] from home and 
talked about incredibly banal things, but also was witty, funny, made me see the University 
of California at Berkeley as terribly funny, so it was as if I were in a crystal ball looking out 
at a distorted Berkeley in which the things that could have seemed threatening and 
grotesque just seemed absurd and nice. 
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Starn: Was that because he had developed his own defenses, being outside of the scene? 
 
Brentano: I guess so. I was so self-centered, I only thought about what it did for me. [Laughter] And 

how much I enjoyed it. And he had the effect that the women scholars I’ve talked about, 
and the other sharp Swarthmore ones had, of constantly pricking you--and after I had 
written a flossy little article about a very small document in which I talked about it as being 
like a flower in a crannied wall, he said, “Oh, Brentano”--he always called me Brentano-- 
“Oh Brentano, I see you, too, have fallen under the influence of Joe Levenson.” [Laughter] 

 
I spent part of a week with some friends in Tuolumne Meadows. When I came back, I had 
let my beard grow, and he said as he met me on campus, “Oh, Brentano, I see you, too, 
must have a beard like everyone else.” [Laughter] He was tremendously awful and fun. But 
his closest friend on the other side, outside of the department, was a medievalist in French 
named Ronald Walpole, and Ronald Walpole was a center of civilization. He was Welsh, a 
fisherman, fished at Carmel, where he went frequently, and he, too, sort of adopted us. And 
he did make Berkeley seem a different sort of place. 

 
Starn: Walpole was in the history department? 

 
Brentano: French. Ronald Walpole. They made it seem significantly a scholarly place too--Ron 

Walpole particularly did, and Guttridge made it seem a place where, as if every word that 
he wrote, he selected very carefully. Historians, it seemed to me, sometimes had just landed 
a box in front of them and pulled out whatever word came to them and plastered it on the 
page. But Guttridge was very much the other way. And he said to me after he read, I don’t 
know, something I had written, he said, “I like it quite a lot, but you of course don’t have 
the same interest in each individual word that I do.” Boy, did that increase my interest in 
the individual word! 

 
Starn: Oh, I’m sure. [Laughter] He sounds wonderful. 

 
Brentano: He was really quite wonderful. But also, when I came, Henry May came. Well, I should go 

back. The first person I met on campus--I didn’t know any historians here and had never 
read any of them--was Gordon Griffiths, and he was superb to me, and funny. He was at the 
Faculty Club when my brother brought me here from Palo Alto, where he was then living. I 
went into the Faculty Club, and Gordon was at the desk, and he was immediately 
welcoming, friendly, very much connected with Oxford, very left-wing, very funny with 
students, although not a very talented classroom teacher. So I saw him first, and then I 
stayed at the Faculty Club, which Guttridge had booked me into, for a couple of weeks at 
least. And there was a wonderful classicist named Roy Smith who had written a superb 
little monograph on a false denarius--just beautiful. 

 
Starn: A false denarius? 

 
Brentano: Denarius, you know, like denaro [Ital., coin]. And the other person was Stef Riesenfeld 

who, for reasons that never became clear to me through his whole life, spent time out of his 
house in a place like the Faculty Club. I had the impression then at that moment that I had 
dropped into this school of incredible learning in which Stef Riesenfeld had thought about 
everything, anything that had to do with changing land law in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries in England, although he mostly was a practical lawyer. Just wonderfully 
knowledgeable and funny and sharp and cosmopolitan. And there was Roy Smith--very 
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eccentric, very English-eccentric as opposed to German-Riesenfeld eccentricity. Mostly it 
was just his brilliance, and he would come back all flushed because he had written a sonnet 
to Tamalpais or something like that. [Laughter] But I met him on campus, not in the 
Faculty Club, and he had a streak down his collar, on the side of his collar under his ear. 
And I guess my eyes became focused on it--you know, really, you can’t help it. He said, 
“Oh, I see what you’re looking at. I’ve been drinking cocoa.” I spent days trying to think 
how a man could-- [laughter] at any rate, it made the place much more interesting. 

 
And my classes were good from the beginning. I liked them. Also, it’s hard for people now 
to think that this is true, but if you looked out Sather Gate, in those days, down Telegraph, 
where Sproul Plaza is now, when there were still shops and it was still an ordinary street; it 
really did look like the set for a Western, because there were false facades and--it just 
seemed a thrilling place to be. 

 
Starn: So the shock about no women faculty-- 

 
Brentano: Oh, can I say one more thing? Henry had just come; he came with me, so I spent a lot of 

time with Henry and Jean May in my first year, because we were all asked out to dinner at 
every other faculty member's house, and together, and we’d turn up together. We got to 
know each other just incredibly well. But also Ken Stampp was just at the point of rising to 
full power. And in the first couple of years I was here, Ken and Henry, particularly 
together, revolutionized the department. They were awfully, awfully impressive young 
men. 

 
Starn: That’s good to know that institutional history actually happened. I don’t know if that’s been 

stressed very much. 
 
Brentano: Oh, they were tremendously important. Of course, it’s hard to stress that because their 

opponents, some of them, remained important, and they were, from the point of view of all 
of us, pretty evil. On the other hand, they [Henry and Ken] were connected with a group 
who denied Gordon Griffiths tenure, and that upset a lot of us--and all of the 
undergraduates. 

 
Starn: Was that before or after the Bouwsma controversy? 

 
Brentano: Before, because the Bouwsma controversy was over filling that place. Gordon’s position 

was peculiar, because he was defended by the conservatives in the department, politically, 
but his father’s position had so annoyed the conservatives on campus--his father was a 
regent who was anti-oath--it annoyed them so there was an additional intensity and 
hostility toward him because of it. That, and because we didn’t know how the university 
worked, I guess, made people like Joe Levenson and Gene Brucker and me, and Tommy 
Angress-- 

 
Starn: Who was he? 

 
Brentano: He was a young German historian. It made us very intent upon opposing and acting, to 

keep Gordon. Through that, incidentally, I met one of the people who was most important 
to me still on campus, and I see once every ten years in a way--Howard Bern. He was older 
than most of us, and he had fought very hard against the oath, and he was a close friend of 
Gordon’s, and we became associated with an effort to change the tenure system-- 
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Starn: To change it in what way? 
 
Brentano: I don’t know. To make it not so hard and crisp and controllable from on top and so 

inscrutable and so, seemingly to us, maliciously political. Probably mistaken. 
 

Starn: Was that changing who could vote on tenure? 
 
Brentano:      No, we didn’t know what we were doing. I don’t know if I can remember; I don’t know if I 

had a clear idea then. Maybe appealing to a broader audience; maybe letting junior faculty 
and students have some part in the selection. 

 
Starn: But somehow you wanted to change it. 

 
Brentano: We wanted not to have Gordon fired. So from that, I got to know Howard. He was the other 

Faculty Lecturer when I was a Faculty Lecturer, so I saw him again that year quite a lot. 
And I have since then, and particularly because he was much involved with Carroll 
Brentano’s work on the loyalty oath last year. He and Howie Schachman are a sort of pair, 
so he came back again much into our lives. And Howard Bern and Howie Schachman were 
really a pair of intellectually and politically active scientists. 

 
Starn: Who still are. I think I remember them now, from the loyalty oath conference. Now, what 

about the Bouwsma hiring controversy? Were you--? 
 
Brentano: I wasn’t much involved, of course, because I didn’t have tenure, for one thing. 

 
Starn: How big was the department at that point? 

 
Brentano: It was about thirty-five when I came. And it hadn’t changed much. 

 
I, of course, was not for either of them, in a way, I mean either Richard [Drinnon] or Bill 
[Bouwsma] because I was so bruised by Gordon’s removal. I liked them both. In Bill’s 
most important early year here, I guess when he was visiting that summer, I was in Italy. 

 
I came back to find him very much, as you know, a favorite and intense friend of Gene 
Brucker and Henry May, whom I knew very well. And of Carl Bridenbaugh. 

Starn: Talk a little about your memory of him [Bridenbaugh], if you will. 

Brentano: I’d like to, because in a way-- 

Starn: --he’s such a controversial figure. 

Brentano: And so important to us and so much the sort of thing that’s wrong with human beings, I 
suppose, not just us. When he ruled, as he did when I arrived, he ruled the sort of up-to-date 
group, as opposed to [Raymond] Sontag’s rule of the others. He was much respected by 
everyone, and they did what he said, and made him seem very important to himself and to 
other people. When he fell out of favor, he was cut dead. I’ve probably talked about it; I 
don’t know if I have earlier here. But when the Bridenbaughs finally left--they lived next to 
the temple on the north side--they wanted, in a housekeeper-ish way that we all understand- 
-they wanted not to throw away the things like the butter and mayonnaise. There was no 
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one on the north side to whom they could take things. They drove them across to us. It was 
bitter. And he was, in many ways, a terrible man, and grotesque. That is, when he and 
Roberta asked Carroll and me to dinner, when we had just gotten engaged, and they drank 
martinis as we did, he stood up in his living room, with this little group of people, raised his 
glass to Carroll, and said, “Welcome aboard!” Typical of Bridenbaugh, he had a tin ear, 
although he wrote very well. 

 
But any rate, he ruled, and gradually the ludicrous parts of his strong rule were cut away, 
particularly by the more sensible and intelligent sort of control of the department, that, at 
least informally, Henry and Ken had built. He then became more and more conservative. 
But he had the sort of power… Of course, we never knew how that power was actually 
exploited because we weren’t in tenure meetings, but Richard Drinnon, Dick Drinnon, was 
a close friend of Gene’s and mine, for example. It was our belief that Carl himself had cut 
Dick’s throat. We, and I think the Bruckers were there too, were at dinner at the Drinnons’ 
just after that had happened, and Carl had had a couple of drinks, talked a bit about Boston 
and Philadelphia and about his first wife, the sort of things he always did--and then made 
sort of sickening demi-passes at Mary Drinnon, who was a very beautiful woman. It was all 
just loathsome. 

 
It was easy not to appreciate Carl. He was funny to his students. He made them write 
critiques of his own books, and they had learned, and told me, because most of my closest 
friends here were graduate students--some of them I had even known at school, at 
Swarthmore, I mean.  They knew you could criticize nothing except the maps and the 
index. So they had learned a technique in 280s, the equivalent of 280s which we then had, 
saying it was this perfect gem of a book--and they are perfect gems in a sense--but there 
seemed to be some flaw in the index. [Laughter] And he didn’t seem to notice that that was 
happening. But on the other hand, Leon Litwack told me recently that it was Carl 
Bridenbaugh who taught him to appreciate Francis Parkman. And since it’s Leon who 
taught me to, since Leon was a student of mine when I came, in the 283 equivalent, he did 
have a sense of beautiful prose. At least, I think. I think Francis Parkman is-- 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: I was very scornful of him when I came, because I thought he was--one, probably an 

American historian, and two, that he was so obvious in his techniques. But as I read more 
and more, particularly of the La Salle book, it seemed to me that he reaches a level of just 
incredible beauty. 

 
Starn: So Bridenbaugh did give you Parkman, indirectly. 

 
Brentano: Indirectly. And he was very good to me. Oh, and what I should tell you about: that he 

decided that he wanted a group of young, intelligent paper readers whom he could 
supervise. So he got Tom Kuhn and Bill Bouwsma, after Bill, obviously, was here, and me, 
and someone else--Henry--oh, and Joe Levenson. And we met at each other’s houses and 
the wife of the house, because they were all men, the wife of the house was to prepare a 
perfect meal and have everything set out, but never to let herself be seen. 

 
Starn: Oh, this is a historic piece here, yes. 

Brentano: Yes. And that happened. And they all drank. 
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Starn: But not the wives. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: The wives were never seen. Carroll Brentano was not seen. And then somebody read a 

paper. But when they came to our house--I think they only came once--they drank a great 
deal; Tom Kuhn sort of disappeared into the separate little part of the bathroom--it was 
when our Berkeley house had those things separated--and didn’t come out for a while. Carl 
got quite foolishly drunk, and Bill Bouwsma drove him home. No, he drove Bill Bouwsma 
home, and stopped at every intersection and honked, from our house to the north. And then 
when he finally--I guess Bill went home with him to take care of him--he got out of the car 
at his own house and he just slithered onto the ground. So the meetings had that sort of 
quality. [Laughter] Also, I don’t think our papers were particularly-- 

 
Starn: What the wives were missing! [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: I didn’t go with them to the Levenson house; I went by myself because I was the other 

south-sider--although Tom was, too--and when I got there, a great scene was being played 
out, because the others had all arrived half an hour early, and Rosemary had not completed 
her setting-up for the men, and it just was the straw that broke the camel’s back. She was 
furious. She told them to get out of the house and wait outside until the right time. 

 
Starn: Rosemary could do that. 

 
Brentano: Yes, yes. That may have really encouraged the end of the group. I don’t remember why it 

ended. It was a very strange little thing. Very not-Berkeley, I would have thought, but I 
didn’t know much about Berkeley yet. 

 
Starn: And this was a group ostensibly convened to read papers, each other’s papers? 

 
Brentano: One read one’s, yes. We never got to mine, so I never read a paper. I don’t remember what 

the others were like. But they were all intelligent people, [chuckles] intelligent. But it was 
very, very--and Rosemary was just at her most superb. And again, it was nice not to have 
been involved in the discipline, because by the time I got there it was all set up, and the 
men looking very shamefaced; undoubtedly all their wives very angry. 

 
Starn: This had moved on a few years from your arrival at Berkeley, because you were married. 

Brentano: Let me think. I came in ’53. I think it was three years after I got here. 

Starn: You came in ’52, I thought. No? 

Brentano: Yes, it was still ’52 when I got here. 

Starn: And where were you living, then, before marriage to Carroll Winslow Brentano? You were 
living at a place I’ve heard of, called the Throckmorton House? 

 
Brentano: No, I never lived there. The people who lived there were not entirely graduate students but 

they were mostly. It was where Andronico’s is now [on Telegraph Avenue]. 
 

Starn: Yes. 
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Brentano: But it was a great center for people of our age, and particularly people who had gone to 

Reed, Pomona, or Swarthmore, and who were in philosophy or history because--. By the 
time I got to it, the head dealer, the person who was sort of the householder, was John 
Sperling, who is now very famous--he’s Phoenix University. 

 
Starn: That’s the online university, is it? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Well, it’s more than that. It’s partly that, but they also meet in groups and stuff; it’s 

elaborate, I gather. And it’s been very, very profitable, I gather. Gene Brucker’s been in 
touch with him recently; I haven’t. He was married to a painter named Virginia Sperling, 
who was really very good, I thought, and who was also very attractive and pleasant, and 
they had a house of sort of constant partying, in which really the major character who 
brought it a kind of brilliance, I suppose, was a man named Sam McCall, who was very 
Massachusetts. His grandfather had been governor of Massachusetts, although they lived in 
Oregon by now. He was very social-register, and at the same time very relaxed in his 
behavior. His partner--other, whatever; we didn’t call them those names then--was a 
woman named Lavinia Joyce, from a prominent San Francisco family, who later 
supposedly met on an English riding trail the younger son of the Duke of, maybe, 
Devonshire, that big; picked him up and put him back on his horse and eventually married 
him. A change. But it was a thrilling, sort of exciting life. 

 
Gene Brucker--but since he was married, he was less involved--and other young people that 
we knew as faculty members were partly involved. But mostly it was a matter of very 
smart and very distanced graduate students who behaved in an unruly way, so that for 
instance, Sam McCall’s modern English written exam for, I guess, the Ph.D., I was on three 
times--embarrassing, in a sense. The last time--he was very smart, and he knew a lot about 
English history--but he wrote a few lines, and then the pen went down the blue book and 
went off, when we read it. He had been drinking some combination of vodka and grapefruit 
juice, I guess to give him courage, and he just essentially passed out. [Laughter] It was a 
very unruly kind of life. 

 
I actually was living then on Garber, in a house that’s still there--in the top floor of a house 
that looks over Emerson School. It, too, was a place where people behaved in a different 
way from the way people behave in-- 

 
Starn: --This was group living in a fairly early form? 

 
Brentano: Yes, but I didn’t live with a group, but it was true that when I came home at night, I’d never 

know whom I would find in the house. Once, a very talented but very alcoholic classics 
faculty member, young, was leaning against the hot water heater, which was quite 
frightening--in the kitchen--because he might have knocked it over, and who knows how 
we would ever have gotten it fixed. Carroll came with me that night--we were not married 
--and we really didn’t know how to get him out. He was just a huge creature. [Laughter] 
And it was a sort of exciting life. To a certain extent, the Mays, the Stampps, and the 
Bridenbaughs--I guess those are essentially people from our department--joined in that sort 
of thing. 

 
But I was involved in it immediately because of the embarrassing situation of arriving and 
teaching a 101, when I didn’t know what it was, and not only teaching it, but supposedly 
completely redoing it so it would be a different sort of course, and finding that I had T.A.’s. 
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Starn: You did that that early on? 
 
Brentano: Immediately. I mean, that’s what my assignment was. And my T.A.’s were older than I was, 

often, but incredibly charmingly tolerant of this. 
 

Starn: And you’d never taught? 
 
Brentano: No. Well, I had coached algebra in high school. Oh, I had taught Japanese poetry at Oxford. 

I don’t think not having taught is a disadvantage. 

Starn: No, not necessarily. If you have talent for teaching. If you don’t, you can’t learn it. 

Brentano: Well, Francie, you know, you’ve been for--what?--eight, twelve, sixteen, twenty-one years 
maybe, observing teachers; you’ve got a lot of teaching of teaching, and a lot of negative 
teaching. At any rate, one of them had been three years ahead of me at Swarthmore, and it 
was bizarre that this learned, thoughtful person had to do what I suggested--you know, that 
sort of thing. 

 
Starn: What was his name? 

 
Brentano: His name was Gilman Ostrander. He was a department store heir, and had been very much 

wounded by the war, by the Korean War, I guess. No, it must have been our war. And he 
did strange things. He got up one night--he had two very charming small children and a 
wonderful wife who had been at Swarthmore, too, whom I had known; he was too far 
ahead of me--and he just got up and walked across the bridge. In that sense, really 
frightening things. But at any rate, he was very, very good to me, and my social life was 
very much dictated by those older graduate students with whom I was-- 

 
Starn: The name Gray Boyce, does that mean anything to you? 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: Was he in that group? 
 
Brentano: No, Gray was much older and had retired and was living in Alameda. He means something 

to me because he was kind to me, kind in judging my work, and because when he was 
working on, late in his life, a redoing of an important medieval bibliography, he used our 
graduate students, and when Tom Bisson was here, he and I used to go call on him. 

 
Starn: Rudi Lindner did, too. 

 
Brentano: Yes, Rudi did a little work for him. Indeed. 

 
Starn: Well, you’ve given a good idea of the faculty social life at that point, and intellectual life. 

Or you’ve given an idea; I don’t know if it’s a good idea. [Laughter] What was the post- 
war student body like--the undergraduates? What kind of a school was it? What can you 
say about that? 

 
Brentano: I think, unlike some of my colleagues, that it was an intensely interesting school in the 

fifties. It was, looking back with hindsight, a student body ready for some sort of 
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revolution. It didn’t seem to me surprisingly postwar, because I had experienced that as 
fully as one could at Swarthmore. In the period in between, when I was at Oxford, 
American things seemed rather distant. The Korean War was all in a different place. But 
they seemed, old and young, interesting students, differently educated from people in the 
East, I thought. 

 
Starn: Were they mostly from Californian public high schools at that point? 

 
Brentano: Mostly. I guess about the same mixture in terms of public and private that goes on existing. 

But they were certainly much more Californian and Nevadan, and much less people from 
all over the country. The sixties really changed that because we became attractive to eastern 
people because we were where the action was. 

 
Starn: Exactly. So it wasn’t truly exciting, but on the other hand--. 

Brentano: I was excited by teaching. 

Starn: You were excited from the beginning by teaching. 
 
Brentano: Yes, it was a surprise to me, because as I’ve probably said before, when I was shoved off 

from Oxford, people really did think--my friends and I think my teachers--that I was a 
research historian and that I would find myself uncomfortable in front of a class of 
undergraduates, a class of particularly American undergraduates, and particularly a class of 
western American undergraduates, because essentially none of them had ever seen 
anything, oh I guess, west of the Hudson, west of the Atlantic. 

 
Starn: At this point, you hadn’t either, had you? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Well, I had been to Japan. And I had been twice to Los Angeles as a child. I mean, it 

didn’t seem to me so strange. I hadn’t been to Berkeley, no. 
 

Starn: You never had as much culture shock as your English friends thought you were going to 
have. 

 
Brentano: They thought I would just be incapable--not culture-shocked. 

 
Starn: And the first class you had, was it one of the 101s? What was the 152A-? 

 
Brentano: The 152A turned out to be--and it is really rather amusing; it may have had something to do 

with Kantorowicz--it was the constitutional history of Anglo-Saxon England. I had never 
done any work in Anglo-Saxon England. The first summer, I found out when I got here 
what it was. I did study a lot of Anglo-Saxon stuff. 

 
Starn: What would the dates be there, more or less? 

Brentano: Let me think. ’52-’53. Is that right? 

Starn: No, I meant Anglo-Saxon England. [Laughter] 
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Brentano: I’m sorry. Before 1066. I still know it in a way better than any other patch of history, in a 

general way, because I worked so hard. But after I taught it a bit, it seemed to me quite 
artificial to separate constitutional from ordinary history because the context seemed to me, 
in those days, so important. But in a way, I’ve done a disservice to the university, I think, 
by not emphasizing that strain more obviously--although one of my courses is very 
constitutional/legal--because Berkeley had a great tradition of English history, and 
particularly of English political and constitutional history. W.A. Morris--it’s a name really 
to be reckoned with--was a great Medieval historian when there weren’t very many in 
America. He worked particularly on the English sheriff and things of that sort. Not 
particularly Anglo-Saxon but Norman. But it had been since at least the first decade of this 
century a strong place for the study of exact--[end of sentence lost in change of tape]. 

 
## 

 
Brentano: Since I was full of the ideas, I guess, I had picked up at least at Oxford, from Powicke and 

people, and before, and being reinforced by Southern’s then-contemporary work, I really 
didn’t think that constitutions could be studied in isolation, or that this was political science 
and not history, and so I did change things. But it was a very small class that I taught at 
first; I still have their blue books and they were very good. 

 
Starn: They were literate and able. 

 
Brentano: They were more than that. They were intelligent and learned and they knew a lot about 

modern English history, which I didn’t. 
 

Starn: What students would these have been? 
 
Brentano: I think there were only six of them--four undergraduates. But I immediately learned to 

respect them, and I guess most of them became professional historians, although they are 
now retired. [History] 101 is a course that doesn’t work very well with Medieval because 
it’s supposed to deal with original documents like newspapers and essays, and since the 
students on the whole then couldn’t read much Latin, it was-- 

 
Starn: Could they read other languages? 

 
Brentano: A little bit of Spanish, maybe, not much. That was a real disadvantage here, and we have 

improved at Berkeley tremendously in language abilities. 

Starn: Has it gone up and down? There was a time when languages were not required at all. 

Brentano: But I’m not sure that it went down.  I’m just aware of, in the last ten years, being very 
aware of the ability to read some Latin in my classes, in my undergraduate classes. But 
there was very little of it then when we came. And even though a number of people had 
gone to Catholic schools in which they had supposedly been taught Latin, they hadn’t 
necessarily taken it. Now they seem to have, for some reasons I don’t understand. 

 
Starn: That’s interesting. We should talk to Jeanie De Vries about this. 

 
Brentano: Yes, indeed. Well, of course, she herself makes many more people read Latin. 
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Starn: Of course. The 101s, then, had to be from translated documents? 
 
Brentano: Yes, that’s right. So the section that I taught myself, which I didn’t do very often, was really 

rather poor, but the ones that were on U.S. or Latin American or Modern English history 
were very strong. And I had then learned to teach them myself, too. But I also lectured, 
frivolously, about historians in the past, enjoyed it tremendously, and it was a sort of 
exciting course. 

 
Starn: You gave a historiography course to undergraduates? 

 
Brentano: We did a history of history in the way in which only a really quite ignorant young person 

could, because I was not worried by the things I didn’t know. I can remember Ann Pippin, 
who is a classicist at Chicago, who was Sather lecturer a couple of years ago, whom I had 
known at Swarthmore slightly and I knew again here, saying to me, “Bob, you’ve got a 
lecture that includes Hecatius. I think there are only a couple of lines from Hecatius that 
still exist. How can you do that?” And I perfectly self-confidently would somehow, I guess, 
read a bit of Herodotus, parrot things from other people, look at Thucydides, and think I 
could talk about Greek. But I did talk a lot; it was loads of fun until it got too burlesque, 
even bizarre, for me. But it meant you could stand up and pontificate and attack people like 
Macaulay, whom you had always wanted to attack and never had a podium to attack them 
from. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] You taught that over a period of years? 

Brentano: I think I taught it for seven years. 

Starn: Were you the only one to teach it? 
 
Brentano: Well, there were T.A.’s who taught the sections, but yes. It had been divided into European 

and American, and Charlie Jelavich and Armin Rappaport had been teaching it when I 
came. 

 
But I did it by myself for those seven years, and then switched to History 4, which was 
from Sumer to Cromwell. It was different, and fun to teach, too, because you get to teach, 
year after year, Sophocles. Nothing is so much fun as teaching Sophocles as a historian, 
because the issues are so subtle, so clear, so distant and students can enjoy it. And it’s fun to 
teach Thucydides, too. I’ve never been an admirer, as most people are these days, of 
Herodotus. It seems to me he has some good stories, but, I don't know, not mine. 

 
At any rate, I did go on, and I started teaching, then, English history to the Conquest and 
from the Conquest, and then, I could never fit enough in, so it then became three parts, and 
that’s been the center of my teaching ever since--that is, three parts of English history--long 
after I've become an Italian historian, unfortunately. 

 
Starn: I guess we need to talk at the same time about meeting Carroll Brentano and about shifting 

your focus from England to Italy. 
 
Brentano:      Okay. Carroll and I had mutual friends, people who knew each other and who knew both of 

us, but we had never met, until we were both going home for Christmas on the “City of San 
Francisco”, the train that went over to Chicago, where I switched and went from Louisville 
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to Nashville south and she switched and went east. We were seated together at the dining 
car, someplace in Wyoming or Nebraska, or someplace, by the dining porter, and we met 
each other by being sat together. 

 
Starn: Amazing. 

 
Brentano: Then, we realized that we did have mutual friends, and some even in New York--she knew, 

for instance, one of the other Rhodes from my group, not just here. We didn’t really then 
see each other much afterwards, but then we did discover, not too long afterwards, that, in 
fact, although we had never met each other, that one of my cousins and her father grew up 
next door to each other in one of the Oranges [in New Jersey], so they had known each 
other all their lives, and we saw them all together at our wedding. But then we came back. 
We went home, and we came back to California, and then, a full summer after we had met 
each other, we started seeing each other more frequently. I believe, as a matter of fact, that 
we started seeing each other more intensely when we were both in the Greek Theatre for 
something. You think it would be more likely the football field, but I think it was the Greek 
Theatre. 

 
And she was sitting in one of those rows and I came down and sat beside her, and we then 
went out to dinner and stuff. Then, she also became part of this sort of general group. When 
we decided to get married, which it seems to me we did repeatedly, but I suppose that was 
characteristic of our period in history-- 

 
Starn: To each other? You repeatedly decided? 

 
Brentano: To each other, yes, exactly. Celebrated once, lengthily, an engagement at the Claremont, 

and I think that was probably the final and serious time. I remember bringing home--and 
really quite shockingly, but we did drink a lot--bringing home masses of flowers from the 
Claremont’s gardens and putting them in our bathtub. [Laughter] It was like that. And then 
we decided to get married. We got engaged. Our engagement was announced quite 
formally and Eastern-ly, and then we were going back to meet each other’s families. We 
had known Carroll’s aunt in Carmel quite well and spent a lot of those days in Carmel. And 
then another of Carroll’s aunts, who lived in Princeton, was out visiting her sister, and she 
was our chaperone as we went home on the train [laughter] until we got to Chicago, and 
then we came down by ourselves to my family, where we stayed, I guess, a couple of 
weeks. And then Carroll went home to Summit [New Jersey] and then I followed her to 
Summit. I had a Fulbright for that year, which was supposed to take us to Salerno, and did, 
in a sense, in the end. We combined the Fulbright with a sort of honeymoon. 

 
Starn: Why did you have a Fulbright to Salerno? 

Brentano: It had to do with my change of field. 

Starn: Well, let’s talk some more about that next time. 
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III. ITALY AND BERKELEY, 1957-1969 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 3: March 7, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

A Family Wedding 
 
 
 

Starn: I’m thinking that we might begin today in a festive way. You were married to Carroll 
Winslow in 1956, at the same time as you were going off to Italy. Maybe you could share a 
few memories of the wedding and then move from there to Italy. 

 
Brentano: Because I’m a Catholic and Carroll was a Protestant, we had to have instructions before we 

got married. So we went to St. Augustine’s three times, an Oakland parish, on Alcatraz 
Avenue. The Irish priest who was in charge of St. Augustine’s at that time had a delightful 
sense of humor and kept saying to Carroll things like, “Now you must remember, Carroll, if 
Bob stops on the way home and has a few things to drink at Paddy’s Bar, that is not a sin.” 
[Laughter] And similar things of that sort. “If Bob gambles a bit, remember, Carroll, that is 
not a sin.” It was very delightful. 

 
We actually went East to get married, as I think I’ve said earlier. We got married in 
Summit, New Jersey, Carroll’s hometown, in the sacristy of a church which I think is called 
St. Theresa’s. Then the reception was at Carroll’s family’s house. We were surrounded by a 
lot of Republicans, and so our wedding dance was the “Yellow Rose of Texas,” which was 
a Democratic song. It was a very pleasant reception, and relatives of mine whom I had 
never seen before, or whom I hadn’t spoken to for years, who were cousins of cousins and 
cousins of mine, too, came. And in fact, one of them made the wedding cake, because they 
had known the Winslows, but not us, although we knew them. 

 
Starn: The cousins had known the Winslows but not you? 

 
Brentano: Yes, we knew of them, but there had been a split over the bookstore [Brentano’s] and so…. 

So my closer cousins and all of my cousins of that side married each other and are related 
to each other on all sides, and could never get married in Indiana because they always were 
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too closely related. [Laughter] But you can get married on the river because of Kentucky 
[on the other side, with different marriage proscriptions]. 

 
At any rate, we then had planned to go to Italy, and it was not a coincidence that we got 
married and then left. We spent two days in New York before we sailed, and the families 
waited to come on the ship to see us off. They were an amusing two days because, in the 
first place, in Carroll’s family it was always demanded that when people got married, they 
make new wills. And so one of the days we spent in Carroll’s father’s office, very high over 
Manhattan, looking down and formulating our wills and signing them, so that we would be 
prepared. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: This was a dangerous ship voyage that you were embarking on. 

 
Brentano: That’s right, but also I had reserved a room at the Plaza, and when we got there our room 

had been taken, and there was a considerable sort of stir about it. Then one of my 
roommates from Swarthmore turned up in charge of housing at the Plaza. He had gone to 
hotel school. 

 
Starn: From Swarthmore to hotel school, that’s an interesting progression. 

 
Brentano: He went to Cornell, and he came from Rochester. At any rate, he opened a room for us, and 

there were, lying on the floor in some sort of disorder, the kind of slippers that women used 
to wear, with ostrich feathers, and we knew it was occupied. We went to another room. But 
he then went down to the hotel desk, or to his room, and called up a number of other 
Swarthmore people in the New York area to say that I was there and had gotten married, 
and they all came in to dinner. It was Carroll’s first real encounter with Swarthmore, and 
she was sort of disturbed by it. 

 
Starn: Carroll being from Smith, this must have been a culture clash. 

 
Brentano: In lots of ways, yes. Then we sailed; I guess it was on the Constitution. The funny thing 

about it was that seven days after our wedding, we were on the Constitution, and the other 
people at our table were four very pretty, pleasant, bright young people from Marymount, 
or one of the nuns’ colleges near New York, a proper one. They were being chaperoned by 
nuns, but the nuns had been put down in third class, and they were in second class. They 
were going to teach a year in Spain because they were Spanish majors, and they were going 
to one of the [religious] houses. At any rate, on the seventh day, we said, jokingly, to them 
at our table, “This is our anniversary.” They said, “Oh, which anniversary?” When we said, 
“One week,” they looked horribly embarrassed and they didn’t turn up at the table again. 

 
 
 
 

Italian Archives 
 
 
 
Brentano: Anyway, I had planned this because when I wrote my dissertation in England, did the 

thesis, it was all about the north of England. I wanted to have a comparative study, and I 
decided that I'd like to work on Italy, partly because it had attracted me physically and in 
other ways, and partly because it was straight across Europe, under all the same rules and 
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the same kind of orthodoxy, and I thought it would be shaped differently, because of 
society and other things, I assumed. I wanted to see. 

 
I had written to a woman named Evelyn Jamison who was then the outstanding English 
historian of Italy, particularly in the south which I wanted to work on, and asked her what 
she thought would be a good diocese or archdiocese to start with, or province. She 
suggested Bari. I intended indeed to work in Bari, but when I looked at the published 
materials from Bari, they were so full, that I wanted instead to work at some places which 
had less full publication, and so I eventually decided to work in Salerno. 

 
Starn: I see, you wanted more unpublished material. 

 
Brentano: More archival stuff. Yes, because archives were what I then did like. Do still, I guess. At 

any rate, when we got there, we went to Perugia, as all Fulbrights did at that time. We made 
permanent friends, because there was another honeymooning couple in the Fulbrights at 
that time, who are our close friends still, the Goldbergs, who teach or are now retired from 
SUNY Stonybrook. 

 
We enjoyed it, but while I was there, I was anxious to get into archives, and I worked in the 
Perugia archives and with the accounts of a monastic house near Perugia, which gave me a 
great deal of pleasure. Then, because I had become interested in Città di Castello--which 
seemed promising from the description in Kehr’s Italia Pontificia, which stops in 1198, but 
which gives a suggestion of what’s coming--I went over to Città di Castello and there 
worked really very profitably because they have unusually rich archives in a registry that’s 
still going. And the people were incredibly nice to me. I’ve written about this: it was very 
cold, but I was taken into the register, given all the books that they had, the medieval 
books, registers, and put next to the fire, and they were all colder than I. I have liked Città 
di Castello ever since. Like Rieti, it’s a rather plain town, relatively, particularly for a town 
in that area, that part of Tuscany-Umbria. 

 
Starn: Yes, it is plain up there. 

 
Brentano: Yes, you understand. It’s quite plain. Food was particularly good. 

 
Starn: What time of year was this? 

Brentano: It was November, I guess. 

Starn: So you needed a fire. 
 
Brentano: Yes, it’s cold in November, yes, exactly. Anyway, that started me out working in local 

archives. There was a rather amusing incident when we got there. 
 

Starn: Working in local archives in Italy. 
 
Brentano: In Italy, yes. Thanks. We arrived at night at Città di Castello, and Carroll was then very 

much attached to a nineteen-oh-something Baedeker, and we used the map, although it was 
raining. And so we misgauged the streets and the squares of the hotel. We wandered around 
in the rain, angrily, for a good deal of time. [Laughter] Then, cold and wet, we got into the 
hotel finally, and it was one of the ones in which the lights between the bathroom and the 
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rooms would go out more quickly than you could get from one to the other. It was a 
miserable night. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] Yes. 

 
Brentano: Then we went to Florence, which Carroll had never seen, and which I loved dearly because 

I had spent time there when I was a graduate student--fairly recently after the war when it 
was quite simple and empty. And before Carroll could have anything to eat, I made her go 
to all my favorite places in Florence, which worked out very badly. It took her years to like 
Florence again. And it was very cold, too. 

 
 
 
 

Amalfi 
 
 
 
Brentano: So we then just got on a train and went to Salerno. When we got to Salerno, we couldn’t 

find a place to stay, because they were either too expensive for us to even consider staying 
for the winter, or really so damaged by the war and so lacking in things like plumbing that 
they really wouldn’t do--we weren’t able to adapt easily. So I got the idea that since Amalfi 
was a kind of resort town, maybe there would be places that we could stay during the 
winter which would be cheap. 

 
Starn: And it wouldn’t have sustained as much damage in the war. 

 
Brentano: No, no. The Salerno landing was very destructive. We went out to Amalfi, found a place 

very quickly where we stayed for, I guess, about six months, and it was extremely pleasant, 
with a wonderful view. Pleasant rooms and pleasant balconies, it was just an exquisite nice 
place up on the hill. I intended to go, and I did during the year, go work in Salerno. But in 
fact, Amalfi turned out itself to be much more rewarding. 

 
Starn: Can you talk a little about working in Amalfi? 

 
Brentano: Yes, in the archives. I was very naïve, but it’s the sort of naïveté that’s often helpful, I think, 

in historical research. I just assumed that I could do anything and find anything and 
understand anything, all of which is untrue. But I wrote to the chancellor, who was 
normally the person in country archives within churches who controlled the archives, and 
asked him if I could come look at their archives and work in them. After a little while, I got 
a letter back, saying that I could come and work in them if I would sort them, because they 
were in complete disorder. 

 
The man who sent the letter was named Gabriele Vissicchio. His name is one of the names 
of my third child, who is named [Robert] Gabriel. He turned out to be a really very saintly 
man. He was almost completely blind, but he had these three jobs. He played the organ 
when there was a funeral or marriage or big feast in the cathedral; he ran the archives and 
the chancery; and he also ran an orphanage in Atrani, which is a town nearby. And he lived 
in Atrani. He was from an old Atrani family. He was simply a saint. He was, on the other 
hand, supported by and helped by a junior who had just become a priest, about the same 
day, almost, that we got married, a man named Riccardo Arpino. And the two of them, and 
then Carroll and I, really spent most of that winter together working in the archives--they 
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bustling around doing modern things, but Riccardo getting more and more interested in 
archives until he eventually went to Naples and took a course on archives. We simply went 
all through the jungle/jumble of this little archive, looking at what was there and sorting it, 
not very professionally, but sorting it, and I was able to learn then what was in one small 
archive--every single document from about the tenth century, the earliest ones--or maybe 
not until the eleventh--until the twentieth. 

 
And it was extremely revealing. I looked at things that I never would have asked to look 
for, because I wouldn’t have even thought that they existed or that they would interest me. 
The archives itself was in the cloister, and it’s up a number of stories, and it looks right 
down into the Cloister of Paradise, which is a beautiful, beautiful place--entrancing, it 
seemed to me. 

 
Starn: Yes, it is. 

 
Brentano: We wouldn’t know whether we could go there every morning until we’d wake up, and if we 

heard a bell in the cathedral that signified either a funeral or some sort of celebration--but 
celebrations were predictable--then we knew we couldn’t work. So it was a strange, mixed 
thing. 

 
Then, from there, we traveled really very broadly in the south of Italy, and in Sardinia and 
Sicily, on trains, stopping at archives sometimes, sometimes just stopping at the cities, and 
got to know a kind of Italy that in those days was less well-known by American historians. 
Then, after April, when the tourists started coming again and when our lease stopped, we 
moved back to the north and worked in other archives, including a bit in Venice. Or, I did. 

 
Starn: In which archive in Venice? 

 
Brentano: In the Archivio di Stato, in which I’ve never worked since. Oh, I guess I did when I was 

checking things for my book. I was at that time particularly interested in looking at the 
proctors’ names on the back of papal letters, because they indicated a sort of substructure, a 
network, of clerks in the Curia that particularly interested me. 

 
Starn: For what reason? 

 
Brentano: Well, because they seemed to be the effective people who represented dioceses, kings, 

everybody who was not Roman, everybody who was not connected with the Curia, in the 
Curia. They were its representatives, a sort of administrative, diplomatic corps. I had 
become interested in that group of people particularly when I was working in York and 
Durham, because of the letters that existed, particularly in Durham, between the local 
priory chapter and the representatives in Rome, which were revealing of the way in which I 
thought the Curia really worked. And so I was fascinated by it, and I probably would have 
written a book about proctors, but some extremely effective and admirable German scholars 
were working on the same sort of idea. 

 
Starn: How did you find out that they were working on it? 

 
Brentano: By working with them in the German Institute, on the Corso Vittorio, when it used to be in 

Rome, the place I worked in Rome, both then and later. We lived, in the early times before 
we had children, in the British School on the Pincio, which had a modest medieval library, 
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but my work, essentially, that was valuable, was at the German Institute, which was very, 
very helpful. And particularly, it had a director named Walter Holzmann, who was a 
terribly important papal and Italian historian from Germany, with the highest possible 
skills. 

 
Starn: What period? 

 
Brentano: Twelfth and thirteenth centuries--maybe into the fourteenth a bit. And he, fortunately for 

me, was in constant conflict with some of the local German scholars who were working 
there, so he was particularly friendly and receptive to someone who had nothing to do with 
them, who was an American. He was really very helpful and helped me publish the first 
minor things that I published in connection with papal things. It was a great tragedy for me 
when the German Institute moved out to the [via] Aurelia, because it had been so close to 
the center of Rome, and so efficient, particularly in contrast with the then Archivio di Stato 
at St. Ivo in Rome, which has changed, but it was horrible to work there, simply because 
one could only get three documents a day frequently, and they couldn’t find documents. It 
was just a parody of what an archive should be. And on the other hand, this wonderful 
efficiency at the German Institute, and friendliness. 

 
Starn: And you began going there in the winter of ’57? 

 
Brentano: I think I did, and just kept going there every time we went back to Rome. Still, we got to 

know very, very well the people who succeeded Holzmann.  Both of the two most 
important German scholars who were working in Rome lived in houses of ours, either here 
or there, and we knew them in that special way. And as a matter of fact I was given two of 
Paul Kehr’s bookcases--the guy who led me to Città di Castello in the first place. 

 
Starn: I just want to go quickly back to Amalfi. Did the sorting that you did stand? Is it still 

organized more or less in the way that you left it? Has anyone else taken it on as a special 
project? 

 
Brentano: Yes, both are true. The historian who was archivist of the Archivio di Stato in Naples 

seemed particularly peeved that a foreigner had been given access to these archives. This is 
paranoid, but I think it’s true, also: she insisted upon having the archives removed from 
Amalfi and taken to the Archivio di Stato in Naples. It seemed to me a great tragedy, 
because I thought they were particularly effective on the spot. But also, Riccardo Arpino, 
the assistant, went to the archive school and learned to manage the archives and brought 
them back. They were stored much more effectively and much more professionally, 
because when I was working in Amalfi, I was just a kid out of graduate school, essentially. 
I didn’t have any secondary diplomatic works to guide me. There was nothing except at 
Naples. The Biblioteca Nazionale at Naples was hard to use in those days, particularly 
because you normally had to order things twenty-four hours beforehand, so if you went in 
for the day from Amalfi, you couldn’t see anything that day. So it was valuable and 
pleasant to have it there, but not a great deal of help. On the other hand, people at the 
Archivio di Stato at Salerno were very helpful to me, but they had a very limited library. 

 
Essentially, the categories are sensibly renamed, because my guide then as to how you 
named things was pretty English. But it was essentially topical and chronological, and 
chronology hasn’t changed. 
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Starn: Thanks. Could you talk a little bit about the Italy which was still more or less postwar in the 
late fifties, and very different from the Italy one sees today? 

 
Brentano: Yes. At the time I went, after I had been to Berkeley, when I went back on the Fulbright, 

things were much more orderly than they had been. When I went down in the late forties 
and early fifties, it was still disturbed by the war. Things hadn’t been put together yet, and 
Italian things still often aren’t. There is a bombed or shelled building at the edge of Venice, 
near the Piazzale Roma, which has been the way it was ever since the war, and it’s just 
being restored now. So it’s a slow restoration in Italy, generally. But downtown Rome, 
central Rome in those days, as I think I’ve said before, seemed to Anglo-Saxon visitors, to 
be a nest of crime and cheating and violence. And the area around Salerno was still pretty 
bitterly anti-American, when it was anti-American at all, because of the extreme 
destruction that had come when our troops came through. 

Starn: They didn’t regard themselves as having been saved by the troops coming through. 

Brentano: Well, it’s hard to consider yourself saved when your relatives are killed and your houses are 
destroyed--which is obvious, but people forget it at this distance. No, the people on the 
whole were pleased. And I should say that they were also much more pro-American than 
pro-British, because, frequently, when people thought I was English, they were less 
friendly to me than they were after they discovered that I was American. And certainly 
when they thought I was German, they were less friendly to me. So American ranked fairly 
high. And certainly, they didn’t often think I was French, because why would you? But 
when I was thought to be French--and foreigners were still sort of exotic then--the hatred 
was quite clear. I don’t really know why the Italians hate the French except they defected at 
different times from different sides in the war, and I guess people just don’t like the French 
because they are so much more able in so many ways than the rest of us. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: You say that without irony. [Laughter] 

 
 
 
 

Provincial Archives 
 
 
 

Starn: Much later, you wrote--I have to say--a wonderful essay about the pleasures of working in 
provincial archives. This was really where it began for you, in Italy, this was where that 
pleasure began and has carried through? 

 
Brentano: That’s right, because although Durham archives are provincial in a sense, and Carlisle 

archives are certainly provincial in England, they were so carefully and thoughtfully 
ordered and registered, that although the people who ran them sometimes were rather 
quaintly provincial, it wasn’t at all the same. I remember when I first went to Assisi--and 
I’ve written about this in a rather disguised way, partly because I liked so much the 
archivist, after I got to know him--I simply went to the archives I wanted to get into, and 
knocked on the door, and said I was an American historian. And my Italian, which was 
never very good, was just terrible--but I could show them quickly that I could read easily 
what they had and that I wanted to work in the archives--and they said no. I really 
pretended that I didn’t understand, and I went back for three days and finally, they just said 
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yes. Now, that should have been not attractive to me I guess, but it just wooed me. 
[Laughter] 

 
Also, I’ll go back to the sense of the South. I remember in Salerno, when I used to go to the 
Archivio di Stato, generally the archivist, who was a very considerable historian--certainly 
very kind to me--would, before we started in the archives, take me into the archive’s 
soggiorno, and we would sit down on little sofas, and we were brought wine and biscuits. 

 
Starn: How civilized. 

 
Brentano: And then we would talk slowly about what I might be looking for. And then he'd slowly see 

if I could have them. And that’s a big pain in the neck, but it also was very attractive. Later, 
when I was working in Sulmona, the archivist there, who was very, very suspicious 
because he wanted to protect his Celestine V documents for himself and for the people he 
favored, but who was very good to me, would have me come to his house, and I would sit 
down, and he would send a runner for the documents back to the archive, which was not 
very close to the house, and bring them to me. Then he would sit and talk to me while I 
transcribed. That sort of thing is just overwhelmingly pleasant, and I don’t know if it exists 
in other countries--maybe in Eastern Europe. Maybe in Spain, sometimes, I don’t know. 
But it’s certainly not thinkable in England. And it was just wonderfully pleasant. 

 
Starn: You had many, many more pleasant experiences than encounters with possessive local 

archivists? 
 
Brentano: Yes, sometimes they were just dreadful, and sometimes in the end I gave up. But I didn’t 

often, because it was so tempting not to. And I liked so much staying in those third-class 
sort of hotels in the countryside in which you would go home and have wonderful meals, 
and you really could think, all during the time you were working, think about wonderful 
meals. 

 
 
 
 

Penne 
 
 
 
Brentano: Much more recently, and let me just say this even though it’s out of order, the last really 

exciting local archive that I discovered and worked with is in Penne, which is near Pescara. 
There, I knew there was a document that I wanted to see because a Franciscan Italian from 
Bergamo, who teaches at Chieti, had written about it in a book of his, and one of his Ph.D 
or advanced students had written a thesis about it. So I wrote him and asked him if I 
thought I could see the thesis or if he would tell me how to get to it. I went to Penne, but 
before I went, I called up the priest who was the archivist. The priest talked to me very, 
very pleasantly, told me where I should stay, what I should do, everything. 

 
But then, just, I guess, the night I was leaving--we were living in Venice--to go south to 
Penne, he called up, and he said he was terribly apologetic, but he had been riding his 
motorcycle, because that’s the way he visited the diocese--he wasn’t the bishop, but he was 
in charge of the pastoral part of the diocese--and he’d had a little wreck, and he was in the 
hospital, and they had taken, I think, fourteen stitches, but he wanted that in no way to 
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discommode me, so a friend of his had volunteered to open the archives for me, and I could 
go just perfectly normally. 

 
I went to this place, and Penne is a very charming town. When I got to the archives, the 
man, who turned out to be a prominent young lawyer, had given up the day for me and 
opened the archives, welcomed me. I walked through a school, which was underneath the 
archives, to get up to them--and the school was for developmentally disabled children, to 
which I am particularly sensitive. And they all, obviously, were nice, the children and the 
teachers, to anybody who was even connected to the priest who was in charge, he was so 
charming. I never met him in person, because he never got out of the hospital while I was 
there. 

 
Starn: You never did after all. Ah. 

 
Brentano: I’ve written about this, but that’s the sort of thing that one finds if you are a provincial 

historian. You don’t, I think, often--certainly not in Rome--find, and I think not much in 
Venice or Florence either. Or Naples. 

 
Starn: Or Durham. Of course, Durham is not provincial. 

 
Brentano: Very C. of E. [Church of England] [Laughter] That’s quite a different matter. But in Amalfi, 

Riccardo Arpino, about whom I’ve spoken, I’ve seen more recently, because I went back to 
speak at an anniversary celebration a few years ago, and rode around with him. Gabriele 
Vissicchio was dead by that time, but Riccardo was the vicar-general of the diocese, and he 
put me in his little car and drove me all over the diocese, and pointed out to me what sort of 
problems, spiritual problems and economic and physical problems, existed for the people in 
the mountains above Amalfi. He had managed all these years to stay, it seemed to me, as 
morally effective and pure as he had been when he was young. It was a very moving 
experience. 

 
And Amalfi, as I’ve written someplace else I guess, suggests Norman Douglas, not a kind 
of purity. I mean, all those rich and rather peculiarly matched foreigners don’t suggest--. 
But the local church in Italy is often very impressive. Well, it’s also often horrible, as in 
some ways it is in Rieti itself, which I know best. 

 
 
 
 

Back in Berkeley 
 
 
 

Starn: You would probably have stayed longer in Italy if you could have, but you did have to get 
back to Berkeley, presumably to teach? 

 
Brentano: Right. I’m sorry. 

 
Starn: In 1959, your Oxford thesis--York Metropolitan Jurisdiction and Papal Judges Delegate: 

1279-1296-- 
 
Brentano: [Laughter] I can never remember the dates. 
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Starn: --was published as part of a series of the University of California Publications in History, 
edited by Paul Schaeffer, Delmer Brown and John Hicks. Was this series specifically aimed 
at publishing dissertations, or did it publish other useful things? 

 
Brentano: That’s a very good question. I really was so ignorant that I didn’t know. Someone 

suggested it, and I submitted it. I don’t think anybody else’s dissertation was done. The 
things that I knew in it were not dissertations, but I only knew them accidentally. Again, I 
really was terribly naïve. I don’t know how to put this: I hadn’t been made anxious about 
publication and promotion in the way people now are, because there was nobody around 
me. At least, I don’t think so. There was concern about tenure. 

 
Starn: But publication for tenure? Publication was not tied to tenure the way it is now? 

 
Brentano: Well, it was. We were worried about people who were not getting tenure, our seniors, but I 

don’t think either Gene or I--Gene Brucker came only two years after me and was my 
closest colleague--I don’t think it was the sort of thing that worried me. It must have 
worried him more because he had children, but I wasn’t at all sure that I wanted to stay 
either at Berkeley, or in history, or in academia. 

 
Starn: You weren’t at that point sure? What else were you entertaining? 

 
Brentano: Oh, I would always, still, have much rather been a freelance writer of some sort. I was sort 

of depressed by academia, in a sense. I loved it; it was funny. I enjoyed being here. I liked 
teaching. 

 
## 

 
Brentano: But to get back to the exact subject, to the book. It may have seemed not terribly important 

to me, but fortunately it did to Guttridge and Stampp, who were worried about its not 
getting published, and it had been in Paul Schaeffer’s office, evidently--I didn’t know this, 
of course--just sitting there for a long, long time. So finally, Kenneth Stampp got from the 
history office the keys to Schaeffer’s office and went in and kidnapped the manuscript 
[laughter] and sent it off to the press. I didn’t know enough to be grateful to Kenneth 
Stampp, then, because everybody was careful to make me like Paul Schaeffer, which I did, 
because one should like one’s senior professor, I guess--although Guttridge really seemed 
mine. But it was done very, very smoothly, and it came out without much difficulty. It in 
many ways shows all the cracks of being a dissertation-- 

 
Starn: Is it possible for you to summarize the research and arguments? 

 
Brentano: I think so, just quickly. When I went over to England, what I thought I would like to work 

on was the secular bishopric of Durham, because I wanted to see what effect it had upon 
ecclesiastical institutions when a territory was essentially a princely state under the king. 
And I wanted to know what happened to a secular administration when it was the secular 
administration of essentially an ecclesiastical institution. When I got to Oxford, I went to 
work with Galbraith, and Galbraith said that was too churchy a subject for him. He didn’t 
like that sort of thing very much. So he sent me to Billy Pantin, who was also at Oriel, and 
Billy thought, sensibly, that my documents wouldn’t lead me exactly in that direction and 
suggested that I see what was at Durham. I got to Durham and found in fact--and he 
suggested this, surely, although I can’t remember exactly--that I should study the whole 
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province of York, in which Durham was, and see in what ways Durham seemed peculiar in 
this study, to go where the documents led me. 

 
The documents led me to study the correspondence and the conflict, of papal government 
through delegated jurisdictions in the area, and normal, ordinary government. So I worked 
particularly on a dispute between Durham and York, and watched the ways in which it was 
settled and what sort of forces settled it, and also watched as much as I could the normal 
life, the ecclesiastical life of a province, but a province which was dominated by one 
particular diocese, which was not the arch-episcopal diocese. And I found a lot of valuable 
letters, I thought, in Durham, and some in Rome--in the archives at Durham, which had 
been maintained, retained, which talked about the intricate involvement of local 
government with papal government, and with royal government. I guess the argument was 
rather a description of the way the two sorts of jurisdiction go together. It was very 
different from the idea I had when I left America. 

 
Starn: So Pantin was right. 

 
Brentano: Yes. At least, I think he was. And I certainly was guided by what the archives had. Then, 

when I went to Italy, incidentally, I was going to study the things that I had particularly 
studied in England. I was going to look at metropolitan jurisdiction, that is, the jurisdiction 
of an archbishop and his curia over his suffragan bishops and their curias, and the use of 
judges delegate. When I got to Italy and thought about what I wanted to do, I decided that 
was very artificial, and I decided that instead, I should try to look at the whole society and 
church together, because so many things seemed to fit together. It would have made less 
sense not to, and that’s what in the end I did. 

 
That’s a little of the way I changed. When I was told that I was going to teach 152A when I 
came to Berkeley, and it turned out to be constitutional history--and I’m now very dubious 
about this because I’m afraid our department is losing its hundred-year connection with 
English constitutional history when I retire--but I thought then that a course that just dealt 
with constitutional history, at least in a liberal arts department as opposed to law school, 
was artificial, that you had to see the context in which the constitution existed. So I 
changed that course, took away the constitutional, and just moved it to Anglo-Saxon 
history. And that’s sort of what I did with my book. I believed in context then, much more, 
in a way, than I do now, as you know. 

 
Starn: This did prepare you, still, in a way, for extending south into Italy. 

 
Brentano: Yes, that’s right. I was terribly comfortable with thirteenth-century hands, which is 

important for an American historian, because they often are not--partly because I had done 
my undergraduate thesis with, well, early fourteenth-century hands, and then I had done 
masses of work with thirteenth-century hands in particularly Durham, but in England. So 
reading was never the problem for me, although my Latin was never very good. 

 
Starn: And all of these documents of course were in Latin, it needs to be said. 

 
Brentano: Yes, in both countries. An occasional bit of Middle English, very occasional, normally just 

quoted within a document. And in Italy, still, I read sometimes documents in which there 
are quotations in vernacular, but nothing serious is in the vernacular, no. Some in Greek, 
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which I found that, by the time I got to Palermo and was looking at Greek documents, I 
really couldn’t read, but I’ve never been trained in Byzantine Greek anyhow. 

Starn: Could you pick up Greek again if you decided to? Does the prospect interest you at all? 

Brentano: Yes. But not at this moment. I’d still like to read Sophocles in Greek, something like that, 
but not enough. I think it’s like reading Tolstoy in Russian. It sounds nice, but I don’t think 
I’d really do it. I think--not many people agree with me I guess--I think Greek and 
Japanese, the other two languages with which I graduated from school, are very, very 
simple, easy languages to pick up. I think Latin is just wretchedly hard because it’s so 
shaded and indefinite. Greek is so clear. But dead languages are always a little easier. They 
don’t move under your eyes. 

 
Starn: The language that you know very well seems difficult, too, because you are familiar with 

all of its possibilities and its subtleties. 
 
Brentano: I think that’s really true. To brag about myself to you, because you share this quality, I think 

if you know American English very well, and are very interested in it, it makes you 
constantly feel inadequate in another language, because you know--I’ve talked to German- 
English poets, who know both languages well, and they--at least the one that I’ve most paid 
attention to, felt that she never controlled either with perfect sensitivity. Do you feel that 
about Italian? I’m not supposed to ask you questions. 

 
Starn: Of course. 

 
Brentano: I think Italian is--but this is biased--although in many ways much more beautiful and much 

richer in color and all sorts of things, I think there are intricacies in English that hardly exist 
in Italian, or very, very rarely. I think in [Italo] Calvino or somebody like that, but very 
rarely. 

 
 
 
 

Editing and Teaching the Early Middle Ages 
 
 
 

Starn: Coming back to Berkeley again, where, even though you were not passionately dedicated 
to the idea of becoming an academic, you were doing such things as editing and writing an 
introduction to the early Middle Ages, 500-1000, in which you already, it seems to me, at 
least, have full Brentano voice in this writing. How is that possible, or am I wrong? 

 
Brentano:  Nancy Partner, who was one of my most stunning graduate students, and most observant, 

said she would like to read my undergraduate thesis, which I showed her. (I think it was the 
undergraduate; it may have been the graduate one.) And she was just horrified. She said, 
“You haven’t changed a bit.” [Laughter] At any rate, that may be true. That was a funny 
and interesting book. I may have said this last time. I was asked by Rowan, who was the 
editor of the series, to do the early Middle Ages. 

 
Starn: This is the Glencoe Press Early Middle Ages, in the Sources in Western Civilization. 
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Brentano: That’s right. And a number of our friends, as you’ll notice, acquaintances, Berkeley people, 

are involved in it. But because Bryce Lyon was my senior, he was given the more important 
half of the Middle Ages, the half in which we both worked, he and I, and I was given the 
early one. I knew very little about the early Middle Ages. Most people in my generation 
started studying the Middle Ages from around the eleventh century, and then just did 
particularly glorious things like Bede or Gregory of Tours, earlier. 

 
But at any rate, I did enjoy it and take it seriously. I’m terribly bound by duty, in a way that 
people think, I guess, is Protestant, but certainly isn’t for me. And I’ve wasted my life in a 
sense, doing jobs that are relatively unimportant with extreme intensity, like being chair of 
the department, or chair of the senate--or editing a silly little bunch of selections. We were 
all told that there was an exact limit to the number of words in each selection and that every 
selection had to be connected with a point in the introduction. So I took that perfectly 
seriously and wove them together, and had connections constantly between the 
introduction and the selections. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: Nobody else did that. [Laughter] They just put the things together. I didn’t retranslate 

anything. I’m a better translator than I thought I was then, but I didn’t want to do the 
translating, so I used other people’s translations. And so the really creative part I didn’t do. 
But I did enjoy it thoroughly, and I did come to be very closely connected with some of the 
authors, never in the way that I would with whom I professionally really worked, but 
Gregory the Great really has been important to me ever since. I mean, it did make me like 
teaching the early Middle Ages in a way that I wouldn’t have before, but I’m not an Early 
Medieval historian. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: But I’ve reread parts of it recently too, because sometimes in getting up things like History 

4, it’s easier for me to see what I said when I was more intensely involved years ago, and it 
does seem to me that it sounds very much like me, although broader and less reserved and 
defined than I think, I hope, I am now. 

 
Starn: Anyway, the texture of it is very familiar. 

 
Brentano: Oh, and we were paid, I think, two thousand dollars for it and never got any more, and it’s 

sold over the years quite a lot. 
 

Starn: Much used. 
 
Brentano: How it was made was, we were living in a house on Oakvale, which had an old-fashioned 

maid’s kitchen, dining room, which was for us a children’s dining room, and I stayed up 
very late at night, literally cutting and pasting, putting those things together. It’s funny 
because I was teaching Collingwood at the time--who talks about scissors-and-paste 
historians in his condescending way, and I was certainly doing it. 
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Fatherhood  
 
 
 

Starn: At the same time you were doing that, let me see--it was ’64 that it was published, so you 
already had three children by then. 

 
Brentano: Yes. 

 
Starn: Had that changed your--? 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: Silly question. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: It changed it in a lot of ways. But I wonder if women ever can know what a first child does 

to a man. The world just seemed to explode when James was born. Everything seemed 
better and richer and nicer. I don’t know; it’s very, very important. It was not less true with 
Margaret, but in a sense, in a way that I think is not unusual, since we traveled a lot, and 
particularly when Margaret was three months old and we went East and then to Italy for 
another year-- 

 
Starn: That was in ’62, ’61? 

 
Brentano: She was born in May ’61. She was taken care of by her mother a lot, and so James sort of 

hung on to me, would do nothing without me. When we went to see our two sets of parents, 
distressing the Winslows, I think, James insisted on being with me. When we were with my 
parents, he insisted on being with me all the time. No one had ever insisted upon being with 
me in that way. [Laughter] And I watch my son James, that boy, now with his own 
children--but it did change my life. It’s so obvious; it happens to everyone. But I was 
valued in a way that I had never been valued before. It was very, very exciting and thrilling. 
And so those two children with whom I spent a lot of time--they were so close together; 
they’re only seventeen months apart--were terribly important in changing my life, and 
everything else did seem relatively unimportant. And it kept up the idea of--well, at the 
same time that I needed to have a job, it kept up my idea of thinking that the rest of the 
world was sort of--funny. 

 
That changed a bit when Robert was born. I can remember when Robert was born. Robert 
is a Down person. We were told immediately when I was waiting in the room where men 
used to wait as their wives gave birth in Alta Bates. The doctor came in very distraught and 
said, “I have terrible news for you.” It was really very distressing. “Your child is disabled.” 
That wouldn’t be the word they used then, but I can’t remember what he did say. Then 
there was a lot of fuss. He had gone to pieces. He had never delivered a non-perfect baby 
before. The whole thing seemed very serious to me. I had to come home. We thought that 
Robert was going to die the first night he was alive, and I had to come home and tell the 
very expectant older children about it, and it was a very somber mood. And I thought that 
the routine in which I had sort of painted my life--block that image--was not one that was 
any longer appropriate for me. Life was more serious than it had been before. 
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Fortunately, Carroll was completely undaunted by both the obstetrician and by the 
situation. When everyone said, “You don’t want to take that child home”--you’d be 
surprised how many people said that then-- 

 
Starn: They did then, I know. 

 
Brentano: Carroll said, “Don’t be absurd. That’s my son. He can come home with me.” Things of that 

sort. He was in Children’s [Hospital] for a whole month because he had meningitis, and we 
thought again, day after day, that he might die, which in a sense made the whole thing 
easier, because when he did survive, we were so pleased, that it changed things. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: But I became from that time, a rather different and more serious person. And I think to a 

certain extent that shows in my history, although there is a lot of non-seriousness in Two 
Churches, I think. But at any rate, it had changed, but not quite in the way it would change, 
as it has, as Robert has gotten older, because he has become in many ways the most 
significant element in my life. 

 
But I was rather pleased also that after the first rethinking of the frivolity that I represented 
--I mean, it hadn’t all passed [laughter]--in our family, humor is terribly important, and the 
thing that most unites the two older children and Carroll and me is that we have similar 
senses of humor, and things do seem riotously funny to us. 

 
Starn: This is very important, that you really formed, then, a unit a little bit like your childhood, 

your family? 
 
Brentano: Yes, in which sense of humor was awfully important. Carroll helps me believe this, and 

understand that I wasn’t right, and so did my own father, but I really did for a long time 
believe that only people who were Irish or very Irish, had any real sense of humor at all. I 
thought I could look out into a class and see the ones with sort of funny smiles and dancing 
eyes--who were all Irish. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Now, having a close family was probably part of a larger, social change, too--friends with 

whom you were having rowdy parties also were following this trend. 
 
Brentano: A person who was really important to us, and really important in getting Carroll and me 

together, a painter who writes and draws too, named Virgil Burnett--I can remember, Virgil 
and I once went to see the Bruckers when they were living on or just off Ashby. Gene was 
trying to work and Pat was trying to do housework and cook or something. It was in the 
evening; we burst in on them. And it really didn’t occur to us that they would want us to 
leave, that there was a real life that existed there. That sort of dawned on me then. In a 
sense, we changed in that people like the Bruckers became our closest friends. The Mays 
remained older--and certainly cautionary to us--Henry warning me about things that I really 
should think more about; they remained very close friends, too. 

 
Starn: What kinds of things did he warn you about? 
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Brentano: Oh, facile attachment to Bloomsbury morality. I once told him that I thought my morality 

was almost completely like the morality of Virginia Woolf and E.M. Forster. And he said, 
“Well, that’s a very shallow morality indeed.” 

 
Starn: Ah, yes. 

 
Brentano: That sort of thing. It’s true, but he’s also wrong. I thought all that stuff, that what was 

important was love and truth. And he thought that intellectual formality was also important. 
 

Starn: So you had a long and a lasting exchange on these matters. 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: Still ongoing, would you say? 
 
Brentano: Yes, and still with partly the same roles. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Consistency is in this case not the hobgoblin of small minds. 

 
 
 
 

The History Department in the Fifties 
 
 
 
Brentano: I should say again--I don’t know what impression I gave last week--but my estimate of our 

department’s intellectual value and historical value is different from Gene’s, in his book1 

about the history department. I found the department to which we came, Gene and I, much, 
much stronger than he did. I think that’s partly because I was most closely connected with 
Guttridge. Because Guttridge was English history, Gene saw less of him. But a department 
that had Kenneth and Henry and Guttridge and, in his way, Bridenbaugh, various other 
people, in his understated way Delmer [Brown], was a really very strong department. And 
in his, I thought, quite bad but very smart way, Sontag. It was a department not in any way 
to be sneered at, I think, and in many ways stronger then than it has been at any time since, 
partly simply because Henry and Kenneth in their youth, and Guttridge in his sagacity and 
wit, haven’t really been replaced since then. So my estimates again are different. 

 
When David Hollinger says that certainly Tom Kuhn was the most important historian who 
had been here in our great days, I really disagree intensely. I think it’s a different 
understanding of what history is. I think history is the texture of understanding and 
perception that moves around the subject that the person studies, not a big, to use his term, 
“paradigm shift.” I knew Tom Kuhn’s work awfully well in those young days because we 
used to walk home together, because the Kuhns lived on Webster and we lived on Oakvale. 
We lived very close to each other. And I listened to Tom Kuhn’s ideas--Tom Kuhn was not 
a listener--every day for a long time, and I really found them in the end sort of bleakly 
almost obvious, and simply structural. And in comparison, it seems to me, the work of 
Guttridge, the best work of Bouwsma, the best work of May, was quite at a different level. 

 
1. History at Berkeley: A Dialog in Three Parts, Gene Brucker, Henry May, David A. Hollinger; 
(Center for Studies in Higher Education and Institute of Governmental Studies, UC Berkeley, 
1998.) 



81  
 
 

I can’t imagine that just because one has an “-ismo” after one’s name, that one is seemingly 
--like Geertz, in a way, yet not so rich as Geertz--that that’s more important. Importance to 
me is not the discovery of a pattern, because I think patterns are things to be used and 
thrown away, really. But to hit a kind of truth-- 

 
In Henry May’s introduction to the Harriet Beecher Stowe novel [Oldtown Folks], and in 
parts of his Enlightenment in America, it seems that he reaches a peak that is very rarely 
reached. And I think in Bill Bouwsma’s book about Sarpi [Venice and the Defense of 
Republican Liberty] it’s just breathtaking at points, the brilliance in that is thick and rich 
and has a lot of ideas working together. And that made a difference. 

 
So in that sense, there have always been outstanding people in our department. There was a 
cluster of young middle-aged people when Bill Bouwsma and Tom Kuhn were here 
together, but that cluster of acclaimed people, who almost could have been the sort of 
people in the New York Review of Books, didn’t seem to me as important as these 
wonderfully, richly intelligent, sort of clotted writers like Henry and George Guttridge. So 
at any rate, I didn’t think there were peaks and then fallings. 

 
 
 
 

Indiana Again 
 
 
 
Brentano: To all of us who are older in the department, the department seems slack now, but that’s 

likely, necessarily, to be true. There are people like Yuri [Slezkine] of whom we have no 
example before, exactly, except in the way that Nick [Riasanovsky] is, who make it seem 
an outstanding department, and people of the moral stature of David Henkin whom we 
didn’t often have--nobody often has. But old people see things as dimmed, it seems to me. 

 
I thought our department when I came in the 1950s was hilariously funny, and I intended to 
write a disgustingly flamboyant parody of Bridenbaugh’s behavior in some way, because 
partly, admittedly, seeing it as funny made it more bearable. But I really thought it was a 
very admirable department. I also thought that anybody who doesn’t work on American 
history who is an American is in some ways foolish. One of the reasons I wanted to go to 
Indiana when I was offered the job there was because I would have been closer-- 

 
Starn: When was that? 

 
Brentano: It was when I was chair. And that’s one of the reasons I couldn’t accept at the minute, 

because I thought I had--I enjoyed being chair--to serve out my time. But they were willing 
to wait for me until afterwards, I would have been dean of its graduate schools, which are 
not all in Bloomington, and it would have been fun, and I would have been one of the few 
Indianans, who was out of synch, and I would have been able to keep my house on the 
Ohio, and things would have been very different. 

 
I also thought then I still might have had a chance to write local history about southern 
Indiana. I do think that there is a way in which you start so far ahead if you write about 
your own country. There are so many things you don’t have to learn. 

 
Starn: Like Ken Stampp, say. 
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Brentano: Ken Stampp wrote about exactly my country. I think it’s wonderful stuff, Ken’s 

Copperhead things. But he is very Wisconsin. He is not very southern. 

Starn: So that was a very hard decision to make. 

Brentano: I didn’t make it. Carroll really couldn’t stand living in Bloomington. 
 

Starn: Did you visit? You’d been there, of course, before, but did you--? 
 
Brentano: No, we hadn’t before. It’s eighty miles away, from us. I liked it a lot. I’m sure I told you 

about how shrewd, or attractive, Hermie [Herman B] Wells, who was then chancellor, was; 
he was no longer president, but he still ruled the place. He was a man who had preserved 
the trees and the old buildings on campus, and thought it was important. He was a character 
in the whole state, even when I was a child. And when I walked into his office, he said to 
me--I always think people said “Boy,” but I guess they didn’t always-- [Laughter] ([Robert 
Gordon] Sproul certainly said, “Boy, sit down and I’ll show you things.”) But he said, 
“Come in and look at this. Which of these houses”--and he’d gotten out books on 
Vandenburgh County, Evansville’s county, architecture, and asked me which were my 
grandfather’s houses and which was my great-uncle’s house, which was and which wasn’t. 
That sort of personal attention, particularly coming from Berkeley then, which was not 
Sproul’s Berkeley, in which nobody paid any personal attention to you, was terribly 
moving. 

 
But I liked everything about Indiana. Well, I didn’t like the ranch houses in the country. But 
it’s located in a wonderful part of Indiana, next to Brown County, which I did know well. I 
did really want to go, but Carroll really thought it would be awful, and she in some ways 
was right, but in some ways quite wrong. Also, I would have become public in a way that I 
think I would have enjoyed. 

 
Starn: In terms of being an administrator? 

 
Brentano: Of dealing with the legislature. Since I was the only person who could assemble an Indiana 

accent from the group of people that I knew. [Laughter] I really wanted to go. And I did put 
off deciding for two or three years. 

 
Starn: And they were waiting for you to decide. That must have been hard. 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: Of course, you did become fairly public in Berkeley. 

Brentano: Oh, not in the same way at all. 

Starn: Not in the “Boy” mode, the “Home Boy” mode. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: You all know, you Californians, you know how attractive it is to be in your own country. 

 
Starn: I’ve never found it so, except in California as California. 
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Brentano: I also feel California as California. I know it would be very hard for me to live anyplace 

else in America now. We’re so spoiled. And not any place else in California, except L.A., I 
suppose. But it is certainly true when I’ve gone to Rhode Island to stay, my throat and 
stomach tighten at the old sort of hierarchical arrangement of people, that is, of beaches 
that are for different classes of people, things like that. It really is horrifying. 

 
Starn: Is that still the case? 

 
Brentano: Well, it was when we last went to Rhode Island. 

 
 
 
 

Two Churches in Rome  
 

 
 

Starn: Well, in the mid-sixties, there was a lot of restlessness on campus, but you were partly in 
Italy. You went to Italy on an ACLS grant in ’61, and you were probably already working 
on the Two Churches book at that point, weren’t you? You were living in Rome? 

 
Brentano: Yes. We lived in a wonderful penthouse on the Via del Mattonato in Trastevere, which we 

almost bought, which we could have bought, but it was terribly dangerous. Dangerous in 
the sense of actions against it. In the year after we left, the commune moved against it 
because it had buildings on it--what do you call them?--illegal buildings, illegal extensions 
and things. I think that perhaps if we had bought it and lived there, it wouldn’t have had 
that effect, because we were--unfairly, perhaps--popular in the neighborhood because we 
had these two really awfully attractive little children who played on the terrace all the time. 
We got along very well with the neighbors. The owner of the house, who would have sold it 
to us, is a very famous person--Bill Weaver, who translates, and who was a wonderful 
landlord also. 

 
Starn: But he got into trouble? 

 
Brentano: Because of all the extensions, and the alterations, and of course he didn’t live there. It had a 

wonderful view. It looked out at the Aqua Paola and it looked just down into Trastevere. 
And Trastevere was then--that part, at least, the Mattonato, and the Garibaldi even, were 
quite, quite simple, except for the restaurants on the Garibaldi. And very, very unforeign. 
And things happened there that I’d never seen before. A woman--and we knew because we 
had a maid who explained to us things that were happening, although she was from 
Barletta, she was not a romana--. 

 
Starn: And that’s near Bari, isn’t it? 

 
Brentano: Yes. She had a relationship with a guy who drove the 75 Bus, and she let James, who was 

her charge, particularly, collect tickets on the 75. It was very, very pleasing in lots of ways. 
 

## 
 
Brentano: One day, all the other women--that can’t be true, but a lot of them--from the neighborhood 

had gathered outside the house and were screaming and throwing stones at the house. It 
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was explained to me, and maybe this was true in Barletta more than in Rome--I never saw 
it again in Rome--that that’s what you did when an adulteress was discovered. 

 
Starn: Really? 

 
Brentano: It was sort of savage. In that neighborhood, the people sat out on the street, our neighbors 

down the road, it seemed to us all night, eating fave and drinking white wine and those 
things. Very exciting. 

 
Starn: You were there for the whole year and through the summer too? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Well, until mid-summer. I remember the Bruckers came to visit us, and Gene really 

felt very uncomfortable--it never occurred to us; of course we didn’t have a car--that 
leaving the car outside at night was dangerous. I remember--I don’t think this is a false 
memory--Gene kept running out to the balcony and looking down to see if the car was still 
there. [Laughter] 

 
The Bruckers were very central for our young lives. 

Starn: Your children were close to the same age, or very close? 

Brentano: Wendy is James’ age. 
 

Starn: Was Gene also working when he was there, or in the course of researching? 

Brentano: Oh yes. 

Starn: You were working in the Vatican at that point? 
 
Brentano: In the Vatican archives. I did work at St. Ivo always, but I was never very successful at it. 

Although I’m terribly good at getting into some kinds of archives, I’m terribly good at 
putting off functionary things, things like the Archivio di Stato. It was always a real 
struggle for me to work there, and even in the Vatican. Not that I would want it, but I don’t 
have any of that air of adult authority of those who are effective in fancy Italian places. 

 
Starn: Oh, you think not. That’s your judgment. 

 
Brentano: That’s my knowledge. And so, it was a sort of struggle. But in the Vatican manuscript 

library, there was a person who became a close friend of mine, and that was helpful. 
 

Starn: Who was that? 
 
Brentano: Oh, his name was Valerio, I think. He’s long gone--decades and decades ago. 

 
Starn: So you were working there and the children were too small to be in school, so Carroll was 

presumably looking after them. 
 
Brentano: Well, we had a maid. She was writing her dissertation and was-- [Laughter] 

Starn: Carroll was writing her dissertation at this point? 
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Brentano: The maid may have been doing it, I don’t know. 

 
Starn: Then you were in Italy again with the summer grant in 1964, and you were managing to 

spend a lot of time in Italy--’65-‘66, a Guggenheim in Rome? 
 
Brentano: We spent every summer, after the children were born. The year that Robert was born, and 

we went to Swarthmore, we didn’t go. 
 

Starn: 1963. We didn’t talk about that Swarthmore year. 
 
Brentano: But then, I think every other year except that, we spent the summer in Italy, or part of it. 

 
Starn: When did you move into the Piazza Paganica? 

 
Brentano: Well, a summer we spent in the Via del Villa Ruffo, off the Piazza del Popolo, across from 

the Borghese park. At any rate, it was an apartment that belonged to a guy who was a 
director of film, and his wife and their two small children. They were away for the summer. 
They let us have it; it was just a perfect place to work. That’s where I wrote a couple of 
chapters. 

 
Starn: “Bishops and Saints?” 

 
Brentano: Yes. It was extremely pleasant. The maid that they left then came and was our maid the rest 

of the time, for a long time, when we were down in Piazza Paganica. She moved with us 
and took care of the children. She taught Robert to walk; she had various skills, things you 
would expect. And she was an exquisite, exquisite cook. It was terribly exciting. She had 
been a diplomatic cook and had learned fancy cooking. She was from the Veneto, but had 
lived a long time in Rome. The things she cooked, for instance, for cocktail party treats, 
were just unbelievably good. And she did those things which we would never do. She had 
long fights with the butcher. The poor butcher delivery boy would come up ninety-eight 
steps to deliver stuff in the Paganica. And she would say, “No, no. Take it back.” She didn’t 
go down. 

 
At any rate, she was wonderful. But we spent that first summer up there on the Via della 
Villa Ruffo. We would have, I think, bought or rented that apartment, if we could have. 

 
After that, we were looking for an apartment, as you probably remember hearing many 
times. We had agents and we read the papers, and things like that. We went to this one place 
that was advertised, on the Piazza Paganica. We went up the many steps and we looked in. 
It was full of antiques and paintings. The thing I particularly remember was a little 
octagonal sort of coffee table that had nineteenth-century butterflies from the Amazon in it, 
looking very fragile, in the middle of the small soggiorno. Carroll simply said to them-- 
there were just things everyplace of great value--she said, “Of course, you don’t want three 
small children.” And they, two painters from the British School, originally, said, “Why not? 
Is there something wrong with small children?” They let us live there and in fact-- 

 
Starn: They evidently knew nothing about small children. 

 
Brentano: Exactly. [Laughter] Our children didn’t destroy anything. Once Robert got out a drawer of 

Dürer etchings and was playing with them. He did them no harm. But in that house-- 
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[laughter]--since nothing, it turns out in the end, could be counted on as being what it was 
said to be-- 

 
Starn: [Laughter] Yes. 

 
Brentano: In terms of whether they were actually Dürer actually, or not. [Laughter] But they were 

wonderfully good to us, and we were very fond of them, too, our landlords. 
 

Starn: And you went there regularly over a period of years. 
 
Brentano: We sublet it in the longer periods. It had lots of difficulties about which people like Peter 

Riesenberg and his friends complained desperately, because it wasn’t warm and because it 
was awfully vivid as an apartment, and it was very, very big. All those sorts of things. 

 
Starn: Could you describe the first room that you entered? 

 
Brentano: Well, the first room was just a hall, and then you went to the right. There was a little 

soggiorno which was draped with ecclesiastical hangings of some sort, behind which was a 
room, and the third room, which was the dining room when we arrived, and was decorated 
with paintings from the House of the Mysteries in Pompeii, with certain faces changed but 
otherwise pretty exact, although of course partial. And a huge Spanish refectory table and 
Spanish leather chairs around it, for us to eat in. It really had spoiled us for life. [Laughter] 
It was very attractive to us. 

 
Excuse me, they were subletting to us, and when they left, we then rented it, immediately, 
from the landlady. 

 
Starn: Sorry. The painters were Eric Hebhorn and--? 

Brentano: Eric Hebhorn and Graham Smith. 

Starn: Which you are not going to talk about here? 
 
Brentano: Well, certainly. Eric became famous because he already--we knew he could paint very 

much like very many painters of the past. We knew that, already, he knew how to age paper 
and age paintings, things of that sort. In his own house, there were lots of different kinds of 
paintings, but I think he was most comfortable in painting as if he were Corot. [Laughter] 
In Rome, that’s a sensible thing to do. And Corot-like paintings are very pleasant to look at. 
But he was much more daring and much more imaginative, so he would go to England and 
either make there or “discover” there drawings or paintings that he would say, “This 
couldn’t possibly be”--and this is the most famous one--“a Mantegna.” And it would have 
characteristics of a Mantegna. It’s a Mantegna that made their fortune. 

 
Of course, he fooled partly because he was so physically attractive, I think. And a lot of the 
people with whom he dealt were interested in young men who were physically attractive. 
He was, he claimed, and I believe him, a gypsy, although a gypsy who had been very Royal 
Academied and British Schooled. But he had an Augustus John, which we really always 
thought was a real Augustus John, self-portrait over the desk at which Carroll worked, and 
it was an exquisite, wonderful painting. 
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And in our bedroom, we had a beautiful little Whistler with a butterfly on it, which I’ve 
learned, as a more sophisticated adult, is a sure sign of danger, when identifying marks are 
on things. It was for sale, because we had a catalogue, for something like ninety pounds, 
not a great deal, and I said I wanted to buy it. And Eric said to me, “No, Bob. You do not 
want--” [Laughter] 

 
Starn: So he was a good friend after all. 

 
Brentano: I should just say this. It may not be something that the oral history will want, but when we 

moved in, it turned out there were subtenants living there already who supposedly were 
leaving, but they didn’t leave immediately. I guess they were both Canadian, the couple, 
and he was a novelist, although I don’t think he had published. And he was a novelist who 
had preserved a name that had come with the Conqueror of England, theoretically, and they 
were very proud of it. And she was, his wife, very protective of him. For a while, we shared 
the apartment. They had two rooms, and we had the others, and we shared the same 
kitchen. I can still remember, as Carroll can, hearing terrible fights in the kitchen as the 
wife of the novelist and Lucia, the woman who had come with us from the Via della Villa 
Ruffo, were fighting over dishtowels or something of that sort. [Laughter] So they finally 
did leave. 

 
Starn: How long were they there? 

 
Brentano: It seemed like forever. I think they were only there for about four weeks. But it was a long 

time. And of course, they had no children. 
 

Everything that Eric and Graham did was slightly exaggerated. It was not a simple 
Berkeley sort of establishment. 

 
Starn: But you did not realize the full extent of his engagement until his memoir? 

 
Brentano: No, no. Well, I guess until the memoir itself. I didn’t know before the actual memoir came 

out, although we were both pleased and displeased not to find ourselves in the memoir. 
[Laughter] 

 
The two of them moved out. They were friends of the Princess Doria’s, as every other 
person one knows, practically, who was English in Rome, was. But they were particularly 
friends of Babs Johnson, who wrote the Companion Guide to Rome and talked a lot about 
flowers and things, and lived in the Doria estate. They went out to live there, I think, rent- 
free. 

 
Starn: The one up on the Gianicolo? 

 
Brentano: Yes, that one. Which has, or had, little houses around in it. 

 
Starn: They didn’t go to live in the main villa? 

 
Brentano: I think not, but who knows? They had these terribly interesting contacts, and awfully 

interesting people came to call on them when they no longer lived there. Aubrey Menen, 
for instance, climbed up the ninety-eight steps one day and banged on the door and said, 
could he please have a glass of water, even if they weren’t there. 
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Starn: You will remind me of who Aubrey Menen was. 
 
Brentano: Somebody who used to write for The New Yorker and who was Indian. And that’s all I can 

say. I don’t think I ever read him at all. I just know he was a star. [Laughter] Anyway, it was 
exciting. We moved into hostilities and friendships that we didn’t know existed. But the 
house was incredibly beautifully furnished. 

 
Starn: The furniture, some of it they took with them when they left? 

 
Brentano: They took almost all the furniture with them, yes. They left things that they could dispense 

with and that we could use, and they left a lot of paintings, drawings, and things like that. 
We now have two or three of his paintings, which were genuinely all his. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] Signed with his name? 

 
Brentano: Yes, yes. In both our houses, mostly in Venice, I guess. 

 
Starn: You were so engaged with Italy at that point, that you were also writing Two Churches--you 

were doing your academic duty, but also having considerable pleasure in that? 
 
Brentano: Yes. 

 
Starn: Pulling together the north and the south. 

 
Brentano: Yes, as I had written, there were parts of it which I didn’t like writing very much, because 

they were really very hard to do. 
 

Starn: Yes. 
 
Brentano: Particularly because you always need more libraries than you’ve got. But it was a book that I 

enjoyed writing a great deal. I think both its successes and its failures have to do with that 
enjoyment. I get sometimes carried away, by the sound of words, or by a cheap and easy 
image, and by images that only I, or people who happen to have been reading the same 
things that I happened to have been reading, would know. That is, if you hadn’t read 
recently, or were thinking about reading Hawthorne, which any English speaker in Rome 
does, Redcar might not mean anything. And I guess if you hadn’t read Sense and 
Sensibility, which not everybody has read, you wouldn’t know the Dashwood sisters, 
exactly who they were. 

 
But I did write, just enjoyed writing more. That chapter, called “The Briton Church,” and 
the conclusion, were just loads of fun to write, and in some ways, very superficial, because 
I now know that more than I did then, because I am working still on both Salimbene and 
Matthew Paris, although Matthew Paris more when I’ve got one annal of his and take it for 
a couple of weeks into the woods, or something. He fascinates me. I do that sometimes 
when we go to the Dolomites with Eve Borsook. 

 
Starn: The woods are a good place to read Matthew Paris? 

Brentano: Yes, because you are forced to pay attention-- 
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Starn: Any woods? 
 
Brentano: Yes, I think so. Any woods where you are isolated, forced to pay attention, and you know 

that you can’t have anything to eat until dinner time--that sort of isolation. He can be a very 
boring historian. Salimbene is never boring, but with both of them, I know how, in many 
ways, false that comparison is in Two Churches, because in the book I’m working on now, 
they are central characters. Although because of my attitude toward Matthew Paris, he 
becomes a less central character, I’ve learned. Now, take me back to where we should be. 

 
 
 
 

Professional Recognition; Changes in Teaching  
 
 
 

Starn:      A useful digression. In Two Churches, it must have proved something to you in a way, that 
you enjoyed writing it, and it also won prizes--the Haskins Medal and the Shea Prize. Are 
there any I missed? 

 
Brentano: There is another one, but I can’t think of what it is. But the Haskins Medal--I don’t think it 

is particularly that any more, but when we were young medievalists, it was something that 
was normally awarded to very old medievalists. It was a pleasant shock and surprise when 
I got it. And it did convince me that rather conventional medievalists, because the people 
who made the award were not unconventional, could like what I wrote. I was very, quite 
surprised. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes, that must have been satisfying. 

 
Brentano: Yes, it was surprising. And in connection with that, surely, but also with a tiny effort to 

make the fellows of the Medieval Academy younger, I was added with David Herlihy and 
Giles Constable as young fellows. We were designated that. Then they stopped the 
experiment. They didn’t have anybody else young for twenty years. 

 
Starn: That was in the late sixties, was it? 

 
Brentano: Well, it was certainly in response to Two Churches. I don’t know remember how quickly in 

response. 
 

Starn: And also, at that point, you had been a member of the Royal Historical Society for some 
time. 

 
Brentano: Yes. 

 
Starn: So these satisfying professional--? 

 
Brentano: And I liked teaching better and better. I think I’ve improved--until this year--consistently as 

a teacher. I think it’s because when I was young and came to Berkeley, I thought (I may 
have said this earlier) that I had been privileged to go to Swarthmore and have wonderful 
teachers and small classes and very high standards. I thought that among the people who 
had come to Berkeley, that some of them had come because they wanted to, but some of 
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them had not been able to go to small, private colleges, and I wanted to remedy, as far as 
one class can, that sort of thing. 

 
And so I was, it seems to me, primitively, dryly High Church in teaching. That sort of 
brittle way I taught my English things and exposed my recent great knowledge of English 
legal actions and English diplomatic action, that sort of thing--and gradually, I changed, or 
maybe sharply--I can’t remember--from that sort of high style--it may have been connected 
with Robert’s birth and the children’s birth--to a complete relaxation in the classroom. 
Some bad teachers exist--but most, I think, have just different styles of teaching; they are 
not good or bad. It depends upon how you teach, what fits you. But I think almost all bad 
teaching comes from nervousness with students. I think we don’t need more classes in 
education. What you need is better therapists. Because if you relax and you allow yourself 
to do what you do and can do, it almost always works. 

 
Starn: It’s too simple a lesson, maybe, for some people to learn. 

 
Brentano: In the last, say, ten years, not including the year since my stroke, and maybe not the years I 

was chair of the senate, because that took up so much time, but I really did reach what I had 
wanted to reach in teaching. And it was very, very exciting. And absolutely dependent 
upon, in big classes, the quality of the T.A.’s. 

 
Starn: Yes, and also your ability to maintain an intimacy with a large class, to know their names-- 

Brentano: It’s increasingly hard as you get old. 

Starn: I’m sure. You were doing some experimental courses, the proseminar that used, instead of 
papers for exploration of medieval verbal sources--you describe that you used one-acts, 
mobiles, etc. Carole Straw, a former student of yours, still has the woodcut she made of St. 
Francis that she remembers from that course. 

 
Brentano: Really? How marvelous. 

 
I still have the embroidery that someone did of one of the miracles in Gregory of Tours, a 
miracle in which a monk through his prayers saves the grain from being ruined by the rain, 
and that was done in a particular time. It was done during a strike in which we went to Ho 
Chi Minh Park. When would that have been? Your neighborhood. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] Before it was my neighborhood. 

 
Brentano: That’s true. We went there because it was off campus and we still wanted to teach, but I 

was very particular about not doing anything, in striking terms, non-union. So we didn’t 
have any written assignments. Maybe in that case we did allow plays, but they had to be 
acted. And one woman, whose name was Janet Gray, did do this wonderful stitchery-- 
which is someplace upstairs in my office. And it was sort of exciting because it gave us an 
excuse--that’s a very non-political attitude--but it gave us an excuse to observe completely 
the rules of the strike and yet to do something that was imaginative. People did make 
things. 

 
Starn: ’69 was Cambodia and the Third World Strike. 
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Brentano: A harsh strike. The Third World Strike was hard for my colleagues, and it could have been 

hard on me, too. Either all of our windows were broken--I have the stone upstairs-- 
 

Starn: --which broke the window in your door? 
 
Brentano: It was terribly upsetting to Larry Levine, I remember, because the room in which he was 

teaching was destroyed. And the Third World Strike was harsh in a way that earlier strikes 
hadn’t been, I think, because it really involved problems in the community, not just 
academic problems. Can I go back to the way I was affected by the Free Speech Movement 
a bit? 

 
Starn: Absolutely. 

 
 
 
 

The Free Speech Movement 
 
 
 
Brentano: It was important in a class I was teaching because I was teaching the big 4B--4A then-- 

which that year had about thirteen hundred students in it. It was huge. It wasn’t very 
mechanical, because there were good T.A.’s, and the lectures were not mechanical, but it 
was a completely different kind of education. And whatever the FSM movement did or 
didn’t do for our campus, it certainly made possible a kind of academic reform that we 
wouldn’t have had otherwise, I think. 

 
Starn: How did that follow? 

 
Brentano: Because of the demand for small classes, the demand for real connection between teacher 

and student. I think I’ve told you this before, but in the case of a subject like Medieval, it 
meant that students who took Medieval expected it to give them something serious-- 
political, philosophical, psychological. They weren’t really there just to have a sort of 
watercolor painting of a pretty copy of the church. (That’s a stupid image.) 

 
But it happened immediately in the first year of the Free Speech Movement, in ’64. And so 
the intensity of our classes went up. I had grown accustomed to having a good, an 
observable number of my students being interested in Anglican liturgy, stained glass, 
incense, a kind of amusing Firbank history of saints, you know--that sort of thing. 

 
And it changed overnight. It made teaching so much more exciting. Because we weren’t in 
any way, as medievalists, connected with the Enlightenment, the Renaissance, the 
nineteenth century, either rationalism or empiricism; we were on the other side of all the 
things that seemed destructive to our students. And it gave us a kind of intensity. But that 
kind of intensity worked better in small classes, and we really did redesign everything in 
history. They assigned the 103--the development of those. Not the 39s yet, but particularly 
in European history, the breaking down of those big survey courses into small ones, which 
were taught by people who knew something about them. That is, what I know about 
Cromwell--I tried, but you know, I didn’t know anything about the seventeenth century, 
and once, when I had to teach the reign of Queen Anne in an English history course, I 
really couldn’t. I had no empathy at all. 
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Starn: Sometimes it’s easier to teach things you know very little about. 
 
Brentano: Well, it is easier to give a good blustery lecture. Anyway, it did make a lot of difference. On 

the other hand, I should say this about the Free Speech. I was completely in sympathy with 
the students, I think, throughout, and naturally would be, even if they had been, you know, 
for devil worship, perhaps. [Laughter] But I was, and I thought they were right, and I 
thought more, as a lot of people around me did, I guess, that the administration was wrong; 
it was stupid, bull-headed. I liked the Free Speech Movement, as I think you know, 
particularly because it had elements in it like the production of the Christmas carols, which 
were funny and delightful and light-hearted. Just smart. 

 
Starn: Whose production of the Christmas carols? 

 
Brentano: The leaders of the FSM, the student leaders, produced, to support things they were 

supporting, a group of Christmas carols, parodies of the carols, but not harsh parodies, 
which were about the administration’s failures, and about the scenes you saw, like the 
police car which is wreathed with a black Christmas wreath, you know, that sort of thing. 

 
Starn: This was a fundraiser and a statement, it seems. 

 
Brentano: And of which we still have a couple of copies. But there were things that put me off, too, 

because--I don’t know if this was influenced by Quakerism, or attracted me to Quakerism, 
but I do not like leaders and followers. That’s not for me. I disagree strongly with Cal 
Moore [professor of mathematics at Berkeley] for example, when he talks about the fact 
that Berkeley should train leaders. I don’t think we should train leaders. I think, as 
Marianne Constable, for example, would say, we should train people who are active, 
sensitive, voting citizens, who don’t want to lead other people or follow them. The thing 
that seemed to me unattractive about both the faculty position and the student position in 
the FSM was the hierarchy which existed between the leaders of the movement and the 
people who followed them. Even the most eloquent of the student speakers, even if they 
didn’t want to produce followers-- 

 
Starn: Like Mario Savio? 

 
Brentano: Particularly Mario, because he was so impressive. But somehow, we hadn’t trained our 

graduate students to just come back and say the things he said, even when they were good 
things. But the thing that really turned me off, that made me even more of a quietist, a 
pietist, whatever it was that I was, was that there was a meeting of the faculty who were 
sympathetic, and a close colleague in Medieval, but not history, a very eminent person to 
whom my wife, for instance, is very devoted, got up on the stage and said, “We’re having a 
meeting tonight; it will be a relatively small meeting. We want only captains and colonels; 
no foot soldiers need come.” 

 
Starn: Really? How repulsive. 

 
Brentano: It just froze me into resistance. In spite of the fact that I was not very loud, I was deeply 

sympathetic, but at the same time very much in admiration of Henry May, who really did 
keep our department together, I think, by his wisdom and thoughtfulness and conservative 
reaction to all sides--conservative in the sense of thinking, “What does this really mean?” 
Gathering us together, graduate students and faculty together, keeping together a 
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department which could house both Martin Malia and Reggie Zelnik, and Carl Schorske, 
and it really did work. I think the strains still show sometimes. They break out, or they did, 
in the last decade, after all that good behavior. But it was very impressive. And if anybody 
was responsible for it, it was Henry. So history, with our students, moved very nicely 
through that horrible situation. 

 
Starn: And what about the antiwar protests that followed not so long after? 

 
Brentano: Nobody we knew was not involved in it, so it just seemed like part of living. It was a very 

peaceful, Quakerish sort of thing, in which we and the Bissons marched each week, and the 
Bisson children. I remember mostly--the children are very close to me because I’ve known 
them all their lives and like them very much--they were pushed, and then walked around, 
walking around seeing all that. I think, unlike a lot of people now who are revisionists 
about this, I think all those demonstrations did make a lot of difference. I think respectable, 
hard-working people who were in no way particularly vivid, resisted and added their voices 
to the people who were vivid; it made a great deal of difference. 
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IV. BERKELEY, ROME; WRITING, TEACHING IN THE 1970s 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 4: March 14, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

Early Formation as a Historian 
 
 
 

Starn: At the end of our third interview last week, we had been discussing the effectiveness of the 
protests of the sixties. I think, remembering this past, partly, that Bob Brentano thought 
some more about his youth, and wanted to say one or two things about its importance in the 
oral history’s perspective. 

 
Brentano: Thank you, Frances. I’ve been trying to think why it seems so important to me, in 

describing the kind of historian and teacher I am, to spend so much time talking about the 
early part of my life. And it seems to me that once, about five or six years ago, Yeh Wen- 
Hsin, one of my colleagues, asked me why I thought I was the kind of historian that I was. I 
wasn’t sure what she meant, but it made me think about it, and it seemed to me that I was 
formed as a historian mostly by things that happened really when I was a child, that my 
interests and perceptions were formed in that period, that my intention as a historian has 
been not to separate me, the historian, or my general perceptions and attitudes, from the 
way I write history. It’s partly, I suppose, because I don’t find history a completely 
satisfactory medium, although I had hoped it would be more satisfactory for me than it in 
fact has. 

 
But I was formed, as one is as a person, as a historian, I think, when I was very young. It’s 
come to me sharply in the last week in two connections, which are rather different from 
each other. One, I just happened to read Prufrock and Sweeney and thought about The 
Waste Land--the T.S. Eliot poems--and realized how much I think the pattern of reality is, 
for me, described in those poems and not in most histories. The surface, or maybe deep 
disorder of the poems, and the sharpness of the imagery together, are my vision of the past 
that I write about. There are historical figures who shaped me in the same way, like 
Gregory the Great, the pope at the end of the sixth and beginning of the seventh century, 
because of his belief that reality was shaped in the way that rivers are, not by patterns but 
by some sort of natural flow. At any rate, that’s one of the things that came to my mind. 
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The other was that I was looking at a picture of a hibiscus, and I remember how much my 
--really the shape of my mind--was defined by summer breakfasts on a porch overlooking 
the river in which, in the second bed below us, there were bright white and red hibiscuses 
of the sort that were rare in southern Indiana when I was a child, and that somehow stood 
for me as pleasure of a particularly fresh morning sort. And it’s that sort of an impression 
that is in my mind when I write history. The thing I would like to get out of history, which 
is very difficult and I don’t think I’ve been very successful in it, is the combination of that 
sort of imagery that is very sharp in one’s mind, and the connection, without distorting the 
past, the connection of that sort of imagery with the past one studies. I think that’s one of 
the reasons that Gregory of Tours is so important to me, because he somehow seems to 
manage, to maintain the sharpness of the image without distorting the pattern of what he 
wants to do--although confusing it. Those are just the two things that came to me. 

 
About teaching early, it seems to me I completely underemphasized something, you see, 
very important, which has to do with my youth. That is, essentially, but not always, through 
the end of high school, I was taught by people in religious orders. And at Swarthmore, I 
was taught by people who showed no interest that these students would ever have even 
guessed at, in limiting the amount of teaching or instruction or help they gave to us, or in 
getting more money. Since the religious weren’t paid at all, essentially, it really never 
occurred to me, until I got to Berkeley, that people really did care about limiting the amount 
of teaching they did and getting more money for doing it. 

 
Starn: That’s very interesting. 

 
Brentano: It still shocks me, and it shocked me when I was chairman. 

 
Starn: The idea of history as a gainful employment that one can exploit. 

 
Brentano: That’s right. I realize that if it isn’t, it’s limited to the people who want to give up their lives 

to it, or people who are rich. But it did and it does still shock me. I’m a strong unionist in 
other senses, as I was taught to be as a child. And I support almost any union activity, 
except that for professors, so far. But it made me sort of gag when I dealt with my 
colleagues and it was an important part of my job as chair, constantly, to get them better 
salaries and to explain their positions as clearly and succinctly and powerfully as I could, 
which I spent a lot of time doing. But it still shocked me. 

 
Starn: The union sympathies went back to your father, didn’t they? 

 
Brentano: To my father, who was involved in them, but to my mother who was constantly causing a 

certain amount of trouble at both her bridge club and her poker club by taking union sides, 
while she may not have ever seen a union member. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Carroll has got some of those characteristics, doesn’t she, in terms of these sympathies? 

Brentano: Yes. 
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Freedom to Teach 
 
 
 

Starn: In the awareness of your double-edged view on teaching, how does it fit that you have still 
the passion for teaching in every respect? As you said, it’s a natural part of your 
personality. 

 
Brentano: I would like to talk about it, because that is in many ways due to good things that existed in 

Berkeley when I came, I think. In the first place, once I was hired, although they knew 
nothing really about me; no one in the department had ever seen me--I was given full 
freedom to develop my courses as I wanted to. I had to teach Anglo-Saxon constitutional 
history; that was part of the deal. But 101, this big, important central course in the 
department, I was just handed and told to do what I wanted to with it. So I had from the 
very beginning the feeling that you could experiment as much as you wanted to with 
courses, do whatever you wanted to that made them seem better to you, and worked well 
with students. It was a wonderful, freeing thing. I wasn’t aware of how unusual it was, but 
when later, people came to Berkeley from other places, who taught at other places and were 
young, like me, they were terribly surprised that they were allowed to teach graduate 
seminars from the beginning. And I should have been surprised, but I wasn’t. 

 
I was treated, well; miserably paid. I got for the first half year $2,200, and I didn’t really get 
it until much later. But at any rate, it never occurred to me that anyone was treating me as 
anything--in the sense of teaching, not in other ways--but as a full equal. So that my 
courses were as valuable, or could be as valuable, if I made them so, as Guttridge’s or 
May’s for example, the two people I particularly admired. 

 
Starn: That was invariable. It went on that way from one chair’s regime to another. 

 
Brentano: This doesn’t have to do with the chair. My first chair was [John] Van Nostrand, who was 

not very capable and hadn’t fixed his abilities much into the chairmanship. Then [John] 
Hicks came back, who was in some ways a very domineering chair, but about teaching he 
was not, at least about teaching non-American history. I always felt that Henry May, who 
came with me, but who was much more advanced and important, was hassled about his 
teaching more than I was. 

 
Starn: Really? 

 
Brentano: It may be that European didn’t seem so important. 

 
 
 
 

American and European Historians 
 

 
 

Starn: Would that be good to talk about--the strong difference in the department between the 
Americanists and the Europeanists? 

 
Brentano: That’s an interesting thing, I think, because my quick close friends in the department, when 

they developed--at first, I really had mostly graduate student friends--were, I think, 
disproportionately in American, because the Americans seemed liveliest and most 



98  
 
 

interested in us, so that in terms of what we did, the ideas that we had together, the 
importance of the American historians--particularly, I suppose, Henry, but I think also 
Kenneth--the importance that they gave to European history in forming American history, 
particularly American intellectual history, made us close intellectually. Oh, [Henry] knew 
much more about it than I, of course, and we were close personally, but I think that there 
were higher expectations for American historians. 

 
Starn: Higher expectations from--? 

 
Brentano: From, say, the chair, and from each other; that is, they knew the sort of work that each other 

was doing. They knew what [Richard] Hofstadter was doing, they knew what people all 
over the country were doing. They were working with a common past that they shared in 
teaching and I think they watched each other in a way that they didn’t watch us. 

 
But the other thing that I should make clear is that separation which I’ve heard of, of rivalry 
between American and European and other things, really, insofar as I could see, didn’t exist 
when I came. 

 
Starn: Do you think that it did come to exist? 

 
Brentano: Well, certainly right now--this is the year 2002--there is a strong current of anti-European 

history in our department, but it’s not a division between American and European, I think, 
it’s between people who think European has dominated us too long; I mean, let’s be free in 
other directions. I think it’s quite different from that, I think, classical division. I never 
remember in the past--of course I didn’t know much about what happened in tenure 
meetings earlier--I never remember people suggesting that a European post should be 
converted into an American one. For instance, when Bill Bouwsma was coming, and there 
was another candidate, both in the end came to us as Europeanists. I don’t remember ever 
there being a suggestion that one of them should be converted. 

 
 
 
 

Respect for the History Department 
 
 
 
Brentano: But the other thing was--and this is the sad thing about our department now--that in those 

days, history was much more self-confident about itself--if that’s a good thing, to be self- 
confident. It didn’t, it seemed to me, occur to anyone that if the history department thought 
they wanted a Vietnamese historian--they didn’t, but if they had thought they had wanted 
one--that they wouldn’t simply have asked for it, and probably would have gotten it. 
Because all the time I’ve been here, history has been much more strongly respected by 
people outside the field than it is by people inside the field. 

 
Starn: You mean, here? 

 
Brentano: In Berkeley, yes. So that the moment you take your history banner outside of the 

department, people are anxious to ask you questions about teaching, about what kind of 
work is done, about what kind of research is done. They believe that ours is a true kind of 
research, rare outside the natural sciences, and that our teaching is much more devoted and 
open and forceful than teaching other places. 
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Within the department, the force that that gave us has, I think, disappeared. I think that, for 
example, our current departmental administration doesn’t seem to realize that they can 
simply say that ‘We are History and we need two more posts.’ Now in some ways, that is 
very bad, because it is arrogant. But it shows that arrogance in quite other ways. 

 
Starn: Yes? 

 
Brentano: I hope this will be read much later: we have much too much space in history in comparison 

with other departments, as does another strong department, English. And English is 
certainly effective in getting its FTEs enlarged, but our strength, it seems to me, is wasted 
in that sense. 

 
Starn: Is that part of a university-wide phenomenon, though, in terms of having to plead for new 

appointments and having it based somewhat on exact needs as demonstrated by students? 
 
Brentano: As far as I can see at the moment, student desires are not effective at all in terms of the 

history department, because we are popular, and particularly our kind of European fields 
are. It doesn’t seem to carry much weight at all. I think at the moment, potential student 
need in the natural sciences for people who are being brought in from inner-city schools, 
for instance, occupies all of our attentions, or it should. In that sense, need is reflected, it 
seems to me, in a certain support of, say, engineering, economics and the natural and 
physical sciences. But no, I don’t think it’s the pressure of students that’s effective at all. I 
do think it’s a sort of lack of vigor in places like History that keeps us from utilizing--of 
course, we don’t want to become bloated. 

 
Starn: Well, it does make a difference from one administration to the next, too, how confident 

they feel about History. 
 
Brentano: That’s right. 

Starn: For example, I’m sure you could think of two or three chairs who were very effective. 

Brentano: [Robert] Middlekauff was very effective about that; [Martin] Jay was effective in a 
different way. He was very effective with us because of his personality and because of his 
absolute lack of self-interest in the chair, or group interest, really. But I don’t think he 
particularly turned his attentions to the size of our department. He was very effective in 
anything he did, simply because he was convincing and compelling and trustworthy. 

 
 
 
 

Teaching in the Seventies 
 
 
 

Starn: Well, this does lead into what might be one of the main topics today, which is your 
Berkeley teaching and--terrible word--institutional service, of an incredible variety of 
forms. In the seventies, you began with a fall at Princeton. It was a senior fellowship in the 
humanities which I think involved teaching? 

 
Brentano: That’s right. 
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Starn: What did you bring back to your Berkeley teaching from that experience? 
 
Brentano: I brought back a lack of pride, or lack of arrogance, it seems to me, about Berkeley. 

Because surprisingly, it seemed to me, that Princeton students were much more effective in 
engaging my attention, at least, than I had expected. At Swarthmore, Princeton was 
despised, as the rich, lazy, thoughtless conservative school. It wasn’t. My students weren’t 
like that at all. I also found, and this I never replicated here, but I also found that we were 
completely unbound by the history department. That is, our friends whom we happened to 
have, and the ones we developed there, were not particularly in history. That is, we spent 
more time with people in, say, philosophy and music than we spent in history, and with 
literature--whatever kind of literature John Fleming was in. It was always a little difficult 
for me to decide how they segregated themselves in the languages and literatures. 
[Laughter] 

 
I thought, on the other hand, that I was proud of the way in which we taught. Our bigness 
disguises the intensity of our teaching in small courses, for example. I thought that the 
preceptorials at Princeton were overrated as that ours were underrated, not because there 
weren’t good students and teachers but because, in fact, the year I was there, a specific 
untenured female professor did a very disproportionate amount of the preceptorials; not 
because she wasn’t good was I disappointed, but I didn’t feel that idea, that odor that 
Princeton has, of a constant sort of Oxford/Cambridge attention to the individual student, 
was being exercised really fully. 

 
Starn: You didn’t see professors pulling their weight to the extent that--? 

Brentano: Very few. 

Starn: That is a rather famous part of its mystique, isn’t it? 
 
Brentano: Yes. On the other hand, the students themselves were very impressive. I knew that just a 

few years before, it had been almost dangerous for a woman to drive through the Princeton 
campus, a young woman, because of their rowdy behavior and their notorious sexism. And I 
expected that a few years after integration of women in Princeton that there would still be 
some lack of comfort. In fact, I found the most relaxed relationships, at least in class, 
between men and women, that I’ve ever found. Well, maybe at Berkeley now. But if four 
people were supposed to get up a topic, they didn’t look around for someone of the same 
sex. It was very pleasing. 

 
And in my class, which was a Medieval class because they had been rather lacking in 
Medieval recently--they went all the way from freshman to graduate--there was a very, 
very pleasant and healthy relationship among them. They also had a kind of self- 
confidence because they were in Princeton; it meant attractively that they didn’t need 
constant reminders from their teachers that they were doing well. Also, self-confidence 
which made them organize things--a Medieval group was really organized by a junior in 
college, which was a very, very respectable and forceful thing. So I enjoyed teaching there 
a lot, at Princeton, and I mostly got a lot of work done that I would have never otherwise, 
because just teaching one course of that sort doesn’t occupy you completely. Also, because 
Carl Schorske and Tom Kuhn were there, and within that department when I went to it, I 
had friends, and also acquaintances like Jerry Seigal and Ted Rabb, who made me feel 
comfortable in the department and outside of it. 
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Starn: There’s been a lot of interchange back and forth between Princeton and Berkeley. 

Brentano: So it wasn’t strange, as when I came here. 

Starn: I have this little quote here from your CV update in 1972, and I think it’s just so interesting 
that you said this, that you wrote it, in fact, into your record: ‘I believe it is terribly 
important to work hard and think hard about teaching and to oppose at all costs the setting 
up of phony, deadening courses teaching people how to teach--willing to write an essay on 
this at any time.’ [Laughter] Clearly an angry and yet a constructive offer. 

 
Brentano: There is a constant push in the university--and I see it perhaps more than most of my 

colleagues because I spend more time on university committees of that sort than they do 
--that is, to say that our teaching assistants go into classrooms without any training about 
how to teach. This most annoys me, first of all, because they have spent, what, eight years 
in grad school, four years in high school, at least four years in college, and at least five or 
six years in graduate school, observing teachers whom they liked reasonably, or parts of, or 
whom they hated and thought were miserable. They’ve had all that instruction of a 
particularly historical and empirical sort that they can use. It’s also my experience that 
brand-new, fresh T.A.’s, unless they have strong, psychological impediments, are often the 
very best teachers that can exist. They know more than their professors, because they are 
doing their first intense primary work then, and also they are fresh and can be at ease with 
their students. The difficulty is always when people are not at ease with their students. But 
I’ve never heard of a course teaching teaching that spent much time relaxing them. 
[Laughter] 

 
Now, my own opinion has, like the other, changed a bit, and this takes us out of order, 
partly because of my work in the College Writing Program, because those teachers were 
superb, and they spent a lot of time teaching each other, very imaginative meetings about 
teaching, and I do think that teaching basic mathematics and basic writing of English, or 
any other language, is something for which you do need instruction. I care a lot about the 
way my students write, but I care a lot about not making them write conventionally. But it’s 
important for them to know how to write conventionally, I think, although sometimes that 
can be damaging. And then they can move away from conventional writing for a pretty 
good kind of effect. 

 
But I can see repeated errors that look alike--I know they look alike, gradually, in students’ 
writings. And I don’t have the vocabulary or the logic, usually, to explain what the basic 
fault in thinking is. 

 
Starn: It’s instinctive rather than technical, your awareness. 

 
Brentano: For instance, people misuse constantly, in things I read--both grownups’ writing and 

college writing and my students’ writing--they misuse ‘both’ for ‘either’ or for ‘the two’. 
It’s a very common error. It’s an error that really has a quick intellectual key. You just have 
to see that they can’t use ‘both’ in that situation. 

 
Starn: Yes. To explain it is something else. 

 
Brentano: I can’t explain it well. And I know that people work very satisfactorily, sometimes, with 

people who are not numerate, as they coin it these days, making them think in numbers, in 
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a way of, say, of fractions, which helps them break through to a next step. And I know there 
are ways to do that in English, and there are people on campus like Steve Tollefson, for 
example, who do teach that sort of thing. So I think that very technical kind of teaching of 
our teachers to teach is helpful. I suppose it’s helpful to sort of turn them loose in the zoo 
and let them see that they can deal with the animals--that sort of thing--and not be afraid. 
But I don’t think we need--it seems a great waste of money and time--but I’ve got the 
normal humanist’s suspicion of schools of education. 

 
And I’ll just say this one more little thing in that connection: that may be changing now. It 
seems to me that it’s a wonderful chance for intelligent, thoughtful people to become 
schoolteachers without going through much tedious educational training. 

 
Starn: Because the need is so great. 

 
Brentano: Because the need is so great, and also, there is a sort of withering away of education 

courses and an attempt, at least, to make internships replace them. 
 

But over the years, many of my best students have liked most to teach in high schools or in 
grade schools. And they just couldn’t bear the idea of being forced through schools of 
education--probably they mis-imagine what it would be like, I’m sure, but we’ve wasted a 
lot of good people who wanted to do that, and who are instead teaching in colleges that 
don’t inspire them much. Because teaching younger people is in some ways automatically 
inspiring, although difficult, but teaching bored college students who are just placed there 
because their parents have the money and want them out of the way--and I know that’s an 
exaggeration--is not very inspiring, although you break through occasionally. 

 
Starn: You can see that this may be in the process of reversal because there is such a huge need for 

teachers now that they are lowering the education requirements. 
 
Brentano: I completely agree with that. And the new programs which allow people to teach, 

particularly in my point of view, in places like Castlemont in Oakland, are very, very 
hopeful. Although it’s very frightening and discouraging, it still opens them. 

 
Starn: Yes. This is a little bit out of order here, but since we are talking about writing programs-- 

you have been involved in several campus writing programs and teaching institutes. One of 
the writing programs was--Josephine Miles was involved--was a summer institute for 
junior high teachers and high school teachers. It was 1974. 

 
Brentano: I cannot even remember it. If Josephine Miles was in it, I would have been happy to be in 

it. 
 

Starn:      You would have remembered. Can you talk a little bit about Josephine Miles? I know you 
are a great admirer of hers, and she’s one of the few of the people who approaches, in her 
association with the university, the length of time of yours. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: I was always used, it seemed to me, on Ph.D. exams in English when I came here. 

Guttridge perhaps frightened them, and many of the [literature] people who worked either 
in Renaissance or Medieval could use someone who did it. So I sat in on them constantly, 
and I still do examine a lot in English, more than in History, I think, now. The exams were 
really very terrible. They were depressing, anti-intellectual, I thought. You know, I had the 
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full voice of someone young and arrogant, who had seen different kinds of exams--but one I 
remember particularly sort of changed my life. We went through an exam which was just 
awful, and the old males--and I’m all in favor of old males--but the old male examiners sat 
around with books open, and when it came their turn to question the candidate, they would 
close their books and ask twenty minutes about Pope and Dryden, or something like that, 
and close their books again. And the questions were, you know, “What year was first issued 
so and so?” or “What was the format in which Collins’s poems first came out?” 

 
Starn: Good grief. 

 
Brentano: Very, very tedious. At any rate, Jo Miles was one of the examiners, and it came to her. In 

the first place, all during the rest of the exam, she watched and was alert and kept looking 
at the candidate, and she asked the candidate different kinds of questions, and paid 
attention to what the candidate said. It just exploded the room; it just seemed different. 

 
Starn: And the students responded? 

 
Brentano: The old guys responded, and the student responded; it seemed a real intellectual 

experience, and thrilling for me and the graduate, and I think, perhaps, for Josephine Miles 
too. The thing it taught me, which was probably not true, which I believed through most of 
my life, is that one person on an exam, or in any institution, can make enough difference so 
that it is worthwhile. She, for me, kept the English department alive. 

 
Starn: And she gave you an opening, too, to be yourself. 

 
Brentano: Well, that’s what I thought, yes. It’s interesting that that experience is very close to one that 

you know I’ve had, when Michael Baxandall was on an exam in art history with me, and 
you could see how one person made the experience worthwhile for the graduate. And so it 
seemed to me, that’s also often true--when you’re feeling up to it and fresh--that’s it’s also 
true of a class. 

 
Starn: So that in a way the oral examining committee is a place where you can really understand 

some of your colleagues’ as well as students’ qualities, or lack thereof. 
 
Brentano: Sadly, yes. It’s surprising, because some colleagues who are really good teachers, I think, 

and sensitive people, do terrifying things to students on exams. Amos Funkenstein, for 
instance, whom I admired just a lot, because of the things that he taught me, and his own 
students, was a second field examiner on an exam in which Geoff Koziol and I were in the 
first field. His exam was extremely destructive to the student, and unreasonable. 

 
Starn: Did he know the student well? 

 
Brentano: No. And he kept asking the student things that the student hadn’t been responsible for in his 

field, digging and digging. That’s not the normal badness. The normal badness is just 
stupidity. 

 
Starn: You were very busy in the early seventies organizing new courses, or so it seems. There 

were all-day sessions for 150A and C. Do I have those numbers right? 
 
Brentano: I can’t remember. I teach both of them. [Laughter] 
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Starn: Yes, all-day sessions for them. Do you remember anything about that, and how did you 
structure them? 

 
Brentano: It’s embarrassing that I can’t remember particularly, but what happens--and one of the 

reasons I forget, is that I lose my notes very frequently from classes. I don’t often have 
notes, so I have to do the work over again, which is I think a good thing, because it makes 
me read the sources, and then I can talk about them with the students in a fresh way. But I 
don’t think that that is common. 

 
The other thing is that I’ve felt all these years that among the courses that I taught were 
some that I wanted to be experimental with. Berkeley has allowed us to be experimental in 
almost any way you could conceive of, and the over-structure of Berkeley allows you to 
break its rules when that’s very helpful for teaching, if you are brave enough to. So that, for 
instance, it’s extremely hard to change the description of a course in the catalogue without 
lots and lots of permissions which drag on and on and on. But in History at least, if we want 
to--I hope this is okay to say--we change the courses within the description in the 
catalogue, and count on the reputation of the course or our own reputation, or our advisors, 
to tell people what they are really like. 

 
Since each course I teach, at least in 150, which is the heart of my teaching--the three 
courses in Medieval England--each time I teach it, it’s experimental, and the experiments 
sometimes work--the ones I can remember, remarkably well and rather strangely. I taught a 
course which started with, almost, in 150A, five years ago, six years ago--[with the 
Norman Conquest? Transition lost in changing of tape]. 

 
## 

 
Brentano: --and how that coming was a punishment for the Britons. It was a topos that would go on 

being used, but in this particular [way?] like Habakkuk and other prophets. And then, he 
himself one would think of as writing a jeremiad, but I think it’s closer to Habakkuk--but I 
don’t really know much about prophets. 

 
But at any rate, it is generally considered tedious and false by Berkeley freshmen, Gildas’s 
work on the destruction of Britain, because it’s so baroque. I mean--I think that’s a stupid 
word--it’s so heavily decorated and rhetorical and so extreme in its expression, but it 
excited intensely a student in the course when I was teaching it about five or six years ago 
--a pre-med student who had been thinking increasingly about Tupac Shakur, the rap 
singer, and his poetry. He made a connection between the two, and tried to show the 
connection to the rest of the class. And so he distributed to us Tupac’s poetry, which is what 
he was most interested in, rather than the rap music that went with it (but not always) to 
show the sort of source that Tupac could be for social America now, in a way that Gildas 
was for social Britain at the end of the sixth century. 

 
He became more and more involved, and then he developed--performed before both of my 
classes; the other was a historiography and source course--gave them each an hour, and 
then he developed it into a de-cal course which became extremely popular and effective. 
And we, he and I, ended up in Vibe Magazine and on television for the course. It was 
dangerous for him; he went into the heart of Tupac country in Georgia, which was not easy, 
and rather frightening, in some cases, in the end, although he became more and more 
involved in the subject and the people. But it had the effect--he’s now at the Johns Hopkins 
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Medical School--of making him decide that he’s going to take a year off and try to film the 
person with whom he’s been doing an internship, who does distress treatment, of-- 
particularly--young black men who come into an emergency room, whom he treats every 
night and gives his life up to. 

 
Starn: His mentor? 

 
Brentano: My student wants to do this--filming his mentor, particularly--for a year, and make a film 

which can be used to show, as a matter of a fact, the way young Baltimoreans die--what it’s 
really like when you are involved with drug warfare. 

 
Starn: What the results are. Cautionary. 

Brentano: But brotherly cautionary. 

Starn: Yes. 
 
Brentano: And Tupac himself is bloody. But he, the student, Arvand Elihu, who came to America 

from Iran in a Jewish exodus, and who--it’s interesting for a medievalist--was particularly 
aware of the dangers of religion, because of Iranian religion. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: At rate, he was not always completely smooth in his writing of English, but that aside, he 

now intends to spend his life in emergency rooms, just trying to deal with the problems he’s 
seen. And in a way, this accidental way, that sort of thing can grow out of a treatment of a 
source like Gildas. And that’s one of the reasons I hate to have de-cals really go away; 
they’re under attack and they’re probably finished with their usefulness now. Something 
else will have to do it. 

 
But one of the nice things about Berkeley is that it does open up courses, avenues of 
thought, for people, particularly, it seems to me, from the engineering schools and the 
sciences, who come across to us. It’s a helpful combination. I did want to say again, about 
teaching at Berkeley, it is really true that we are given a great deal of freedom, so that if we 
have the inclination, we can do more or less what we want to with our classes. 

 
Starn: You just gave perhaps the broadest possible case, and on the other hand, you spent a 103 

course on one historian, [Frederick William] Maitland. You had the freedom also to take 
the narrowest possible focus when you thought it would be useful. How did that work? Was 
that of value? 

 
Brentano: It worked well. I can’t remember this exactly, but recently I did another one that’s just a 

little bigger--a course just on Bede and Gregory of Tours, a 103. And I thought it worked 
really extremely well. It does seem to me--this is what a formal medievalist thinks--that if 
you look carefully at something like a single text, almost everything you can think of will 
fit in if it’s a rich enough text. 

 
Starn: Yes. That was true of Maitland also. What about the connected History 39s in Medieval 

that you worked on with Kathleen Casey? 
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Brentano: They worked well--but not well enough. 

 
Starn: How were they connected? 

 
Brentano: They were connected because they were all Medieval and because we, the instructors, met 

together. It seemed to me at that time that what was really valuable about that course was 
what happened in section. I thought, why not try just to get rid of the over-structure and 
teach it simply as courses, and then allow them to be more specific. So in a sense, one 
could spend the whole term on--this sounds broad enough if you think of it the way I think 
of it--the twelfth century, or on a crusade, or a couple of historians. There were various 
sections so that people could--really a little Stanfordish I guess--people could emphasize 
the history of science if they wanted to, or the history of literature if they wanted to, or a 
particular set of contexts if they wanted to. I thought it worked well enough, but I thought 
that after we did it, that the tension, even though sometimes it’s destructive, between the 
overarching course in which students are forced to come to lectures and things of that sort 
and then go out to sections--that we missed that tension. Also, too much depended upon the 
ability of the actual teacher, and since we don’t choose our T.A.’s, we don’t know. 
Although I think the T.A. is in a natural position to be a good teacher, they are not always 
very good, and particularly if they are asked to do perhaps too much on their own. 

 
The same sort of thing happened to101. 101 had a structure over it when I first formed it. 
And there were weekly lectures, mostly about historians. 

 
Starn: When you first formed it--that was in ’53, wasn’t it? 

 
Brentano: ’53, yes. It got rid of the over-structure, a rather dull one. It was a lecture on a series of 

historians, which would talk about the nature of history, going from Greek historians to 
twentieth-century American historians. Since I gave most of the lectures and didn’t know 
much, that was one problem; I had a lot of opinions. [Laughter] It was sort of exciting to do 
it. But there seemed to me, when it was removed, a certain sort of slackness and lack of 
form, which the tension between the lectures and the sections had had, and a certain sort of 
community attitude--I really loathe community and the idea of community. One reason it’s 
so disgusting for me to be in America at the moment is that I think freedom of the 
individual is the only thing that counts. When I was younger I thought of myself as a 
Christian anarchist--leading, following, grouping--it all just seems so awful. And a lot of 
what I teach, actually, and this is an aside, is the deconstruction of categories in the past, so 
that one sees the individual coming out of the category, and this should make us--you don’t 
hear this much from me when I’m teaching--think of every individual as an individual and 
not as a baron, you know, that sort of thing. 

 
Starn: So innovating courses was a good part of the early seventies, and then you did then find 

another way to get back to Rome for a year and to work on your research. That was in ’72- 
’73. You had a National Endowment for the Humanities fellowship. You must have been 
finishing Rome Before Avignon, which you had been working on in the summers before 
that. 
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Rome Before Avignon 
 
 
 
Brentano: Embarrassingly, my books, although they don’t look as if they did, all took a very long time 

for me to write, so they go on and on. Embarrassingly, in terms of people who know when 
you’re applying for grants that you’re still working on the same book you were seven years 
ago. But yes, and I did try to make that book as experimental as I could, and the results 
frightened me as well as other people, because the combination of sensations that I got 
from contemporary Rome, of very deeply studied groups of documents, and very quickly 
carried, walking-over [of] other groups of documents--and the heavy use of, say, 
Hawthorne and Ranke, and other people who had worked on Rome in the past, and of 
course, particularly Gregorovius--the combination of all those things-- 

 
Starn: --and your own physical, personal familiarity with the city-- 

 
Brentano: Personal experience which I try to have everyplace present. It worked out very badly with 

audiences. 
 

Starn: Which audiences did you hear that it worked out badly for? 

Brentano: Well, with reviewers! [Laughter] They hated it, passionately. 

Starn: Is that really true? 
 
Brentano: Well, there was a gorgeous review in the Los Angeles Times, and there were a few other 

very kind reviews. 
 

Starn: And it was nominated for a National Book Award. I don’t feel that criticism could have 
been so awful. 

 
Brentano: Oh boy! Academic historians really hated it, and of course, Walter Ullman particularly 

grew to dislike my work. He was a canonist who taught at Cambridge and was the teacher 
of almost all the significant Cambridge medievalists, like Brian Tierney, in our generation. 
Brian Tierney was particularly nice to me about Rome Before Avignon, I think, to make up. 
But Walter Ullman wrote a review in the TLS which was just scathing. 

 
Starn: This was not at the time when Times reviews were unsigned. 

 
Brentano: No. They were just being signed. Well, at any rate, he had picked me out. He had never 

taught me. I don’t know--we must have met some time--but for my first book, my thesis 
book, he wrote a six-page review in the Revue Belge, which I cannot even pronounce, and 
it was a terribly nice review, which took awfully seriously the work of this young historian 
writing his dissertation. Six full pages! And I think he felt that I belonged to him then. And 
when he reviewed Two Churches, he was very cautious about the review. He said there 
were some very disappointing things, and the thing he particularly picked out is one of 
those things that makes historians very nervous. He picked out something that I know much 
better than he, about the difference between an official and a vicar-general; that is, he knows 
it from academic law and I know it from looking at thousands of them. 

 
Starn: What is the difference? 
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Brentano: The official was essentially the judicial representative of a bishop, and the vicar- general 

replaced him, except for sacramental things, in the diocese. He became a sort of 
administrative assistant. One was his judge and one was his administrative assistant. 
Ullman simply said that he ‘would not have expected from him this confusion.’ And a lot 
of confusions-- 

 
Starn: You really disappointed him in this particular-- 

 
Brentano: --particular discipline. And then when Rome [came out], he was just livid with rage. He 

never wrote to me directly about it, but wrote these terrible reviews. That review has come 
back to me recently, because the Rieti book was reviewed by David Abulafia, a grandchild 
of Ullman’s at Cambridge, and he quoted-- 

 
Starn: Literally a grandchild? 

Brentano: No. [Laughter] 

Starn: Figuratively. 
 
Brentano: Maybe literally, who knows? These things are hidden from our eyes. But he quoted the 

terrible review in the TLS all those years ago so that one would get the full sense of this 
over-written book. I was furious with him, too. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: But other than that, there are those who say that particularly the first chapter is unsurpassed 

in any book on Rome. 
 
Brentano: Kindly write those--anyone who says that, write it down and give it to me. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] As a matter of fact, I have. 

 
Brentano: Although I know it’s sort of heavy, in reading that introductory bit, in which I am very 

personal, it seems to me in the way that I write well when I do, that’s the sort of extreme 
case. It does seem to me that when I reread my books, it depends upon my mood; if I open 
a book, I either feel just--and you must feel this too, although I don’t see why you would-- 
just nauseated--or I think, wow, could I write that way? 

 
Starn: [Laughter] Yes, there is no rationality there, from time to time. 

 
 
 
 

The Importance of Medieval England  
 
 
 
Brentano: I just want to say one more thing about the teaching. I’ve been allowed to teach my special 

field, and it really will be tragic if it’s dropped from the department, I think--if Medieval 
England is--tragic because we’ve been strong in it, because it’s so valuable in various ways, 
but also because we have this wonderful tradition that does go back to W.A. Morris and the 
beginning of the twentieth century, of being ‘Medieval England’--in a sense that Santa 
Barbara has also been--but we have a particular tradition, and it would be sad to lose it. 
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Starn: A tradition by having good teachers in the field and-- 
 
Brentano: And close connections with the law school and the Department of English so that it is a 

really nice thing. But mostly just having had this through the early twentieth, mid- 
twentieth, and late twentieth century, having these strong commitments. It’s almost an 
accident that we teach Medieval England. I guess Morris started it, because Medieval 
France is the normal course in America, because of, particularly, the Princeton school. 

 
Starn: When did Morris start it? 

 
Brentano: I just looked at a letter to him from somebody else in 1917. I think it was in the first decade 

of the twentieth century, but I meant to look it up because I’m curious, too. When I came 
here, I was sufficiently impressed by Morris that I wanted to write about him. But there was 
no Bill Roberts here that I knew of then, and I didn’t know how to get into his papers. I kept 
talking to Guttridge about it, but I don’t think Guttridge was terribly impressed with Morris 
as a person, and so he wasn’t very encouraging. Also, perhaps he thought I shouldn’t be 
distracted by historiography. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes, do your own work. 

 
Brentano: Yes, but I would like to know about him. I think I’ve said this before, but his big book 

really was respected when I was young all over the world, his book on the medieval sheriff. 
And we had that sort of person here. We, and Colorado, as a matter of fact, did. 

 
 
 
 

Writing Rome Before Avignon  
 

 
 

Starn: Could I ask you to talk a little bit more about writing Rome Before Avignon, because I think 
it’s important to understand how you write. Can you talk about how you balance the 
structure and the mosaics? It seems all these little-- 

 
Brentano: I guess I’ll talk about it physically first. I spent every morning working in the Vatican, 

either archives or library, and the Vatican in those days closed at two, but I couldn’t work 
nearly that late because I got so hungry for lunch, and because in those days we had a 
superb cook who--I could think all morning about what was going to happen. [Laughter] 
And then in the afternoons, I could wander around if I wanted to. But actually, a lot of the 
wandering could happen in our own house, because from our roof you could see a great 
deal of Rome. 

 
Starn: This is Piazza Paganica. 

 
Brentano: That’s right. You could climb up to the top and see things. I grew there also to be a close 

friend of Carlo and Ilaria Toesca Bertelli, partly because they had a small child who was 
Robert’s age, Pierino, who was out on the street in a stroller at the same time. 

 
Starn: But they weren’t neighbors, were they? 
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Brentano: Si, si. But I don’t know where they lived exactly then. They certainly didn’t live on the 

Aventine; they hadn’t gone back up there. They lived, I think, very near the Vecchia Roma 
and--Santa Maria in Vallicella? At any rate, we passed each other. We talked occasionally, I 
guess--I don’t know. We met through art historians, like the Hibbards. Most of our close 
friends were art historians, or painters turned art historians in Rome, in those days. 

 
Starn: Some Italians, some Americans? 

 
Brentano: Those were mostly American. My scholarly friends were mostly Italian and German, that 

Vatican mix. 
 

At any rate, we became friends with them, and then very close friends. Both of them were 
medievalists, and Carlo for those years--we knew each other very well--was tremendously 
good to me, in the sense that, if he discovered something--and I’ll give you an example in a 
minute--if he discovered something that was very exciting, like an underground chapel or 
church, he would call me up early in the morning and say, ‘Are you free? Can you go?’ 
And he would take me and show me things and teach me things when he did. There was a 
specific underground chapel which he thought was going to be plowed under, and I never 
knew whether it was. 

 
Starn: Where was it? 

 
Brentano: It was to the east of Rome. I don’t think I could have found it by myself because I went out 

in his car; we went out into a field and just went into it. Something was going to be built 
there. And it’s always touch-and-go everyplace, whether something will be preserved. But 
when something has relatively early medieval frescoes, it does seem-- 

 
Starn: There was a chamber under Santa Cecilia which they were about to open, but it wasn’t 

open yet when I was there-- 
 
Brentano: And there’s the new stuff in Santa Maria in Aracoeli, which you’ve seen maybe but I 

haven’t. 
 

Starn: So Carlo took you on these adventures. 
 
Brentano: The one I remember best is that he took me to Tre Fontane, which I know well, which is 

now a Trappist monastery to the south of Rome. And when we went; they had just opened 
the room that had been the jail in the Middle Ages, because monasteries in those days had 
jails to put away their difficult members. And we went in; nobody had been in it for, as far 
as we knew, centuries, and it still had on its walls in what had been a kind of whitewash--it 
had the drawings that people had done with knives or something of that sort, sharp pointer 
things, in the walls. And they were datable by me. It was terribly exciting because I’m not 
obviously in that company, a person who dates easily. But they were so clearly, if they had 
been in England, reign of Richard II, that I knew they had to be late fourteenth-century. 
And of course they were wonderfully imaginative drawings of castles and ships. 

 
At any rate, my life was really much made more art-historical by Carlo. I’d also been 
taught in Oxford, where art history was of no consequence when I was there. I was one of 
three people in the graduate seminar; one was a theologian and one was an archeologist, 
and they were not interested in visual things at all. It was taught by Otto Pächt, who was 
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also a teacher at a different time of both Carlo and Ilaria Bertelli. And so that brought us 
close together. And also, because Ilaria is, and remains, a tremendous anglophile and 
tremendously interested in the way in which English historians write, as well as English 
novelists, we became, I think, very close. Also she thought, I think, that I was a queer duck, 
and she was [laughter], so that made us in a sense closer. But when Rome Before Avignon 
came out and she got a copy of it, she laughed uproariously and said, ‘You’re crazy. Totally 
crazy.’ [Laughter] But also Milton Lewine and Howard Hibbard, particularly among art 
historians-- 

 
Starn: What did Lewine write about? 

 
Brentano: He wrote about Rome and Venice in the sixteenth century. And, at any rate, they made me 

look and see things. My connection with them both was through Carroll, and so we both 
obviously saw things with their eyes, and they became and remained close friends. But 
both of them died very young of cancer. 

 
Starn: I see. 

 
Brentano: At any rate, what I did was I looked around and I thought everything was my meat. 

 
Starn: And it was. 

 
Brentano: It really was, in a sense. So I looked at every single thing I could. I did unbelievably 

degrading things, it seems to me, to get into places that were closed in Rome. [Laughter] I 
really did. And I was this, you know, strange outsider. It was hard to speak Italian. 

 
Starn: They didn’t understand Latin? 

 
Brentano: Nor I. [Laughter] I thought I had spoken in Latin, that first time I went to Italy. But I just 

walked and took notes and drew, and drew and walked and took notes, and drew and drew. 
 

Starn: When you would say the project began, more or less? 
 
Brentano: It had a specific beginning, but I can’t date it. An editor name Bill Gum talked to Carl 

Schorske and Gene Brucker and me and other people--but I don’t think anybody else here 
at Berkeley--and wanted us to do a series on cities. Carl was doing Vienna. It was hard to 
make Carl write a book, you will remember, but in the end, it turned into that wonderful 
book that he did write. And it was supposed to have some Mahler as a slip-in; I don’t know 
that anybody knew. You were supposed to open the Vienna book, and at the back cover, 
where you would have a library card or something, would be a disc, which was of Mahler 
so you could listen as you read. 

 
Starn: He was ahead of his time. What happened? 

 
Brentano: Yes, I guess he was ahead of his time. That’s what happened. [Laughter] And Gene wrote 

what I think is the best of his books--that Renaissance Florence book, which I think is just 
magnificent. It has all the qualities that identify him, but somehow they work together in a 
particularly exciting way. And mine was the Rome book. So we were sort of corraled 
together. Gene turned his out just so Gene-like, at the right time, and the right place; it just 
worked. Both Carl and I dawdled in different ways, but that was the beginning. By the time 
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that the Rome book came out--it was much, much later, and Bill Gum had disappeared, I 
think into a hospital in Virginia--although we had spent a lot of time with him. When I was 
at Princeton, the Schorskes and we spent time with him, and we were very fond of him. 

 
Starn: How did he happen to pick this trio? 

 
Brentano: I don’t know. I really don’t know. I have no idea. I know that Two Churches was given to 

Princeton because Miriam Brokaw-- 

Starn: Who was she? 

Brentano: She was an editor at Princeton. When I was teaching at Swarthmore, she drove up. She’d 
read the description of my winning a Guggenheim. I think it was a Guggenheim that year. 
She drove up and sat under a tree in our yard in Swarthmore and convinced me to send it to 
Princeton. I wrote the first three chapters, and the first chapter of Two Churches is heavy 
going. They gave it to a reader to vet it, and the reader, whom I assume was Joe Strayer, 
said, ‘Do not publish this book.’ And Miriam just decided to hang on and wait and not to be 
discouraged. So that was her book, definitely. And I thought about her and the Rome thing, 
because when Bill Gum disappeared from Basic Books--which seemed an unlikely place to 
publish something like this, particularly as it has turned out, because it now involves much 
more research than it’s supposed to, and it’s decorated with things. All those crosses 
standing for the marks of people of Santo Spirito and [that sort of] thing. 

 
At any rate, I gave the book to Miriam. I wanted her to read it and think about it for 
Princeton, and she decided they wanted it, but at that point Basic decided that they 
wouldn’t let it go. It would have been more interestingly produced, I think, at Princeton. It 
had the same audience, maybe. But it was encouraged by Bill, watered by Bill in a sense, 
and made more attractive because of being in companionship with Gene and with Carl. 

 
Starn: Of course. 

 
Brentano: But it took a very long time. And it’s very hard--. 

 
Starn: You conceived it--there was no template there from Bill Gum? 

Brentano: No. 

Starn: It was just: a city--do with it what you will in your time. 
 
Brentano: Yes, but on the other hand he had a vision of it which was interesting enough. His plan--he 

was a tremendously imaginative editor--was to have copies of it put on the seats of 
airplanes that were going to our three cities. Hard to do it for Florence, but presumably we 
could do it for Vienna or Rome--so that planes flying from America to Vienna would have 
had Carl Schorske, and planes flying to Rome would have had a copy of me on the seat. 
That of course disappeared. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: He had very imaginative ideas. 

Brentano: He did, that sort of vision. 
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Starn: And so you sat and thought how to divide the book, and then you--? 

Brentano: Yes, I divided it in the way I seem to have divided all of these. 

Starn: Or did you do the research first and then just see how--? 
 
Brentano: No, I don’t think so. I wrote down a lot of notes, and then I went to a lot of places and 

thought about them, and would go back again. Sant’Angelo in Pescheria I went to over and 
over again. It was close, but you know, we went to see it. The thing that happened in those 
days in Rome and in the countryside is that treasures within the church would come and go, 
because people would steal them and then they’d be ransomed back, in and out. 
Particularly, the Miraculous Madonna in Sant’Angelo in Pescheria disappeared twice in the 
time I was writing the book, and at least one of the times, Ilaria got it back. It was one of 
her documents. [Laughter] Every show, everything that I could find that people ate, you 
know, I did all that. 

 
Starn: Where did you find thirteenth-century food? In the ghetto? 

 
Brentano: Well, I’d read recipes. [Laughter] Well, and some of them you know, like cooked zucchini 

flowers with anchovies in them, very thirteenth-century in taste; I did the best I could. At 
any rate, I thought I was just sinking myself into it. And I was disappointed by its 
reception, because it seemed to me that just a trick of fate could have made it a quite 
popular book. 

 
Starn: The original plan was that it would be a lighter book than it turned out to be. 

 
Brentano: Much lighter, and I decided that the way I wanted to do that was to have light, active parts, 

but then to sink at points into heavy documentary study. It was obvious that I did really 
very hard work on San Cosimato, particularly. Nobody who worked on Rome and 
monasteries in a serious way later knows all that work I had done. 

 
Starn: How is that possible? 

 
Brentano: Because they don’t read popular books, particularly in English. 

 
Starn: So you are saying that in some respects it fell between-- 

Brentano: Everything I write falls between many stools, yes. 

Starn: Of course, that’s partly your goal, too. 
 
Brentano: I guess so. It’s odd, because although I respect William Stubbs as a great constitutional 

historian, who could flavor books remarkably, particularly for someone who didn’t see that 
they had little sense of vision, of physical vision, it’s the mockery in Maitland’s obituary 
for Stubbs, that he wrote for two audiences, neither one of which was really ready for him 
--and now that I remember I guess that Stubbs first planted that idea himself in my head. 
But I constantly felt that that was what I was doing. Because--can I explain?--I really 
dislike very intensely history that is just pretty, as I used to find--haven’t read him for a 
long time--George Macaulay Trevelyan’s work. It’s pretty, and I dislike intensely things 
that are surreptitiously made up to round out a character, although it seems to me--I don’t 
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do this anymore, but it would seem to me perfectly fair to say, oh, Charles I is Teddy 
Roosevelt, because I knew no one could possibly think that Charles I was really Teddy 
Roosevelt, but any sort of shading where you would cheat on that, I really try to avoid. And 
that in a sense avoids an audience. 

 
Starn: Can you give an example or two of that kind of shading? A bad example--your own or 

someone else’s, but probably someone else’s. 
 
Brentano: I suppose the most dubious, but in some ways most successful shading of mine, is in 

moving, and also in dating--which is always a bad thing, but you don’t think that when 
you’re young because you don’t understand. 

 
## 

 
Brentano: As a matter of fact, Gerry Caspary, my close colleague, said at one point, when he read the 

book, that he didn’t know whether I liked or disliked Innocent III until I got to the point 
where I compared him with John Kennedy, and then he knew I hated him. [Laughter] 

 
It’s in a way true. Innocent III [1198-1216] was a very young pope, very well-educated, and 
in a Roman sort of way--he was a Conti--he was well-born of a local baronial family. And 
he was sure of himself in every way. He called and dominated the first real ecumenical 
council, at least the most important one, the Fourth Lateran. He thought he had all the 
answers, and in a sense, he did. He was a glorious young man. I wanted him to be really felt 
as a person alive in that book, in the Rome book. And then, at the end of the chapter, 
chronologically, I had Boniface VIII, the last of the popes I deal with, and I wanted him to 
be also really alive. 

 
So I leaned as much in his case--even a better example--I leaned heavily on the posthumous 
trial that Philip IV arranged for Boniface VIII, which indicated, tried to prove, that he was 
a disgraceful sodomite and a cheat, an atheist, someone who didn’t believe in the Eucharist, 
all those things, and quoted lots and lots of jokes. Most historians say the trial accounts are 
not reliable, but I thought the jokes sounded so like him and made him seem such a 
convincing person--even though some of them were standard at the end of the thirteenth- 
beginning of the fourteenth century, in the attacks that are made on people like Edward II 
and other people of dubious sexual attachments. Well, ‘dubious’ hardly says it for Boniface 
VIII--he was attracted to a lamppost if he saw one. [Laughter] 

 
At any rate, I used them a lot, I thought with sufficient care so that people would be 
warned. But it did seem to me that I made him a very, in the end, poignant figure, although 
in some ways a dreadful figure. He did unthinkable things, and we know about this, as far 
as you can know, from letters from the curia. He saw a cardinal, and remembered what 
family he came from; it was Ash Wednesday, because he took the ashes and threw them in 
his face--he did that sort of wild thing. 

 
Starn: Where do you find all of those--? 

 
Brentano: Those things? Well, that I found not myself. That, for instance, a German historian had 

written about, in a book that was actually about Aragonese diplomats, and I just found it. 
But also there is a wonderful book, I think, about Boniface VIII, which has never been fully 
respected, and it really should be. It’s by a man named T.S.R. Boase, 
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who was a Magdalen, Oxford art historian, called Tommy Boase by all the people I knew; I 
guess he was really dead by the time I got there. He tried to use everything in 
reconstructing Boniface VIII and so produced a very human figure and a kind of biography. 
But it showed none of that surface rigor that was very popular in, let’s say, the twenties and 
the thirties, among historians, so that afterwards you’d much rather cut through the sort of 
archival material to see the person underneath. 

 
Starn: The surface rigor would not require--? 

 
Brentano: At any rate, I pushed very hard with those two, and I, in reading it over, don’t think the 

chapter works, really, but I think the two portraits do. I think you could believe that they 
were people that you would find living in thirteenth-century Rome. A reference [inaudible]. 
Yes. He simply went to the person, and so on. I think it’s a wonderful book. At any rate, I 
created my Boniface VIII, and I liked him a lot. It was one of the things that drove Ullman 
crazy, because he thought that because I insinuated that Boniface was at least bisexual, that I 
was criticizing him, and he said, ‘If he disliked him so much, why did he put all those 
pictures of him in the book?’ [Laughter] 

 
Starn: And that’s amazing that you could do that. 

 
Brentano: Well, I tried. Poor Trevelyan always comes to my mind, and partly because a guy who’s 

writing an honors thesis with me so much likes him. I don’t want to say what I think about 
him, but he just tints, watercolor-tints, his figures, so they look a little more alive, and also 
tints even things like the plague or Wycliffe, so that your sensibilities are aroused slightly 
to agree that this is an attractive thing. I can’t think of a good example of people. 

 
Well, Kantorowicz, most famous of all, in his early masterwork on Frederick II, is 
completely unscrupulous in dealing with what he wants to do with Frederick. I’m not a 
great admirer of Kantorowicz’s, which is unfortunate because of my position--replacing, 
him, in a sense. 

 
Starn: Well, there were two years between his departure and your arrival. 

 
Brentano: I didn’t know I was doing it, yes. And on the other hand, personally he was elegant to me. 

 
Starn: Yet you don’t admire Frederick II or Kantorowicz’s version of Frederick II. 

Brentano: It’s so splashy, so unafraid, that you can’t help in a way liking it. 

Starn: His subject is so splashy that he couldn’t write a quiet little book. 
 
Brentano: Yes. [Laughter] I guess most medievalists I know think that his Laudes Regiae, his book 

about the three things that are shouted for kings and emperors as part of ritual, is his best 
book because it is so careful, and yet at its best, so exciting. When he gets to Louis IX and 
talks about the way in which Louis IX, through the creation of kingship, has reached a level 
at which he simply walks on the clouds--he says it in a wonderful way, not like that, but it 
is ethereal. It’s very, very exciting. And partly it’s exciting because you’ve gone through a 
long, liturgical book, and have gotten tired trying to understand it, and suddenly this 
beautiful thing appears. But Kantorowicz is not a really good example because he is so 
splashy. 
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Starn: I think you are reluctant to bring up some negative examples from close in. 

Brentano: Yes, yes. 

 
 
 

More about Freedom in Teaching at Berkeley 
 
 
 
Brentano: Can I just, one last time, make this heavy point, because it seems to me important, about 

Berkeley, about the freedom we’ve had in teaching what we wanted to? They hire people 
because of their fields, or they did when I was younger. Then, once you’re hired, you in a 
sense are responsible for that field, out of conscience; but you can do whatever you want to. 
So when I moved to Italian history--although I really am deeply still an English historian, 
because I was trained to be one, and that’s how I think, that’s how I date--nobody fussed at 
all in our department. Really, they acted as if it was not their business. 

 
I think that’s true of Randolph Starn, and it seems to me that no one fusses when he moves 
around. We trust him; he’s the person we want and have. He knows best what he should do 
with his time. 

 
Starn: You think that freedom is specific to the history department? 

 
Brentano: I don’t know. Oh, well, in English it doesn’t matter, because you can work on Spenser for 

fifty years, and then you suddenly realize that what you’re interested in is Longfellow or 
Beowulf, and you move--because they all teach everything. And in art history too, because 
if you are responsible for Giotto to Watteau, or whatever they call what they are now doing 
in art history, you really can move to any part of that, it seems to me, and bring your 
sensibilities with you. In a sense, if sources are visual, or even if they are literary, there is 
much more continuity than there is in ours. It is very, very difficult for a historian to move 
from one field to another. Surely, a great deal of my life has been trying to convince people 
that I’m a legitimate Italian historian. That’s been a difficulty because they forget that I’m 
an English historian, in a sense. 

 
Starn: You have been able to teach both and to write both all along the line. 

Brentano: I write very little English history, although I’m writing it now. 

Starn: But you have. 
 
Brentano: Yes. But it was hard. All my friends who went into Italian history did it from the beginning. 

They were immediately the students of somebody who was an Italian historian, and were 
comfortable there. When I first delivered a paper at the AHA [American Historical 
Association] that had to do with Italian history [on the archaeology of Italian history] 
Roberto Lopez said afterwards, ‘Welcome, across the channel, to our young friend,’ in a 
very sarcastic and unpleasant way. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Who was Roberto Lopez? 
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Brentano: Roberto Lopez was an Italian historian from Genoa who wrote masses about Genoa in the 

Middle Ages; he used and opened those archives, was very much respected, essentially an 
economic historian, and very dominant in Italian history in the Middle Ages--early on. And 
he was full of ideas that at the time I didn’t like; I don’t know how I feel about them now. 
But for instance, he came out here at Bryce Lyon’s invitation, although he wasn’t, it 
seemed to me, very nice to Bryce, and gave a talk about how the lack of significant artistic 
achievement is a sign of the greatness of the city--because he was indicating that Genoa 
had a lack. And I felt that that was a stupid and foolish thing to say. [Laughter] And also, 
being married to someone who pays a lot of attention to Genoa, I think he was misreading 
his own document. I haven’t found it attractive ever, but I know you can. 

 
 
 
 

A Visual Historian 
 
 
 

Starn: Your history is so visual, to the extent that you did take some art history courses, but it’s 
your natural bent to place a lot of importance on it. 

 
Brentano: I don’t have a good visual memory, and I’m always being told by my wife that I’m not 

visual. But I think I’m essentially visual. It was bad luck for Caspary and me and our 
colleagues who went to Swarthmore at the time, because it had that perhaps once Quaker 
hesitance about visual things. We had a nice art historian, but it really wasn’t taken very 
seriously. And I did go to art history seminars and take art history, but you wouldn’t have 
been drawn into it, or sent on from Swarthmore to study it. [Otto] Pächt was wonderful for 
me because he paid a great deal of attention to me, and because the other two guys--a 
woman and a man--were not visual at all. But I hadn’t had the sort of training that I would 
have thought would have been natural to me if I had gone to a place like this. 

 
Starn: Mmhmm. Yes. 

 
Brentano: If Michael Baxandall had been teaching art history at Swarthmore, I would have been an 

art historian. 
 

Starn: Hmm, of course I guess he would have been teaching economics, probably. [Laughter] 

Brentano: Well, I still would have become an art historian. 

Starn: That’s right. Some of the best art historians began elsewhere. Were you ever tempted, or 
just never had the opportunity to think about it enough in terms of a career? 

 
Brentano: When I got to Oxford, I gave myself about three weeks to decide whether I would trick 

them and read English literature, and I went to a lot of English literature lectures to think 
about how that would be, or go ahead in Medieval. But Medieval was made so easy for me 
because I was simply received and pushed forward. 

 
Starn: And you already had that good training from Swarthmore. 

 
Brentano: That’s right, and there was no possibility of doing art history there at all. 
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When I got to Florence the first time--and this must be true of lots of Americans, but 
particularly after the war--I suddenly went in the Uffizi, and thought, here are all the 
paintings that I’ve always known. For me it was so thrilling. The whole business, the 
experience of Florence, which is the part of Italy that most attracted me to begin with, was 
so visual, is so visual. You stand up--you know so much better than I--on the Piazzale and 
look down at that city. It hurts you, it’s so beautiful. And Rome is like that, but in a 
different way. 

 
And then I lived in Rome, surrounded by art historians, and absorbed, in a sense, by the 
two Bertelli, but particularly Ilaria and her friends, the people at the Soprintendenza, are 
such historical art historians. And I guess I’ve said this earlier; the job that I would have 
had if I had stayed in England would have taken me in that direction. 

 
Starn: The Scottish? 

 
Brentano: Historian for the Scottish, but that was in the end archeological and art historical--although 

the paintings that I particularly admire in Scotland are all in the Edinburgh Museum, and I 
don’t think I would have been dealing with that. Have you ever been to the Edinburgh? 

 
Starn: I haven’t. You mentioned Michael Baxandall earlier. I think his father was a director or 

curator there. 
 
Brentano: They have a Poussin that just makes you think, why ever look at another painting? 

 
Starn: Really? 

 
Brentano: Oh, boy. Yes, I would like to have been an art historian. 

 
Starn: You do use art and artifacts in your courses--for instance, the lecture you just gave [in 

History 4B] using the slides was very effective. Do you always do that? 
 
Brentano: Yes, in different ways. I think that in many ways I would have been more at home in an 

English department or in an art history department. On the other hand, the historian is-- 
again, the freedom is so important to us--the historian is really allowed to do whatever he 
wants to with these things. You can’t do that in art history. There are things they have to 
teach. And it seems to me that people change. 

 
Starn: Is that really true? 

 
Brentano: No, I think it’s not really true. It’s true of English, but that, too, is changing. But if I were in 

an English department, I would really have to know well Old English and Middle English 
and Late Middle English. I would have to know well and teach them. And I don’t want to 
do that. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] Well, that’s good, because given the amount of time you’ve spent in History, it 

would be too bad. I’m wondering if you can remember how Rome Before Avignon was 
received in Italy, aside from Ilaria’s chuckles. 

 
Brentano: Almost not at all. Almost no one knew I had written it. It wasn’t translated; I am very hard 

to translate. 
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Starn: Yes, you would be. 
 
Brentano: My dear friends read it and said things like, “How poetic”--it wasn’t treated very seriously. 

It was in Tombolini’s window, near the Palazzo Colonna, but it never was with other 
English books about Rome in the windows. I think it was given no push at all in Italy’s 
direction by people here. And my now-friends who read it, know me, and then go back and 
look at it, I think, find it ‘charming.’ 

 
Starn: It’s been reprinted in a new edition, in the eighties. Did it get some new attention at that 

point? 
 
Brentano: No. It got new personal attention. It had very little reception, but on the other hand, 

certainly the vision of me that people like Giorgio Cracco have--he’s a Venetian historian, 
now at Torino--is affected by that book. And in a sense, people who have tried to write 
histories of a city--even if they are not at all like this, as Giorgio’s of Venice is not-- 
understand the problem, I think. It’s been more effective with people who are not 
historians. 

 
Starn: Well, that fits with some of your goals, too, doesn’t it? 

Brentano: Yes, yes. 

Starn: Exactly. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: It’s not because I designed it that way. I was very disappointed about the reception, and 

particularly in Rome. 
 

Starn: But you were already beginning to research Rieti by that point? 
 
Brentano: I certainly was. I went to Rieti the first time because of a document that I was using for 

Rome. 
 

Starn: Well, do we have time to get back to Berkeley? 

Brentano: Sure. 

 
 
 

Historic Preservation 
 
 
 

Starn: In Berkeley, in the seventies in particular, you were very involved in issues of historic 
preservation, mostly on the campus but not entirely, and you were involved in civic 
preservation groups. You were vice-president and board member of the Berkeley 
Architectural Heritage Association. And you were a landmarks preservation commissioner 
for the city of Berkeley. 

 
Brentano: Yes. 
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Starn: But probably most effectively, you were an activist in saving several buildings on campus. 
The first record that I found about destruction of important buildings in the seventies on 
campus was the Leuschner Observatory in 1972. Were you involved in that, or were you 
not aware of that? 

 
Brentano: I wasn’t aware of it. It was a building I valued personally very highly, but I don’t think I 

really had figured out what one could do about fighting for preservation. That was really 
brought home to me by the action of people I know, that is, my wife and the Starns and 
Loren Partridge, who fought against the destruction of the three schools in Berkeley. 

 
Starn: What about Senior Men’s Hall? That was in ’73. Wasn’t that the first preservation effort on 

campus? 
 
Brentano: I wasn’t interested or involved. I knew the hall. The hall interested me, in a way. You know 

what Easterners, or Midwesterners, can be like. The preservation of a mock log cabin on 
the Berkeley campus just didn’t seem to me terribly important. I had spent time in it when I 
first came, because that’s where the Phi Alpha Theta, the history honors student group, 
used to meet. So I had spent time eating lunches there, but I didn’t pay much attention. I 
was very interested in preservation in a personal way, because in the first place, the town 
that I talk most about, Newburgh, was constantly, it seemed to me, fragilely waiting to 
either be fussed up, or destroyed, as soon as the poverty of the pre-World War II period had 
ended. 

 
Starn: Poverty is always a preservation. 

 
Brentano: It’s a wonderful preserver. It didn’t get very bad treatment. On the other hand, the city, 

Evansville, from which I came, was absolutely destroyed. The whole central part, the main- 
street part of the city, including my parish church, which was the cathedral, were torn down 
and replaced by a walking mall. 

 
Starn: In what decade, the fifties or sixties? 

 
Brentano: Yes. I guess I thought a great deal about why I care so much. Part of it is just historical. I 

hate the idea of separating us from our pasts in the way that does happen. I grew to hate the 
idea, incidentally, that people like me didn’t see the great beauty and the importance to 
cityscapes of buildings in the west, because they seemed newer. I can’t tell you how much I 
dislike exactly what I was, that is, one of those people who say, “Oh yes, this is nice for a 
building here.” 

 
Starn: Well, being in Rome, of course, didn’t close your eyes to the need for preservation. 

Brentano: Even Oxford didn’t, because Oxford is still in constant danger. 

Starn: Is that right? Is it threatened? 
 
Brentano: It’s threatened by building of extra buildings, not by the destruction of the old ones, I think. 

This is facile, but I think it’s true--but being the child of old parents, as I’ve said, I think 
one’s nervous about things disappearing, in a special way. At any rate, I did, led by the 
Starns and Carroll, become very, very much interested in what was happening to those 
three schools, felt very strongly the ugliness of the destruction of Willard, for example. 
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Starn: There were three public schools in Berkeley--. 

Brentano: They were Cragmont, Willard and Jefferson. 

Starn: --being torn down under the guise of earthquake safety. 
 
Brentano: And then, by going to meetings of the board of education, the school board here, I realized 

how insensitive and stupidly ill-informed the opponents were, and it was worth fighting 
them. So it was really from that group of people who fought for the schools that I turned 
my attention to the campus. The first and only building which I was in any way successful 
in saving was Naval Architecture, but I did work very hard and was instrumental, in the 
way little people from the world can be instrumental. 

 
Starn: Well, you were history chairman at that point, too. 

 
Brentano: So I had some punch. The students who worked with me, a graduate student and an 

undergraduate particularly, and other graduate students like Gray Brechin, were surely 
more easily moved by the fact that I seemed to represent a department, although, goodness, 
the department would surely have all voted the other direction if given the chance. 
[Laughter] 

 
Starn: Yes, the majority would. 

 
Brentano: I was aware of something I don’t think I would have been otherwise--there is a way in 

which cityscapes aren’t so clear, at least if you live in my part of Berkeley--although they 
were on Benvenue, where I lived at first, or more or less at first. But the sheath that that 
building, the Naval Ark gives, going down that street, going down Hearst, is tremendously 
exciting, it seems to me. 

 
Starn: With that wall of windows and shingles. 

 
Brentano: Yes. And the building that was planned to replace it was particularly ignominious, and we 

did a service to the Bechtel people, I think, in letting them design that much more 
interesting building. Although the first building was going to be named for, I think, Ernie 
Kuh, and I’ve always felt that that was a shame, that that didn’t happen, because he’s such 
a gentleman, and he has been so particularly gracious to me after that long fight. 

 
Starn: He was dean of engineering at that point? 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: It was a fairly bitter fight, was it not? 
 
Brentano: Yes, it was. And part of the bitterness was because of, perhaps, my hyperbolic expression, 

but it’s so hard to make people realize that a building like that can be an important and 
beautiful thing. 

 
Starn: There’s always the economic factor, too, and the attempt to channel alumni donations into 

buildings, to find new ways to-- 
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Brentano: That’s right. It certainly is true. If you name a building for an alum, or not an alum, and 

particularly if you name a new building, it’s swell. In Berkeley it’s gone wild, as anybody 
can see--practically, as they say, naming doorknobs after people. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Yes, it’s true. Maybe we should have more chairs and more fellowships and fewer 

doorknobs. [Laughter] So you did manage to pull together, not a huge group of people, but 
effectively, to save Naval Architecture from being torn down 

 
Brentano: It’s always helpful to have an undergraduate linebacker. 

 
Starn: It was 1977. Yes. That was Jeff Bornstein, wasn’t it? He was a student body vice- president 

also. 
 
Brentano: Was he? I had forgotten. I was so much less aware than I am now of undergraduate formal 

politics that I hardly noticed it. 
 

Starn:      I don’t even like to bring it up because I think it was such an unpleasant experience for you, 
but the former school for the California School for the Deaf and the Blind which is now the 
Clark Kerr Campus--can you talk a little about that? 

 
Brentano: It was tremendously unpleasant, and it’s because of it that I tried to leave Berkeley, 

indirectly--not because the university behaved as it did, and it behaved miserably. People 
representing the university can be, if you are representing the community, so superior and 
so condescending and yet so harsh. 

 
Starn: Can you talk about this from the beginning? 

 
Brentano: I can’t talk from the beginning. I don’t know when I first became aware of the fact. I know 

that we needed, theoretically, more dormitory space, but it wasn’t a crucial thing as it is 
now. It had been, I gather, a dream of Clark Kerr’s for a very long time--I know this mostly 
not from him but from the Daily Cal report--to make a particularly attractive, Stanford-like 
place to live for undergraduates, particularly for undergraduates privileged with extra 
intelligence or better grade point averages who would come in. It is particularly assured, or 
at least when I last looked at it, it was, for people who have regents’ or chancellor’s 
scholarships. 

 
Starn: Is that right? Now? 

 
Brentano: It was three or four years ago. Now, I don’t know anything. It was a wonderful thought that 

they would get to appreciate the rather conventional beauty of the buildings and the really 
unconventional beauty, I thought, of the gardens and the courts. But it seemed just so 
horrifying to take those things away from disabled people. 

 
Now, for whatever reason, the hearing-disabled agreed to the move. They were even 
anxious to make it, although it seemed to me more disadvantageous to them. But the blind 
were not, and fought very hard, and there was a weak coalition of various individuals and 
the Center for Independent Living and a student campus activist. But no faculty was 
interested at all. The only person that I know who ever showed any interest--except people 
who didn’t want undergraduates living across the street from them on, I guess, Derby 
Street--was Marian Diamond. And so there was no campus reaction. That seemed to me 



123  
 
 

really very terrible, that people didn’t care enough about what happened to disabled people 
to even come out with the neighbors and the CIL [Center for Independent Living] and do 
anything about it. I decided that I didn’t want to be attached to people who felt that way. 
Also, I went to a person whom I considered a friend, who was a vice-chancellor, who was a 
Quaker and who cared about things that I thought were sensible to care about, and asked 
her if anything could be done to protect the blind. And she sort of acted as if it were a 
frivolous concept, not worthy of a vice-chancellor’s attention. 

 
At any rate, I did get extremely excited and involved with it. And in fact, we certainly lost, 
and I think we lost with a lot of disingenuous arguments. 

 
Starn: The seismic factor turned out to be specious. 

 
Brentano: The seismic argument, yes. It is terrible to have disabled people in seismic danger. It isn’t 

attractive to have lower-division undergraduates in seismic danger. And that’s the sort of 
argument that was used. 

 
## 

 
Starn: So they moved the deaf children to a site that was possibly even less safe, seismically, in 

the estimates. 
 
Brentano: And it didn’t have the advantages that this school does for disabled people, or did, of 

putting them close to dangers which could be controlled, of streets--and also close to a little 
urban community, and even to College Avenue. It was an ideal place, in a way, to be 
disabled. And it--I gather; this is all second-hand--had been by design, so that, for instance, 
the gardens had in them plants which were particularly attractive to the sense of smell for 
people who couldn’t see--things of that sort. And it was an institution which was at least as 
old, and, I would have thought, as noble as ours. 

 
Starn: Even older, isn’t it? 

 
Brentano:      It’s older? I thought so, but I’m not sure. There are photos of it as a neo-Gothic building. I 

think they had a church there. And they have the nerve to have those pictures still up in the 
halls. I know because I go to [meetings] there. 

 
At any rate, I also was much involved, as a number of my friends were--you’ll know better 
than I the chronology--in opposing the GTU’s [Graduate Theological Union] destruction of 
the Wilson house. 

 
Starn: The one they turned into the library. 

 
Brentano: Yes. I’m not really an admirer of [E.J.] Kahn as an architect anyhow. 

 
Starn: That is Kahn? 

 
Brentano: It isn’t really his, but it’s from a drawing. But what really got me was the way that people 

from the GTU behaved in attacking preservation in their area. And I knew from BAHA and 
others that they didn’t pay their taxes properly in the way they should have. And they were 
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savage in their attacks, shouting and carrying on in meetings. It seemed to me so not what a 
theological school should be. 

 
Starn: No, not spiritual. 

 
Brentano: That’s exactly true. I thought it was spiritually depraved. For years--it’s stupid; it did them 

no harm--I wouldn’t go near their library. But I’ve had to give talks in it since then. I’m not 
an admirer of theological institutions, generally, I’m afraid. I think that’s one element of 
my Christianity that remains. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Then there was the razing of Cowell Hospital and the houses, for the new business school? 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: That was in the nineties, was it? 
 
Brentano: Yes, very recent. After I had come back to Berkeley. It was just impossible to make the 

people to whom it would have mattered see the advantages of Cowell, and, I thought also, 
the disadvantages of putting so much money into a business school, for attracting that 
much money for it, when it seemed to me, then, that money was needed for many other 
things. I feel less vigorously about that now. I guess I think the business school isn’t quite 
so noxious as I thought it would be. 

 
Starn: You mean, visually or in its operations? [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: Both. I was thinking of operations, but I guess both. But also, I do resent the destruction of 

Cowell still. It was so, in its way, particularly beautiful. And its garden was so good. And 
it’s just gone. But in that opposition, I fortunately met people whom I had never worked 
with before in Berkeley. That’s one of the nice things about being involved in opposing 
destruction of buildings or misuse of funds, is that you meet people like Jack Kent. 

 
Starn: T. J. Kent, the city planner. 

 
Brentano: Jack had in those years arranged a little meeting of people from across Berkeley. We met, I 

guess--I don’t think once a week, it must have been once a month--in the Faculty Club in 
what’s become the Elberg Room. And Jack took us to lunch, and we talked over the things 
that we should be working on, with people like Ken Stein and other people from various 
elements in the community. It was terribly reassuring, spiritually, to have T.J. Kent sitting 
there being so perfect. 

 
Starn: Yes. How many of you were there? 

 
Brentano: I guess, when we were all there, there were about nine of us. We were often only five or six. 

 
Starn: And this went on for a year or two? 

 
Brentano: A couple of years. When Kent died, it stopped. But it really stopped before that. 

 
Starn: But that’s a comforting community thing, even for a person who doesn’t like the word 

“community.” 
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Brentano: Yes, that’s exactly true. That’s good. Thanks. Sylvia McLaughlin was the other major 

person. If you had meetings with Sylvia and Jack, it really became an okay place, and 
particularly since Sylvia would say things like, “Well, I’ll just try one more time. I’ll go to 
those Haases and I’ll tell them why they are doing a wrong thing.” That’s pleasing. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. Sylvia McLaughlin alone is enough to encourage one. I suppose it was a positive 

result of your getting involved in these preservation issues--the chancellor’s committee on 
the preservation of historical and architectural resources? I think it was called the Bender 
Committee. 

 
Brentano: After Bender [Richard Bender, former dean of the college of environmental design]. That’s 

right. Both of us got to work on that. I suppose that is positive. I’m not sure that it ever did 
anything very positive. 

 
Starn:      Well, it did produce the Campus Survey of Historic Resources, the book which I’ve heard is 

still being used, perhaps by the people who like to tear buildings down rather than preserve 
them-- [laughter] but that they have this reference point is good. 

 
Brentano: It’s also true that, in a sense, it was a help. When I was in the College Writing Program, 

people in the building wanted to change the name of it from Dwinelle Annex to John Galen 
Howard, to commemorate his temporary building, which it was. And for their arguments, 
which, as their director at the moment, I forwarded, it was very helpful to have that book, 
to know dates and things, and to be able to show pictures. In general, it seemed to me, there 
was a great deal of hesitation about destruction, afterwards. When I was, in other guises, in 
meetings with major administrative figures, when they talked about planning, they were 
very cautious about things that would cross BAHA’s path. All fights did, in a sense, help. 
We still have Barrows-- 

 
Starn: Barrows? [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: Well, it helped us fight, I think, because it was inconceivable that that building would have 

been built on that place. Certainly, I think, our chancellor wanted to get rid of it recently. 
But the source of funds is so dominant. 

 
Starn: Yes. Increasingly so. Are you involved in any preservation issues now? 

Brentano: You know I just barely get to class. [Laughter] 

Starn: Preservation of your route to class. 
 
Brentano: The truth is--you, I guess, will understand--the sort of currents that sometimes move in 

BAHA involuntarily move some of us sort of around. And I believe in BAHA. 
 

Starn: That’s the Berkeley Architectural Heritage Association. Could you talk a little more about 
historians and preservation? 

 
Brentano: I’ve thought about it a lot, of course. It seemed to me that before Margaret Anderson came, 

who also is interested in preservation, the people in our department who were interested 
were Randy Starn and Natalie Davis. There must have been others, but I can’t think of 
others. Now I think it’s worth noting that those three people lived on the south side and 
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were aware of the community perhaps in a different way than the north side. They, perhaps, 
because they lived on the south side or in connection with it, they were not solely attached 
to buildings in Cambridge, Mass., or Princeton. They saw other sorts of architecture. But 
I’ve thought about it a great deal. I cannot understand--no, I can’t understand--why all 
historians don’t think the historical artifacts of their own communities are valuable. 

 
Starn: It’s mysterious. 

 
Brentano: It’s mysterious to me. And when I talk about it to people, they just get slightly bored. 

 
Starn: Yes. Is it because of the devaluing of what’s too accessible? 

Brentano: Surely that’s part of it. 

Starn: Or self-absorption? Not looking? 
 
Brentano: Yes. Looking is so important. I think--well, I am tremendously romantic about our very 

junior historians in our department--I think that’s changing with them. 
 

Starn: Say something about that. 
 
Brentano: Well, a historian who is not around this year, but whom I’ve observed fairly carefully, is 

Peter Zinoman. It seems to me that if you are in a field like that, as you should be if you are 
a medievalist, all artifacts are valuable to you. Destroying them is wrong, arguing 
historiographically. I think he’s very unlikely ever not to pay attention. I think David 
Henkin, whom I admire just excessively as a person and as a teaching historian, is very 
visually alert, alert to the values of community, and alert to religious values of a sort of 
extraordinary sort. Because he is so serious, and yet so jolly, almost, an orthodox Jew, it 
makes you feel better about the whole business of orthodoxy. He seems terribly, sensitively 
aware of things. I know this partly because he’s a big supporter of my son-in-law 
[Nicholson Baker, writer and founder of the American Newspaper Repository] in his use of 
newspapers, and has posters of those newspapers up, and things like that. And the reason 
that they are attractive to him is that they are a visualized record. 

 
Starn: And he’s a historian of the-- 

 
Brentano: Of the newspaper, exactly. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: That’s a fine alliance between Nicholson Baker and David Henkin. 

 
Brentano: But it really has worried me--as it’s worried you--over this period, why have the people 

who come in--only Natalie, who had so much else to do--only she really cared about this. 
Only she bought a house, and lived in a house which was beautiful and part of a 
community, in that sense. Other people came from outside. It’s just amazing to me; I don’t 
understand it. 

 
Starn: And if you’ve thought as much about it as you have and haven’t come up with an 

explanation-- 
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Brentano: Well, I used to think it was because they were Easterners and because they thought that no 

valuable building in America existed outside of the thirteen original colonies. And I had 
felt that because of introspection, because although I’m certainly not an Easterner from the 
original colonies, I did come to a place in which all the valuable old buildings were 
essentially fifty years younger than the ones I grew up with; they didn’t seem serious to me. 
Gradually--it took me a while to capture the realization of how important they are to us. Art 
historians are better about it, don’t you think? 

 
Starn: They are rather snobbish often about the buildings. 

 
Brentano: About the buildings. Yes, of course. I know an art historian who repeatedly will say things 

like, “There’s only one building in Berkeley worth saving,” and that’s generally First 
Church of Christ, Scientist, by Bernard Maybeck but I’m not sure. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. [Laughter] But at this point, there is going to be some new building, and these 

preservation issues will probably continue to be important. 
 
Brentano: They will certainly come up. Of course, the problem with new buildings, as we both know, 

is that people have different tastes in them. And even the old buildings--I really loathe 
Barrows, although it’s not impossible to teach in, but it’s just an anti-human building and 
much more on the inside than the outside, I think. 

 
Starn: How would you compare it to Evans? 

 
Brentano: That’s what I was coming to; I really like Evans. I don’t like being in it; it’s horrid to be in 

it. But there’s something about it--of course, I’m not a north-sider--but there’s something 
about that massive, brutal building--it’s like the Stalinist Pappy Waldorf in the Faculty 
Glade. 

 
Starn: Yes. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: It’s just an amazing concept; it’s like a cube, you know. And I like Wurster. I know it didn’t 

turn out the way it was supposed to turn out, but I still find it a pleasing building to be in, 
when you can get into it--and when it had an olive grove behind it, I liked that grove. The 
olives are gone. But olives are replaceable. 

 
Starn: So you are not against the new, but if it involves wanton destruction of the old, you have to 

think. 
 
Brentano: I think that’s what I think. Although I’m not as unreservedly, as I think you and Carroll are, 

enthusiastic about Gehry buildings. The one in Bilbao does look certainly wonderful, but I 
think if--at its best--our new music library looks Gehry, I hope it looks like Bilbao and not 
like Minneapolis. 

Starn: Is Gehry doing the new music library? It seems highly unlikely. [Laughter] Brentano:

 I don’t think we can afford him, but supposedly the new music library is going to be 
adventuresome, not like any of the old buildings. 

 
Starn: That’s a good site for something interesting. 
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Brentano: Yes, exactly. And theoretically--I was last in these conferences years ago--but theoretically, 

a sort of quadrangle will be formed with Kroeber and Wurster, and it may be attractive. 
 

Starn: One note that gets quite historical has to do with architecture and historians’ visual 
abilities: once upon a time, the story I’ve heard is that the history department could have 
stayed in Wheeler Hall, and yet decided that they wanted to move into the new building 
that’s Dwinelle. 

 
Brentano: I heard that, too. It happened just before I came. I couldn’t believe it when I came, because 

those offices are so wonderful. We could have had offices like that. 
 

Starn: Big windows and fine vistas and well-accoutered, yes. 
 
Brentano: But we were committed to Dwinelle. When I first came, we were in Wheeler still, and I 

didn’t have an office, but we had a big general office in Wheeler in which we all kept our 
office hours. And then I was moved directly into Dwinelle. And it was an absurd building, 
but I didn’t have the sense that my contemporaries then did, that it had been a pleasant 
pasture full of wildflowers that had somehow gone into this miserable building. [Laughter] 
Well, by the time we moved in, there were already big cracks on the fifth floor, in the 
classics department. 

Starn: Were there any preservation movements in Italy at the time you were in Rome? 

Brentano: It was so formally observed and taken care of--and in Venice, too, the protections have 
gone up completely. There the opposite is true: that is, people were sneaking windows up 
through their roofs. The movement that was interesting in Italy with which I was slightly 
involved was an anti-Vietnamese war movement, in which a group of Italians and 
foreigners met someplace on the Aventine. Where would it have been? 

 
Starn: One of the churches? 

 
Brentano: It must have been somebody’s house. I remember, it was a soggiorno, a big living room. 

And they were exciting people to know. The woman I remember best was a nice, plain- 
looking person, the wife of a very active and still active movie star, Terry [ ? ] who does 
spaghetti westerns. He looks American, but he’s Italian. At any rate, it was an interesting 
group of people because they were vigorous, and they were brave. 

 
Starn: And this would have been ‘69-’70, ’71? And you were there--during Watergate? Well, 

we’ll have to talk later about Italian politics and protests. 
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V. BERKELEY AND ROME, 1975-1978 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 5: March 19, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

Chairing the History Department 
 
 
 

Starn: In our last session, Bob, we talked quite a lot about historic preservation, especially in the 
seventies, and about working on your Rome book. Today we might talk more about what 
happened later in the seventies. There were many political movements on campus which 
you were involved in, and you were history chair from 1975 to 1978, during some crucial 
events on campus. Let’s talk about that. 

 
Brentano: Okay. I was chosen chair, I think, because Delmer Brown said I should be. He was my 

predecessor. But I think he may have gotten the idea from Gene Brucker. I don’t know 
which of the two--I think Gene thought it would be funny, and Delmer thought it would be 
efficient. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Which one was more accurate? 

 
Brentano: I think Delmer was. I don’t think it was so funny at all. I had been the person in the 

department who had for years been vice-chair in charge of graduate studies. So what I 
thought of, mostly, was about graduate studies, and I had a lot to do with the graduate 
student opposition to, or advice to the department in various ways. That worked out very 
well. 

 
Starn: Advice on which matters? 

 
Brentano: The matters that Fred Mitchell particularly led, and it seemed to me that had to do with 

protection of T.A’.s. 
 

Starn: Before you were chair, I think, you were on a T.A. policy committee. Is that what it was? 
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Brentano: That’s right. It was the T.A. policy committee. It turned out to be extremely pleasant, 

because the faculty members on it were very sympathetic with the T.A.’s, and the T.A.’s 
were very sympathetic with the faculty members. We did all realize, which it seems to me 
was then, at least, true, that we had common interests, because we were all interested in 
teaching and research, and teaching effectively our undergraduates. A great deal of its 
success was due to Fred Mitchell himself, who became rather angered by the later end of 
his life. 

 
Starn: Can you talk about him? 

 
Brentano: Fred Mitchell was a graduate student in Latin American history who didn’t progress 

normally in getting his degree, perhaps in part because he worked with a very difficult 
director. He was very important in all of our lives, because he essentially sacrificed his 
personal fortune for Ramparts Magazine, for speaking out about policies and ideas and acts 
that interested us all. But on this committee, he seemed to me simply very wise. Members 
of that committee, several of them, I still see at conferences because they are senior 
professors now, and it really is a lasting, pleasant relationship. 

 
When I became chairman, Delmer was extremely helpful to me. He left me notes, as 
Louise Clubb did when I went to Padua, so that it was very easy to follow the pattern of 
administration. I also had an extremely effective administrative assistant and personal 
secretary, so things were made in a way very easy for me. 

 
Starn: Who was that? 

 
Brentano: Mary McAllister was the administrative assistant and Ann Larson was my personal 

secretary. The two of them had very different styles. Mary was extremely demanding and 
crisp and clear. She followed a pattern I had been taught in administration when I was head 
of the graduate advisors, by a woman named Anita Eblé--who later went off to the office of 
the president--who simply, in a very sort of clear, sharp way, explained how we would most 
effectively work together, that I would always make decisions, and they would be informed 
decisions partly because of her, and she would do the work. And it really did work out very, 
very well, and we were efficient. 

 
I think I was a very good chairman because it was a very easy role. I interpreted the job of 
chairman as being simply to represent the interests of the department and the interests of 
individuals in the department, so that when, as occasionally happened, a historian for 
whom I felt very little admiration was recommended for a raise or a promotion, it didn’t 
matter, it seemed to me, what I thought. So I really quite imaginatively would go over the 
man or woman’s work--then, very few women--and then try to make the most compelling 
case I could for it with the material at hand. So it was like a wonderful course for me in 
historiography. As a matter of fact, I read very carefully almost everything that had been 
written by every member of the department then. 

 
Starn: For promotions as well, or did you read all the way through--? 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: That sounds like you. 
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Brentano: I found it, again, very interesting. In many cases, colleagues whom I felt were rather dull, 

wrote wonderful things, I thought. The opposite wasn’t quite true. By the time I finished 
the three years, though, I really could hardly bear to see any of my colleagues in the hall, 
because it was as if they opened their mouths and some endless set of paragraphs which I 
had read would come out of them. [Laughter] It was definitely true, because I then went to 
the budget committee almost immediately, and then read them all over again, just at a 
different stage. [Laughter] I enjoyed much more any other department or school that I 
worked on in the budget committee than history. 

 
But it was a thing I was effective in doing. I did get good things from the administration, 
and I think it was partly because of very effective letters. I read them again when I was on 
the budget committee because they were in the files I looked at. And they did seem to me to 
work very well. I am also at my best when things are working well, and very good at 
getting along well with people I don’t know very well. And that was something I could do, 
quietly, as chair. I didn’t have any doubt about what my function was, and that was, I 
thought, good. 

 
I also thought that it was important--although I had been very quiet in the sixties and early 
seventies, my persuasions were fairly well known--for me not to seem easily to favor the 
left wing in the department, and certainly the right wing was very suspicious of me when I 
became chair. So, I immediately made my senior vice-chair Martin Malia, because it 
seemed to me that although I knew Martin Malia was not a heavy worker, it would be a big, 
good sign to indicate that we would embrace the whole department. 

 
Starn: Did you think about choosing anyone else for the same reason? 

 
Brentano: No. I thought that was strong enough. [Laughter] Then, after two years, it really became 

apparent that that was no longer necessary, and it was not really very practical for my 
health to do two people’s work, and so I replaced him with Fred Wakeman, who didn’t 
have at all the same political value, but who did a lot of work. [Laughter]. 

 
At any rate, I did enjoy it thoroughly--being chair. Some things happened that were quite 
interesting during my chairmanship. In the first place, I should say, for a good part of the 
time, I, who really did not like any administrator--I thought that they were almost evil--had 
a superb dean. 

 
Starn: That is, campus administrators? 

Brentano: All administrators, everyplace. 

Starn: Not those in the history department with whom you worked, such as your crack team. 
 
Brentano: No. They were considered citizen workers. [Laughter] At any rate, David Hooson from 

Geography was a wonderful dean. I had gotten in the habit, which would seem rather 
strange to my friends, of shouting at deans on the telephone. David would listen and then 
say very gently, ‘Bob, I’m doing what I can. Please don’t shout at me.’ [Laughter] I loved 
the man, and most of the deans with whom I’ve worked I think are really pathetically bad. 

 
Starn: You actually did shout on the telephone? 
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Brentano: Over and over again. But I suppose if you really like someone, and you really think he’s 

very good--sometimes we met at odd places on Telegraph Avenue, I guess as all chairs do 
with all deans, and over white wine, of which I’m not terribly fond, we would talk about 
the problems that we shared. That part was a delight. 

 
I had specific problems in terms of hiring and firing, because Natalie Davis, who was, 
particularly politically, and in terms of eminence, very important to our department, told 
me that she wanted to leave. I essentially and quite shamelessly said to her that I’d offer her 
anything to have her stay, because she was so important to us. And she said, and I believed 
her, that it was really time for her to move, and she really very much wanted to go to 
Princeton, and that there wasn’t anything I could do. 

 
On the other hand, in this same sort of circle, I was able--or at least it seemed to me that I 
was able--to tempt Peter Brown to come here. The reason I say, ‘It seems to me’ is because 
Peter’s gifts include the gift of making you think that you are the crucial person in making 
something happen. So I don’t know how important my temptation was. But I know that he 
was disappointed when I went on leave a few years after he came, and promises that, 
essentially, he felt and I felt had been made to him, were not carried out. And he didn’t, in 
the end, stay. But I know that Princeton had been trying to get him before he came to 
Berkeley. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano:      And we were lucky to have him when we had him. He did do a lot for us, I think, pepping 

us up. I mean, not for us; his colleagues, particularly his Medieval colleagues. He made our 
lives more fun. 

 
Starn: He was here for how many years? 

 
Brentano:      I can’t remember. Enough to make a difference, and to raise a little coterie of students with 

him, and he had good students here. 
 

Starn: Yes. Were there any other major departures and arrivals? 
 
Brentano: These are the ones that come to mind, and of course because of their connection with each 

other and Princeton. As I go on, if I can think of any major personnel moves, I will. 
 

One of our colleagues was during the late seventies in Hanoi instead of on campus, and that 
was a complicated thing to deal with because any move I made I thought would cause a 
sort of scandal that would not be helpful to us. And it may have been partly because I was 
not so antipathetic to Hanoi as some of my colleagues. But that was submerged. It was 
partly due to the fact that the man was in two departments, and each department generally 
thought he was teaching in the other. 

 
Starn: Is there any reason why we can’t mention his name on the record? 

 
Brentano:      I don’t know. I can say I had known him since I was sixteen, I guess--eighteen, because he 

was in the same army unit I was in at Chicago, and he was the star of it, and by the time he 
was here, he could speak eleven Central Asian dialects, which impressed me tremendously. 
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Starn: A serious linguist. 
 
 
 
 

A Confrontation Regarding the Confidentiality of Faculty Personnel Files 
 
 
 
Brentano: The big crisis in my chairmanship was something that affected me sort of peculiarly, 

because I was very much in favor of--and still am, and think now it’s inadequate-- 
governmental supervision of our hiring practices. 

 
Starn: What’s known as affirmative action? 

 
Brentano: Yes, but more general than that. So that even if we did hire a white male, it would be a 

white male who didn’t come to us because he was eased in by some sort of favoritism. In 
the end, I think we’ve lost that battle. We’ve won it only in the sense that we are more 
sensitive, generally, to the needs and desires of minority applicants and students and to 
women applicants and students, and I think essentially our department is not very heavily 
specifically gendered any longer. But in reality, I think we’re back to the old system. 

 
Starn: What has been lost? 

 
Brentano: A very tiresome and tedious procedure in which we had to identify--I think, as I recall; it 

sounds impossible--if there were a hundred applicants, the hundred top applicants for a 
position, the chair had to go right through them and explain, from the advice of his faculty, 
why each person was not chosen. It was extremely tedious and unpleasant and artificial in 
some ways. But it made people be careful. My sympathies were completely with that. 

 
But in connection with that, we were ordered by the chancellor, about the middle of my 
chairmanship, to submit all the files of the specific people--I guess they were all women-- 
that we had employed, or had not, for the last, something like five years, particularly 
because of the complaint of a specific woman. It was not because she was a woman that she 
was not retained, although she has become quite prominent. 

 
At any rate, we were ordered to turn over all our papers, including all our letters. 

 
Starn: They were to go from the administration on to the HEW [Health, Education and Welfare] 

or the Department of Labor? 
 
Brentano: I think it was the Department of Labor then. And I felt it was really my moral obligation to 

refuse to do that, although I was certainly sympathetic to the idea, because we had 
promised secrecy to the people who wrote the letters. That no longer is true. I mean, they 
are warned now. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: It was like readjusting the oath, I suppose, but after the adjustment, it seemed to me 

perfectly fair, because people had fair warnings--we all did--when we wrote letters. And we 
shouldn’t have written things that couldn’t be made public, but still, we had promised. It got 
sort of exciting. We had a department meeting in which I asked the department if they 
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would back me. I don’t know what I would have done if they didn’t. I never had any sort of 
network or party of people in the department who were sympathetic to me or on whom I 
could call--good friends, but I don’t think that’s what they’re for, and they’re very personal. 
So I didn’t know what would happen. And everybody except Dick Herr did support our 
retaining them. Dick felt that the need for affirmative action, let’s say, although it’s more 
than that--and it particularly was gender affirmative action that was important to us at the 
time--he felt it was more important than this sort of honor and promise. 

 
But what happened was peculiar, because after we had refused, the chancellor refused to 
accept our refusal, and he demanded that we give up the letters. It became quite public. The 
Oakland Tribune became rather interested in it. 

 
Starn: What was the format for the various rulings? I mean, how could the chancellor refuse to 

accept your refusal? Was this based on some campus constitutional thing? 
 
Brentano: I think quite not. But he took it very seriously, because he came--when I was chair, and 

then, more violently, when Bob Middlekauff was chair after me--to the history department 
chairman’s office, and demanded the letters. 

 
Starn: In person? 

 
Brentano: Yes. I think he did a second time. He also came in person to this house to have tea and to 

beg for the letters. It was Mike Heyman1, whom you knew. And when we were at the next 
senate meeting, the next senate meeting to which I went, at least, he came down from the 
podium, pointed his finger at me and attacked me, saying, essentially, “You kept those 
letters!” That was the big scene we had in my chairmanship. It was in general a very 
peaceful chairmanship. 

 
Starn: Were you, about this particular issue, alone? Was this the only department that was refusing 

to hand over the letters? 
 
Brentano: Four were asked for them, as I recall. I haven’t read anything recently. I think that one 

destroyed its letters and two equivocated. I think one of the departments was Spanish, and 
members of it cheered us, but for reasons perhaps not too wise to investigate. That is, our 
allies were not necessarily people whom you’d want as your allies. 

 
Starn: That happens. Why was Mike Heyman, with his legal background, so anxious to make sure 

that he got those letters? 
 
Brentano: Well, my experience with Mike Heyman--whom I like, and did like--was that he was a very 

political chancellor, and he dealt with very difficult politics in some ways, because he had 
to appease the legislature and people who were powerful in it, in order to make our budget 
pass; he thought he had to, as chancellors generally do, make us appealing to the 
surrounding community. How he gauged that community, from time to time, I’m not sure, 
because he would guess that the community was more liberal than we were, and would be 

 
 
 

1. Al  Bowker was chancellor during Brentano’s chairmanship; Mike Heyman was vice 
chancellor--ed. 
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suspicious of our reactionary or elitist acts--but generally our trouble with the broader 
community was not that. 

 
Starn: Well, Loni Hancock was mayor at that point. 

 
Brentano: But she certainly didn’t cause us trouble. She never interfered. There were people in the 

legislature who are now more prominent than they were then, who, in a rather scandalous 
way, tried to interfere with things that happened on campus because they could stop the 
budget. 

 
Starn: So how was it resolved, then, in the end? You did not turn the papers over, and what 

happened? 
 
Brentano: What happened was that the regulation changed, and enough time had gone by so that 

people were warned that letters that they would write could be made public. We send out, 
when we request letters, a warning, as all universities do now. Once you’re warned, it’s no 
longer a problem, it seems to me. 

 
Starn: That happened after or during your chairmanship? 

 
Brentano: After. But the warning occurred in the incident in a sense, because once people knew that 

their letters were in danger--can I just give you a suggestion of what kind of letters people 
write--? 

 
Starn: Yes, do. 

 
Brentano: --that it wouldn’t be fair for anyone to turn over. One of my colleagues--in all innocence 

and complete belief that he’d get a good letter from someone who knew him well at another 
university, who was senior to him--got a letter back, which we got, which said, ‘I really 
can’t be very positive about this man. I think he’s mentally unstable, and I think it would be 
unwise for me, unfair for me, untruthful for me, to say much good about him, because I 
think he’s a real troublemaker.’ And that’s the sort of letter that really shouldn’t have been 
visible to anybody else’s eyes, and yet it didn’t occur to me, and I don’t think it occurred to 
people around me, that we should destroy them, as other people did. I don’t know. For 
some reason, things seemed wrong at the time. It seemed to me in that particular case, I 
should have destroyed that letter. Maybe I even did take it out of the file. It just seemed so 
horrible, and would be horrible for both the person who wrote it and the person about 
whom it was written, and for us. 

 
We had another big, threatening problem, but it didn’t come to anything. Newsday, the 
Long Island paper, ran an article about us saying that one of our professors was so lax in his 
teaching of his courses that he had a room which could not hold more than a quarter of the 
people registered for the course, and that only turned out to be true when the exam came, 
and the people all arrived and they couldn’t fit into the room. We were warned that we were 
going to be just blown up by this. But nothing came of it. I’m not even sure that Newsday 
really published the warning. 

 
Starn: Why would that be of interest to them? 
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Brentano:      The particular professor came from not very far from where Newsday was published, but 

not very close either. I don’t know. But it was terrifying for a couple of days because we 
didn’t know what we’d do. 

 
In general, it was an easy chairmanship; I really liked it a lot. But I certainly didn’t think 
that anyone should do it for more than three years. I thought that was constitutionally 
established somehow, by precedent in our department, because it’s easy to keep going, and I 
was quite shocked when people did it for four or five or six years. It seemed to me bad. 

Starn: You didn’t delegate such things as reading for promotions? You did everything. 

Brentano: I did everything of that sort. I’m not sure it was a good idea. Delmer, certainly--my 
predecessor, whom I copied in many ways--delegated a lot. I know, because I wrote a 
number of his letters for him. He delegated to people who knew more about the subject that 
he did. But I figured--just arrogance, I suppose--that I could understand anything that 
anybody in our department wrote, and I thought that on the budget committee, too. I 
couldn’t understand, obviously, some kinds of physics, but anything that’s in the social 
sciences and the humanities, we ought to be able to understand. And if not, we shouldn’t 
have the jobs we have. So, at any rate, I did read [everything]. And also, it made it 
interesting. It made it seem not an administrative chore but really sort of fun. 

 
Starn: Educating yourself, also. 

 
Brentano: Yes. I think I was only moderately good at maintaining order in meetings, which is an 

important job of the chairmanship. 
 

Starn: Is that difficult sometimes? 
 
Brentano: Yes-–right now. Because I was very much committed to, as I always have been, a West 

African position in our department, and to having two African historians. And by a rather 
tricky move in a departmental planning meeting, that second African position was moved 
away and another one was put in. I thought if I had been effectively dominant, that would 
not have happened. 

 
Starn: Not an African position. 

 
Brentano: Something quite different. And we are just about to get that position now after thirty, 

twenty-five years. 
 

Starn: The African position involved. 
 
Brentano: Yes. At least we’ve been given the FTE. And we should have had it. It really is remarkable. 

For all those years, Africa hasn’t been able to be--it’s a huge area--a real field, because 
there’s only one person in it. The excuses were sometimes very sensible, maybe, but not 
real. 

 
Starn: When did Tabitha Kanogo come? 

 
Brentano: I can’t remember when Tabitha came. She was essentially Ray Kent’s replacement. He 

works on the same angle of Africa, at least, if not in quite the same--certainly--way. Ray 
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Kent was an extremely gifted African historian, but he was difficult to work with, for his 
close colleagues, not for me. At any rate, I just wanted to say one other thing about 
meetings, if I could. 

 
Starn: Please. 

 
 
 
 

Conflicts in the Department 
 
 
 
Brentano: I’m not consensus-oriented at all. I think that’s a disgusting part of Quakerism. [Laughter] I 

think it should be both ways. I’m pretty Milquetoast-ish about running meetings, and like to 
have them run without my seeming to interfere in them. And that was really repeatedly 
difficult in those years, for specific reasons. One was the presence of both Lawrence 
Levine and John Heilbron. Those two men should never have been in the same department, 
or should have alternated meetings. The screaming level sometimes grew very high on one 
side, the aggravating level on the other. 

 
And there was a terrible meeting down in what is now University Hall when Lynn Hunt’s 
promotion came up. Lynn Hunt was a universal favorite in our department when she still 
did political history, and a member of the department who had made unfortunate remarks 
about women--but in a sort of offhand and not completely intelligible way--wanted to say 
he wanted to vote for her because she was so very fine. And the strongest female voice in 
our department said, essentially, “Make that man be quiet. He’s not allowed to vote. He 
mustn’t talk.” It was a very unpleasant scene. 

 
Again, I was personally not on the side that should have been my side. I thought that my 
woman colleague behaved abysmally, and that she should not have done that because she 
was also letting, in a sense, her side down. Rather oddly, a much less generally admired 
woman in our department was particularly effective in healing that scene. Can I just give 
you--this is a little bit of scandal that could be cut out later. That particular woman and that 
particular man had had the most unusual relationship, because [when] she had been 
working late one night, there was a knock on her door, she opened it, and the man said to 
her, “I am in need of woman,” [Laughter] and jumped in on her. She said, at least as she 
told me the story (away from Berkeley), “Now, now, X. You’re just confused. You sit down 
and I’ll give you a cup of tea.” And she did. And he did. And he went away home. 

 
But there was tension about the relationship between men and women in the department. 
Lynn helped a great deal, because Lynn was in many ways very quiet as a young colleague, 
but tremendously admired by everyone because of her work, because of her teaching, and 
because of her ability to work with people. One of her senior women colleagues once said 
of her, “She’s my little chum.” Even then, I thought, that certainly was in error. 

 
Starn: Yes. [Laughter] Because Lynn is not a little chum. 

 
Brentano: She was led to history by a Medieval historian when she was at Carleton. 

 
Starn: Who was that? 
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Brentano: A woman named Catherine Boyd, and that of course endeared her to me. She’s a very 

unpretentious woman, person. 
 

Starn: Catherine Boyd or Lynn, or both? 
 
Brentano: Catherine was, too, but Lynn was very. And she did come in my day, so that’s an 

acquisition that was mine. 

Starn: There must have been more tension over women--gender issues in the department. 

Brentano: Rather surprisingly, not very much. For a department which had had such a bad record, 
once it recognized its problem, it didn’t seem to me to have much tension, no. 

 
Starn: It improved rapidly. 

 
Brentano: Very rapidly. It’s as if clouds went away and people saw that the old excuses for not having 

women were really not valid. In a sense, society had changed. One of the reasons used, 
when I first came here and asked why there were no women in the department, they said-- 
whoever they were--was that it was impossible to attract strong women because they were 
either single and so wouldn’t want to come to the West--it was implied that they had to 
come from the East--or they were married, and their husbands’ careers would be more 
important to them than their own. So, for instance, when I thought it would have been 
interesting to get Hannah Gray, whom I knew well in graduate school, to come here, I was 
told for various reasons she would never come. And she probably would have, then, I think, 
come. But that was an excuse that was used, and they seemed so wise, so experienced, 
those old men, that I didn’t think as much about it as I should have. But it came 
increasingly apparent that they were excuses, and increasingly, although nothing compared 
with now, women were independent factors regardless. And they could certainly have lived 
alone in Berkeley. 

 
Starn: I should think. They certainly have managed to somehow, since. 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: There were things that were going on outside the department which may or may not have 
permeated departmental relations. The South African divestment crisis? 

 
Brentano: Not much. 

 
Starn: That didn’t bother anyone, didn’t divide people? 

 
Brentano: No, I think there was no division in our department, but on the other hand, for the serious 

divestment activity on campus, I was not present in Berkeley. I never saw those most 
interesting parts of things. 

 
Starn: What about the Harry Edwards tenure case? Were you at all involved in that, since it did go 

to an ad hoc committee? 
 
Brentano: I wasn’t on the ad hoc committee. I thought he shouldn’t have gotten tenure. 
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Starn: That was when Chancellor Bowker overrode the sociology department? 

Brentano: I think it was a racist act to give him tenure. 

Starn: Really? 
 
Brentano: Although he may have deserved it, I thought it was away and above a racist act. 

 
Starn: Yes. Or a political act, anyway. 

 
Brentano: I think it was a political act, but I think it was a racist act. [Laughter]. One other act like that I 

observed while on the budget committee, in which the budget committee was overruled by 
its chancellor--and in that case, I think it was a political act. In spite of the fact that the 
candidate was black, I think it was a political act. I think with Harry Edwards it was 
different, but I don’t know much about sociology. 

 
Could I say something? I said something about the staff--I’d like to say a little bit more 
about a couple of things. I’m now interested in my chairmanship as I remember it, because 
I really enjoyed it thoroughly. 

 
## 

 
Brentano:      I said to both Marty [Martin Jay, history chair, 1998-2001] and Cathy [Catherine Gallagher, 

his wife], “He’ll love it.” And he did, because it really is just a terribly attractive job if you 
don’t do too badly in it. 

 
Starn: You need to be fairly sure of what your positions are and what kind of person you are. 

Brentano: Or aren’t. Or maybe. 

Starn: Or how you see the job. 
 
Brentano: Maybe. Certainly Marty seemed just right, and we do very, very poorly, it seems to me in 

general, at chairs. And I don’t understand why. But there were funny things that happened 
that I would just like to say. I’ve always worked, I guess, better with staff than with 
colleagues. I think I like them on the whole better because they are less pretentious, less 
nervous about themselves, and also, when you do the sort of work that I’ve often done, it’s 
with the staff that you do it. That is, I know Charles Upshaw much, much better than I 
know many colleagues. 

 
 
 
 

Working with Staff 
 
 
 

Starn: Who was Charles Upshaw? 
 
Brentano: Charles Upshaw is the sort of staff advisor to the vice-chancellor, and not just to this vice- 

chancellor. 



140  
 
 

Starn: And which vice-chancellors would that be? 
 
Brentano: Well, when I first knew him, it was Carol Christ’s. Now he’s been maintained as Paul 

Gray’s. He also is the father of a very impressive football player for the Raiders. [Laughter] 
But in our department there were problems. I’ve mentioned the two people who were 
particularly protective of me. And I should say that Ramona Levy, the assistant to Mary 
McAllister, was, in spite of what happened later, and the way we behaved later, extremely 
good in that job. But we did have a problem with a person in one of our jobs; she is, sadly, 
no longer alive. She was essentially a disturbed person. She, for instance, theoretically tried 
to poison one of her colleagues, by putting white powder on the keys of his typewriter. She 
also did a voodoo through the wall, nailed it into the wall. But the white powder seemed 
ludicrous then, and now, of course, it would drive us all wild. 

 
Starn: She was ahead of her time. 

 
Brentano: She was ahead of her time, yes. But she also, according to her superiors, tried to run down 

the chief of the campus police in her car as she was coming to work, and he recognized her 
--but she wasn’t fired for doing that. 

 
Starn: Oh my! 

 
Brentano: I did rather like her, and she did a lot of nice things for me. But there were these wild 

encounters, sometimes, with the staff. But in general, my relations with the staff in the 
department were extremely good, and they have been generally. 

 
There is one other thing. Perhaps I could say this in a number of other connections, but for 
all the time that Sandy [Sanford] Elberg was dean of the graduate division on this campus, 
in whatever job it was, I found him just an incredibly strong supporter--more than a 
supporter; he knew our work. He read us the way I read my colleagues. And he had 
imagination about how we could--for instance, for me most importantly--form the 
Medieval group that came to exist. Sandy Elberg was really responsible for that thing 
happening. And he was just so easy to talk to about anything in the humanities and the 
social sciences, because he didn’t have funny bars up before him. He was just wonderful. 

 
Starn: And you knew him for many, many years? 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: Was he dean? He had so many positions. 
 
Brentano: I think he was dean of the graduate division for, now, as long as I can remember. I must 

have known the people before him. I was on the committee--I think this is no longer a 
secret--that once reviewed him as dean. I think at that point he had been dean for fifteen 
years. 

 
Starn: So as a senior administrator to you, nonetheless he was like a colleague. 

Brentano: I didn’t think of myself as an administrator. 

Starn: Of course not! [Laughter] 
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Brentano: The chair is a faculty member; the dean is an administrator. 

Starn: I meant, Sandy Elberg as a senior administrator seemed to you more of a colleague. 

Brentano: Si, si, si. The other thing about it, I should say, is that we were in the social sciences--I 
think a great, great mistake. 

 
Starn: Do you? Explain why you think that. 

Brentano: I think we should be in the humanities. 

Starn: Exactly why do you feel that way? 
 
Brentano: Well, I think it as a medievalist--because a social scientist chair, unless he’s a very 

particularly sensitive one, has no interest in the Middle Ages at all. The current dean--we 
don’t need to use his name--I think would have no idea what we do in Medieval, why we 
do it, how it should be used. Or, I think it would be difficult for him to understand any 
humanist historian before, say, 1917. We’re so much more like the English department, but 
there was in those days a meeting by division, and I suppose there still is, once a month, 
and I became increasingly sure, although I rather enjoyed the meetings, that I had very 
little, and our department had very little, to do with the other departments except African 
American. African American under the chairmanship of a man named Jones, whom I liked 
very much indeed, was closest to, was a composite department that moved among and 
around in various disciplines in the way that we did. And we really had similar problems 
and similar attributes that simply didn’t exist in political science or in economics, or 
sociology as much then. 

 
Starn: For example, what were some of the similarities? 

 
Brentano: Well, similarities in dealing with people who were, say, basically sociologists, or very 

social historians on the one hand, and people who were really pretty close to being 
straightforward literary historians on the other--that sort of break within our department. 
We didn’t have the problems that they had in other ways because, of course, the edge of 
violence was still apparent in African American. It’s become very quiet. Its edge has just 
gone to ethnic studies. There was always a sort of danger there that of course we didn’t 
have. But intellectually we were very close, and I found that my relationship with [Reg 
Jones] was particularly a pleasant one; it remained a pleasant one. The last time I saw him 
was in Orlando because we both went to the Citrus Bowl, after he had left Berkeley, and he 
actually married--I’m afraid not for the first time--an ex-student of mine named Michelle. 

 
Starn: That split between social history and literary history, I suppose, must apply in other areas. 

Brentano: I don’t know. Explain. Ask me again. 

Starn: You’re saying that [split] was something that was similar in the African American and the 
history departments. 

 
Brentano: But in the social sciences, I think it does now, in a sense, both sociology and anthropology, 

or at least there are edges of those two. But they weren’t so apparent in those days. 
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Campus Service 
 
 
 

Starn: You were also, I think, at the same time that you were chair and after, doing various service 
or honorary jobs, such as chairing the Rhodes scholarship committee. 

 
Brentano: If I was that, it was only in passing. Berkeley’s relations with the Rhodes are very rocky, 

and have been complained about by very many people. Our best students, generally, don’t 
have even the California Rhodes taste. Students come from Air Force, Navy, Stanford--but 
almost never do we get anybody who is a finalist. A terrible record. Recently we had one, 
but the person who was chosen, who got a Rhodes, hadn’t been recommended even by the 
local committee. 

 
Starn: And the Guggenheim referee work is very private anyway, so there is nothing really to talk 

about there, but it must have been interesting, I imagine. 
 
Brentano: It was fun. Yes. Well, it was fun. You read good things. 

 
Starn:      Yes. Now, something that would have been very visible and that we need to talk about is 

the committee for the chair of Italian Culture; some interesting people came during your 
time there? Your connection with it was in the seventies, and the eighties also. 

 
Brentano: I was very much involved with some of the people then in the Italian department, and 

enjoyed being with them. They seemed to me amusing, in a way that they didn’t seem to be 
amusing any longer when I was on the committee which reviewed the department. But the 
visiting Italians were exciting. Carlo Bertelli was exciting to the Starns and the Brentanos, 
particularly, but he was exciting to our students, too. Although, in a sense, I realized then 
and realized again later, that the particular qualities that make a very scholarly (but too 
polished to seem scholarly) Italian historian or critic or novelist--that sort of thing doesn’t 
often come across as easily, is just exactly the opposite from, say, the people who came in 
the Medieval group. In the sixties, when Dick Southern came as our first distinguished 
Medieval professor, it was terribly easy. He himself was responsible for a lot. I think he 
was here in ’66-’67. 

 
Starn: Yes, I heard him then. 

 
Brentano: He sealed the committee’s work in setting up a Medieval group which had really been 

started by a little band of people, most of whom are not here any longer, but Dick Crocker, 
David Wright, Charles Witke and Blake Spahr, who was in German. We met together for 
lunch for a while, planned this thing. We planned to make it terribly simple. There would 
be no chair, just a secretary. It would be very non-Los Angeles, and the joke of that is of 
course Los Angeles now rakes in the money from all sorts of people, has many colleagues, 
blah, blah, blah. 

 
Starn: Los Angeles medievalists? 

 
Brentano: Si, si. [Laughter] A little funny. Mattel made it work--the dollmaker. 

 
Starn: Yes. 



143  
 
 
Brentano: At any rate, Dick sort of sealed our having done this, because that’s what we were going to 

do. We were going to ask one European, because Europeans weren’t so common then, or at 
least a non-American--we would have been perfectly happy with an Asian or an African--a 
medievalist whom our students would normally see, to come across. And they were, early, 
mostly from Oxford. But Dick was very effective. He loved the sixties then, and his wife 
did. They lived on Parker and were surrounded by a swarm of students, undergraduates a 
lot of the time. He had just that accessibility, and yet fineness, in English academics, that 
can so excite American students. And he was thrilled by--oh--the ‘horoscope’ part of it. 
Someone came up to him and said--one of our undergraduates--’What’s your sign, 
Professor Southern?’ [Laughter] And he was just thrilled with it. And it worked out 
wonderfully well. 

 
Starn: His was ready for the New Age before some of his Berkeley colleagues. 

 
Brentano: Exactly. I think his audience could understand Richard in some ways as little in terms of 

actual language as they could understand Carlo Bertelli, but they didn’t know they could 
understand Carlo. [Laughter] Well, it was seemingly very strange. 

 
But, as I’ve said to you otherwise, I think, Giorgio Bassani, who just died tragically in 
poverty and squalor-- 

 
Starn: I didn’t realize that. 

 
Brentano: He was one of the people who came. It was a horrible story, because of his family and his 

American partner having to fight over his effects. It was really very ugly. And treated not 
well by the press, because it’s the sort of thing the press likes--the scandalous, ugly part 
better than remembering what he was like. At any rate, he came here to the Italian 
department. And he was mostly known for The Garden the of the Finzi-Contini here, 
because of the movie and because it was a very popular work, although The Heron, for me, 
is a much more significant piece of writing. He was very unsuccessful in the Italian 
department, and I’ve never been quite sure why. That is, he was not liked either by the 
faculty who talked about him to me, or by the graduate students in Italian. In History, he 
was tremendously effective. I remember he talked in a meeting which Gunther Barth 
attended. They immediately said interesting things to each other. He was talking about the 
relationship, which is one that has interested me terribly, between the novel and the writing 
of history. And he was really stunningly effective in describing it, partly in terms of The 
Garden of the Finzi-Contini itself, a book which he grew to dislike, I think, as he grew 
older. But he was very involved in Berkeley; Berkeley was just not very involved with him- 
-although I was. He wrote, for instance, a poem about the Shattuck Hotel, and in his 
collected poetry, the Shattuck Hotel appears. At any rate, he was interesting--he was 
interesting to me again, after I went back to Italy. His partner was a woman named Portia 
Span. It’s her husband’s name. He was Sardinian. 

 
Starn: Was she a literary historian of some sort? 

 
Brentano: Yes, but she was mostly an administrator of the St. Mary’s School in Rome. Her father was 

a mayor of Fort Wayne, Indiana, and she went to St. Mary of the Lake, I guess, in South 
Bend. Then she went over with a group. Then she became director of the group, and she 
just became a Roman and lived, married Span, and then, when I knew her, lived in 
Trastevere, lived essentially with him [Bassani]. I know that she considered herself his 
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literary executor because when I asked if I could have permission to translate ‘The 
Shattuck Hotel,’ they were gracious, but obviously, she did his translations. That was her 
legacy, and it did work out very well. 

 
Anyway, they were an interesting group of people, and I was kept alert and alive by people 
like Louise Clubb in that department, who has many qualities that are exciting; one of them 
is that she doesn’t let you sort of sleep in her presence, and I found that very attractive. I in 
those days felt close to Ruggiero Stefanini, I guess, because of a common friend, Eve 
Borsook, whom we have, but also because he is so funny. And I grew very fond of a 
number of the other members in the department who were quietly charming in an Italo- 
American or an Americo-Italian sort of way. 

 
I don’t walk to talk about this now, maybe never, but when in fact I was a member of a 
committee that reviewed the department, and chair of a committee that tried to reorganize 
it, I became very distant from the department because--and I suppose I was particularly 
harsh--it seemed to me that it was treating its students very badly. I should have been--and I 
was--more careful than I had been before, because I had been on a committee which 
reviewed Scandinavian earlier. And Scandinavian was--although an extremely important 
department, I think, for our campus--in very peculiar shape, with people who really didn’t 
contribute very much. But our committee’s having said that so bluntly caused real 
unhappiness to very dear people. But I hadn’t been converted enough not to be frank, as my 
colleagues were frank, also. 

 
Starn: Wasn’t there also a difficulty about the Italian department not being particularly 

cooperative about the establishment of the Italian program in the local public schools that 
you were co-sponsoring? 

 
Brentano: I genuinely don’t remember that that was true. I genuinely don’t remember. It was run so 

ably by an old alumna of ours, Martha Jones, who did all the work really, and could either 
charm or bluff people into anything. 

 
Starn: Yes. I taught for her. 

 
Brentano: I don’t really particularly remember the problems, but I suppose they were there. There 

were people who taught from the Italian department, but I don’t remember. The Italian 
department used to be rather jealous of its positions, and so, when I was chair, when I was 
director of the Padua program, the department was very hesitant about sending its students 
to Padua, which was unlike any of the other campuses. 

 
Starn: Unlike? We need to talk about that--very soon, in fact. 

 
You began to do some co-teaching at the end of the seventies, but I think it fits better with 
your time in the eighties to talk about that. During the eighties, you taught many new 
courses and you were involved in outreach programs to public schools. You did all kinds of 
research in Italy, and in the center of the eighties, you were director of the University of 
California Education Abroad Program in Padua. I think that was probably the most 
important thing that we have to talk about, but maybe we could frame it with some of the 
things that you were doing in Berkeley first. At this point, you were beginning to spend 
your summers in Venice instead of Rome. 
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Brentano: Yes. 

 
Starn: Yet you were coming back to some very interesting local activities such as--sorry, I have to 

ask you about this. I’ve seen it on your précis and it is so fascinating, only a footnote, I’m 
sure. In 1980 you went to Shasta College, which is in northern California and in a very 
rustic environment. The department of art had a symposium on ‘The Face of Christ,’ and 
you were also a judge for a student art show. Could you talk briefly about that? 

 
Brentano: Yes, it was a delightful occasion for me, except as most people who read this or listen to it 

will guess, all my slides were backward [laughter] and I couldn’t stop them. There is a 
painter in San Francisco named Joe Draegerd, who was a fellow at the American Academy 
in Rome when I was a resident. I was particularly close, as a matter of fact, to the three 
painters; they seemed to be more interesting than most of the other people. And Joe and I 
remained, in those days, in touch with each other. I liked his paintings and I have a couple 
of them. And he remembered me. At any rate, he was teaching at Shasta. He’s a Thiebaud 
student-- 

 
Starn: Wayne Thiebaud? 

 
Brentano: Yes, sorry. And the paintings that I first knew of his are, in many ways, very close to Wayne 

Thiebaud, which I think is a good thing to be. At any rate, he decided that it would be fun, 
since he was teaching at Shasta, to have one of his old closest friends from the art 
department here--although he must have been taught by Wayne Thiebaud at Davis, I think- 
-and me, come up and be the dual judges. And we judged different things. We were flown 
up in a small plane, and I had never been to the area around Redding before. It’s very 
beautiful. Shasta you see just over you; it’s wonderful country. And it was a very pleasant 
school, I thought, and his students were pleasant, because they were painters, anyhow, or 
they were creative artists, so they don’t have the sort of stiffness that sometimes our 
academic students do. I particularly had to judge a whole series of things--what did you call 
them? They made things out of--they were very popular-- 

 
Starn: Macramé? 

 
Brentano: Macramé! I was the judge of the macramé efforts [laughter]. I had no idea what one wanted 

to achieve in macramé. Paintings are much more interesting. 
 

Starn: Very open-minded. 
 
Brentano: But obviously, since the other judge was a painter, I’d become the critic. And it was just a 

terribly pleasant experience, and recalled to me the most pleasant part of my being a 
resident at the American Academy in Rome, particularly because of the painters. One of 
the painters that I knew well, a man named Bob Harper, whose paintings I like very much, 
but also his talk about his paintings I like very much, just won a Guggenheim last year, so it 
was pleasing to me--in some ways successful. 

 
Starn: This was someone from the American Academy? 

 
Brentano: From the American Academy; there were three painters there. 
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In Rome, at the American Academy  
 
 
 

Starn: We didn’t actually, I see, deal at all with what was probably a very good year. We’ll just 
slip quietly back to that year in ’78-79 when you had a Guggenheim and a residency at the 
American Academy. Talk about that. 

 
Brentano: I liked it very, very much. I didn’t think I would. 

 
Starn: Why did you not think you would? 

 
Brentano: Because when I was just an ordinary American scholar in Rome, everything in Rome, the 

center of my life in the Vatican--international, not particularly so much Italian as 
international--I thought, and my family thought, and some of our friends surely thought, 
the American Academy was like an expanded PX. [Laughter] We also found them stiff and 
snobbish and clique-ish, things like that. 

 
Starn: Who was director then, when you were there, in the residency? 

 
Brentano: John D’Arms. And I wasn’t speaking about him in this connection, at all. As I’ve grown to 

be more established and more respectable over the years, people are nicer to me, I suppose, 
and so don’t seem so clique-ish. But we never had been attached to the Academy, and it 
was a rather difficult year for us, for some reason. But it was also the year that Margaret 
first went off to college, and so we were without adult children. And also, I had never really 
been alone by myself since we had gotten married. I had no sense of what my life in society 
would be like in a social group as a single person. 

 
Starn: Why were you alone there? 

 
Brentano: Because Carroll wanted to stay in Venice, and I’m not sure of all the reasons she wanted to 

stay in Venice. I had an apartment that was big enough for the three of us, for Robert and 
Carroll and me, to live in. They only came down, I think, once. That part was not so hot. 

 
Starn: You were there just for the autumn? 

 
Brentano: Yes, just for the autumn. But I did like it very, very much indeed, and liked very much, 

particularly, I guess, the non-academic scholars/fellows. But I liked the academic ones, too. 
Because John D’Arms was not very committed, for instance, to eating with the fellows, the 
residents were important in the fellows’ lives, and so that seemed nice. The D’Arms 
directorship was, in some ways, quite exciting, because his wife, Teresa D’Arms, who is 
Evelyn Waugh’s daughter, was just as exciting as you would want Evelyn Waugh’s 
daughter to be, and better, I think, because without all the baggage. And she made, it 
seemed to me, the dinners that they had in their house for the fellows, very exciting. And 
she was also a good model because she worked hard as a lawyer all day. The reason she 
wasn’t going around arranging flowers and things was because she did have a life. And I 
thought that part went very well indeed. But it was nice to be a fellow then because we did 
have so much to do. 

 
Starn: Who were some of the fellows there at that point whom you might remember? I know it’s 

not easy to remember. 
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Brentano: No, I can’t really remember. I remember the painters. The poet; that was John Peck. 

 
Starn: You gave several lectures, both at the academy and at some Italian venues, while you were 

there, didn’t you? 
 
Brentano: The one that was most memorable to me, and it preceded my having the NEH summer 

school there, was when I walked through the neighborhoods of Rome that I knew best from 
the past, and lectured on site to the people around me, and there was a terribly able local 
historian who lived in Rome--and that was one of the things I didn’t like about the 
Academy. His name was Allen Ceen, who married, as a matter of fact, one of the people 
who was there--Catherine Ceen was a fellow. Although he knew more about the region, 
Rione Ponte, than anybody’s ever known, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, he 
wasn’t very regularly invited or made to feel welcome at the Academy. The Americans 
around and the locals that they knew, around some of the good schools in Rome, were 
intellectually, it seems to me, in many ways more exciting than people in the Academy and 
in history. And they were made to feel outsiders, as if they had to establish something even 
to get through the gate. But at any rate, it was fun to be with Allen Ceen and learn the 
things he learned, and read with him his dissertation, which he did for the University of 
Pennsylvania. Anyway, that was the best. I also, I guess, took them into the country. 

 
Starn: You took the fellows for excursions and talked about places that you knew, such as? 

Brentano: Such as Rieti. 

 
 
 

Experimenting with New Courses 
 
 
 

Starn: And aside from that fall in Italy, you came back right away and were busy with new 
courses. You had in the spring of 1980 a 103 on Rome and East Anglia in the Middle Ages. 

 
Brentano: It was interesting to me. My interest in Rome was already apparent. I teach East Anglia a 

lot, because of the heretics and orthodox, women particularly, who are very important in 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries there, and have left very good documents, so there 
was a nice contrast, I thought. And I thought, two local places--it’s the sort of work I do 
myself--would be fine for a class. I did do that in various ways, repeatedly, and I like 
experimenting--I know I can experiment within the class boundaries that we have, but I 
like also going out and making them seem different. But I believed it would be helpful-- 
partly because of my interest in the city of Berkeley at the time, the interest that comes 
from preservation partly--to do a series of courses that did generally late medieval and 
early Renaissance Italian cities, and this contemporary city of Berkeley, because I thought 
each would really make the student see more of the other. A student would go out and do a 
block in Berkeley--they did oral histories rather shamefully; didn’t please ROHO at all, I 
think--at any rate, they did oral histories. They talked to people; they studied things about 
the neighborhoods, and then they would come back and think: what questions that were 
asked by, say, Gene Brucker in Renaissance Florence, that they couldn’t ask in the 
neighborhood. But also, what questions which would seem so essential to understanding 
what Berkeley was like at the moment, were not possible or present in fifteenth and 
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sixteenth-century historians--fourteenth, too; I used David Herlihy’s Pistoia, for example-- 
of Italian towns. 

 
And it seemed to me, again, that the distance between what you asked, and what you 
should ask, was really very helpful, at least intellectually helpful. And in those days, 
although I never was a major activist about anything, I really did believe in a much stronger 
connection between the community and the university than we had. 

 
Starn: You were almost alone in the department in terms of being interested in what was 

happening in the city of Berkeley, either historically or in the present. 
 
Brentano: The south-siders, as I’ve said. 

 
Starn: You weren’t even interested in the north side. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: I mean, the south-siders were interested. Natalie was interested and the Starns were 

interested. 
 

Starn: Yes, but you really took it into your classroom. 
 
Brentano: I did, and it worked out very well indeed. I did it at all levels, but I mostly did it at the 

undergraduate level. 
 
 
 
 

Co-Teaching at Berkeley 
 
 
 
Brentano: Team-teaching is similar to East Anglian Rome, in a way, that is. I’ve taught a number of 

courses with Beth Berry in which she did-- 
 

Starn: Did you do Kyoto and Florence once, or Kyoto and--? 
 
Brentano: Mostly we just did together Medieval, the early history of Japan--she’s not a medievalist, 

but she moved herself back to Kyoto and Nara, and medieval Europe. And we have a 
number of students who are products who are still around doing various things. 

 
## 

 
Starn: Jason Glenn? 

 
Brentano: He started in History 4B, and then he moved to these comparative seminars, and he was 

going to write a thesis on--because he had always dreamed of doing that--on Leonardo. A 
lot of young people want to work on Leonardo. 

 
Starn: Oh, yes. 

 
Brentano: Of course, I’m not interested in Leonardo at all. So he went into Renaissance history, and 

he came back as a graduate student in Medieval and did the history of medieval science-- 
because he had really been a physics major as an undergraduate. What distinguishes him 
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most is his just incredible talent as a teacher. There are different kinds of excellence in 
section teaching, in seminar teaching, but his was just remarkable. It was thrilling to go to 
his sections. You wanted to go to every one because they were so exciting. But he also still 
bears the signs, it seems to me, of that Japanese-English comparison, of Japanese-Italian 
comparison, both. Although he works in ninth, tenth, and eleventh-century France, and is 
very much a student of Geoff’s [Geoffrey Koziol], but just wildly different from him as a 
teacher, and even thinker. 

 
I think Jennifer Heindl--a person who is thinking of giving up academic life just at this 
moment--is a person who came out of there and was a wonderful undergraduate student. 
They were exciting to teach because, also, we couldn’t go very far into either side, with the 
time we had, and so it was just waiting for them to explore what they wanted to. And we’re 
so different as teachers. How would I say it? She [Beth Berry] shows very clearly that she 
was educated by the madams [nuns] and expects a kind of order. For instance, it’s very 
important to both of us that our students all know each other’s names very quickly, and that 
we know them so that we talk together. Beth makes the people say who they are, and then 
the very first day, she says, “Now, you. Who is that?” It petrifies them, but they learn. She’s 
dogmatic and authoritarian, and I’m slouchy and the opposite of all that. So it was 
stimulating, personally. 

 
Starn: The two of you won at least one teaching award during your co-teaching time. This was an 

undergraduate teaching award. I think it was the first one. 
 
Brentano: The students gave it to us. That doesn’t count as an award. [Laughter] Yes, one we won 

together, but the first one I won by myself. 
 

Starn: Co-teaching you also did with Anne Middleton and with Jeff Riegel? 

Brentano: Yes. And Steve Justice. And Arnie Leiman. 

Things I get interested in unfortunately all become very commonplace very quickly, like 
Tennyson, but I was very interested in physical memory and the brain, because I was 
thinking of memory in lots of ways. And for two years, Arnie and I taught together 
memory and history--not social memory, but personal memory in history, and physical 
memory. It was really very pleasing, co-teaching, but it had very confusing aspects; that is, 
Arnie believed that the students should grade their own papers and give themselves a 
course grade. I really couldn’t see how we could possibly do that. How could you possibly 
say, “I’m an A+?” I can see that you might say, “I’m a B-.” 

 
Starn: That’s putting a great deal of weight on the students. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: Yes, and tempting them to be virtuous or hypocritical is not virtuous. But it was fun to 

teach with him. And Arnie was sly, so that one day, when we were teaching outside, a 
photographer turned up to take pictures of us teaching outside. And then, in a couple of 
minutes, while the photographer was still taking pictures, the chancellor turned up to look 
at us teaching outside. And I felt that was not-- 

 
Starn: --not particularly happening spontaneously. 

Brentano: [Laughter] Yes. But it was fun to teach with him. 
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Jeff Riegel and I taught world history the first time. Again, one of these teaching-together 
things into which I was sort of seduced: I had not and have not any belief in world history. I 
just don’t understand what it could be. There are people who do, but I don’t. 

 
Starn: But you were responsible for Europe, the Americas, Africa and West Asia as well 

[laughter] before 1492. 
 
Brentano: Yes, exactly. And so, for instance, we had a class on sand painting--which was maybe 

Mexican sand painting--with a belief that it was similar to the [pre-Columbian] sand 
paintings that had existed before. It was done by an extremely talented woman who got a 
Ph.D. in ethnic studies. But the tenuous connection between that and what we were 
teaching-- 

Starn: Yes, I’m surprised there wasn’t a reporter on hand, to make it a national scandal. [Laughter] 

Brentano: It was exciting because, incidentally, teachers from her class came, high school teachers 
who were connected with it in some way, came for seminars. And the seminar was given 
independently by the lecturer of the day. The two seminars that caused the teachers just to 
jump up and scream were the Native American one--can I just go into that? 

 
Starn: Please. 

 
Brentano: One of the students said something about, “How are your myths”--about her tribe’s myths 

--”different from other myths?” And the teacher said, “These are not our myths. This is how 
the world was created, as I understand it.” And then the teachers all--really quite liberal 
Berkeleyish teachers--leaned back and said, “But we know that’s not scientific.” Literally, 
they said that, and that caused a big stir, and everybody was very angry. And I thought the 
teachers behaved very badly. 

 
The other one was Carolyn Dinshaw, who came to talk about French feminist criticism. She 
was extremely good, and fortunately my daughter from Bryn Mawr--because Carolyn went 
to Bryn Mawr--happened to be here, and she went with me to that. And the teachers were 
just obnoxious. They simply said, “Oh, we can’t have that sort of thing.” Schoolteachers 
are not always right [laughter] and professors are not always wrong. Carolyn was 
wonderful--calm, crisp; she just kept saying, “Well, yes, I can see that you might think 
that.” So that was sort of exciting. 

 
But the lectures--we had a series on India in which it was impossible for either the students 
or the teachers to understand, to expose, to do anything. And they read, and they read, and 
they read. We had a beautiful section on medieval Chinese poetry, which of course Jeff 
could produce, and his students could produce. But I thought it was a miserably 
unsuccessful course. 

 
Starn: Was it a year-long course? 

 
Brentano: It was a year long. But the second part of it went on from 1492, which I didn’t. Jeff loved it. 

He had never been in a big course before, as far as he could remember, and the response 
was extremely good. How the students bore it, I don’t know, but they seemed to have liked 
it. It doesn’t say a lot for the normal courses around here. But at any rate, Jeff did like it, 
found it exciting and effective and he’s gone on with it. 
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Starn: Really. Well, it’s still in the catalog. 
 
Brentano: And it was fun to teach with him because, although I found his exams rather bizarre, he’s a 

very interesting and intelligent man, I think. The split between East Asian and History 
means that he’s not a great favorite with most of our colleagues in East Asian. But it was 
fun to teach with him. 

 
With Anne Middleton, it’s very different. Anne Middleton and I teach as if we were 
teaching the same thing. She is in many ways better versed in legal history of the later 
Middle Ages in England than I am, particularly certain kinds, and she’s certainly better 
versed in relations between Wales and England. But in general, our interests come very 
close, indeed, so that her work with Piers Plowman is awfully close to some of the work 
I’ve done on late medieval England. 

 
Starn: Who did she study with, do you know? 

 
Brentano: Most famous of all at Harvard--who did The Virtues and the Vices? [This was Morton W. 

Bloomfield, who wrote on the seven deadly sins.] But strictly from an English point of 
view, she just has been growing more and more interested--until very recently, I think she’s 
changing again a bit--in vagabonds and other legally regulated [layfolk]. Because if you are 
working on Piers Plowman intensely, vagabondage, local law, bylaw, and also of course, 
late medieval religion and spirituality are important. We are both interested in Wycliffe, 
we’re both interested in heretics, so it worked out very easily for us--generally, though, at a 
graduate level, as I’ve taught with her, and then with Steve Justice more recently, on a 
graduate level. 

 
Steve Justice and I teach very differently from Anne and me, because he thinks faster, he’s 
smarter, he translates better, he does everything better, but we think very much alike, so it’s 
very easy. I think people can’t really remember what things he said and what things I said 
in seminar. 

 
Starn: What course did you teach together? 

 
Brentano: Well, one of them is on Matthew Paris, in some ways--I don’t know. They are on, really, 

various things that are, generously of Steve, the things I’m interested in, and that have to do 
with chronicles, autobiography, things like that, of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. 
A student of ours, Dallas Denery, who’s just gotten a job at Bowdoin, says in the 
introduction to his dissertation, that we taught a seminar, which he took, on the first-person 
singular, and he didn’t remember the first-person singular ever coming up in the course. It’s 
not true. I can remember a rather tedious half hour; we talked about it, identified what it 
was for our California students who hadn’t done too much grammar. [Laughter] But we did 
a series of things together; we mostly worked on Salimbene and Matthew Paris and 
William of Rubruck, things that the students themselves have gone off to write dissertations 
about. 
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Budget Committee 
 
 
 

Starn: So there was this spate of new courses and then you still, in the meantime, had various 
service involvements. I think that’s how you would describe the budget committee, which 
you don’t really need to talk about unless there is something in particular. 

 
Brentano: Well, I would like to say something about it. I admired it. At first, of course, I had a hard 

time adjusting to it. 
 

Starn: You were on it for two years? 
 
Brentano: Yes, because then I went on sabbatical; one normally stays three. But I told them when I 

accepted that I wouldn’t stay three. Cam Rutter, who became the chief staff member of the 
budget committee, has just retired at a very nice party, and was adored by everybody who 
ever worked with her because she was so efficient, so good and so discreet, and so nice; 
she’s a Virginian who is all involved in horses. At any rate, she says to people like Carol 
Clover, for instance, who is a big budget committee person, that it was bad for me, because 
I couldn’t stand to judge anyone. I don’t think that’s quite true. In the end I liked it a lot. 
But in the beginning, I certainly didn’t fit in very well. I did find it a little difficult to listen 
to people being so positive about their own assessments of other people’s work--and so 
much so, that Burton Benedict took me out to lunch and said, “You know, Bob, if you 
really can’t bear it, you can just quit.” 

 
Starn: [Laughter] How did he know how you were suffering? 

 
Brentano: He was chair and watched us. And listened to what I said. But, particularly because of 

Burton, who, as you could imagine, was just exquisite in that job, I grew to like it very 
much and to take it very seriously, and like almost other budget committee alums that you 
run into, I felt it was the most important committee on campus, the most important thing 
we did, and was disappointed when it was democratized--that meant getting people not 
from core departments but other departments--although I now have different feelings about 
that. 

 
Starn: How many members are there? 

Brentano: I think there are eight. 

Starn: And the purview is? 
 
Brentano: Everything. In those days we reviewed every significant advancement and every promotion 

and hiring. I think they’ve cut it down a bit now. 
 

Starn: Of the academic--. 
 
Brentano: Solely academic. I’ll say a bit more about it, I guess, before I go on. We did one thing, very 

significant, I thought. The dean of the law school, Herma Hill Kay, was on the committee, 
a very popular member. We were extremely disappointed--forgive me, Jesse Choper--when 
she wasn’t chosen chair. And although it was not an entirely liberal committee, certainly, 
we did really feel she wasn’t chosen because of her stated views about feminism--that what 
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feminism does is wrong for women’s rights and family rights. But at any rate, she did care. 
And under her tutelage, we examined every woman member of the faculty. We triangulated 
them with people who were at similar levels, and the administration promised that if we 
found things that were inequitable, they would adjust them, and they did. Of course, the 
real inequities are people who are never hired, so it’s very limited. But it was a very, very 
serious effort, and it was very clear that there were inequities, but that they weren’t 
everyplace. But some of them were really quite startling. That is, a man and woman who 
were partners, for example, before our days, a man would be assumed to be a great 
physicist and the woman a lab technician, even though their abilities seemed equal. And 
that means your whole life is different, and the pay you get is different, everything was 
different. 

 
So when we found things like that, we were allowed to adjust them, simply to change the 
salaries they were getting, and their rank, and the administration backed it. That’s a good 
side of Mike Heyman; that is, that was something about which he was serious. He really 
did believe that there was inequity and that he would remedy it, and he did. 

 
And Herma believed that too, but Herma was more conservative than Mike, I think; in just 
that way that is so impressive, and that I don’t manage to achieve when I do related things, 
she knew and showed that the best way to deal with women’s equity on campus was not to 
exaggerate, lament, whine, but just to fix things. And to see that some things looked unjust, 
but in fact were not. She was very impressive to work with in that sense. 

 
At any rate, when I changed my mind about the committee two or three years ago, I was 
working with ethnic studies, and I found the position of the budget committee just 
insufferable. They were so anxious, it seemed to me, to make themselves important, to 
adjudicate everything, that they couldn’t let good things happen that they hadn’t done. 

 
Starn: For example? 

 
Brentano: For example, they couldn’t easily let the chancellor quietly come to an agreement with 

ethnic studies and work things out. They simply had to say--and of course, it’s in the 
constitution, in many ways--that the sort of decision he was making, although he made it at 
first very carefully, was up to them. And also, since then, I’ve noticed this more, because 
I’ve become sensitive to it; they really don’t pay any positive attention generally--this is an 
exaggeration maybe--to anything except pure academic work. In a department like ethnic 
studies, as I think I’ve said to you privately before, if someone is working on the way in 
which Cambodians adapt themselves to Bakersfield, that’s field study; it also involves 
active work, and you can’t disconnect it from the scholarly work. And that seems 
impossible for them to understand. 

 
Starn: Even in other fields? Is that misunderstanding, or lack of understanding, especially 

attached to ethnic studies? 
 
Brentano: I think that particular one is, so much, although it must come up in other places. 

 
Starn: In anthropology or sociology. 

 
Brentano: But there they seem to accept it. On the other hand, I think, in terms of things like social 

work and public health, it must be very hard. I think it must be similar in some senses, 
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because they’re not considered as respectable as anthropology and sociology, either, I 
think. But it has seemed to me that in recent cases that I know, even in departments like 
ours, when people have done, even have killed themselves for the campus, they essentially 
say, ‘That’s all very nice,’ even when the work is quite intellectual; if it’s not about third- 
century Corinth, it doesn’t count. 

 
Starn: And that’s something that’s seemed consistent to you ever since your time on the 

committee--that’s now twenty years ago? 
 
Brentano: I didn’t notice it then, because I thought we were right in what we did. I was so pure. But 

I’ve noticed it mostly in the last ten years. I’ve noticed it in the position of people like 
Stephen Miller, for instance who does a tremendous amount at Nemea for the campus in all 
sorts of ways. I don’t know exactly what his position is, but I know it’s embittered him a 
bit. 

 
Starn: What field is he in? 

 
Brentano: He’s in Classics and he does archeology, and he has reconstructed a city in the 

Peloponnesus, Nemea. 
 

Starn: Nemea. Were you involved in that? 
 
Brentano: I went there because I was the closest representative of the university when they were 

receiving the president and the vice-president of Greece, with the dedication of a new 
museum. 

 
Starn: Had you been involved with it before then? 

Brentano: Never. I had been to some of his lectures. 

Starn: It was a fairly recent excavation, wasn’t it? 
 
Brentano: No. This one, I think they’ve been working on it for fifteen to twenty years. 

 
Starn: I mean, in the larger archeological perspective, it’s not old. 

 
Brentano: Exactly. It’s not as old as Cosa, for instance, for the American Academy. At any rate, it’s in 

the Peloponnesus, close to Corinth. Because I was in Venice, Carol Christ asked me to fly 
down and represent the university. At the time, I didn’t want to do it at all, because it was 
very hot, and it was my last few days in Venice, in which I wanted to work, in fact. But I 
don’t know. I guess I like being important. That must be the real reason I get asked. It’s not 
what I thought was the reason. 

 
Starn: Had you been to Greece? 

 
Brentano: Yes. But never to the Peloponnesus. It must be one of the places you stop in ships. At any 

rate, I went, and I was just enthralled--by him, by the place, by the relationships he had 
with the people, the local people, by the way in which Greece took seriously the University 
of California, and by the just incredible courtesy of the Greek politicians with whom I 
spent time, and the Greek young people. It was a stunning thing, and it was very, very 
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pleasant for me to be with him and (now) Mrs. Miller. We spent the day after my little 
shaking of hands, going to a celebration in which he was obviously wonderful.  It was 
wonderful in the way in which Italian outdoor lunches in which people are celebrating 
were, thirty or forty years ago. Just terribly impressive. It was a very exciting few days in 
my life. But I had had no idea that it would be; I thought it was just going to be a pain. I 
didn’t think I had the right clothes. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: When was that? 

Brentano: Quite recent, I think. 

Starn: Yes. We got into this obliquely through Stephen Miller and the budget committee, in which 
you felt that his work wasn’t appreciated. 

 
Brentano: Sorry. 

 
Starn: Well, I think oblique directions are nice, too. 

 
Brentano: Yes. It seemed to me, and I don’t know anything about his rank, but I just know that I said 

something fatuous like, “Stephen, you are so incredibly valuable to the university, and they 
know it”--you know I say things like that, and Carol certainly, I thought, felt that. But he 
said, “Well, I wouldn’t know it. Is that true?” That sort of thing. 

 
Starn: I see. 

 
Brentano: I didn’t go back and look at his records. [Laughter] 

 
 
 
 

Canon Law Advisory Committee 
 
 
 

Starn: Something else you were doing at that point, which must have taken quite a bit of time and 
involved some powerful personalities on campus: you were on the canon law advisory 
committee for quite a long time. Could you talk a little bit about the Robbins collection and 
about Stefan Kuttner? 

 
Brentano: Yes, thank you. The story of the Robbins collection is generally known; that is, Mrs. 

Robbins, the second wife, who had been left the bulk of Mr. Robbins’ wealth, decided, in 
her anger with his family, who had contested the settlement, that she would leave 
everything to one of his legacies. The legacy, by Mr. Robbins, had been for canon and civil 
law at the law school. And he had in mind, particularly I think, the connection they had 
with Episcopalian things, because that’s what he was. So she left this massive fortune, 
which could hardly be spent, and it was constantly surreptitiously used for things that 
weren’t very closely connected with its original purpose, by members of the law school. So 
a great deal of time was spent by us, particularly in history, trying to protect the interests of 
the canon lawyers and trying to support Stefan Kuttner. 

 
Stefan Kuttner was the outstanding--certainly in America--canonist of the twentieth 
century, and certainly one of the most outstanding canonists in the world. He had escaped 
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from Germany. He had been protected by the papacy, had been in the Vatican, protected, 
during the tramping of the Nazis through Rome, looking for victims. He was Jewish. 

 
Starn: In the Vatican he was protected. 

 
Brentano: And his loyalty to a series of popes and to the Vatican was always very great--a very 

conservative convert. He was the father of nine children, and his wife and some number of 
those children had been gotten to Lisbon, although she herself was not Jewish--I don’t 
think she ever really converted to Catholicism. At any rate, they were gotten out, and in 
America they went to Catholic University. Catholic University was good; it put them up 
and had taken care of them, but it paid miserably, as I gathered, in the way that Catholic 
universities do. They depend upon morality. 

 
[Chuckles] At any rate, they then went to Yale, and it became clear that with some of the 
money that the Robbins Collection had gotten besides books, that they could hire a couple 
of very distinguished professors. They weren’t hired really as professors; they were 
curators, or something strange. But they were hired. And Stefan was the canonist and more 
important, not just from our point of view, but from the collection’s point of view. And he 
ruled there--I don’t know what year he came--but for many, many years, until he was really 
forced to retire. 

 
I had known him since Oxford because, in a very, very dismal seminar in which a bunch of 
us were, he was a visitor, along with Leonard Boyle, who became the Vatican prefect. 

 
Stefan was a tyrannical patron, in a sense; that is, not only did he read my articles and say, 
“I think this should be added and this should be taken out”--he was always right, I think-- 
but he did often act, when I was young, as if I were a small boy. But he also told me to write 
articles. There was a festshrift coming out for a man whom I had never known, whose work 
I didn’t know, and with whom I was in no way connected, and Stefan said I should write an 
essay. And I explained all those things to him, and he said, “That doesn’t matter. He needs 
an essay from the history department at Berkeley.” So I wrote the essay. He did that sort of 
thing. 

 
He was very, very good to us, and to Gerry Caspary, who got to know him a bit later, in 
Boston, but to a whole bunch of people, essentially, all the medievalists of my exact 
generation in America, all the ones he had heard of, and he expected us to be canonists. I 
was the least canonical; my interest in canon law was in its practice, not in its academic 
stages. But at any rate, he was very important to us, and he became a center of medieval life 
and studies on this campus for us. He was very important in every way, and he had this 
deliciously wonderful wife, and nice children and grandchildren too. 

 
At any rate, as he grew older and theoretically wanted to retire and be replaced, a series of 
prominent medieval canonists were recommended for the job. The only ones that he 
actually seemed to approve of were Germans, and they used the offer, seemingly, and 
didn’t come. It became increasingly an unhappy situation, in which we would think that we 
had found the person who would please him--we were completely subject to his desires-- 
and at the end, it would turn out he didn’t really want that person. 

 
But finally, he chose Laurent Mayali, who is a Romanist. He was chosen by Stefan, Stefan 
wanted him to have the job, even though he was not a canonist, and then they became 
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separate from each other, and the whole board blew up. But I was the only member of the 
board on campus, so it was particularly painful for me. The fights between Mayali and 
members of the board were at their peak with Bob Benson, who was at UCLA then, but 
most unpleasant with Ken Pennington, who was at Syracuse then. The whole thing was 
really wretched. The last meeting we all had together was one of the most horrible board 
meetings I’ve ever been to. And I have almost never been to the Robbins collection since 
then, although I have just been on a committee with Laurent, and we get along perfectly 
well. So I think I will go again. 

 
Starn: But the air of bitterness was just too--? 

 
Brentano: Well, Stefan was--at least according to Stefan--moved out of his office and couldn’t always 

have access to his papers. It was unpleasant. But for the great length of time he was here, he 
just gave us great distinction--very important to us. And he was a very good friend to me. 

 
Starn: Yes, I know that. About the same time, you were president of the American Catholic 

Historical Association--overlapping with this time--and that was a job you had by dint of 
honor and service both. Did you enjoy it? You made use of it. 

 
Brentano: It had some work. But you had to do so little, one could hardly not enjoy it or enjoy it. It 

gave me a chance to go back to places I know, like Bardstown, Kentucky, and to a 
wonderful meeting at Louisville, Kentucky. And it gave me a chance, here in San Francisco 
to say what I thought about preservation, and to publish a picture of Willard School before 
its demolition. 
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VI. ITALY, ATLANTA, NORTHAMPTON, EARLY 1980s 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 6, March 28, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

Sulmona 
 
 
 

Starn: We are going to talk mainly today about your time in Italy between 1982 and 1985. 
Probably the most important thing at that time was serving as director of the university’s 
Education Abroad Program in Padua. But before that, in the summer of 1982, Bob, you 
taught for a week at the Sulmona Institute on Italian civilization. Will you talk about 
Sulmona, the town, and the students? 

 
Brentano: Yes. The students were a mixed group of people who paid to come, but not a great deal. It 

was a privately organized school, by a man from New York, and he simply collected 
various Italian scholars, or scholars in Italian things from around the country, to come talk. 

 
Starn: Was he an Italian? 

 
Brentano: Oh no. Very American, although he’d spent a lot of time in Greece and some time in Italy. 

The person whom I remember best, who was closest to me among this group, was a man 
named Gary Radke who is an art historian at Syracuse and works on papal palaces in the 
thirteenth century. It was interesting because we were dumped into the middle of a 
community. The community was glad to have the school because it hoped that it would 
promote Sulmona. 

 
Starn: Sulmona is how close to Rome? 

 
Brentano: It’s directly toward the Adriatic from Rome, I think about a hundred and fifty miles. It’s 

one of the centers of the Abruzzi and it’s particularly rich in history. It was fairly important 
under the Angevin kings of the south, and it remained important during the Fascist period, 
partly because it was a relatively conservative stronghold, which was despised by people 
like [Ignazio] Silone as a town of candy-makers. It’s proudest of the fact that Ovid was 
born there. 
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Starn: What candy was made in Sulmona? Something famous. 
 
Brentano: Confetti. Shop after shop--the town is given over to the making of it--particularly for 

weddings and baptisms and things like that. In spite of that, all of us, I think, found it very 
congenial, and partly because the mayor and other people in the town were anxious to 
welcome us, came to our lectures, listening to foreigners like me talk about their saint. It 
was a very pleasing experience. 

 
Starn: Their saint was--? 

 
Brentano: Celestine V--Peter of Morrone. It was wonderful for me to get that sort of close contact, 

and also, I could use the archives while I was there. We stayed in an extremely pleasant 
hotel and ate--rather primitive--in a wonderful restaurant--and we had an awfully good 
time, I thought. 

 
Starn: How many students did you say there were? 

 
Brentano: I think there were about twenty. We took little trips and did things of that sort, too. Our 

director was cross--I suppose that’s what you would say about him--frequently. He was sort 
of fussy. But that didn’t destroy the atmosphere at all; I think it made it a little bit more 
tense. But it was a genuinely very pleasing experience, and Sulmona, like Fabriano, for 
example, is one of those Italian cities famous in history, but sort of out of the way. It’s very, 
very hard, for instance, to get there on the train, because there is good service to Sulmona, 
but when you got to Sulmona in those days, you couldn’t take a bus into town unless you 
had a ticket, and you couldn’t buy the tickets except in town. [Laughter]  I don’t remember 
how I ever got there-- 

 
Starn: Very Italian. 

 
Brentano: But it was really very pleasing. I had a very pleasant time with the curator of the local 

archives, who was very jealous of them, but who didn’t think that I was a threat, and so let 
me see all sorts of things. It was very helpful. 

 
Starn: Actually, while you were teaching this group intensively, you had time to work in the 

archives as well? 
 
Brentano: Teaching is never so intense as we tend to think of it as being at Berkeley, so I did have 

time, certainly. 
 

Starn: And these students were not--? 

Brentano: --were not very demanding, no. 

Starn: How do you feel about that? Do you think that it’s more demanding to teach advanced 
students or to teach those who know nothing? 

 
Brentano: Demanding in just exactly the predictably different ways. It would be nice if they didn’t 

know quite so much nothing as people who come as tourist students to Italy do, but on the 
other hand, once they get really advanced, they have essentially no need for you. I taught in 
a post-doctoral school--post-doctoral in our sense--which was organized, I guess, the first 
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year, by Roberto Rusconi in Assisi-Perugia. I taught with Kaspar Elm. We had pairs who 
taught each week. They were very advanced, people who already were teaching, already 
publishing, and in a sense, I don’t think I was prepared to move to quite the level of 
advancement that they had. I thought that they would need to know things that I could 
teach them, about how to read wills and things of that sort--and they really all essentially 
knew that. But it was extremely stimulating to be with Elm and to be with them. And 
Assisi-Perugia is a pleasant place to work. 

 
 
 
 

A Summer Seminar in Rome 
 
 
 

Starn: The next summer, you were the director of a National Endowment for the Humanities 
summer seminar of college teachers at the American Academy. 

 
Brentano: It was the best teaching you could imagine, in a sense. These were young, not terribly 

successful academics, not because of their abilities, but because they were stuck in colleges 
in which they had to teach too much to write, colleges that demanded things. Or somehow 
they hadn’t had the right networking when they were young. You were allowed to have 
twelve; I got essentially to choose them from their applications, and I chose people who 
seemed to be interesting and various, and in fact they were, including some now very 
advanced historians, like James Banker, for instance, who is a significant Italian Medieval 
historian, and a number of other people who were indeed very interesting to have--quite 
different kinds of expertise, so that one of them was a historian of farming and of grains 
raised in pre-Renaissance Italy. At any rate, it worked very well. 

 
We taught around the anonymous life of Cola di Rienzo, and we did it on the spot. It was an 
extraordinarily hot summer, and that caused people a lot of trouble. But also, phrases came 
right out of the life of Cola because it was extremely hot in that summer which he was 
talking about, so we could put those phrases on T-shirts and things. One young-middle- 
aged woman, from California, really couldn’t stand it. She fainted in the heat and things of 
that sort, and had to go home. 

 
We were based in the American Academy in Rome, which was very hostile to those 
students. It was extremely interesting. They were very polite and good to me, but very 
hostile to the students, although they were receiving money from the NEH to be good to 
them. But fortunately Bryn Mawr-- 

 
Starn: Do you have any reason, any understanding of why? 

 
Brentano: It was sheer snobbery, I think. Snobbery. At any rate, the Bryn Mawr Institute, which was 

out on Via Appia, took them in, by busing them in and out of Rome every day, and made 
them extremely grateful to Bryn Mawr and extremely angry at the American Academy. 
The American Academy has supposedly changed and has been better to more recent NEH 
groups. But it was an ideal situation--intelligent people, all learned in things that were 
different from what I or any of the others knew, and cooperating with each other, being 
good to each other. It was just tremendously stimulating. 

 
Starn: They were reading Cola di Rienzo and you were taking them around the neighborhoods? 
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Brentano: That was a minor part of what they were reading, although it was the center. We would talk 

about the Colosseum, say, in the thirteenth century, with Cola in front of us, and we would 
talk about Sant’Angelo in Pescheria with Cola in front of us. And we had guest lecturers-- 
art historians, particularly--but other people who would meet and talk to us also. It just 
worked perfectly, I think, was generally very positive. I’m enthusiastic about NEH 
seminars, but particularly ones on-site. 

 
Starn: This also had some connection with the experimental course on contemporary Berkeley 

that you did. 
 
Brentano: Yes, it did. Because I had thought when I was teaching on Berkeley and medieval 

communes, that working on the site of the Berkeley questions in the course would make us 
realize more what we could and couldn’t know about the medieval ones. That made me 
want to know more about them, and that just fed into the NEH seminar. Sometimes things 
are extraordinarily successful and sometimes they aren’t, and it’s hard to know exactly 
why. It was a well-planned seminar, but also laxly planned, so we could move with the 
interests and the abilities of our students--and they were able; they were very, very good. 
And it’s worked well for them, although several of them were politically very active, or 
artistically very active, and they’ve moved into those areas of their lives rather than staying 
in academia. 

 
Starn: Are you still in touch with many of them, then? 

 
Brentano: Not with many; with some very closely, but not with many. When we see each other--or 

they see each other--it’s always a cause for real pleasure. 
 
 
 
 

Padua and the Education Abroad Program  
 

 
 

Starn: Back to 1982: you took on duties as director of the Education Abroad Program at Padua, 
where you advised thirty-odd University of California students from eight campuses, and 
then later twenty-eight students from the University of Padua hoping for exchange in the 
U.S. I know there’s a great deal to talk about in these years, but maybe you could begin 
with a little bit about the peripheral work, making contact with the local academic 
community and exchanging on that level as well as the student level. 

 
Brentano: It was extremely important for forming me as a historian--late enough in my life--though I 

had known, particularly Giorgio Cracco, who was a professor at Padua, before I came. But 
he and the people around him in the facoltà, the school of history, made me feel part of 
them. I wasn’t allowed to teach our EAP students, and I shouldn’t have been. They should 
have been taught by people who preferably spoke only Italian, or at least were very Italian, 
so the Italian facoltà allowed me to teach with them, and they just absorbed me as part of 
their community. 

 
And it’s an absorption that still remains. Last summer, a batch of them came to a talk I gave 
in Venice, and my solidarity with them is extremely strong, and they’ve affected very much 
the way I look at and do history. Particularly a man named Paolo Sambin. He was the 
paleographer in the university generally, and in the faculty of history--although he may 
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actually have been in another faculty. He was a great moral leader, a man who rode a 
bicycle because he would not pollute the air, who was a pretty violent feminist and had a 
pretty violent feminist wife whom I don’t know, and who was a superb historian of a very 
fine technical sort. Just a combination of things that particularly appealed to me, and the 
kind I admire, of high morality and of high technical skill, and of warmth. He’s constantly, 
in the years since then and now, been on the edge of dying, but he still manages to run 
things in the area. He’s that sort. He’s the king of Medieval Studies in the Padovano [region 
around Padua]. 

 
But I was taught by young people and old people, taught by their techniques, amazed by 
the quality of the theses that undergraduates wrote, the use of documents that they had, and 
by just the high expectations of their professors. It seemed to me that I had been getting 
tiresomely slovenly in my own work. 

 
Starn: Can you say what you mean by that? 

 
Brentano: I’ll say it in the words of one of my colleagues. My colleague Randy Starn once said to me, 

“Oh, I see. This is some of what you call your summer writing.” [Laughter] It will always 
be a temptation, just to write smoothly and to make words go together. I certainly did stuff, 
and I met, as far as I was concerned, the brightest young Medieval Italian historians and 
middle-aged ones and old ones in the north of Italy, which for us, for medievalists, is the 
most important part, because of the concentration of medievalists in Perugia, Bologna, 
Pisa, Padova, Venezia-Veneto. They are concentrated rather differently from other kinds of 
elegant historians. And they were all not elegant, except in the fineness of their work. 

 
But I did become attached to them. I still am invited mostly to meetings that normally only 
occur in the winter. I feel very much a part of a group that meets at Santa Giustina, called 
the Societas Veneta, which has a library and in which, again, we eat. It’s still a monastery. 
And Paolo Sambin himself, or representatives of him, talk about the things that have been 
interesting in fields that we care about, that have been published, or available in the months 
before, so one keeps up in a particularly quiet, old-fashioned way, with things that are 
coming out. It includes historians from Verona and Vicenza, that general area, from the 
Veneto and Friuli, and it crosses a bit to the Romagna. It’s not just local to Padua. And so I 
got to know people, for instance, the medievalists at Udine, quite well. That was very 
helpful to me because they had documents at Udine that I needed, but also it’s a very 
pleasant place to work. 

 
Starn: This is a larger group than I had understood, then, isn’t it? 

 
Brentano: It’s not so huge in numbers, although there must be about forty of us who officially belong, 

but it’s spread. And it’s spread in type too. Some of them are acute local historians who 
have not been very sophisticatedly trained but have worked a long time. But most of them 
are very sophisticated indeed. 

 
Starn: Some of these contacts that you made in Padua, in particular, among academics, bore fruit 

with people coming here to teach at the university. Antonio Rigon? 
 
Brentano: Yes. I think Giorgio Cracco had come before. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 



164  
 
 
Brentano: But Antonio Rigon is, I think, quite clearly the central figure among historians of his age, 

which must be now about fifty-five, I would guess--open, pleasing, open to experience in 
America in many ways, a rich, profound historian, but unpretentious. He publishes more 
than I can understand how one could, but one does that in Italy because, partly, the 
demands of teaching are very slight. He was quite surprised when he was here at the level, 
the amount of our teaching, because it is very un-European, but of course, some of our 
colleagues are in that sense European. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] Absolutely. Vittore Branca was alive when you were there. 

Brentano: That’s right. He is still. He was alive this summer. 

Starn: Oh. Good. I’m glad to hear it [laughter]. 
 
Brentano: And publishing, weekly, in things like Ventiquattro Ore. Vittore Branca is the barone of the 

area, not particularly medieval, certainly, of Dantisti. I guess I met him most significantly 
through Louise Clubb, but he sort of took me up, and through him I was forced, essentially, 
and encouraged to write about and think about things that I would not normally have done, 
because I was asked to be included in volumes and in meetings that he had, particularly at 
the Cini. He was extremely helpful to me, believed that my Italian, which was really very 
rough, had improved just tremendously in two years, because he thought that when I came 
to Padua, I hadn’t been able to speak at all; [laughter] and in that sense it had improved. 
But, for instance, of the things I worked with for him, the two things that are published, I 
guess, are the Francis of Assisi as a commentator on Matthew, and then the dream of St. 
Anselm. And both of those made me stretch my mind. 

 
Starn: Can you talk a little about those pieces? 

 
Brentano: Yes. I wanted to talk about Francis and Matthew. Francis is a person who believed that 

glosses were bad. There is a famous passage in which he says, “Without gloss, without 
gloss, without gloss.” Whether or not he said that, they are famous as his. 

 
Starn: The technical definition of “gloss” as Francis uses it? 

 
Brentano: Technically, it’s the kind of commentary in a manuscript which gives “tongue”--which 

glossa is--to individual words, so you have comments in the margins which explain or 
expand on individual words within the text. This is different from a summa, which rewrites a 
text in a rational and analytical way--explains what it means. It’s used just to mean an 
explanation, as when one glosses the word of Christ; when Christ tells you, you must be 
poor, essentially to say that means “poor of the spirit.” That’s a typical gloss of the sort that 
Francis didn’t like, because he believed in literal interpretations, which were important in 
the thirteenth century generally--literal translations, literal interpretations, getting rid of the 
sort of spiritual fogging that had clogged, disguised, really, thought in the twelfth century-- 
he thought, and people thought. At any rate, although he is very hesitant to talk, I wanted to 
play with the idea, which is an obvious one, that one doesn’t just gloss with words but one 
glosses with one’s actions, which he did, and so I talked about that. 

 
There is a dream that St. Anselm had when he was young. St. Anselm’s biography, or 
hagiography, whatever you want to call it--it’s a biography--by his follower, Eadmer, is like 
an autobiography because Eadmer gave it to Anselm to read up to a certain point, saying, 
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“Is this correct?” Anselm [is said to have] read it and corrected it, so it’s as if he had done, 
it in a way, himself--when he talks about his youth, for example, which is often a fictitious 
part of a biography. And then Anselm thought it was vainglorious--as it was--to let himself 
be written about as if he were a saint while he was alive, and so he ordered Eadmer, who 
was a monk at Canterbury (as archbishop he was abbot of Canterbury) to destroy the 
manuscript, because it looked bad. But what Eadmer did, and begged for our prayers of 
forgiveness as we read, he copied it all first and then [laughter] destroyed the manuscript. 

 
Starn: That was very sophistical. 

 
Brentano: Yes, exactly, and he was aware of that. But he thought it was more valuable to save what he 

had said. So, at any rate, I believe--most people do--that they “signed” it. And the first few 
chapters about the youth of Anselm are more exact than are those early chapters in normal 
lives of saints. About half of the childhood is taken up with the dream, and it seemed to me 
that that was a statement, in a sense, conscious or not, that the non-physical childhood, the 
childhood of psychology, of mind, is more important than where he went, what he ate, you 
know, those things. It’s the opposite of Francis. I tried to point that out and to work with the 
nature of the dream. 

 
I was terribly interested in dreams then, because I had been for a long time interested in 
Freud, but in specific ways; so it’s always a surprise to me when friends and colleagues and 
experts talk about Freud, which is not the Freud I know at all, because I’m interested in just 
particularly his talk about dreams, and unlike most of the people who really know Freud, 
I’m just enchanted with the way he writes and puts things together. In some ways, it seems 
to me, there is a direct connection between his sense of how you tell a story about a dream 
and a rather conventional twelfth-century sense of that. 

 
Starn: Interesting. There is a connection you could see. 

 
Brentano: It’s a connection I could see, and it gave me a chance to read and think about Freud. 

Although I’m very not theoretical in anything I write, there are a few theorists--some of 
whom I don’t use at all, like Weber--but who enchant me, and Freud is simply one of them. 
Almost in the Marx category. At any rate, because of Branca, I did do those things. And 
then when Branca came to America, he made a tremendous fuss, and gathered us around, 
and said, “Oh Bob,” you know, that sort of thing which he does. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: And I found it very pleasant. I also liked his wife just tremendously--one of those academic 

wives of whom I’ve known a number, who are married to baroni or people like baroni in 
England--who was sharp and controlling of him, but in a wry and pleasant way. It was 
particularly delightful to be with her and to listen; for instance, if we were two couples, 
Olga would make expressions as Vittore would say things, which were exquisitely funny, 
and yet not deeply critical. [Laughter] Very, very pleasant woman. 

 
Anyway, that did mean a lot to us, and he has always been very helpful when I needed help. 
When I had the stroke, for instance, he didn’t know about it. Then he became tremendously 
upset and talked about coming over--afterwards, admittedly-- to sort of help nurse me. The 
thought of being nursed by Vittore-- 
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Starn: [Laughter] That’s a wonderful thought. Olga, possibly. 
 
Brentano: Yes, exactly. But at any rate, yes, he was important. Yes, I understand the limitations people 

feel about his influence, and should feel. I know that when, for instance, I am on the edge 
of criticizing Frugoni whom I admire very much--not Chiara but her father, Arsenio-- 

 
Starn: Who was that? 

 
Brentano: For me, most importantly, he’s the person who edited the autobiography of Celestine V. He 

did it during the war, and he couldn’t have access to the manuscript, or any of the 
manuscripts, so he made funny errors for scholars so advanced as he is. But it seems to me 
that he breaks through medieval history in a way that was not conventional in his and 
Branca’s period, and I admire him very, very much for that. But I think there are qualities in 
him which I don’t admire. Yet if that criticism would leak out when I was with Branca, he 
would find it rather offensive because they had been roommates together, they were Pisani, 
you know, Normalisti, whatever you call them, at the same time, and they were among the 
leaders, and they didn’t like those leaders criticized. 

 
Branca himself was always anxious to make connections with people he dealt with. For 
instance, he figured out that he had an ancestor who was a Brentano, and that pleased him 
tremendously--not that in itself, but that we were connected, and that sort of thing. 

 
Starn: Yes. Was it an Austrian Brentano? 

 
Brentano: No, an Italian. And I think, maybe, just with a hyphenated name. Although you can hardly 

get a hyphenated name without in some way inheriting it--it must be your mother’s name, 
or something. Anyway, he was never very clear about it, but it gave us a feeling of warmth. 
He also liked coming to the Giudecca, where we lived in Venice, and he was known by 
every waiter in Venice, who were pleased to see him--although Olga was still afraid to 
come to the Giudecca, because when she was a girl, it was considered a dangerous place to 
go, and she didn’t like to put her foot on the vaporetto that would take her across. 

 
Starn: You had an apartment on the Giudecca, which you still have. Maybe we should talk a little 

bit about that, eventually. But the academic community, partly, you had inherited from 
Louise Clubb? 

 
Brentano: Certainly. 

 
Starn: And Vittore Branca. 

 
Brentano: Vittore Branca, but also the academic community. Not the medievalists in Padua, but the 

large academic community in Padua, were extremely receptive to my coming, because 
Louise had left such a good feeling--that people from California were elegant, learned, all 
those things that Louise is. Maybe I’ve said this before, because it seems to me so 
important: she left the calendar of her last year as director so that I could predict ahead 
when my heavy periods would be, because I could see whatever she had done on any day 
of the year. 

 
Starn: That must have been helpful. 
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Brentano: It was extremely helpful and very comforting. So at any rate, yes, I was put in a position to 

be received, and people really didn’t, I think, quite believe my Italian when they heard it, 
because I was a friend of Louise’s. But it did improve. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: You made a quantum leap about that point. 

 
Brentano: I had a tremendous fight with the rector of Padua about something we were trying to get 

done in one of those long meetings. I don’t know if they are long everyplace, but they 
certainly are in Padua. You go fairly early in the morning, and they gradually bring in more 
and more juices, so you can go on--grapefruit juice, things of that sort. I was in a rather 
rougher stage, and I always asked for beer in the morning. That stunned them in the first 
place. And then in the second place, we had this long argument, and I won. The rector went 
into a meeting that was being held then and adjusted a program that we had so that it would 
be more beneficial from our point of view to the University of California. Afterwards, 
when the equivalent of the administrative assistant of the rector met our administrative 
assistant, he said, “It was the worst Italian I have ever heard.” [Laughter] But it worked. 
And it was fun. 

 
Starn: Functional Italian. 

 
Brentano: Yes. It was nice to be sort of rough; that’s not a quality that I normally get to show. 

[Laughter] And the other thing: an increasingly close friend of mine, Reiny Mueller, is the 
head, not the senior professor, but the professor of medieval history who does medieval 
Venice, at the University of Venice, so I was also sort of connected there. And other 
connections in Venice, gradually--Gladys Delmas [American cultural philanthropist in 
Venice] who was particularly helpful, including us, although not financially, as she does 
other people, and there were other people in Venice who were helpful too. But I was 
primarily connected with Padua. 

 
 
 
 

Living on the Giudecca and in Padua 
 
 
 

Starn: It might be useful to remember that Padua and Venice are so close. It’s--what?-- half an 
hour inland from Venice to Padua? 

 
Brentano: On a bus, forty-five minutes. They’re very close; people commute both ways all the time. 

 
Starn: And while you were there, you tended to keep a foot in both places? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Carroll and Robert stayed essentially in Venice, and came out for parties and things for 

Paduans. 
 

Starn: That’s because Robert also had arrangements there at school and work kinds of things, as 
did Carroll? 

 
Brentano: Yes, yes. And Carroll was more attached to and attracted by Venice than by Padua. But it 

meant that I had a house there, a big, beautiful apartment, in the modern, eighteenth- 
century I guess, palazzo of a very ancient family, who were also awfully pleasant to 
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Americans, partly because of Louise Clubb’s having been there before me. And I liked very 
much living there. It was very pleasant. 

 
I don’t know if this is the place to talk about it. It was an experience, though, in dealing 
with our students, of a kind that I hadn’t had before, because my intellectual contact with 
them was, I think, more than it is sometimes for directors. I was certainly there all the time 
for them, and talked about their programs and what they were doing, but a great deal had to 
do with their personal lives, and their medical personal lives. 

 
Starn: Students abroad can be very delicate. 

 
Brentano: I had not realized, since I just teach people during the daytime here, how many things go 

wrong with the innards of twenty-year olds [Laughter] and particularly twenty-year-old 
women. I only knew of one pregnancy and abortion, but it was a very serious and terrible 
time, and it was with a very difficult young woman whose parents couldn’t be let know, 
from her point of view. Also, Santa Barbara was extremely rigorous. If a student--which 
didn’t really happen to me--was in danger of death, in a Paduan hospital, we couldn’t call 
the parents of that student until we had gotten in touch with Santa Barbara and gotten 
permission. And Santa Barbara closes at night, that sort of thing. It was very unreasonable. 

 
Starn: Maybe you can explain here that Santa Barbara was the administrative side of the EAP. 

Brentano: Oh yes. 

## 
 
Brentano: I talked about the fights we had with the University of Padua’s rectorate. But we also had 

constant fights with Santa Barbara, and partly that was our strong effort to get a more equal 
balance between the students who came from America to Padua, and the students who 
could go from Padua to America, and then in some way, to regulate the grants they got. 
One of the problems was that families who seemed to have several stores and lots of cars 
would indicate that they had total incomes of something like $9,000 a year, which would 
make their children available for scholarships. 

 
But to go back to Santa Barbara, it was very difficult to deal with the Education Abroad 
Program in Santa Barbara because it had very restrictive rules, often administered by 
people who couldn’t even understand the time difference between us. So constantly they 
would call, thinking they were calling in the middle of the day, when they were talking to 
me in the middle of the night. 

 
But to a certain extent, things were much cleared up by a very strong, sharp, controversial 
chancellor of Santa Barbara whose name was Robert Huttenback, and for EAP in Padua he 
was a godsend. He helped us tremendously. He understood very quickly what our problems 
were. I’d like to talk about him over and over again, positively, because he’s had such a 
rugged life since then. 

 
Starn: He did, didn’t he? 

 
Brentano: Yes. But at any rate, he came to see us, and he came in connection with a program that I’ll 

talk about in a minute. Let me first say a little about the tremendous advantage for me it 
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was to be able to give lectures casually, about all sorts of things on which I was working, 
and on which people around me were working, because I was living in Italy. I had never 
had an opportunity like that before except when, I guess, I was still a graduate student at 
Oxford. It was just wonderful to be part of the community of modern scholars who worked 
in the area of my medieval work. It was intensely good. 

 
Starn: It’s quite amazing that you were able to do this at the same time--that is, keep your 

lecturing and your intellectual life going at the time you had these administrative 
responsibilities--it’s tremendous. 

 
Brentano: I was extremely vigorous then. 

 
Starn: You must have been. 

 
Brentano: I moved around the countryside. Let me just look at some of the lectures for a second. Well, 

in the first place, when I went to Sulmona, before the program actually started, I was able 
to talk about the church in the time of Celestine V and be physically--which is always 
important for me--in the place in which he was. Also, some of the talks were very funny. 
For instance, I gave a lecture on the Franciscans in California, at the Franciscan Center, at 
their big meeting of the year in Assisi. I tried to explain to them that I knew nothing about 
California missions except going to weddings there, and things of that sort. [Laughter] 
They said that it didn’t matter, that I was an American, and so I gave a really quite bad 
lecture, which includes statements that I now don’t understand at all--for instance, that San 
Quentin was influenced by mission architecture. Since I look at San Quentin now four 
times every two weeks, I cannot find any sense of that at all. [Laughter] But I had some 
idea then, I guess. It wasn’t a very good lecture. 

 
Starn: The walls, perhaps. 

 
Brentano: Si, si. [Laughter] It’s the only lecture that I have ever given to that group, and I could talk 

about lots of things that would be interesting that I do know about, but I’m stuck with 
Franciscans in California. 

 
Starn: You are rather a Franciscan. 

 
Brentano: Yes, yes, it’s a big pain. I had been interested for some time, partly because of Margery 

Kempe, really, whom I teach--who was a fourteenth-fifteenth-century English eccentric 
woman whom I much admire, a very brave woman, whose autobiography, or quasi- 
autobiography exists still. I teach it every year, normally--because of her, partly, and 
because she opens up, it seems to me, so much of English society, which I teach, in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth century, I’ve been interested in enthusiastic women at the end of 
the Middle Ages, and I had also become interested in various people, including Catherine 
of Siena--although not very much, not in the way that her experts are. But I had gone 
before this to a Siena conference which was very exciting, and it gave me a taste for the 
things I did when I was at Padua, because those of us from America, and from every 
country at the Catherine of Siena colloquium--were sort of gathered by the archbishop of 
Siena and taken to a dinner at one of the clubs which houses the Palio horses and that sort 
of thing. [Laughter] We were very interior, and it was very interesting to see. 
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Also, it brought permanent prejudices in me out; that is, our youngest performer from 
America, and shyest, was a woman named Karen Scott, a student of Bill Bouwsma’s who 
now is a teaching Renaissance historian. 

 
Starn: Where is she teaching now? 

 
Brentano: I think she’s still at De Paul. At any rate, during the whole length of that time, Claudio 

Leonardi, who is a proto-barone, talked during her lecture, when she was trying to get 
across, and also working with her Italian and such. I’ve never been able to look at him with 
pleasure, although he’s a very important figure. But I got accustomed to that sort of thing 
happening in Italian colloquia, because people do talk. 

 
Starn: It was frequent. 

 
Brentano: Well, people talk during other people’s talks; they assume that they’ll be published and be 

rather different anyhow, so why bother, I think. And they need to show their faces. 
 

Starn: There’s a certain realism there. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: It’s not the sort of realism that’s very appealing to a teacher. At any rate, I did get to give 

talks in various sorts of places. Oh, in a wonderful thing put on by the regional giunta in 
Umbria, about wills, in which my paper, I didn’t think, was very good--it was a little pale-- 
but the other papers were excellent, and particularly Antonio Rigon’s was, I think, the best 
thing that’s been written on, at least, Italian wills in the Middle Ages. 

 
Starn: And that was all published? 

 
Brentano: In a little book, by the regione. It also was exciting, incidentally--this happens to Italian 

scholars all the time but not to Americans--when we went to a meeting in Città di Castello, 
a bunch of us, there were, as we went into town huge posters on the walls, oh, three and a 
half feet by two and a half feet. with our names, say, and our lecture titles, just plastered up 
as if were opera singers or-- 

 
Starn: Politicians. 

 
Brentano: Yes, exactly. [Laughter]. It was very, very exciting, to go to a town like Città di Castello, of 

which I’m very fond, and see these things, just plastered around. And my friends. some of 
them, do this all the time. They are on great cycles--like Edith Pasztor, who is a Roman, 
Hungarian-born; she is Manselli’s successor at Rome. 

 
Manselli was the great historian of Franciscan things in the generation before us. At any 
rate, they would turn up at Perugia and then they would turn up at Città di Castello and then 
they would turn up at Todi, and they’d just move, like a circus, through towns. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. Complete with posters. [Laughter] 

Brentano: Exactly. It really was very, very much fun. 

I started to say this earlier. Since I couldn’t teach our own students--and I thought that it 
was very important that I didn’t teach them--my friends got me some teaching at the 
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University of Padua itself. What we chose that I’d do, was to try to introduce them to 
current ideas in medieval English history, but also to the nature of medieval English 
history. And I have never talked to people so generally well-educated and so medievally 
well-educated who knew so little about what had always seemed to me a rather obvious 
subject--so that, for instance, I think only one person had ever read any Chaucer, and some 
of them did not recognize the names Beowulf or Chaucer, and the big landmarks that we 
have. That was interesting indeed. They were mixed successes, I thought, but since my 
friends came to listen to them and cheered me on-- 

 
Starn: You gave a series of lectures? 

 
Brentano: Well, they were called seminars, but they listened. It was fun. Again, it made me feel part 

of a community that one can’t be a part of in America. This is particularly true for me 
because I was not trained here, and I’m very unsympathetic in general with the dominant 
Princetonian school of medieval studies, which moves, for instance, from secondary 
sources to primary sources, which asks big questions and gets big answers like “What is 
feudalism?” or “When do the Middle Ages end?”--things of that sort that to me really have 
no interest at all, because it seems to me that one can make any of them up on the spur of 
the moment, deeply true and not true, I think, and they don’t interest me, and they don’t 
interest my colleagues much in Italy either. Or in England, in the old days. So I do feel 
much more at home in Italy. It was tremendously relaxing for me to be a part of a group of 
people, just as it had been relaxing when I went to Oxford to be part of a society that I felt 
completely at home in--really different from being constantly slightly defensive, as I am 
here. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. So this was really a very good time for you in terms of your work. 

 
Brentano: Tremendously important for me, just changed my life in all sorts of ways. And in a way, 

after I came back from those years, I had intended to leave Berkeley, really. After I came 
back, I was never so strongly attached to our department as I had been before, but more 
strongly attached in many ways to the campus. The department seems to me infinitely less 
important and interesting than the campus in general now, both politically and 
intellectually. 

 
Starn: While you were there, you also got involved in what you could almost say was community 

activism. The island of Sacca Sessola, in the Venetian lagoon, was seen to be a site for an 
international center of ecology, and it was a group which you and Carroll were both 
involved in. 

 
Brentano: Yes, in the Venetian lagoon. It was in a sense through me because I was at Padua, and the 

Huttenbacks came to Padua with people from Santa Barbara who were interested in 
ecology, and their home, in a sense, was the center in Padua. But in fact, Carroll, my wife, 
was made the liaison between the Paduans and Venetians, because both universities were 
involved. One of the things I did work with in Italy was getting us to have a new treaty with 
Venice so that students could take the courses directly from the University of Venice and 
not have to take them as disguised courses at the University of Padua. 

 
Starn: I see. So it was a bureaucratically clarifying thing that made everything easier. 
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Brentano: It made us closer to Venetian scholars like Padovan, who was an important political, as well 

as intellectual, leader of Venice. At any rate, because of that, Carroll was put in the position 
of being the liaison, and she became the centerpiece, because the two sides could not 
communicate with each other at all. And she was extremely enthusiastic and enjoyed it 
thoroughly. They were close, in a sense, to working something out. The connection was 
supported by a socially and economically strong group in Venice--people who had farms on 
the mainland and who, in those farms, suffered with the same sort of problems that people 
in the California delta do, they thought. 

 
Starn: With tremendous pollution and tidal issues? 

 
Brentano: Pollution, and different kinds of maize/corn rusts, things of that sort, about which I never 

was perfectly clear. But the income of many really important and ancient families in Venice 
depends upon the success of the corn crop. And a number of people whom we knew had 
been to Davis, for instance, to talk to people there about mutual problems. They had not 
been to Berkeley, but to Davis. 

 
At any rate, the support of those people, who had concerts and dinners and things of a 
perfectly normal aristocratic Venetian sort, entertained Dianne Feinstein when she came, 
did all sorts of things to bolster the idea, and printed beautiful posters with wonderful 
pictures of the island, that sort of thing--that group, and the group of people from the 
University of Padua and Venice, mostly from the faculty of chemistry, and our Santa 
Barbara group, had to be brought together, worked together constantly, worked pretty well 
generally. But Carroll was at the center of that. My job generally became--and I had never 
done anything like this before, except during the war, in Japanese--to be a quick interpreter, 
and sometimes the results, I’m sure, were ludicrous. But it worked generally well, and I 
found it extremely interesting and lots of fun, because as people filmed television, you 
would stand behind the speaker, who was speaking in either language, and then say quickly 
what he had said. At that time, that’s the sort of interpreting that works most easily because 
you don’t have to be very elaborate or sensitive. On the other hand, things that had to do 
with chemical formulas were just lost. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] The challenge. 

 
Brentano: Just lost, lost, yes. But I was very much involved with them and liked them and grew to like 

at least Huttenback, the chancellor from Santa Barbara, very, very much, because he really 
wanted things to work, and it almost seemed to be working. 

 
Starn: It was a very practical project--improved farming methods and--? 

 
Brentano: In both countries, but of course, particularly in the area around Venice and the lagoons. 

 
Starn: But like many grand and worthy projects, it wasn’t realized in the end. 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: You did so much of this translating and interpreting while you were there. You also worked 
with the faculty of medicine at Padua and with the chancellor of UCSF, didn’t you? 
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Brentano: It was the dean of UCSF who came, and there was a hope that, particularly for the benefit 

of Italian medicine at that time, that there could be an exchange between the medical 
school and the faculty of medicine at Padua. The dean was extremely charming. He was 
very pleasant, and he connected himself very well with both students in medicine and the 
faculty of medicine at Padua. But at the end, he said, ‘It’s really quite impossible.’ Both the 
lack of deep scientific study and of real clinical study made it just not possible to have the 
two work together. I think, from my recent, own experiences, that medicine has changed a 
great deal at Padua and Venice and that now, that would not be foolish. It didn’t work out, 
but it was extremely interesting. And in a way depressing, because in some ways the school 
of medicine still seemed caught in a sort of study--it can’t have been really this--that was 
common in the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance, in which medicine was an 
intellectual discipline-- 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: --which is splendid, but not effective. And I worried about the medicine in Padua 

constantly because of my students. I was really terrified. One student, whom I knew very 
well, was diagnosed for about seven things before they found that an infection in her throat 
was causing the trouble, and that was a bit worrying because you feel you have the 
children’s lives in your hands. And they don’t want to be fussed over, or at least some of 
them don’t--they want to be peculiarly-- 

 
Starn: Didn’t some of them want to be fussed over? 

Brentano: Some of them did; that’s true. 

Starn: Hard to determine which was what. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: My first year was a particularly pleasant one; the second year was darkened because of a 

dispute I had with the administrative assistant, whom I fired. I fired her for a number of 
reasons--partly the way she was instructing our students, but also, because she had gotten 
quite out of hand. She was English, very conservative and very opinionated, and when I 
was working on the NEH school in the summer between my two years, I flew back and 
forth each week, but I was out of touch a good deal. For instance, when I called and asked 
to talk to the bookkeeper, she wouldn’t let me talk to the bookkeeper because she wanted 
everything to go through her. 

 
Starn: Had she been there for a long time? 

 
Brentano: A considerable length of time. When she was fired, she didn’t give up her keys. She came 

in at night to the place. She, who was very reactionary, got in touch with labor and 
communist leaders in Italy--she was not a citizen; she was an English subject. 

 
Starn: Was she married to an Italian, perhaps? 

 
Brentano: No, no. She just caused a lot of trouble, and we had a suit, but of course, the University of 

California, as I’m accustomed to knowing in the other direction, tends not to meet in court 
but to satisfy extravagantly the monetary demands, and that’s what they did. She was paid 
off heavily, and I’ve never seen her since. But it was an ugly season. 
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Starn: Too bad, and a drain of energy, too. 
 
Brentano: Yes. We had a very good young lawyer, whom I saw one night. He dropped me at home and 

he drove off with his son; they were going skiing. And the next day, he had a complete 
nervous breakdown and a terrible depression, and that complicated us, but also, one 
thought it might be catching. It was very, very upsetting, because our case seemed to be 
what was bothering him. At any rate, it was settled by the University of California. 

 
Starn: This meant that you solved this problem for the director who succeeded you. 

 
Brentano: Yes, the change was just fantastic. But on the other hand, the person who succeeded the 

disaster, who was Margaret Tiso, who has been excellent since then, had been picked up by 
Louise [Clubb] in a bar. That is, she was the wife of one of the owners of a bar, and Louise 
watched her, how she behaved, how she made change and things, and then asked her to 
work for us. 

 
Starn: Louise had--? 

 
Brentano: It was Louise who really made that change. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Slightly pleasanter than the previous topic, the Padovani nel Mondo must have been a 

lively group of people. 
 
Brentano: It was a lively group, and we worked very hard on it. It was really focused on a rugby team. 

[Laughter] 
 

Starn: Rugby and not soccer? 
 
Brentano: No, no. Rugby. ‘Petrarca’, named after a local rugby player, is one of the best rugby teams 

in Italy. It’s good enough to be taken seriously by English and German rugby teams. At any 
rate, they were fun to work with, and they could date our students and stuff like that. As a 
matter of fact, one of them did marry one of our students, but it worked out peculiarly in 
the beginning because the student was a Filipina, a very charmingly attractive and a good 
woman, but his family, all these years later, hasn’t really forgiven him or her. That’s a side 
of Italy that we didn’t often see in those days, though we see it more frequently now. 

 
Starn: Yes. Your students on the whole--were they juniors in the program? 

 
Brentano: Ideally they were juniors, and from Berkeley they were juniors. From the other schools, 

there was much less regulation. It was very good. I learned then, and then learned much, 
much more later, when I was chair of the senate, to work with the other campuses. When I 
worked with the senate, the campuses seemed similar, which worked then. In Padua, the 
campuses seemed very different. The students were really surprisingly different, but like 
each other from the same university. Of course, I was accustomed to the Berkeley ones. 
There were not very many because they couldn’t come from the study of Italian to us, as 
they did from the other campuses. But I was accustomed to them, and to Santa Cruz, in a 
sense, and neither of those surprised me. The UCLA students that we had those years were 
great grinds. They studied very hard and did very well and were completely accomplished 
in a way that pleased the padovani. The ones from Santa Barbara that year absolutely 
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seemed incapable of working; that is, they couldn’t read Italian texts. That’s because they 
didn’t know how to read books. [Laughter]. 

 
Starn: How much Italian preparation was there intended to be? 

 
Brentano: Theoretically, they’d had two years of university Italian, but that’s very difficult to do. So 

most of them had a rush crash course before they started, and they continued in reading La 
Stampa every morning, for instance, in groups--something I didn’t start and don’t think I 
could have done--but they continued to work on their Italian in connection with what 
happened outside. Their Italian improved fantastically quickly when they started dating. 

 
Starn: Of course, it helps. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: Yes. What I would advise anybody to do was see an Italian. I just want to tell one joke. By 

accident, we didn’t have mixed dorms in that year; we did immediately afterward. 
 

Starn: By accident, you didn’t have mixed dorms? [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: No. Let me explain. Something I had nothing to do with, and I think Louise had probably 

opposed: our students were put in American dorms, but they didn’t all fit in one. So one 
dorm had all the students from Santa Barbara and all the students from UCLA, and the 
result was just horrifying. The fights, drunkenness, furious, rather prim UCLA students-- 
very, very bad. It was one of the reasons we really pressed to have our students scattered 
through Italian dorms. [Laughter] And they hated being isolated, also. 

 
Starn: Did they? 

 
Brentano: Well, they had come all this way to go to a leading university. Our great distinction is that 

we were not like Stanford-in-Florence, which in many ways was superior--beautiful 
basketball court, wonderful villa, and all those things--but that we were really part of the 
community--you know, this absurd-- 

 
Starn: [Laughter] But you solved that. Can we talk now a little bit about your situation on the 

Giudecca and the community there and the site there? 
 
Brentano: I’ll just quickly tell how it happened, and then from then, it just continues. We had lived in 

a house in Rome that I was very attached to, particularly, and we had been there, I guess, 
twenty years. 

 
Starn: On the Piazza Paganica. 

 
Brentano: On the Piazza Paganica. We could have stayed there, because our landlady didn’t know 

very much about the law and constantly broke it. If she had known about the law, she 
would have known how to deal with us, and we had an extremely good lawyer who spoke 
both Oxford English, because he’d been educated there, and romanesco, because he had 
grown up romano, because he had grown up there. It was a very helpful combination in 
dealing with people. He was really quite wonderful man. 

 
But at any rate, we were thrown out because we just had a lease and we weren’t even really 
residents of Italy, but she didn’t know that, the landlady, and I didn’t want to have an 
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inferior apartment and stay in a city I loved, still looking up at our apartment and wishing I 
were there. Feeling this, Carroll was teaching in Venice for UC Extension, and two of the 
children and I went up with her for part of the year--we went up to stay with her in Venice. 
And it was very charming in the way Venice can be--particularly sunny and pretty and not 
overly crowded. We were staying in the apartment of [Walter] Cini who had been at the 
American Academy long before, and had been in the OSS and CIA and all those things. 

 
Starn: Quite a shared history. 

 
Brentano: Yes. At any rate, we stayed in his tiny apartment. While Carroll was out teaching, the 

children and I looked, because it seemed so attractive, at apartments for rent--for sale, not 
for rent. And we found three close to Walter Cini’s, and we looked at them all, the three of 
us. Then, when Carroll came home, we took her to see them. They were surprisingly cheap, 
but also surprisingly small, but we felt we were about to be without our major children, and 
didn’t realize they would come back with many friends. [Laughter] At any rate, we just 
bought one. It was rather complicated because it had to be done through a Roman notary 
and a Venetian notary, and all those things, but not really very complicated. We simply 
moved in, and since then, I guess we’ve been there now about twenty-four years, living on 
the Giudecca and becoming part of it. 

 
An attractive part of Venice is that we had a Down child, and so we became not the ugly 
Americans but the parents of Robert, and that’s how we were thought of a great deal. And it 
also helped that I was working in Italy, and not just there, floating. 

 
Starn: So you had bought the place before you came to Padua? 

 
Brentano: A couple of years, I think, but I don’t remember. Carroll might. At any rate, we have been 

part of that community in a way we had never been part of the Roman community. Rome 
was really very international. 

 
Starn: This was really a neighborhood. 

 
Brentano: It’s really a neighborhood, and it’s a neighborhood in which we have close connections, 

which were noticeable this year when the tragedy occurred in New York. They were 
writing and cabling and emailing us and saying, “Are you all right?” That sort of thing. I 
didn’t know they could use email. [Laughter] They’re less simple than they seem. And they 
would give us little pieces of things--there’s even that part of a gondola--to take home, the 
souvenirs, things of that sort. 

 
Starn: And who would “they” be? 

 
Brentano: They are neighbors scattered up and down the Giudecca--not up and down, only the two 

islands that we are most commonly on. 
 

Starn: Who were the ones who figured most importantly in your life there? 
 
Brentano:      Most important in our lives were our next door neighbors, the Zanniers, Italo and Resi, and 

they--quite surprisingly to us and to everybody in the neighborhood--got a divorce, which 
sort of complicated our relations with both of them. Since Resi’s death, Italo has returned. 
It’s a peculiar position, but they were like family to us. Their children are the same ages as 
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our children. The children, at least some of them, grew close to each other, and we spent a 
great deal of time together. And Italo was important when I was in Padua, because he 
teaches in the history of photography massive numbers of students--then in architettura in 
Venice but more recently in Ca’ Foscari, in the ordinary university. He was fun to listen to 
about everything, knew about everything, slightly more conservative politically than we 
are, but so interested in scandal. And since the right in Italy provides such a rich field of 
scandal, we got to hear classic-- 

 
Starn: [Laughter] A constantly renewable resource. 

 
Brentano: Yes, exactly. But they were our closest friends, although they themselves always felt 

Friulani, which they were, and always maintained a certain amount of distance from some 
of our neighbors who--they thought--should not have such pretty places on the beach. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: That sort of thing that happens in Italy. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: One of the first people who was most close to us was considered the sindaco, the mayor, of 

the Giudecca, a man named Emilio Casagrande who ran the local grocery store and 
connected us with the world. He was also, during the last years of his life, getting a laurea 
at the university, which he hadn’t as a young man, in Byzantine history. He didn’t like 
talking to me about history; he liked the reassurance that you could be a historian and smile 
a lot. 

 
Starn: Was he somber? [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: But he got his laurea. It was very exciting. He was connected with everybody on the island 

and really did take care of us all; that is, if there was something slightly sub rosa that we 
had to do to get a ticket or something of that sort, he simply managed it because he was a 
great favorite with local people on the left, but he was very closely connected with a 
network of not Fascisti but Christian-Democrati Venetians. 

 
Starn: He was a businessman, wasn’t he? 

 
Brentano: He owned the local grocery store. He had grown up on exactly our island because his father 

had had a trattoria there which served lunches to the people at the Stucky mill. He had 
grown up on those two blocks and knew everybody locally, and you could charge things, he 
could give you money, he’d do anything. And he connected us, too, because he knew 
everybody there. 

 
Starn: There was an expatriate community as well? Or a few? 

 
Brentano: For our purposes, just a few. When we were involved with Sacco Sessola, we were 

involved with a big expatriate community, who were involved mostly with the aristocracy 
of Venice and the very rich. The combination of--if they were very rich--expatriates and 
Venetians who seemed very rich, and often needed very rich associates to keep them very 
rich--we saw them quite a lot then; we don’t see them normally. Venice is not an 
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intellectual center in the sense that Florence and Rome are, so the expatriates are not 
normally terribly interesting, from our point of view, people--less interesting than the 
natives one knows. Natives! [sound of disgust prompted by the word]. 

 
## 

 
Starn: Some of your closest friends on the Giudecca? 

 
Brentano: The other person for instance, who took me to the hospital last year, is a woman named 

Susie Palmarin, who’s married to the dean of Venetian gondoliers, but who is herself a 
woman from Long Island and the daughter of a terribly prominent judge, but who has 
become herself no longer really an expatriate, and her children haven’t. And fortunately for 
us, her charming Aurelia, her daughter, is Alice’s [Robert Brentano’s granddaughter] age 
and became the closest Venetian friend of Alice, and they’ve thought of going to camp 
together. But twelve, thirteen-year-olds are too lazy to do anything like that. 

 
Starn: Yes, that’s a big enterprise, and international. 

Brentano: [Laughter] It is. Enough? 

Starn: I think the Giudecca will continue to be important in your life, but there it still was, even 
though you had a double center in Padua. 

 
Brentano: It was important, although it became really more important after that for me, and I guess it 

became more important for Carroll when I was away all the time. 
 

Starn: Your daughter was married from the Giudecca, too, in what year? 
 
Brentano: Yes. She has a fourteen-year-old daughter, and she was married a couple of years, so they 

were married about sixteen years ago, I think. At the Gesuati. Churches, incidentally, in 
Venice are more important--well, they’re not, I just go to them more than here. But they 
have different tones. And Margaret was married at the Gesuati, which is a more, well, 
upper-middle-class sort of church. And I go to San Trovaso, which is a church that still has 
the memory of the sort of left-wing Catholics that surrounded Giovanni XXIII and they’re 
very different from each other. One feels comfortable in one and not in the other, I think. 

 
Starn: And the Gesuati--that was for the marriage. 

 
Brentano: She was married in the Gesuati because it is so much prettier. It’s in the Dorsoduro, but it’s 

simply across from us, and up the Rio San Trovaso a couple of paces. 
 
 
 
 

Duties and Pleasures of a Medievalist  
 

 
 

Starn: While you were in Italy, you were listed at least nominally as serving on all sorts of 
editorial boards--Speculum, Viator, Medievalia Umanistica-- 

 
Brentano: Most of those were really pretty honorific. 
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Starn: Did you go through different periods when you were more active on the boards there? 
 
Brentano: Well, the one board on which I was really active, which was very pleasant, was a board that 

was part of the Medieval Academy, which published monographs of young scholars, and 
we read them very carefully and met the other members of the committee around the 
country several times a year, and worked on things. 

 
Starn: Were you able to bring your Italian experience and contacts into this? 

 
Brentano: No. Well, I take that back a bit. In many ways my closest friend was an Italian medievalist- 

-an American Italian medievalist--Charles Till Davis at Tulane. He was also a member of 
the committee. One of the pleasures was that, in the first place, we got to meet sometimes in 
New Orleans. But secondly--I don’t know how to put this so that it isn’t unfair to other 
people--I think, in my generation and close to it, he is the most sophisticated medievalist 
who writes. Or was; he died two years ago. He just worked on a different intellectual level 
from most of the people I know, but an intellectual level that had to do with just the subtlety 
and sophistication of his writing. It really is remarkable. He was a wonderful Italianist and 
spent many happy years in Florence and many happy years with us in Rome, but there was 
just a level of gradation in every word he said, and significances in which each other word- 
-he was just fabulous. 

 
Starn: Which you could appreciate as a stylist. 

 
Brentano: His style in a sense was not elaborate; it was just that it had so much variety in its tone. 

Sometime you must read some. 

Starn: What would you recommend? 

Brentano: I think his thesis book--it’s an odd thing to say--which is Dante and the Idea of Rome, 
which he really wrote at Oxford when he was a graduate student. It’s just so beautiful. 
Generally, he didn’t publish much, and he was always dissatisfied with things. He worked 
particularly on the Spiritual Franciscans, who have been the death of many men. [Laughter] 
Well, they’re just so--those sources are so complicated and confusing. 

 
Starn: So he was also an archival historian. 

 
Brentano: Yes, but much more literary than I. “Archival” in big archives, that is. Where would 

archives about Ptolemy of Lucca be, you know, things like that, or Remigio--the archives 
about people of significance. He worked really in the archives, but more in the library at 
Santa Croce in Florence. 

 
 
 
 

Considering a Move to Atlanta 
 
 
 

Starn: Coming back from Italy, from Padua, specifically, you spent a semester at Emory. 
 

And they very much wanted you to transfer permanently. Can you talk a little bit about 
that? 
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Brentano: Oh, I wanted to transfer because I was so annoyed--well, “annoyed” is not the right word at 

all--discouraged, depressed, whatever, by the reaction of the university to the removal of 
the blind students from the blind school. 

 
Starn: It was about that time, was it? 

 
Brentano: It was exactly at that time, because that’s when I left, not when I was at Emory. And so I 

had the offer from Emory, and they had made it awfully attractive to me when I first went. 
They wanted me because they had been forced to want me by George Cuttino, who was an 
undergraduate teacher of mine at Swarthmore--who was extremely conservative and in an 
intellectual way very prissy, although a dear man. And they were stunned by the difference 
in our politics, in our way of teaching, in our way of everything. I think it worked out very 
well. In the beginning, I was really very much wanted, and wanted enough so that they 
would tempt me by saying that if I came to Emory I could do communal work with Andrew 
Young [former mayor of Atlanta] and things of that sort. They were very big in their talk. 
When I actually got there to teach, that enthusiasm for me and for communal work had 
somehow gone down. 

 
Starn: Which kind of communal work were you discussing? 

 
Brentano: Well, it would be mostly, I guess, working with black children in local schools and black 

children at Emory, Georgia State, things of that sort. 

Starn: Was Andrew Young at that point connected at all with the university, formally? 

Brentano: Well, they acted as if he were. So when I came back, for instance, and was beginning to 
teach there, they developed that thing which now is very strong, their connection with the 
Carter Center. And the Carter Center does do all sorts of imaginative things, both locally 
and formally. My impression was that Andrew Young was involved in that, but of course 
Andrew Young stopped being mayor of Atlanta. On the other hand, he had another 
connection with me, in a sense, a Swarthmore connection through one of his children. But 
that phase apart, by the time I got there, a great war was going on between the Carters and 
the university, on which the president of the university was on the Carter side. The 
president of the university impressed me so, I can’t tell you. He decided every issue you 
brought to him on its moral grounds. The contrast between what Berkeley was like then-- 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: --in which no one even morally reacted to my talk; he was just wonderful. 

 
Rainey. Isn’t his name Rainey?  He’s no longer president; he’s no longer there. He did 
something for the government; I can’t remember what. Something that has to do with the 
Pacific Islands, but I can’t remember what it is. You can ask John Tuthill. [Former 
Brentano student teaching in the Marshall Islands]. 

 
At any rate, what the fight was about was whether there should be a five-lane, I think, 
highway going through Olmstead Parkway. It went through Olmstead Parkway on Ponce 
de Leon, on the street, and all the good people in the university whom you could think of 
were on the side of blocking the five lanes, but the president wasn’t. And so there was a 
division in a sense between the community and the university, or the community-- 
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Starn: What were the moral grounds of the president for supporting it? 
 
Brentano: Well, it would do great things. It would make the library easily available. It would not 

insult, for instance, Arab visitors who expect five lanes. [Laughter] Things like that, which 
didn’t seem very convincing to me. Of course, I was completely on the side of the people 
who were trying to block it, and in the end they won, I think. But all my friends in various 
directions were very active in blocking-- 

 
Starn: So this was quite a contrast with Berkeley. 

 
Brentano: But the other good thing about Emory when I was there had to do with the Center for the 

Liberal Arts. Because Emory is a peculiar place; Atlanta’s a peculiar place--it’s so modern 
and so full of really impressive racial integration and of a kind of strength and vigor that 
was connected with young people in their twenties and thirties, in business and everything 
else, who were both black and white. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: They often were not Southerners, but they often were. And on campus, that was very 

impressive. 
 

Starn: It was a very mixed campus, was it? Racially? 
 
Brentano: For a campus, where it would have been, I was told, criminal twenty-five years before for a 

black person to set foot on it, it was very mixed. The faculty were not very mixed, but it 
was not opposed to mixing. The student body was, interestingly, and the students were 
impressive too, I thought--most students, although the black students that I taught were all 
male; I hadn’t thought about that before. In some ways it was still very conservative. It 
really is snobbish, or was then, about the University of Georgia. There were not very good 
connections, but the University of Georgia is, in Medieval at least, a very strong university; 
it was. There was a way in which it [Emory] kept itself “nice,” which was not attractive, 
and the history department in some ways was part of that. 

 
Starn: Was it in any way parallel to, say, Stanford and the University of California in terms of 

Emory? 
 
Brentano: Not really, I think, because I think--you may think this is strange--that a lot of the contrast 

between us, Stanford and Berkeley, and the talk on both sides, is a kind of happy fiction 
that people play with. This wasn’t playful at all--Georgia felt insulted, or the people I knew 
did. I came from a conference in Sewanee once with some people who were going back to 
Georgia, and they just dropped me off at my house in Atlanta, and they were almost 
uncomfortable being in Emory territory. It was very unpleasant. 

 
Starn: Is it a big university? 

 
Brentano: Maybe ten thousand, I don’t know. At any rate, the Center for the Study of the Liberal Arts, 

which was mostly run really by some attractive art historians, but people of various 
disciplines, was a complete contrast. It was a center for all the universities in Atlanta, 
particularly for the black ones, and it had a completely different tone. They themselves of 
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course are pretty starchy, that is. Spelman is not, what, Sonoma State. I mean, it takes itself 
very seriously. 

 
Starn: Spelman College, is it? 

 
Brentano: Yes. It’s a black women’s college. But it was; it was a very vigorous group. As a matter of 

fact, Pat Hilden, who is now here in ethnic studies, was a central figure in it, and I taught 
with her. I found the ideas about teaching, pedagogy, very stimulating. As a matter of fact, 
even the school of education was, and they were so rich for things like that, that they could 
do what they wanted to do, so that for instance, they had little honors bungalows in which 
students who were honor students--undergraduates--could live with students who were 
having a tough time getting through, and work together, and they had special teaching for 
them. It was maybe too coddled, maybe too formal, I don’t know. But it was impressive. 
They got ideas and did things. And you could learn-- 

 
Starn: How did that relate to the university? 

Brentano: That was the university’s doing. 

Starn: I mean, was it a subdivision of liberal arts or anything--? 
 
Brentano: I don’t think so. As far as I can figure out, the people who were most involved in it were 

from liberal arts. But I think it was just the president and the deans of the university who 
did that. That’s my impression; it was well-founded by the time I got there. And so, in 
many ways, it was impressive. 

 
But as I’ve said too often, and he’ll never read this, I found it just impossible to get along 
with the other medievalist. It seemed to me he was both pompous and inadequate and sort 
of rough. He was a northern Indiana man; I’ve probably told you that personally. The 
division that exists between the north and south of Indiana couldn’t have been more 
apparent than it was in the two of us, and he talked about it rather a lot. That was one real 
problem. 

 
The other problem was that although I liked and admired the students, I really missed 
Berkeley students just terribly. I missed some of my colleagues, but not overwhelmingly. 
The department as a department isn’t just overwhelmingly attractive to me; it wasn’t. I 
came back essentially for the students. I felt sort of shamefaced, because I made such a big 
moral gesture about leaving. But then, it didn’t seem so important after those two years. 

 
Starn: In the end the deciding factor was perhaps the medievalist whom you couldn’t get on with, 

and your Berkeley students? Those are the two main reasons? 
 
Brentano: Yes. Can I just say: it’s the sort of thing that we all feel in departments and universities, I’m 

sure. He was ten years younger than I. He would not retire as soon as I would, so I would 
live with him always, and I didn’t think anybody would ever hire him away. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: I see. 

 
Brentano: So it just seemed permanent life with slight friction, and not very interesting friction, just 

slight friction. 
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Starn: Yes. 
 
Brentano: But I did miss students of our sort a lot, not as much as I missed them at Swarthmore, but I 

missed them. 
 

Starn: It seems to me that this conflict went on over years, did it? Before you were able to decide, 
finally? 

 
Brentano: Yes, it was very complicated because I couldn’t have decided to go there; before I went 

back, I had to go to Smith for a term to give the Neilsons [lectures], so I was committed to 
that. 

 
Starn: That was in 1985? 

 
Brentano: Yes. So I knew I couldn’t be coming directly. I was interviewed, and I had my first and 

most pleasant contact with Emory before I went to Italy, and then I came back from Italy to 
see from their point of view and my point of view if it would work. And I tend to have a 
hard time deciding. We didn’t decide until the last minute--really decide--partly because I 
didn’t want to be a lame duck teaching and working there. People were terribly generous 
and nice; I liked people like Mrs.Tuthill very much indeed. 

 
Starn: Mrs. Tuthill was the mother of a student of yours, a graduate student from Berkeley, John 

Tuthill. 
 
Brentano: Yes, and they were very Emory-oriented for generations, and Atlanta-oriented. And all the 

charm that Atlanta can give. Most of the faculty at Emory were not from Atlanta or the 
South, just as most of the faculty at Indiana were not from there. 

 
Starn: Carpetbaggers? 

 
Brentano: Yes, in a way that’s true. Everybody comes from the Northeast, it seems to me. If you aren’t 

there and aren’t being sympathetic about it, it’s such a tedious place to have people come 
from, because they’re so alike. They aren’t really but they seem so much-- 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: A friend of ours, not from Emory but from Georgia State, had found us, or me, an 

apartment that was tremendously pleasant, one really right across the street from or within 
walking distance of Emory. But it was unfurnished. So when Carroll and Margaret came 
with me to settle me in, we rented furniture for the whole house. It was loads of fun, but the 
furniture had all been sent away, we were ready to go, or they were there coming to get it 
that day, when Carroll, in a rather routine examination, discovered that she had to have an 
operation at Emory. They brought the furniture all back, or they left it there; everything 
worked. But then, for the month that we stayed there--we were there after people thought 
we’d gone--it was a little complicated. Carroll was tremendously brave and good and 
hearty in the way that she is; Margaret came and helped us a lot. But it was a rather strange 
situation--strange in our connection with Emory, so that we had gone and then we’d turn 
up--that sort of thing. 



184  
 
 

Smith College and the Neilson Lectures 
 
 
 

Starn: Can you talk a little bit about your Smith connection and the lectures? 
 
Brentano: I went to Smith partly because although Carroll and I spent our lives fighting about the 

difference-- 
 

Starn: Carroll being a Smith alumna? 
 
Brentano: Alumna, yes--fighting about the disadvantages of a Smith and disadvantages of a 

Swarthmore education over the advantages of both. I thought of it as her place, and I really 
was attracted to going because it would enable her to go back to Smith. She felt that not at 
all; Carroll’s loyalties are completely to the University of California. She doesn’t believe 
anymore in private education, anymore than she believes in capitalism. She seemed to take 
this hard air. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: And she spent not very much time with me. I on the other hand had a wonderful set of 

apartments--I had two, because one was for Robert if he came, and when he came, which 
he did, and one for me right across from it, in a wonderful--it’s a tired word, ‘wonderful’-- 
but a very, very pleasant frame house, right across from the gates to Smith, and with very 
pleasant neighbors. It was a treat to be there. And particularly it was a treat for me, and you 
will appreciate it, because the lectures, the Neilsons--which I had heard of before because 
of the Smith connection, and I guess because of Lester Little, who really took care of me 
when I was at Smith, although a number of people-- 

 
Starn: He had been teaching there for some time. 

 
Brentano: For some time, yes. We had known each other for a long time. Howard Nenner was the 

person who actually arranged for me to go to Smith--he was a student of Tom Barnes here, 
but whom I’d known here. But he arranged for me to have that appointment, because Jean 
Wilson, the historian who had meant very much to me when I was a freshman at 
Swarthmore, who’d been brought up by Smith, was there, so we could spend a semester 
together. 

 
Starn: Miss Wilson! 

 
Brentano: Yes. It really worked out just wonderfully. We did spend the time together. We ate together 

at least once a week. It was just terribly pleasant. And she connected, for instance, with 
Molly Hadzi--a friend of ours from Rome, the ex-wife of Dmitri Hadzi the sculptor--who 
was living close, had gone to Vassar, I think, but who was connected with Mount Holyoke, 
I guess teaching there, and a whole bunch of other friends. In a way, we enlarged Jean’s 
range of friends. It was very, very pleasant there. 

 
But the other exciting thing was, the lectures had been given by Eudora Welty once. It’s 
like Jo Miles here. 

 
Starn: Excellent tradition to belong to. 
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Brentano: A kid from a small, no-place town in America who thinks he wants to write--Eudora Welty 

was for my generation the person who did that, just did that. And I admired her. I don’t 
always get a thrill from reading her. I look at Delta Wedding and think, do I want to read it? 
And I don’t. I adore her, and so it was very thrilling to give a talk that she had stood there 
giving. 

 
Starn: What did you lecture on? 

 
Brentano: I lectured on what I was thinking about in those days, which was intimate biography, which 

is still with me. It’s going to be, if I ever pull myself together-- 
 

Starn: That’s what you’re working on? 
 
Brentano: It was a jumping-off place for the book on autobiography. And I did Anselm, which I had 

thought about, and Jocelin and, I guess, the third one was Celestine.  And it was rather 
amusing because Mary Maples Dunn who was president of the college and introduced me 
when I got to the Jocelin--it was called something about Abbot Samson--I can’t remember 
the exact title. She talked a good deal about Samson in the Old Testament without realizing 
it wasn’t the right Samson. She handled it with very good grace when she had to listen to 
the lecture. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Can you explain the Samson? 

 
Brentano: Samson is the protagonist, theoretically, of a little monastic history by a man named Jocelin 

of Brakelond, on whom I do work all the time constantly now. But my point is, in a sense-- I 
don’t want to deal tediously with intellectual things--but my point is that it really is as much 
an autobiography as a number of things are, more than a biography. But then my point gets 
to be that the way that Jocelin does this is to present a very sharply physical Samson, 
without any thoughts practically, and no description of himself. But his mind is constantly 
exposed to us, and it’s an interesting pattern, I think. It’s the pattern that works out, also--I 
don’t want to bore you, or the listener--in one of my other major texts, William of Rubruck. 
William of Rubruck cannot speak the Mongolian dialect, and he faces the Khan, the Great 
Khan, and he has to imagine what that man is thinking because he cannot understand a 
word he says, so we have again the physical description of external, major figures, and 
what happens, all happens in the mind of the undescribed writer. It’s an interesting pattern. 

 
Starn: Yes. Eudora Welty would have approved. 

 
Brentano: Yes, I think she would have. I think Eudora--at least nothing she ever said or did would I 

disapprove of--other than the decoration of her kitchen, I suppose. 

Starn: [Laughter] So that was a very fine time there at Smith. 

Brentano: I had a wonderful time there. And the family had a wonderful time there. My daughter 
Margaret and her then-fiancé, whatever you call it, Nick, would come down to visit me 
from Boston, which was very, very pleasant. That’s when Margaret got married! 

 
Starn: Was it that year? 
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Brentano: Yes, because I flew back-- 

 
Starn: You flew back to Venice for the wedding. 

Talk a little bit about your friendship with Lester Little, which has been longstanding. 

Brentano: I don’t think I know when he first came. He must have, like half of my friends in the world, 
known Gene Brucker first, and I was introduced to him. 

Starn: And he came to Berkeley--? 

Brentano: He came to Berkeley to teach. And perhaps to be considered for a job--I’m not sure. He 
came with his then-wife, who was very, very different from his present wife. And he was an 
attractive and funny person. He was a Strayer student, but unlike almost all the other 
Strayer students, in complete rebellion against Strayer. 

 
Starn: This is Joseph Strayer of-- 

 
Brentano: Princeton, who was this central teacher of American medievalists and Renaissancists, in a 

sense, in my generation and a bit before. And Lester was essentially his last student, and he 
represented all the reactions to Strayer while my close friend Tom Bisson represented the 
continuation of Strayer. 

 
Starn: How interesting. 

 
Brentano: It was interesting, and I think they were (I only hear these things) Strayer’s most admired 

and most favored students. It was interesting to see them so intimately. Anyway, I had 
known him from here. Then we kept knowing each other; we were on committees together 
or something, or we saw each other. Ahh, and then when Lester was not getting tenure at 
Chicago, George Stocking, a friend of mine from here, who taught at Chicago, wrote me 
and asked me to write a letter about Lester, which I did, to the department at Chicago, and 
it enraged the department, or at least John Hope Franklin, the famous black historian. At 
any rate, I was considered contemptible because I had interfered with them. I had no idea 
because we do that all the time. At any rate, it made me feel closer to Lester. 

 
Then Lester got the job at Smith that Gerry had had--Gerry Caspary, my colleague here, 
and we all seemed entangled with each other. When did we become closer? Over the years 
--well, of course, in Northhampton, but also in Italy, and I got to know Lella Little, Lester’s 
wife. 

 
Starn: Lella Gandini? 

 
Brentano: Lella Gandini, si. Scusami! Who’s really a formidably interesting person, I think, and more 

obviously simpatica than most people one knows. And so very, very involved with things 
that I care about, particularly [Italo] Calvino. Just sitting listening to her talk-- 

 
Starn: And with teaching children. Yes. 

 
Brentano: Yes. And so it was great. She’s remarkable, I think. 
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Starn: So you saw each other mostly in Italy or more mainly at Smith and Berkeley in exchange 
visits? 

 
Brentano: Well, I think most--at greatest length, in Smith and Berkeley. When I was at Smith, 

everybody was wonderful to me. I loved it. The staff were wonderful to me, everybody, just 
wonderful. 

 
Starn: And you taught a bit with Lester? 

 
Brentano: With Lester. We are very different teachers. We are not ideal to teach with each other 

because we are not different in exactly the right way. 
 

Starn: Not complementary exactly. 
 
Brentano: That’s right. Lester knows exactly what he wants in a course and he certainly would have 

been much happier, I think--although you’d never get this from him--if I hadn’t been 
teaching it with him. But it was my field that we were teaching; in a sense he’s not an 
English historian really, and it was never a noticeable strain, but I think we admired 
different students more, different from each other. I like students who break boundaries in a 
sense, and Smith isn’t really that. I didn’t find the students in general at Smith--the students 
as opposed to the faculty (just overwhelming for their devotion and ability)--I didn’t think 
the students were nearly so interesting as ours. 

 
Starn: Now, when you came back in 1986, you came back to an honor which I have to mention 

because it took a little research to find the background--you’d become the CASE California 
professor of the year in 1986, and CASE is the Council for Advancement and Support of 
Education. 

 
Brentano: I had no idea. 

 
Starn: And you came back to also do a great deal of committee work and teaching, which I think 

we should talk about next time. 
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VII. BERKELEY, ITALY; TEACHING, COMMITTEES, CONFERENCES, 1985- 
1988 

 
 
 
 

[Interview 7: April 4, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

In Rome, with Art Historians  
 
 
 

Starn: We left off in our last interview with the time before your return to Berkeley, which was 
spent mostly in Padua, and with visits at Emory and Smith. We did not catch up at that 
point, in 1985, with an important conference that you attended in Vienna. 

 
Brentano: No, in Rome. 

 
Starn: In Rome, yes--at the Austrian School. Could you talk a little bit about that? 

 
Brentano: Yes. The reason it was important for me was that it was a group mostly of art historians 

who were talking about monumental funerary sculpture, and it was held at the Austrian 
School and at the Enciclopedia [Trecane] in the center of Rome. It was important for me, 
who gave a simple documentary talk about monuments that no longer exist. It was the 
single historical talk in exactly that way, but it connected me with a number of scholars 
whom I really find very interesting, and who helped me understand really what I was trying 
to do. And I think I helped them, or at least I meant to, because it’s very--it was at least 
then--very easy for sculptural historians to look at monuments and think of them only in 
dynastic and familial terms, rather than in terms of the kind of religion they represent. And 
in a sense, I was trying to do that. But mostly it was interesting, particularly valuable, to be 
with the group of people that the Austrian School at Rome had collected. 

 
Starn: The fact that you are visually very acute in your history must have made it especially 

valuable for the people you were talking with. 
 
Brentano:      That’s good of you to say. It made me easily connect with the things that they were saying, 

but I represented in a sense the other wing. It also was an opportunity for me to suggest the 
sort of things I’d be finding and doing at Rieti--and also to make up for an earlier 
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delinquency, because I had been asked by a couple of historians who had been working on 
the Reatine area and talking about sculpture and burial and wills--I found a will that was 
pertinent to them, which I just hadn’t known had existed before. So in various ways it was 
helpful for my own work, but also in connecting with other people whom I very generally- 
-not all--respected very much, which one often doesn’t. 

 
 
 
 

In Berkeley, Summer Schools for Schoolteachers 
 
 
 

Starn: After this time that you had in various places away from Berkeley, you came back and 
jumped right into teaching and writing and campus activities in various capacities. Maybe 
you would talk some about the 1986 summer school for schoolteachers. 

 
Brentano: It was extremely important for me and did move me back into California very quickly. It 

had been planned-- 
 

Starn: By whom? 
 
Brentano: By Sheldon Rothblatt for either History or the Center for the Study of Higher Education; 

I’m not sure quite which guise he was acting in, and by Bernie Gifford, who was then the 
dean of the school of education, although Bernie had really nothing to do, nor did the 
school of education, with the session. It was in a sense a disappointment for the people who 
came, who were high-school and some high-middle-school teachers. I’ll just explain how 
they were divided in a second--but they were very much universally opposed (and surprised 
by the ones who spoke for it) to schools of education, or at least our school of education. 
Very edgy relationship. On the other hand, they were wonderful to deal with. And the way 
in which we dealt with them was this: it was divided into United States history and non-
United States history. And non-United States history was mine, and Diane Clemens was in 
charge of United States history. Once we had been given our part-- 

 
Starn: You were representing the entire world, then, except the United States. 

 
Brentano: Yes, although it didn’t turn out to be the entire world, exactly, but a lot of it. And we were 

allowed to organize it pretty much as we wanted to. Mine was particularly, and not very 
surprisingly now, as studies have developed, about the creation of the nation-state and its 
connection with power and expressions of power and, in a sense, ethnicity. The way in 
which I did it was to get the most intensely interesting people who could possibly fit into 
this pattern, and who were in Berkeley that summer, to give talks, and then to have students 
talk about what they had said, and then have them talk back to the students. The sense of 
what it was like, although this doesn’t define it completely, obviously, because it doesn’t 
say so much, was that David Keightley gave, I believe, the very first talk, on Greece and 
China--a talk which in various forms he’s given. It went on up to the twentieth century, to 
National Socialism, session after session. One of the talks I remembered particularly was 
Tulio Halperin’s talk about the development of Argentina. But we did try to move through 
the continents--Africa, Europe, and Asia, and Latin America--and because of the quality of 
the speakers, it worked very well. But it also worked very well because of the quality of the 
people who were attending it. 
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Starn: These were high-school teachers? 
 
Brentano: High-school teachers, and some advanced middle-school teachers. We, I think, all-- 

certainly I--had a completely different opinion of high-school teachers in the area after that 
conference. They were serious, intelligent, extremely hardworking, and sometimes working 
with great difficulty at schools that don’t make it easy. So, for instance, we had two 
teachers of history from Oakland Tech, and the things that they said they were doing in the 
classes really impressed me tremendously. We met, and they lived, in sorority houses, so 
we were together essentially, oh, eight hours a day, and they were together twenty-four 
hours a day. 

 
Starn: For how many weeks? 

 
Brentano: I think it was three. I think that’s right. And it clicked; it worked. And I think one of the 

reasons it worked was because they wanted intellectual stimulus, which they could carry 
over directly or indirectly into their classes. They wanted to hear first-rate academic minds 
at a first-rate university dealing with serious problems which were their own serious 
problems. The speeches--and I heard almost none of the Americans because we were busy 
on our two sides--but the talks were just thrillingly good, and it made us all feel that for the 
whole educational process in California, we were aiming at a more intense intellectual 
involvement of students and teachers, and a more serious involvement with the sort of 
evidence that exists in different places, the sort of evidence in Argentinian letters, the sort 
of evidence in Greek tombs, and I don’t mean simply to be rhetorical about it, but it was 
one of the thrilling experiences of my life, and it gave me great hopes for the sort of 
cooperation that could exist between schools and the university, in which the university 
really gave what it was good at to the schools--not little speeches of encouragement, or 
complaints about the way in which students are educated, but different ways of 
approaching the kinds of evidence that are perfectly available and can be translated. 

 
For example, you know, one of the good things I think that exists in the California public 
school system is the use of family and neighborhood history very early, and the use of oral 
history in that connection--although I remember when I’ve done that, people from ROHO 
were sometimes rather dubious about having undergraduate students wandering the 
neighborhoods to take oral histories. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Were they really? 

Brentano: Well, they directed them. 

Starn: Did this go on after that somehow? Is it still in place? 
 
Brentano: No. It was a one-shot deal. We had hoped it would happen again, and much later, about six 

or seven years ago, when I was asked by Alex Saragoza if I would be the director of a thing 
that was connecting Berkeley with a program of schools out of Los Angeles, but supported 
by the state, I had hoped that then that sort of thing would be possible. That particular 
program does continue. I was extremely discouraged by my connection with it after I 
started, because it seemed to me it wasn’t interested in intellectual experience, either for the 
teaching professors or for the teachers, but it went clear down to kindergarten--K-12--and 
that’s a more complicated thing. 
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Starn: Yes. 
 
Brentano: But again, I was depressed not by the teachers, but by the limitation of the aims that were 

presented to them. I collected, again for them, I thought an extremely interesting group of 
history and related professors to help through the summer and help plan the program, but in 
the end it seemed to me, that it was so intellectually limited that I thought it was a mistaken 
gesture. I stopped being its director. 

 
Starn: But this did at that point make a big difference in your feelings about the university and the 

possibilities for it. 
 
Brentano: It made being a university professor seem--I’m a very ordinary run-of-the-mill teacher, not 

someone who works in the community in a flamboyant way at all, but it did make me see 
that sort of the things that we do when we teach, particularly our freshman, and make that 
adjustment of taking freshman into the university, is really important for the future and the 
community. And that’s very helpful if you spend your life doing something of that sort. 

 
Starn: I should think. This must have influenced your willingness to work on a pilot program to 

improve graduate student teaching, through 4B? 
 
 
 
 

On College Teaching  
 
 
 
Brentano: I feel--we can move out of chronology a bit. Since I was director of the College Writing 

Program, I had become enlightened about teaching writing, I think, because I had watched 
the people in that program teach. I had listened to their planning. But I had been nervous 
throughout almost my whole career here, about the belief that graduate students could be 
taught how to teach sections in History 4, and 4B. I think, and I’ve said this before, even in 
this talk, this interview, that the important thing is for them to realize what sort of historian 
he or she is, and what sort of person he or she is as a teaching person, and be relaxed with 
that, and make the material go with the person, and not make them not think there are 
techniques they can learn that will greatly improve their teaching. 

 
One of the reasons I’m not very approving of evaluations, of student evaluations, is that 
they frequently do ask for a sort of improvement that I think is a mistaken one. I know this 
not because I have evaluations but because when I was chair, and when I was on the budget 
committee, I read all the evaluations for the department and then for the departments I dealt 
with. There were constant complaints about one of my colleagues who is an eccentric but 
extremely talented teacher, I think, because he turned too much to the blackboard, and 
because, in the same case, his clothes were rumpled or eccentric. The students who liked 
him, for whom he was designed, were simply nuts about the intricacy and demandingness 
of his teaching. But the readers, at a distance from teaching, the people who read these 
evaluations, did think there were techniques like wearing better-pressed clothes which 
would improve the quality of teaching, that there should be that sort of instruction. That’s 
an extreme example of the sort of thing that I felt. 

 
Starn: That’s appalling. I don’t think I’ve ever heard that. 
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Brentano: Let me tell you something more appalling. When I was in the department and read all of 

our evaluations, the evaluation of a female teacher who was teaching what was then 
History 17, the big American freshman course, and who got an anonymous--because the 
evaluations are anonymous--an anonymous letter that said, “I know what you’re thinking, 
you X, with your darting black eyes, walking up and down the stage, staring at me in the 
audience.” Imagine, if you are sitting home at night after you’ve finished teaching an 
exhausting course in which you’ve offered yourself, and your work--an unprotected 
woman on one of our stages--opening and finding this maybe jokey and maybe crazy 
person was sitting in the audience, able to write you. 

 
Starn: How alarming. 

 
Brentano: It was really very horrible. It seems to me that people who work with evaluations, and talk 

about them, never suggest the potential threat, particularly to a female teacher. And I 
suppose to openly gay professors, it must be terrible too, or must have been, when gaiety 
was more restrained. It really is an arena for threatening people. But it made me think again 
about how you’d improve the teaching in History 4, and again, it seemed to me that--an old 
tired thing, I suppose--that the best teachers that I’ve had in History 4 were, to a certain 
extent, people who knew about the subject. People who don’t know anything about the 
subject frequently make their students repeat exactly the few things they know. But also, I 
think, it’s also sheer, ordinary kitchen-variety intelligence which makes people good 
teachers, and I think that’s very noticeable. 

 
 
 
 

A Different Kind of Program 
 
 
 

Starn: Well, a different role entirely fell to you in this program called “The Educated Californian.” 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: “--Racial and Ethnic Pluralism in the Curriculum of the 21st Century.” This was in 1987. 
 
Brentano: That was for me an extraordinarily important conference. I knew I was sort of being set up 

as the white, middle-aged male who taught Western Civilization. I don’t really teach 
Western Civilization in the sense that that implies, a sort of Greekism that goes from 
Magna Carta to the present, to our delight in our Anglo-Saxon freedoms. But I do teach 
history which is almost totally restricted to people who are from European, or at least 
Mediterranean backgrounds. I think I was chosen because Ron Takaki, who I think was one 
of the organizers--he was certainly one of the speakers--and Carlos Muñoz, both friends of 
mine, and Ron an ex-student--felt in a sense that I could take what was going to happen to 
me and that I would understand it. But I didn’t fully understand it until it happened. 

 
We were set up in the student union building in Eshleman at sort of desks--and we each--a 
group of people--represented specific ethnic minorities in the United States--and I 
presented a point of view that would explain or, in a sense, defend the sort of teaching that 
we had. The audience--the reason I know I expected it to be rather hostile is that my family 
came to support me, and because some of my friends and ex-students did--was an 



194  
 
 

extremely hostile audience, on the surface particularly; it hissed and booed and shouted, 
and I had never been faced with that kind of audience. 

 
Starn: Who had convened the program? 

 
Brentano: I should remember but I don’t. Maybe it was whatever ethnic studies was at that time. But 

it may have been a vice-chancellor of some sort--they convene a lot. 
 

At any rate, one of the things that was most enlightening to me was that I became under 
attack more understanding and more connected with the people who were attacking me 
than I had been before. I thought they were wrong, and I still think they were wrong. But 
afterwards, we all met for dinner, and the connections I made, particularly with MECHA, 
the Mexican group, and the people connected with Philippine representation, became so 
close that for years, I felt very, very closely identified with them. For instance, when I 
thought I was aware of anti-Catholicism, and always aware of anti-Marxism, I guess, in our 
department, I called up people I knew in Chicano studies and asked them how they dealt 
with those problems. They themselves are not often very--still Catholic, but they had 
Catholic formations, and it was most helpful for me to have someone who thought he was a 
Marxist with a Catholic formation. At any rate, their advice was to simply ignore it, 
essentially. 

 
I did feel very close; I have ever since. Carlos Muñoz has taught in my classes repeatedly, 
and Alex Saragoza I worked with repeatedly. Chicano studies have become very close to 
me. It’s remarkable, if you come from an ordinary old black and white America but are a 
Roman Catholic and formed as one, how close to Chicano studies one feels, that one 
doesn’t to other ethnicities. I always feel closest to Black studies, but Chicano studies are 
easy to understand for me, and the anger that is felt is very great. Ron Takaki at that 
meeting said that History was simply a white, middle-aged man’s place, and that our 
department was that. Since I myself, when I was chair, had to point out who wasn’t simply 
white to the administration, I knew that was not entirely true and defended us, but it was a 
weak defense. It was not a defense against our policy. I thought that there was in our 
teaching very little that could be called racist at all, even at that time. It’s not the sort of 
thing which we did. But it was very helpful for me to see what we looked like to other 
people, and to understand what they thought. It was an eye-opener to me. 

 
I felt--I may romanticize my youth now--but I feel that I’ve always been relatively sensitive 
to race because of the black and whiteness of my childhood, but it certainly grew, so that, 
for example, to go again out of chronology, I was told very flatteringly last year that when I 
was chair of the committee that was trying to design a program for the next five years for 
ethnic studies, that I was able to get under the skin of non-white Americans better than that 
person had ever known--and that’s very pleasing to me. I felt like an Oreo in reverse. 

 
Starn: It was earned. 

 
Brentano: It was a very exciting time. 

Starn: Was that conference intended to change curriculum, or just to critique it or to castigate it? 

Brentano: The answer to that depends upon one’s historical, I guess, interpretation of things, and mine 
has changed--particularly since the ethnic studies strike a few years ago--and grown both 
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more positive in interpreting that sort of demonstration, and more cynical in doing it. I 
don’t think it meant to change things, particularly; I think that was what it said. But I think 
it mostly was to demonstrate a kind of anger about unfairness. 

 
Starn: Not as a result of this but along the same lines, you were a co-planner in an NEH 

humanities institute at Alabama A&M, and you described it as a “black school fighting for 
its life.” Was this in some way connected to your--? 

 
Brentano: Yes, I think so. I didn’t do very much, but I was very excited by what I was allowed to do. 

And I don’t remember exactly what I suggested. Very sympathetic to the black schools who 
have borne those burdens in the South for a century and a half--and then suddenly, with the 
sort of smiling acceptance of black students into white universities and colleges--not only 
acceptance but that sort of scouting for them--these schools which have borne so much and 
been so important were threatened. And I thought, as all the people who deal with black 
colleges do--much more than I--that it’s really almost a moral duty to support those 
colleges, to help them make the transition. They’ve done better than one would expect. I 
don’t know if any may have actually closed, but it’s been a very hard time. 

 
Starn: Yes. Is the NEH support still there for renovation? 

 
Brentano: I don’t know. Mine was just one shot. Probably, yes. I can’t imagine that NEH would do 

that even under its worst days, or directors. 
 
 
 
 

History on Television 
 
 
 

Starn: When you were involved about the same time, and later I think, as an advisor/consultant for 
the public TV Timeline series, was this partly an expansion of your feeling that--? 

 
Brentano: Well, in a sense, I hoped it would be. I got involved because a student of mine, who teaches 

at the University of Texas, had become involved with this program which was to sort of 
make real a piece of the historical past. She particularly wanted to make real the Norman 
Conquest, I think. At any rate, it was being run by Maryland TV at that time, which was 
particularly rich because of Lou Rukeyser and his program, so they could-- 

 
Starn: Is Rukeyser out of Maryland? Was he? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Maryland public television ran him all those years; it was the PBS station that ran him. 

And it could afford to do other experimental things. On the other hand, it was quickly 
transferred to Texas (whatever it was called) public television, divided between Austin and 
San Antonio, and most of the meetings and actions with which we were involved were in 
Austin. 

 
But the plan was really to do a kind of history that I disapprove of--that is, a kind of 
historical movie that recreates the costumes, the animals, the plants, the ways of walking 
about across a stage, that were characteristic of the period with which we were dealing. I 
think that’s misleading in two ways, because it emphasizes things that should be 
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emphasized, external things, but also because it kills imagination in some senses and also 
fills in places that can’t be filled in, which just seemed to me wrong. 

 
But it occurred to me as I was working with them that the Sundiata, which is the great 
thirteenth-century-to-the-present epic from Mali, from the old empire of Mali, would make 
just a fantastic television program--so beautiful. And it is so colored--I mean, bright colors 
of things. It’s full of sound and smell and color. It’s very, very physical. And it’s very oral. 
It’s only been written down in the last few decades--with the Griot who wrote it down, the 
last public speaker who’s heard, saying that writing down an epic kills epic--very exciting. 
It is exciting to be able to teach that. It has a lot of problems because it comes to us in 
English through French and various dialects, and it’s sort of submerged. You don’t know 
exactly what you’re hearing. But it would have been beautiful television. 

 
Starn: But this wasn’t the sort of thing that was being done. 

 
Brentano: No. And my ideas for it were sort of--this is very petty--but captured by someone else, and I 

thought what the hell. But I thought it would have been a good thing. But the program 
itself had nothing, nothing to do with valuable ethnicity, except it was in Texas where 
ethnicity had to be dealt with. 

 
Starn: So these programs went on for some length of time and they are still--? 

Brentano: I think so, but I’ve never seen one. 

Starn: You’ve never seen one? 
 
Brentano: I was sent a tape, but I didn’t view it [laughter]. I know there were funny things about it that 

I liked, because I liked the student who was involved very much. But she went to some 
British island in which something was happening--it can’t have been a ‘William’ landing 
but some landing. She found out the cows were wrong color. [Laughter] She painted them 
so it would be exact--the sort of exactness that doesn’t cross my mind much. 

 
 
 
 

Amalfi Again 
 
 
 

Starn: Well, this is a good place to change the topic back to Italy, where you went in December of 
1987, to Amalfi, and this is, I think, a rather pleasant memory for you. 

 
Brentano: It was a very exciting and pleasant memory. I had been back to Amalfi just as a tourist, I 

guess, since I worked there the year that we, Carroll and I, were married, and we both 
worked in the Amalfi archives, and we worked with great pleasure--I probably said this 
much earlier--with Gabriele Vissicchio and Riccardo Arpino, the [cathedral’s] chancellor 
and his assistant. And it was very important to us because as one can see, in part, because 
of my third child’s name who is named both after the archangel whose feast day it was but 
also after Gabriele Vissicchio. 

 
At any rate, it had been a very pleasant and important year for us. I was asked back as sort 
of the most ancient living Amalfi historian to the thousandth anniversary of the city. And 
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with a group of historians I much admire, including Austrian and German ones, as well as 
Italian ones--I don’t think there were any English or Americans there--and a woman like 
[Vera] von Falkenhausen who really, as far as I can tell, is a Byzantinist who deals with 
Amalfi things. It was a treat to be with her. And we were all loaded onto the kind of buses 
that are, when you go to that sort of southern Italian affair, and not just southern but central 
too, and taken from place to place. And our meetings were held for the most part in the 
churches about which we had talked, about which we had written. Partly because it was 
intensely cold; the south of Italy is much colder than the north when it’s cold, because there 
is no pretense of any heat, we sat and were endlessly photographed in church after church, 
making these strange statements which by this time, since we had all now been working a 
long time in Amalfi (not, most of them, so long as I) our views as of thirty years ago were 
sort of crystallized and were there to be attacked and to be defended. 

 
It was, I don’t know, just one of those perfect occasions. It did again connect me with a 
group of international scholars, particularly, I’m afraid, German-speaking ones, whose 
strength was both daunting and bolstering to be around. 

 
Starn: Strength? 

 
Brentano: Yes. The strength of scholars. 

 
Starn: The research depth? 

 
Brentano: Yes, exactly [he laughs]. Straight old-fashioned medieval strengths. 

 
Starn: You talked about the local church? 

 
Brentano: Yes. In my work Two Churches, I had used quite a lot about Amalfi, and I had written 

earlier articles about it that had been central to my thinking about what the church in Italy 
was like. That was both criticized and used by me and by other people in talks. But I talked 
about the way that church’s spirituality was affected by the change in national Italian 
spirituality which I see at the end of the thirteenth and beginning of the fourteenth century, 
and talked about mostly patrician chapels in that period and tried to compare it with other 
things. It’s a rather complicated epistemology, because my idea of what the Italian church 
was like, when I wrote Two Churches--as one of the historians who was there had noted 
and written about--was affected very much by what I saw in the Amalfi church, which at 
the same time I was saying was unusual in Italy. And so the little tangle of ideas was 
interesting to try to take apart. 

 
It was also pleasant because there were very young Amalfi scholars there who were 
working in that local archeological way on the chapels, including one of the chapels I 
taught about, and so one could go look at restored painting as it was emerging. And chapels 
in Amalfi and their sources of income are very specifically helpful because they are so 
local. They are based on things like rents or money coming from fishing, from taverns, and 
they are placed in caves or underneath, for instance, the cathedral. It’s an interesting little 
complex. Then. I don’t know about now, but it was still sufficiently old, Amalfi, so that you 
could still see all those things. 

 
Starn: You can’t now? 
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Brentano: I’m not sure. The attractiveness of the Amalfi climate has--all sorts of things--the kind of 

Positano addition. But I’m not sure. It just seems to me it can’t preserve itself very much 
longer. It’s just too attractive. [Interruption] If you’ve never been to Amalfi at Eastertime 
when the lemons are in bloom, you should before you die go there. 

 
 
 
 

Faculty Research Lecturer 
 
 
 

## 
 

Starn: Back in Berkeley again, you were named faculty research lecturer in 1988, and two 
questions: did the honor or recognition itself have some substantial meaning for you, and 
what did you feel was most recognized by the honor? 

 
Brentano: It pleased me. I had never thought much about these lectures before. At any rate, it was 

pleasing because I knew, as I shouldn’t have known, that Ed Schafer was the person on the 
committee who fought hardest to have me be a lecturer, and he did it because Ed Schafer 
cared a great deal about colorful prose, because his own work emphasized that. That’s what 
he liked about my work. 

 
Starn: Remind me what his specialty is? 

 
Brentano: It’s China, and it’s called The Golden Peaches of Samarkand? I think so. 

 
And I did, but I shouldn’t have, find out that it was he who particularly wanted me to give 
the lecture. I liked the lecture; I liked giving it and in the end, looking back at it, I liked the 
lecture itself. But again, it was like the lectures at Smith; it’s because I got to stand in a 
lectureship which had been occupied by people I admire, but particularly, again, by a 
female writer, by Josephine Miles, and I thought as I was delivering it that I was standing in 
her place, and the title [“Boy in a Red Sweater”] comes from her, from a poem of hers. 
Although we didn’t know each other well, although we knew each other, she had connected 
me with history, in fact because I examined so much in English. And so when she wrote her 
poem on history, she sent me a copy, of course, when she first had a printed version of it, 
and I felt closeness to it, and I saw her not long before she died because a mutual friend had 
us to tea together. She just gave me great pleasure. She’s a funny poet, I think--so spare 
without being plain. I’m not saying this well at all, but she attracts me tremendously. 

 
At any rate, I liked the talk. It allowed me to talk about a little piece of a manuscript of a 
thirteenth or fourteenth-century, it’s not clear--writing, supposedly the autobiographical 
work of Peter of Morrone from Sulmona and to find me fitted into things I wanted to say 
about it. I had been moving very, very slowly in the direction of what I hope will be a book 
that will come out fairly soon, or that will be finished fairly soon, and one of its 
components is Peter of Morrone, and I keep changing the exact position--or I have, I know 
now. This helped me a great deal, but also I enjoyed the talk. I had a witty, good audience 
who responded quickly to things. It was a pleasing experience. 

 
Starn: Both for the recognition and for your work, and what you said. That’s probably an unusual 

combination in a faculty research lecture, the few I’ve heard. 
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Brentano: The scientific ones, it seems to me, are more likely, yes--. [Laughter] 

Starn: I haven’t heard as many. [Laughter] 

Brentano: I’ve heard a lot by now. 
 

Starn: At the same time, that same year in fact, your book Two Churches: England and Italy in the 
Thirteenth Century was republished by UC Press with a short new preface and some 
revision and the addition of an essay--“Bishops and Saints”--which was published earlier in 
a book called The Historian’s Workshop. 

 
Brentano: “Bishops and Saints” was written really right after Two Churches was published. There is 

no time distance between them, but they had never been put together. “Bishops and Saints,” 
I think, has some beautiful things in it, and it does show the way I as a historian work in a 
way that is not usual for historians--it’s not the usual way in which historians reveal 
themselves. It also--as is sensible after that statement--has about it a kind of vulgarity that 
is embarrassing, a kind of personality that is embarrassing, and it’s extremely juvenile in 
lots of ways; that is, it is so--not self-promoting exactly-- 

 
Starn: It’s personal--. 

Brentano: It’s very personal, yes. 

Starn: --and it seems candid. 

Brentano: It’s candid, perfectly candid. 

Starn: And it seems revealing. 
 
Brentano: I think all those things are true but it also--. 

 
Starn: You say it’s embarrassing and-- 

 
Brentano: --and vulgar. That’s a nice word. It’s not at all eighteenth-century. [Laughter] But on the 

other hand, some of my friends and colleagues, like Irv Scheiner and the Starns, have to 
bear partial responsibility, because they suggested that it be published with Two Churches, 
and for people who liked Two Churches, or who liked the essay, it has been--and a number 
of people use the essay, and rather surprising people. 

 
Starn: Could you think of one or two? 

 
Brentano: No, no names. There’s very little revision. There’s a tiny little introductory bit, but it 

would, I thought, have been impossible to revise it seriously, because in the period between 
the publication of Two Churches and the re-publication, the work that’s been done on the 
medieval Italian church is overwhelming. And some of it would have been exactly helpful 
and some of it not, and also my knowledge had changed a lot because of my work in the 
Abruzzi and in Lazio and because of my connection with the people in the northeast. So it 
would have been too complicated. 

 
Starn: You probably said that in the preface. I haven’t read that volume. 
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Brentano: I’m not always successful in communicating. That’s what I meant to say. I meant to correct 

some particular glaring errors. I have an unfortunate habit of including some funny errors I 
made; I was able to correct two or three of them. 

 
Starn: I know that’s a great relief to the practicing historian. 

 
 
 
 

Frederick Maitland 
 
 
 

Starn: Speaking of practicing historians whom we admire, the historian Frederick Maitland was 
an important influence on your work, as you’ve said many times. I wondered if you could 
explain some of the reasons for that? 

 
Brentano: It’s interesting. I certainly should be able to explain it, particularly because it’s been 

questioned very recently in a very sensitive and sympathetic review of my Rieti book by 
Christopher Brooke, who said-- 

 
Starn: Where was that published? 

 
Brentano: Oh, in Speculum. He said it seemed so strange. He had noticed kindly my connection with 

Maitland earlier. It seemed strange that someone who is so little interested in law as I am-- 
”as Brentano is”--should be so attached to Maitland, but that it comes out because of 
Maitland’s ability to get relatively abstract, restrained documents to make people seem 
alive, and the context in which they are placed and live seem alive at the same time. And I 
think that’s true. 

 
I think I’m more interested in Maitland’s law than Christopher thinks, but it’s also partly 
because Maurice Powicke was an extremely important influence on me in all sorts of ways 
that I have probably already said. 

 
Starn: At Oxford? 

 
Brentano: Yes, at Oxford. In ways that only someone who knew me, and what academic history is 

normally like, would fully appreciate. But I visited him in his country college at Boot, and 
he then, and I may have said this earlier in these interviews, was reading to the household 
Austen’s Persuasion. And I sat and listened to Persuasion; then we walked on the moors 
and things. I’m very deeply involved with him and his kind of history, and for him, 
Maitland was practically the only historian who’d ever existed. And though I had, even as 
an undergraduate, admired Maitland a lot, I came to admire him a lot more. Also, 
Maitland’s way of breaking up syntaxes and sentences and doing funny things with his 
prose to make snags, so that he catches the readers’ attention, particularly attracted me-- 
although the last time I taught Maitland in a graduate seminar, or one of the things that was 
taught in it, the students in the seminar all thought of his prose as being Victorian, which 
struck me as very peculiar. 

 
Starn: Victorian. Hmm. 
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Brentano: Because I guess it is Victorian in the sense that it is breaking everything that Victorian 

historians, at least of medieval England--all the ways they wrote--I guess if you break the 
way people are writing, you are part of them. But it did seem to me very, very strange, it 
seems to me, because his prose seems formal, but its tension and its reality seemed to me so 
very strikingly informal--that is, sentences that are not really sentences, queer 
juxtapositions, subtle interest in sounds. I don’t know. It just seemed to me so unlike the 
great Victorian historians of medieval England, of whom Stubbs is the most obvious. But 
he is. 

 
Oh, to go back to Mary Albertson, that very, very serious and good teacher at Swarthmore, 
and this I’ve written, and it’s true. She used to say to us, “Before you write an exam, always 
read a little Maitland, and it will help raise your mind and your prose to his level.” 

 
Starn: Now that’s an unforgettable exhortation. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: Yes. I think both Caspary, who was there after me at Swarthmore, and I surely read 

Maitland before we took our honors exams. One should note that no honor has any 
significance compared--to a Swarthmore graduate, at least of our generation, Gerry’s and 
mine--to getting highest honors. If you managed to get highest honors, which both of us 
happened to, nothing else matters. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] Ne plus ultra. 

Brentano: Yes, exactly. 

Starn: And all because of Maitland. 

Brentano: [Laughter] That sure helped. 

Starn: You gave a lecture at Princeton entitled, in fact, “Maitland, Crayfish: The Heretic in the 
Garden; the Autobiographer in the Chronicle.” Was that the real title of the lecture? 

 
Brentano: Yes. And it wanted to put all those things together. I think it did rather successfully but 

scattily--but again, it was a lecture that worked out with its audience. The audience was a 
nice, sensitive collection of people at the Institute and from Princeton, and had-- 

 
Starn: Were they all medievalists? 

 
Brentano: Oh, no, no. Well, are Peter and Pat Brown--who came separately, of course--are they 

medievalists? I don’t know. But they were there. And Lee Patterson and Teo Filo Ruiz, who 
is now at UCLA but who was then in New York. At any rate, they were good, and 
responsive, and a couple of Byzantinists who were there--it was a very good audience. It 
was nice. 

 
Starn: This was a group that met every--? 

 
Brentano: I gather it was their Medieval group, and I was giving the initial lecture of the year. 

 
Starn: And what did you say? 
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Brentano: [Laughter] I couldn’t--you know perfectly well, I can never remember what I said. Can I 

just look at the title? Okay, they do have to do with the sort of thing I was saying about 
Maitland, because the crayfish are the things I wanted to talk about which are in the Rieti 
book--the fees in crayfish--the way crayfish or crawdads, or whatever they are called, 
crawfish--the way they are important for me in establishing the reality of what existed at 
Rieti, which I was then studying. Again Maitland’s a guide, Maitland’s letters a guide-- 
Maitland’s letters just drive me crazy with pleasure. 

 
Starn: His correspondences with--? 

 
Brentano: Just his letters, although the writers back are sometimes good, too. Did I talk about--? 

 
Starn: Crayfish in the garden? 

 
Brentano: Oh, the heretic in the garden. The heretic in the garden was a figure who was caught in the 

endless tangles of that book about Rieti, but he was a man who was suspected of heresy, 
who I think the conventional Franciscans were out to get; he wasn’t really a Franciscan; he 
was a Franciscan sympathizer, a sympathizer with the people around Angelo of Clareno 
whom, I think, one can seriously call a Spiritual. But after David Burr’s new book about 
Spiritual Franciscans, I think I’d be cautious about how I use the term. 

 
At any rate, he gathered around him in the early fourteenth century a group of, particularly, 
women, and he preached to them in his garden, which was up near where the center of Rieti 
is now, in the church of San Giovanni’s garden. And it was so interesting for me to have, in 
this very alien atmosphere, a figure behaving in some ways very much like the heretical 
and quasi-heretical people in East Anglia a century later, that I teach, but don’t write about, 
normally--but that my colleagues like Anne Middleton and Steve Justice do write about. 

 
Starn: You could recognize them. 

 
Brentano: It just seemed to me at home, and I was so surprised in this generally rather formal, 

differently patterned church. It was very exciting to have him there and to have him 
particularly, seemingly, preach to women. And in the dialogue which came out, with the 
problems one always has with heretical inquests and inquisitions, that of course one never 
knows what the accused really said, even if he says he said it, because it may have been 
formed for him. Still, this character, whose name was John Petrignani, had a particular kind 
of joking that other people don’t have in this inquisition, and I assume that you were really 
dealing with the playfulness of his mind. It was an exciting thing to look at, and that’s why 
I was talking about it. 

 
 
 
 

Rieti, in Sewanee 
 
 
 
Brentano: And I did somehow make them manage to go together, but it may have been just the tone of 

my voice and the fact that I ran around that sort of funny room at Princeton in which the 
lecture was given, so one could, if one wanted to, sort of run into up and down the aisles 
and shout at people. 
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Starn: You were busy in 1988. You also gave a talk at the Sewanee Medieval Colloquium. Was 
that an important memory for you? 

 
Brentano: In a sense. 

 
Starn: Which Franciscans and which towns did you discuss? 

 
Brentano: I always, in those days, mostly talked with a center at Rieti, because my whole head was 

involved in Rieti and the places around it. But, in that particular case, I talked about how 
the Rieti pattern of Franciscan establishments fit more generally into the way in which 
Franciscan and other friars’ houses were placed in Italian cities, and how it helped interpret 
the others, because there’s a good deal of talk about the fact that Franciscan and other 
friars’ houses, are put on the edges of the new growing suburbs, which were insufficiently 
served by the secular clergy of the city. 

 
Now, this may have been a pattern so established that it was its cause, but at Rieti there 
were no suburbs where these places were put. They were just put really at three--they are 
not really corners--the “corners” of the city between old walls and the new walls. And it 
seemed to me that it suggested at least that that was a pattern of placement that didn’t 
depend upon need for clergy. Certainly there were many more clergy than could have been 
used in Rieti at the time in which those establishments were put up. It was a heavily 
clergied little place, partly because of its collegiate churches. So it allowed me to talk about 
a kind of social religion, which was valuable to have in contrast with the sort of things I 
said at Princeton, and a kind of religion that had to do with maps and malls and where 
churches were placed. 

 
Sewanee was, when Ed King was its director, really a very dear place to me. I haven’t been 
back since he’s not its director, although John Fleming from Princeton is sort of its 
godfather, and he’s a close figure to me, although I see him once every ten years. At any 
rate, I liked the group; I like the place you lived in Sewanee. It’s in the spring, and so the 
wildflowers up on that mountain are just incredibly beautiful. You look over a whole area. 
It’s a nice South, and it was particularly pleasant when I was at Emory, as a matter of fact, 
because it was so close. 

 
Starn: Is it close to Atlanta? 

 
Brentano: Yes, it’s right by Chattanooga. And the two Souths that Atlanta and Sewanee represent are 

two very different Souths, and neither one is broadly accepted, the South that you think of 
in terms of Birmingham or Montgomery, or the wastelands of Alabama or the rich areas of 
South Carolina. Anyway, I liked it a lot, and I liked the people I met there, and they were a 
group of very interesting Franciscans there. 

 
 
 
 

In Berkeley, Making Committees Work 
 
 
 

Starn: You were able to have these islands--I suppose they weren’t so isolated, these conferences 
and meetings, only compared to the intense academic work, and the committee work that 
you seemed to be doing. During that period, you were on several committees of the 
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Academic Senate, academic planning, the divisional council, the chancellor’s planning 
committee, long-range development plan and advisory committee, university committee on 
planning and budget--I could go on for a long time. Were you feeling that you could make 
a difference because you had enough experience at the university, that you served in these 
various capacities? 

 
Brentano: I had quite clearly--and it seems to me almost inconceivable--an incredible amount of 

energy to use, and I used it by teaching, by writing, and by doing other sorts of things. The 
academic planning was extremely important to me because I, with some of its members, 
were the only people who would have and could have done anything to control the 
buildings that were about to go up on campus. And so that seemed very, very important to 
me in terms of building. 

 
Starn: Yes. This was part of your preservation-- 

 
Brentano: Yes, exactly. But also part of my belief--then much stronger than it is now--that academic 

things should come first and that the building programs should respond to them. And so I 
had a sort of mantra about academic planning at first, through which I was able to shout at 
various places. It was just as the divisional council was being formed, and the chair of 
academic planning was a member of the divisional council. And so from the beginning of 
the divisional council, about which I had very mixed feelings, I was a member. 

 
Starn: The divisional council had what purview? 

 
Brentano: The divisional council was set up so there could be a continuing body in the senate which 

would represent senate positions, and it would not just be the dispersed senate committees, 
and it also wouldn’t be an assembly or a senate, a big one, which would be immobile. I 
don’t think it was an entirely successful experiment. And it’s divided into elected members 
and into the members who are members because they had certain seemingly significant 
committees. My committee was very strong. 

 
Starn: The academic planning? 

 
Brentano: Yes. I was sort of forced into it by Carol D’Onofrio and Ed Epstein, who thought I would 

do something. I don’t know why they thought it, and I don’t think it was what I did do. But I 
took it very seriously, and as the committee went on--I don’t remember if she was on it 
from the beginning, but Carol Clover was its most active other faculty member--and two 
incredibly forceful and active and intelligent student members, one undergraduate and one 
graduate, in the law school. And we worked very, very hard to make the university pay 
attention, publicize what it was doing, include classrooms and things they were planning, 
not simply put--because it was easy to do it--the East Asian Library in the Dwinelle parking 
lot. There was a whole series of things we tried. 

 
And particularly Carol, but the committee together, worked out a plan, which would be an 
academic impact report that would be demanded of any new building that went up. It was a 
really wonderful plan. But I left, and Carol, who would have been its chair, became a 
member of the budget committee instead, and so she was not in the position to carry on 
what she had done, because the budget committee seemed so much more important in some 
ways. 
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But in a way, a lot of things did change. Carol Christ told me when I talked to her years 
later that she had never gone, practically, to a meeting which talked about any sort of future 
planning of building in which somebody didn’t say--she didn’t use this adverb--“piously,” 
“Oh, academic planning must come first.” There was this sort of mantra, which, of course, 
had no effect because it was such a commonplace by that time. But it was very exciting for 
us. 

 
And I found it very exciting to work with that university committee--what’s it called? 

Starn: The University Committee on Planning and Budget? 

Brentano: It’s the planning committee of the different campuses. 
 

Starn: That’s statewide. 
 
Brentano: Yes. It was the first of my major--I’ve only had two--statewide committees, and I found it 

extremely exhilarating to work with the chairs of committees from other campuses. 
 

Starn: Really? 
 
Brentano: We helped each other a lot. In particular, Los Angeles and Santa Cruz helped us. We 

reported to each other things that were being done and threatened to be done, techniques 
for fighting our administrations, and it’s much easier to work against an administration 
toward which you are not totally unsympathetic, obviously, if you have the advice and 
wisdom of the other campuses in the things they’ve learned. I really am sort of unlike most 
of the people I know in Academic Senate life in Berkeley. I like very, very much the 
connection we have with the other campuses. 

 
Starn: It was valuable. 

 
Brentano: Tremendously valuable. Although the individual chairs make all the difference, I liked 

particularly the connection with Santa Cruz and L.A.: Santa Cruz because it represents 
Berkeley ideas sort of extremely in some ways; L.A. because it has many of the same 
problems we do.  And it has, in my experience, the wisdom to appoint to its committees, 
its statewide committees, very strong and valuable people. But also on that first planning 
committee, the representative of UCSF was very valuable. It was just intensely pleasurable 
to go to meetings. 

 
Starn: Was this over a year, or two years? 

Brentano: Two, I think. 

Starn: So it wasn’t just that you thought you might make a difference, but you really did learn and 
feel that-- 

 
Brentano: Yes, and I really did have the feeling that we are a university and we are valuably 

connected with each other and that we have common problems, but a variety of different 
expressions. It was just refreshing to work with people who have the same ideas you have, 
and this was true when I was chair of the senate, too. You work with people who have the 
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same ideas and same problems you have in the same sense of wanting independence 
without being foolish or lazy. Most people who go to those committees are not those things. 

 
I’ll say one other thing. The woman from San Francisco was crackerjack. The guy from 
Santa Cruz, who was an economist, represented everything you’d hope Santa Cruz would 
be, fighting for the values that Santa Cruz had, and so was the representative of Santa Cruz 
on the statewide assembly when I was on it. I guess it’s called the Academic Council. 

 
Starn: Yes. This was valuable preparation for eventually when you were chair of the senate to 

realize--? 
 
Brentano: I think so. I was on for many, many years, the divisional council, very discouraged by its 

failure to act, by its pliancy, by its submission to the administration, and when John 
Heilbron was chair of the divisional council--he of course then moved to the 
administration, and in a sense, took a lot of the vigor of the senate with him, and knew 
exactly how to control the senate, unfortunately. [Laughter] He was too smart for an 
administrator. 

 
At any rate, in lots of ways it was just discouraging, but I guess it did teach me things. It 
certainly taught me whom to trust and not to trust. 

 
 
 
 

The Rieti Book 
 
 
 

Starn: You were going back regularly every summer to ‘refuel’ more or less, to Italy, and 
spending most of your time now in Rieti in those years, in those summers? 

 
Brentano: When did the Rieti book come out? 

 
Starn: In ’93 or ’94, I think. ‘94 

 
Brentano: In the last few years, before its actual publication, I was spending most of my time writing, 

so I would go to check things, but Rieti had changed in ways that affected me in the last 
few years; that is, the archives that I worked in had been moved to the episcopal archives. 
The intensely sympathetic canon, who was so very good to me and to my children and to 
my family and to my friends, had died, and the moment he died--the canon who controlled 
the archives died--the bishop and his archivist swooped in and took the archives to the 
bishop’s archives, and made new rules about seeing them, had new attitudes about using 
them. A whole set of things changed. 

 
But I also was essentially finished. I had as best I could--I’m sure I missed lots--but I had 
looked at every document that they had and tried to deal with it in the way that I wanted to. 
And so I wasn’t there very much. I was really writing. And it may not look that way to 
anybody who reads the book, but putting it together took just a tremendous amount of work 
and imagination. I had written the chapter on bishops first, which I think is by far the worst 
chapter in the book. 

 
Starn: In what respect? In your expectations of it not being met? 
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Brentano: I just think it’s ungainly. I decided that I didn’t want to just write it chronologically, but I 

had to establish the chronology of the bishops because it was quite mistaken. There were 
really significant errors in just the lists of bishops, both in Rieti and in the national 
collections, in things like Ughelli [and Conrad Eubel] which is the list of bishops and sees 
in Italy. And so, I wanted to break the bishops and somehow make them have a different 
pattern for chronology, having established the chronology, and it just never worked. I wrote 
it once and had it typed professionally, by a woman who was an administrative assistant at 
the American Academy, and I never was able to make it do what I wanted it to do. And I 
also used parts of it--of course, I wanted my most important bishops for other chapters, so I 
didn’t necessarily go over them again. But I worked on it very hard, and in the end decided 
you can only do so much and stop and let it exist. 

 
But that’s the sort of thing I was doing, mostly in Venice, working with writing and putting 
things together. It was more difficult in Venice than it had been in earlier books when I was 
working in Rome, because although there are good libraries in Venice and Padua, they are 
not as easily accessible. One goes as a sort of stranger. And when I go to Padua, for 
instance, to use their library, they are intensely gracious to me, but the graciousness is 
sometimes so intense that one can’t read. [Laughter] 
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VIII.  RIETI AND BERKELEY, EARLY 1990s 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 8: April 25, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

A New World in a Small Place 
 
 
 

Starn: At the end of the last interview, we were talking about your book on Rieti [A New World in 
a Small Place] and you were expressing some dissatisfactions with the chapter on the 
bishops. Since then, I’ve read a little in reviews of this book, and it seems to me that 
dissatisfaction was not shown by any of your reviewers. Perhaps that was the selection I 
found. And in fact, it was regarded as placing you as the leading medievalist in the United 
States of America, and there was a good deal of appreciation for your ability to take 
clusters of facts, I think, and, without making generalizations, to make a whole new view of 
this period and this “new world in a small place.” Can you talk a little more positively 
about the Rieti book, and what you think you might have accomplished there? 

 
Brentano: Okay, I’ll try. The reviews, I think, in some ways are misleading, in terms of people’s actual 

reaction. Christopher Brooke at Cambridge wrote the most positive review, although with 
doubts about some things, and that’s inescapable, it seems to me, with things I write. But 
he, I think, a little, was compensating, because I had written a rather--slightly, at least-- 
caustic review of the essays presented to him by his students, which I found most 
saccharine. 

 
Starn: Saccharine? 

 
Brentano: And cozy, which is something he doesn’t deserve, but he provokes sufficient love from his 

students, so they did that. 
 

Starn: I see. 
 
Brentano: But I think he bent over backward to find good things to say about my book. I think in the 

same way, with a different kind of reaction, that David Abulafia, who was one of the 
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creators of Christopher Brooke’s book, bent over forward to say terrible things about my 
book. But the book did do in many ways what I wanted it to do. 

 
Why the bishops chapter particularly upsets me is: I finished it first, I worked very hard on 
it, and I had reestablished the succession of bishops, which is really rather difficult and 
important. Last time I was talking about Ughelli and Eubel [Reference List of Bishops], 
who have an accepted and quite mistaken series of bishops, with at least two additional 
ones who never existed, and with wrong dates--mistaken things because no one had gone 
through the records looking at that very simple thing.  But I wrote that chapter first. It was 
very long; I didn’t like it very much. I sent it to Rome, and it was typed for me by a woman 
I knew at the American Academy, Christina Young, and sent back. I didn’t want to discard 
it; I didn’t want to think through it all again; I wanted to use some of the more interesting 
bishops in other parts of the book, and I also didn’t want it to be just an additive list of 
bishops, so I tried to reconstruct problems and things--to make it an interesting shape. And 
it really never worked out for me. It’s just, at least, to my tastes, an unattractive chapter. 

 
Starn: What parts are you most satisfied with? 

 
Brentano: With the rest, at different times as I look back, I think that the most successful, structurally, 

is the part about heretics and saints. I think that my use of the heretical documents, or the 
inquisition documents, worked out very well. I think you do see those people created, the 
quality that Christopher Brooke likes and magnifies in my books--being able to create a 
place and put people in it--I thought worked best with my heretic, a man named Paolo 
Zoppo, and perhaps best of all with one of the people connected with him, who was 
perhaps the real target of the inquest, who was a conventional priest and then canon of 
Rieti, but who was too closely connected with Spiritual Franciscans to be accepted. 

 
Starn: This is Petrignani? 

 
Brentano: Yes, this is Giovanni Petrignani. The little bits that I found about him in recorded 

documents, the sort of jokes he said to his fellows, seemed to me to define a kind of taste 
and structure of mind that’s hard to find in minor figures, in relatively obscure figures in 
the past. The other thing that I’m satisfied with, but it has not caught the attention of 
anyone else, because they essentially say, ‘These findings are unsurprising,’--it seemed to 
me I was able to date particularly closely, and to describe particularly fully, certain 
transitions that are occurring. That is, moving to institutionalization of ecclesiastical things, 
to different kinds of writing, and to different kinds of memorials for important figures, so 
that a series of things that are changing that one sees in the Italian church, and at least in 
central Italian society, I think I could trace more clearly, particularly chronologically, than 
had been done before. 

 
And, as I usually try to do, I tried very hard to keep the people who were involved in it as 
alive as I could, so my temptation is, for instance, to over-read the material one can get 
from wills rather than to under-read it, and to emphasize the importance, particularly in the 
case of things like wills, to emphasize the individual will which gives you a context, rather 
than the abstraction of wills one finds in numerical and quantitative descriptions of change. 
So in a sense, it seemed to me to do that. 

 
What I guess I always most do, because it’s what pleases me, is to try to find what are for 
me the most exact words to use. Something that’s particularly unsuccessful in the book, in 
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terms of other people’s reading--when I read it, sometimes it does seem to work for me and 
sometimes it doesn’t--was, as some of my closest friends and readers suggested early on, 
the introduction. I think the book works more successfully if one goes straight into the first 
chapter, which is a compilation of the sort that I like, which pulls a lot of different things 
together and suggests what’s coming--I think that worked pretty well. 

 
I tried very hard, by having the boundaries of the diocese--two chapters that are called that- 
-have different ending and beginning dates, so that they overlap. So that I could try to 
suggest a different definition of boundary, which was really at the heart, in a way, of what 
the book’s doing. And that caught no reviewer’s attention; they didn’t notice that. I think 
there is a really very great change in the way in which geographical dioceses, and this 
connected with much else, are seen, at least in this area, from around the year 1250. It’s a 
good dividing period. And it’s an exciting time in general European history because of the 
imagination of geographical area with internal consistency that one sees in the imagination 
of crusaders and missionaries, things of that sort, and of kings. 

 
About the book in general: I had, over the decades in which I worked on it, wanted to 
establish something that it seemed to me I had never very fully established for myself, at 
least since my thesis, and that was that I was the kind of serious scholar who looked at 
every possible piece of evidence from a place, and based what I said and thought upon 
seeing everything that was available and trying to understand it. So I was in a sense trying 
particularly to avoid the facility that my Two Churches book has, which was much freer in 
my interpretation over a large space of time and place. I wanted to react against it. 

 
When I look at the two books now, sometimes when I look at Two Churches, it just disgusts 
me because of its facile nature, and sometimes it pleases me tremendously because it seems 
to me to do some of the things I wanted it to do awfully well, if sometimes dealing a little 
brusquely with some of the evidence. 

 
Starn: Where does Rieti fit, in the way you shaped it next to the Rome book? 

 
Brentano: When I wrote Two Churches, I thought I was doing something rather daring because, it 

seemed to me, both in its shape and the way I moved it, it wasn’t a very conventional 
history. It was meant to delight, maybe only me, but to delight. But I also meant to be free 
of what I thought of as historiographical clichés, particularly contemporary ones. When I 
wrote the Rome book, I felt I had been too timid in that breaking in Two Churches, and I 
wanted to be just as bombastic as I could, in a sense--if I had an impression that I wanted to 
get across, to drive it home as thoroughly and fully as I could. Although in some senses it 
does seem to be more popular than my other books, it did disgust people and upset 
reviewers, a lot of them, although the people who liked it, liked it a lot. But I thought I had 
gone too far; I was sort of burned. 

 
It’s interesting, I guess, about most historians and writers--it’s certainly true of me--that I 
don’t think I care about what reviewers will say, but I can be terribly injured by them, and 
they can affect me. One of the reasons I write so much about the church is that David 
Herlihy once said in a review that I was better in writing about the church than about other 
things. And that caused me to move in that direction. 

 
Starn: The other reason maybe is that there is so much ecclesiastical material that you know how 

to use. 
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Brentano: [Laughter] Yes, that’s true. That’s the kind of stuff I know how to use by now. But at any 

rate I was trying to be--meticulous may be the wrong word, but something like meticulous- 
-but very full in my use of evidence in the Rieti book. I didn’t want anything to escape me. 
Of course, they did escape me because I forgot things, I lost things, documents were moved 
off, that sort of thing happened. But essentially I had looked at every hillock in the area, 
and tasted every sort of object that comes from the area-- 

Starn: You had a real intimacy with it--all the material, and the place, which comes through. 

Brentano: I think I tried. And I never really lived there, and that made me feel peculiar, because living 
in Rome, it’s so much-- 

 
Starn: Weren’t you there for long periods of time? 

 
Brentano: Weeks at a time. Over thirty years, weeks at a time, but that’s different. And also, I was 

there for a cycle of life, so the people I knew died, and young ones grew up and raised 
young. 

 
Starn: You could write another book now, probably. 

Brentano: If I had time, I could write a lot of books. [Laughter] 

 
 
 

More on Maitland 
 
 
 

Starn: This description--it’s from Maitland’s letters, and it’s very self-deprecating, obviously--but 
it seems to me it’s just the kind of self-deprecation I can imagine you using. He’s quoted in 
a letter to Henry Jackson, on the thirtieth of July,1905. He says, “How to describe 
anybody? I can only shovel evidence into heaps and chuck it at the public.” 

 
Brentano: I discovered that, or noticed it, after I had essentially finished the essay [“Frederick 

William Maitland (1850-1906)” in Medieval Scholarship, Biographical Studies in the 
Formation of a Discipline] and I thought I couldn’t avoid using it, since it was an essay 
about him. And it is in a sense what I believe, although it seems the opposite of what I’ve 
been saying, but I’m terribly influenced by Maitland, in a way that is through my adult life, 
because, as I said earlier, Mary Albertson at Swarthmore made us read Maitland, and at 
Oxford, Powicke, who was really the most important person for me there--one of the two 
most important people; there was Kathleen Major, the other. [V.H.] Galbraith, one of the 
also very important people to me, was constantly opposed to Maitland, so I thought about 
Maitland a lot. Just the way he writes affects me tremendously. On the other hand, a year 
ago, I asked a 280 class to read some Maitland, and their reaction was that he writes so 
much like a Victorian-- 

 
Starn: What did you think they meant by that? 

 
Brentano: I could not figure it out. I didn’t know what they meant. 

 
Starn: They were unable to say what they meant? 
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Brentano: Or I was unable [laughter] to listen. But the thing that he was doing was so clearly breaking 

Victorian patterns in prose. I think it’s because they don’t really look, no matter how much 
you push--don’t really look at the prose. And he’s reticent about scandal and things of that 
sort, although he’s not in his letters, necessarily. But at any rate, I think about him a lot. 

 
The reason I wrote that essay, really, that I was chosen to write, and I couldn’t have refused 
if I had been asked, was that Helen Damico had asked Christopher Brooke to write it, and 
Christopher Brooke said that I should write it, because of my intellectual connection with 
Maitland. And he said that and thought that because of a really unpleasant review, I guess, 
that I had written of Elton’s book about Maitland, that sufficiently captured, in some way, 
Christopher’s notion. 

 
Starn: This is the same review that he describes as enchanting, I think. 

Brentano: Yes, that’s right. 

Starn: He really means unpleasant? 
 
Brentano: No, he meant enchanting. He was enchanted, but Elton was not enchanted. Elton wrote me 

a letter about it, and Sheldon Rothblatt opened it by mistake, or I showed it to him before 
I’d read it, and he said, “Destroy it; don’t look at it.” [Laughter]  I did. I don’t know what 
Elton said. Elton’s book was helpful because it told things that had changed in people’s 
minds about processes of law since Maitland’s time, but it was so completely 
unimaginative about the man, and used not at all the letters, and those letters are so 
extremely revealing. 

 
At any rate, because Christopher saw it, he wrote to Helen Damico, who edited that book, 
saying that I should write this Maitland essay. And I wrote the Maitland essay, but 
remembering his talk about just putting things together, I tried very carefully to say the 
things, put together the things, that I thought were important for him, but to keep it as cool 
as possible. Anyway, I think it’s a cool, dry essay. 

 
Starn: Relative to some of your other work, it is. It’s appreciative, but not in the least bit 

sentimentalizing or gushing. 
 
Brentano: Good. [Laughter] The other thing is that I really did want his being close to Hopkins to be 

apparent, because what Hopkins does to verse is so well-known and so overwhelming, with 
all that sprung verse and breaking lines apart, I wanted people to try to see in prose that that 
was what Maitland was doing. He is, I think, almost more important as a writer of prose 
than he is as a historian, if there’s a difference between the two. And he’s so good about 
other historians; he’s so really perceptive about what Stubbs is doing, and in spite of the 
fact that Stubbs just flies apart like a shot bird when Maitland attacks him, Maitland goes 
on being careful and thoughtful about him. He’s a remarkable man. 

 
Starn: Apparently he was a very great lecturer as well. 

 
Brentano: A great lecturer and popular in teaching, but also a bad lecturer in some senses. I think his 

picture, this photo, makes it hard to understand--but he was supposedly without much 
presence. And he was a quiet sort of lecturer, which he inherited from his own teachers to a 
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certain extent, I think. He says of one of his teachers that he always treated his students as 
if they could understand anything and were completely at his level. 

 
Starn: Is this Henry Sidgwick? 

Brentano: That’s right. 

Starn: I was just going to ask you about that. That’s quite a wonderful quote. 

Brentano: I think it describes Maitland pretty clearly. I think it is a wonderful quote. 

Starn: Could you maybe read that into the record? 
 
Brentano: Certainly. “However small the class might be, Sidgwick always gave us his very best--not 

what might be good enough for undergraduates, or what might serve for temporary 
purposes, but the complex truth just as he saw it, with all those reservations and 
qualifications, exceptions and distinctions, which suggested themselves to a mind that was 
indeed marvelously subtle when it was showing us its wonderful power, simply because, 
even in a lecture room, it could be content with nothing less than the maximum of 
attainable and communicable truth.” 

 
And I do think that that is what Maitland did, as far as I can see, in lecturing and certainly 
what he did in writing. 

 
Starn: Certainly, many people would say that that is what you do in your lecturing. 

Brentano: Well, it is what I try to do. 

Starn: Definitely. 
 
Brentano: I think people rate themselves--let themselves sort of shelve their undergraduate protective 

minds--and think, “I’m just a sophomore and can’t understand these things.” 
 
 
 
 

Co-Teaching New Courses 
 
 
 

Starn:      That’s moving us on to your teaching. About the period that the Rieti book came out, you 
were inventing many courses, co-teaching quite a lot. I don’t know how much--I’ve never 
seen you co-teach--that affects your style: if you change at all or if there’s just less of you? 
Or does it change according to the person who is teaching? 

 
Brentano: Yes. If it’s with Beth Berry or Anne Middleton, who are both very aggressive teachers, and 

although they aim to be listening to what the students are saying, really know what the 
students should say--it affects my--I become, what? Shadowier? No, that’s not right. I 
become the opposite. 

 
Starn: You try to--? 
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Brentano: To soften, to bring-- 

Starn: To mitigate? 

Brentano: Exactly, in a sense. To be less formal than I normally would be. When I’m teaching with 
Steven Justice, or when I have taught with him, it doesn’t change either of our styles at all. 
They are remarkably similar in spite of the fact that we are so different in age. And 
sometimes, I think it would be difficult to tell, if you had a recording--or a typescript-- 
which one of us said what. That would not be true with either Berry or Middleton. Steve 
Justice--we normally teach thirteenth to fourteenth century, with some basis in England, but 
Steve is very, very learned, all over Europe, and very well equipped with any language with 
which we would ever deal. 

 
Starn: You taught about Francis and the Peasants’ Revolt? What is this? 

 
Brentano: To the Peasants’ Revolt; in 1991. It was a seminar for both of us, although they have 

different numeration in English; it’s proved always easier for me, when I teach a double 
seminar, and for the people I teach with, simply to give the two numbers, because 
bureaucracy can become, just at that level, terribly complex. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: But at any rate, Steven is more historical than I am. He’s sometimes, it seems to me, less 

interested in the pure poetry of what we see, but really we do sound exactly alike, I think, 
although he is, again, more learned, although he is much younger and in many ways better 
prepared. 

 
One of our students in a dual course, I don’t remember in which one, said about the 
historians generally, how odd it is that what we historians seem to like best in our sources is 
that point at which they become most like literature, in the normal sense, like fiction or like 
poetry. In that case, why aren’t we in literature? 

 
Starn: Yes. That was a wise thing to say. 

 
Brentano: I thought so, too. But it’s obvious--the full implications are--but I think the historical 

students in the room didn’t particularly think it, and I think it’s partly because we find the 
pleasure and surprise; that is, if you are working with Chaucer, every moment you read 
Chaucer is a moment of pleasure. On the other hand, every moment you read all the other 
secondary sources about Chaucer’s moments of pleasure are the moments of pain. 
[Laughter] We are spared that, because nobody else is looking for what we are looking for, 
I think. 

 
Starn: That’s right. 

 
You were teaching also with Arnie Leiman-- 

 
Brentano: Arnie Leiman, and that was really very interesting. We were on some committee together, 

and we talked about our work. That’s the thing that committees do at Berkeley. 
 

Starn: Yes, put you in touch with other-- 
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Brentano: I was interested, as not as many of my colleagues are, in social memory, but in the actual 

way that memory worked in the physical brain, or so much as I could find out. And Arnie 
worked with that. At that time he was very interested in it, and we thought it would be 
interesting for us to teach freshmen, particularly, psychology and medieval sources 
together, so that we could look at the memory that seemed to be being projected, and then 
talk about the way it would seem after we read experimental, physical, psychological 
things about them. And so we did a reading list with medieval sources and then with 
essentially essays that described experiments with memory, with physical memory. What I 
mean by physical memory is memory as it is connected with the brain. 

 
Starn: Existential? No. Neurological? 

 
Brentano: Yes, that’s right, but brain-connected, not society-connected. It worked very well for our 

students, I think. We enjoyed teaching together. 
 

Starn: What medieval sources did you use? 
 
Brentano: The same ones, I guess, I always use, essentially. I can’t remember, really, at the moment 

which ones I particularly chose. 
 

Starn: Your memory fails you. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: Yes, exactly. Surely, Joinville; surely, I think, Jocelin of Brakelond, because I always use 

them, but I don’t remember particular things, but they were all sources. 
 

Starn: They worked for your freshmen? 
 
Brentano: Well, they worked for them because the questions we asked were sufficiently interesting, I 

think. And several of those freshman became joint majors in psychology and history, which 
was a triumph, I thought, although, as Arnie said, he liked teaching it because it was so 
unlike Psych I, which can be too mechanical, too full, too much of that sort of gross, 
necessary course. And I think he felt that the students who went into psychology would be 
disappointed in it. 

 
Starn: You also have taught a course on categorization with him. 

 
Brentano: And it was not very different. It was, but it was for him less physical, because when you 

describe categorization, even from his physical, psychological point of view, you move 
into things that are in fact social observations. 

 
Starn: Yes, that’s true. What did you use for historical sources, then? 

 
Brentano: Odo of Doyle, surely. But again, all the ones that tried to put people into groups--the sort of 

sources, exactly, that I’m using in History 4B at the moment. 
 

Starn: Was there any casting of categorization as being negative rather than--? 
 
Brentano: Yes. [Laughter] And of course, if you, I think, are a historian who teaches non-historian 

things, you are constantly aware of the potential value they might have in making your 
students better people in dealing with things like race or gaiety or any of the things which 
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categorize people and make them objects of suspicion or attack. It’s not a very strong 
problem in Berkeley, but it still in the beginning of 1990 was one that was worth dealing 
with. 

 
Starn: Categorizing, what were some of the areas? Religion? 

Brentano: Nationality. 

Starn: Race? 
 
Brentano: Race, religion. Those particularly. Also peculiarity of behavior, but that’s harder to deal 

with in the sort of sources we work with, because you have peculiarities of behavior 
isolated, when people are possessed by the devil or something of that sort. It’s harder, 
honestly, to group them, although a lot of grouping is done, I think, by medievalists who 
work with marginal characters in the past--I think, generally, not very well. 

Starn: Was this partly tied in with an earlier course that you gave on ethnic perspectives? 

Brentano: I think it really was, and I’ll explain that, because it, I think, it in some ways changed my 
what I think is now called “gaze.” I’d been teaching 4B for a while, and was at a pretty 
good stage in my 4B teaching, and four people who had taken 4B and had done well in it, 
as they had done well, I’m sure, in everything they took, came to me and said that they 
were, as members of two minorities--they were only Chicano and black--they were worried 
about their Chicano and black fellow students who were younger, who came, got into the 
university, were accepted, and then dropped out specifically because they hadn’t been 
connected with anything in the university which would make them stay. And they as young 
people really interested in changing this for their confrères wanted to create a course which 
would be connected with history and attach them to history so they would think of it as a 
potential major and want to stay and do more history, but would catch them because of 
their own interests. 

 
So they wanted to design a course which would really be for and about ethnic groups, but 
taught by historians, but also be courses in which they participated in sections and things of 
that sort. So it was organized--we thought about it--and it was done really with [Amy?] 
Rust from special services, but I can’t think of which part of it she was in at the moment-- 
they’d changed their titles--from the student center, and by Libby Sayres, who was then our 
undergraduate secretary who worked it out for us. And we couldn’t have a course that was 
for minority students; that’s forbidden--well, it might be. But we could have a course which 
dealt with minority problems, and had essentially lectures who were themselves members 
--adult, successful members of a minority--but also people who dealt with the problem 
directly--people like Larry Levine or Leon Litwack in our department. 

 
And it would be run by students. There would be these adult lecturers, but the 
undergraduate students would run the sections, and the sections would be essentially what 
we worked with. The work would be quite hard, because it was important for it to be a 
serious course, and in the first few years, when I was closely connected with it--I think it 
still actually was going on last year, but with other people sponsoring it, and I think 
meeting a quite different set of social needs--but the first few years, it was extremely 
successful, partly because people were very outspoken, said things they wouldn’t normally 
speak. 
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A very weak Chicano lecturer, for instance, talked to the class, I think in its second year, 
about the fact that it was so tragic that Chicano male juveniles in Oakland--and also other 
minorities, but particularly black and Chicano ones--were arrested and were in jail, and that 
this showed the unfairness of the system. He did it in a weak and clichéd way. And 
afterwards, the students spoke, and one of them, who was half-Mexican and half-Korean, 
got up, a woman, a very strong and articulate woman, and said, “You wouldn’t talk like that 
if you were an attractive woman and had to walk though Oakland at night and were pinched 
and pushed and pulled.” 

 
Starn: Oh, wonderful. 

 
Brentano: And there was an immediate, really, outburst of people shouting at each other in the class. 

It seemed very dangerous in a sense, as if they were blowing up. But it turned out that in 
the sections, certainly the one I was in, it worked. They really talked more freely than they 
had. 

 
Starn: This was a very large course? 

 
Brentano: It had, I guess, about forty people--not very large. 

 
Starn: And all minority members? 

Brentano: No, because that’s illegal. 

Starn: No, I mean de facto. 
 
Brentano: No, but in the beginning, almost entirely, but increasingly white, and increasingly white 

T.A.’s as time went on. Just like the Franciscans in the universities; the people who were 
interested were very thoughtful members of the majority. But it was, I thought, a really 
remarkable success and pleased me a lot, because after people said what they really 
thought, things that they had been sort of harboring with a kind of almost hatred hidden by 
politeness that is necessary in society, those people were able to talk to each other, and the 
sections worked wonderfully all through the course. I don’t know how much that continued 
in other years. I essentially drifted away from the course, although I became for a while the 
official sponsor, and then I didn’t want to sponsor it any longer because I wasn’t connected 
to it and because it doesn’t seem appropriate now. It was in a crucial time in which people 
were trying to learn to speak freely. I think that’s not any longer what the problems are at 
all. 

 
Starn: No. You know just what the problems are. 

 
Brentano: No, but it made me start thinking about these problems much more seriously than I would 

have, and it was particularly Eric Avila…[words lost in tape change]. 
 

## 
 

Starn: Can it be connected? 
 
Brentano: With the sort of things I’ve been thinking and worrying about since I was a child, with the 

life I was actually leading, something which is only very pastel-ly connected--if the 
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strangers are English and the strangers are Italian, like my family and I normally meet. It 
was also helpful because my notion of blackness, which was of course in those days much 
stronger than my notion of Chicano-ness, was confused by the experience that my children 
and other children had in Berkeley schools, because they dealt with a kind of angry 
blackness that is connected particularly with cities, and so different from where I grew up. 

 
Starn: Certainly in the mid-sixties, it would have been. 

 
Brentano: That’s right. And those things did sort of confuse me, and confuse my children, because I 

expected them, like me, to feel safest with black people. At any rate, that did affect me. 
 

Starn:      You’ve described the structure and the students and teachers in the course. I don’t think it’s 
clear what the curriculum would have been. 

 
Brentano: The curriculum would have been reading, normally set up by the lecturer who would be 

coming, but if not by him, by the core of student instructors who would find essays or-- 
mostly essays--or parts of a book, particularly by the lecturer, or about the things that the 
lecturer was talking about. And it included a lot of writing, which fortunately was 
supervised by undergraduates who themselves wrote well. 

 
Starn: The writing was supervised by undergraduates? 

 
Brentano: Everything was supervised by undergraduates, except the actual lecturers, whom they 

invited, whom they chose. 
 

Starn: What kind of articles and essays? 
 
Brentano: Let me think of a book or books. Let’s see. Win Jordan’s White over Black. 

 
Things of that sort, or anything, almost, that Larry Levine had written. Those are the two 
that come to my mind most quickly. Things that Carlos Muñoz had written about his 
Chicano revolution on the Rio Grande. 

 
Starn: What about Ron Takaki? What about Asians? 

 
Brentano:      They could have chosen Ron Takaki; I’m not sure that anyone did. I know Ron better and 

more complicatedly than the others, because I know him as a student. And he is unusually 
uninhibited in letting his persuasions control his writing, I think. 

 
Starn:      Yes. It was about this time also that you were teaching courses with Beth Berry on Europe 

and Japan, and medieval European Asia. I like that very much. Was that the real title of the 
course? 

 
Brentano: Yes, I think so. It worked very well. We teach together well because of the difference in our 

approach, although Beth is rather surprisingly well educated in normal medieval things 
because, I think, of her Catholic background, and the schools she went to. So Beth is very 
good in talking about Bede, for example, and that made us have common references, and it 
did really rather please the students, who tended to be European students who wanted 
something in Japan rather than the other way around. It did please them and they did have 
the ability to make the contrast, or see the contrast, between what would seem related types 
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of sources from medieval Japan and up through the sixteenth century and from medieval 
Europe. And so we tried to put the things together. 

 
I’m not quite sure how well our comparisons themselves worked, but they worked well for 
the students. And they wrote papers, which generally were comparative papers. And I like 
comparative history because it defines for me one side in a way that I’m not very good at 
defining by itself. I guess that shows in Two Churches. I like putting the two together, so I 
can see what one was, and they did work very well. 

 
I also, and I don’t know if I’ve said this already, might well have become a Japanese 
historian. I was very attracted to Japanese studies after I finished my time in the army. As I 
was finishing it, I was very tempted to stay in Japan. I liked Japan a lot. And having been 
taught by my own nation how evil Japan was for all those years of course made me like it 
better. 

 
Starn: Of course. 

 
Brentano: Since I was taught by nice Japanese people who taught me Japanese and ways of dealing 

with Japan, I liked it when I went there. I felt pretty miserable about the prisoners I was 
dealing with, when they were prisoners of war, with whom I was interpreting, or for whom 
I was translating, so I was very, very interested in the society. Also, just aesthetically--I’ve 
probably said this to you before--but going through the countryside in a train in which the 
boundaries between farms were blooming camellias and spring bamboos was just 
overwhelming. So I thought of doing Japanese things. When I was at Oxford again, as I’ve 
said, I taught a bit of Japanese poetry with an English boy who had been in the Allied 
Translator/Interpreter Service, too, but not in my same unit, and enjoyed that. But at 
Swarthmore, my Japanese started slipping, because they didn’t offer Japanese. I could have 
gone to Penn to take it; I didn’t. There was nothing interesting in Japanese; that’s when I 
became so absorbed in Medieval, that even by the time I got to Oxford, if I had changed 
from medieval history, it would have been to nineteenth-century literature, not to Japanese 
literature. So it slipped away. But I’m always pleased when I’m taken back to it. I 
automatically like Japanese people. It’s embarrassing. 

 
Starn: Racist, yes. 

 
Brentano: Exactly. If a name turns out to be Japanese, it pleases me a lot. 

 
Starn: That’s wonderful. It’s too bad that you haven’t been able to develop that more, but here 

teaching with Beth Berry these courses must have been very pleasing for that reason. 
 
Brentano: It was very pleasing for me. And Beth demanded of her co-teachers. She does a lot of 

reading, a lot of thinking, and doesn’t expect much. 
 

Starn: The two of you shared the history department’s outstanding faculty member award in ’95. 

Brentano: That was surely for those courses. 
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The Brittle Book Project 
 
 
 

Starn:      About this time you also were engaged in a project called the Joint Task Force on Text and 
Image for the Commission on Preservation and Access. Now this is a very grand title, but 
I’m not too clear on what it involves. 

 
Brentano: Well, the common name of the grand task force was the Brittle Book Project. 

 
Starn: Was the university involved with it? 

 
Brentano: Not at all. It was organized in Washington by a woman named Pat Batten, who is an object 

of attack for the people who are opposed to digitization and microfilming of books. 
 

Starn: What was her function? Is she appointed by Congress? 

Brentano: Ahhh…[Looks through papers] 

Starn: To whom was this report addressed? 
 
Brentano: I think it was intended for anybody who wanted to order it, but it’s essentially for librarians 

connected with the preservation of books and archivists connected with the preservation of 
books, and for the more general members of the Commission on Preservation and Access. 
Our particular committee only dealt with the relationship, in preservation particularly, 
between text and image. 

 
Starn: Can you explain that? 

 
Brentano: So that if you were preserving, say, Archaeologia, which is a general book that deals with 

archeological subjects particularly in Britain and particularly early. 
 

Starn: How early? 
 
Brentano: Medieval, particularly, but not entirely. You would have to decide how important it was to 

preserve the images as well as the text, and how important it was to have the image and text 
related to each other as they are in the original. This is perfectly possible in digitization--is 
that the right word? 

 
Starn: I think so. 

 
Brentano: But expensive and difficult in terms of--it shouldn’t be--microfilming. But we already 

knew by that time that microfilming wasn’t the right answer. And experts in digitization 
came to talk to us, particularly from Cornell, who suggested that there were not right 
answers for the conservation of the text, because all the things that we were using now 
were temporary, but that anything that was being done in a digital way was very much 
preferable to anything that was being done with microfilm. 

 
Starn: These were the Cornell experts who said this? 
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Brentano: Yes, and we were convinced of all the experts said. But how good that was, how much it 

was useful now, we didn’t know. Our particular job, though, was simply to talk about the 
importance and relate the importance of the text and the image. I was asked--I suppose Pat 
Batten remembered me from Swarthmore--but mostly because Richard Brilliant was the 
head of our particular unit--Richard Brilliant, he’s an art historian from Columbia who 
works particularly in gesture mostly in the ancient world, but also in the Middle Ages--and 
an old friend, and he quite honestly asked me so that we could see each other for a change, 
for a length of time. And we went to interesting conferences at the Belmont and other-- 

 
Starn: This was over how much time? 

 
Brentano: About three years--one big meeting each year. What happened was that they had assumed- 

-and this made sense--that the people who should be on that committee were people from 
rare books libraries, conservators in libraries, and art historians. For the most part, they 
were people who never taught undergraduates. My job was to try to make them realize the 
importance of the original artifact--to have the newspaper in sight, or to have the original 
1880 book in your hand, because the brittle-book period was the late nineteenth, early 
twentieth century--how important it was to preserve as much as we could, because 
preservation was different from conservation. 

 
And then, also, that in some cases, it was extremely important, particularly in antiquarian 
journals, to have the image placed as it was next to the text, because the text read with the 
image. I thought it was least important, although this wasn’t immediately perhaps clear to 
the others, in art-historical works, or works about artists, because the connection is so 
central in that case, so that you don’t need to keep the subtle relationship apparent. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: It would be, as a matter of fact, in [Loren] Partridge and [Randolph] Starn books very 

important to have the image preserved in its place, but not in a lot of art-historical work, 
because the plates are often in the back anyhow. 

 
Starn: Were you doing natural sorting in terms of--? 

 
Brentano: We were trying to set up rules. And places where we could try, could sample. 

 
Starn: Did you find it was possible to set up rules for a broad variety of material? 

 
Brentano: When the rules were published, I think they perhaps satisfied no member of the committee. 

 
Starn: Were they binding on anyone, or were they just regarded as guidelines? 

 
Brentano: Guidelines, but these guidelines were extremely important, since they were particularly in a 

sense--I didn’t say this exactly before--aimed at NEH, and NEH provides the funds for a 
great deal of book conservation and preservation. 

 
Starn: I’m sorry, could you explain--? 

 
Brentano: Oh, the difference? As they use it, I don’t think it’s a sensible difference. As they use it, 

‘preservation’ means keeping the object, and ‘conservation’ means saving the message. 
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Saving the text is conservation--and it can be in another medium. Preservation means 
keeping the book or the newspaper or the periodical as a physical thing. 

 
Starn: It means retention. 

 
Brentano: And preserving. So, for instance, a place like Berkeley has an extremely fine preservation 

room and preservation authority. 
 

Starn: Do they call it preservation rather than conservation? 
 
Brentano: I think they all do, because they have to, to get grants. But its money was being taken away 

or being threatened, because everything was being put into conservation in another 
medium.  So what our general committee’s recommendations were could affect NEH 
grants, and that’s the most important thing that we would do. 

 
Starn: This has to be mentioned. It is very ironic, since your son-in-law, Nicholson Baker, is 

currently very much involved with the preservation of newspapers, that you should have 
been involved in this ten years ago. 

 
Brentano: In many ways ironic, in the sense that the person he perhaps attacked most in his initial 

writings was Pat Batten, who must have felt rather betrayed. 
 

Starn: [Laughter] That’s right. 
 
Brentano: But also, I think his attitude toward newspapers--this may be self-aggrandizement--but I 

think it was influenced by my attitude. I maybe have said this before; when I arrived here 
and was told I had to teach History 101, which involves working with documents, I found it 
very unsatisfactory to work with medieval documents because my students couldn’t read 
Latin for the most part--they do much more now--and couldn’t read other foreign 
languages, and we had no right to demand that. And yet, I wanted them to deal with real 
sources, and translated and selected sources didn’t seem to me the same. So what I did, for 
101’s purposes, I moved my own interests to nineteenth-century U.S. and England, and we 
used particularly periodicals, but particularly newspapers and our extremely good 
newspaper room. It was very exhilarating for the students to go in and look at an 1851 copy 
of a newspaper and deal with 1851 in terms of what was there, how the advertisements lay 
on the pages, how the pages were formed. All those things were very interesting to me, 
before, I think Nick, my son-in-law, had started thinking about them, and surely he was 
partly encouraged at least by the attitude that we had. 

 
Starn: I should think. This is very tangential, but I’m remembering Carole Straw--a former 

student of yours, now teaching at Holyoke, isn’t it? 
 
Brentano: Yes. 

 
Starn: She said that you had brought into class one day a piece of parchment and had rumpled it 

and squeezed it and done everything possible to give it a difficult time, and to show how it 
was not so fragile. 

 
Brentano: It’s true. It was my parchment, I should say. [laughter] I have to say, it was since lost. It was 

given to me by Barney Rosenthal. 



224  
 
 

Starn: That was the diametric opposite of the brittle book. [Laughter] Yes. 

Brentano: Well, parchment is tough, tough, tough. 

 
 
 

Extraordinary and Distinguished Contributions 
 
 
 

Starn: In 1991 you were given the Clark Kerr Medal from the Berkeley senate for “extraordinary 
and distinguished contributions to the advancement of higher education.” And it’s 
considered to be a great honor. What do you think was most noticed in your many 
contributions? 

 
Brentano: I trust Clark Kerr will not read this, and if he does, I hope he’ll accept my apologies. I am 

one of the eleven people who voted against the establishment of the Clark Kerr Medal. 
[Laughter] So it was really rather complicated. 

 
Starn: When was that? Five years before or something--? 

Brentano: Oh, no, a long time. 

Starn: It was ’67. 1967. That’s right. 
 
Brentano: At any rate, he did at least notice it, because he certainly didn’t--he has since been very 

generous to me. 
 

Starn: What were your grounds for opposing it? 
 
Brentano: Well, I thought he meant well. I think I’d rather not go into it. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: I didn’t approve of his dealing with the FSM and I didn’t really approve of this gushy 

reaction by all of my colleagues, once he had been opposed by the regents. I’m just a big 
disapprover. 

 
Starn: Yes. [Laughter] Nevertheless. 

 
Brentano: I was terribly flattered because I was chosen for the thing that it says it’s for, and it’s very 

rarely, or was then, very rarely given to a faculty member. 
 

Starn: Oh really? 
 

Brentano: Certainly not because of teaching. 
 

Starn: What were the precedents and the persons who were not faculty? 

Brentano: Chancellors, regents, famous political people in the country. 
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Starn: More administrative? 
 
Brentano: I think people like, perhaps, Pat Brown. I can’t remember. I can look it up, because they are 

all listed someplace. But it wasn’t the ordinary little schoolteacher who was pulled out of 
his classroom, and I thought it was a triumph for schoolteaching. Mine was split with 
Harold Johnston, a chemist, who I think is famous not for his schoolteaching but for his 
great experiments and stuff. But at any rate, I was very pleased. But also I couldn’t be 
insulting to anybody by not taking it. And then I was really very pleased. Clark didn’t come 
to the ceremony, I should say. Oh, Sandy [Sanford] Elberg, the person I know best who had 
earlier won one, whose contributions to the university were really very grand--but it was a 
combination of things I had been doing, I think. Just in that year it looked sort of massive. 

 
Starn: Particularly in your teaching? 

 
Brentano: In teaching and things that had to do with, I guess, returning students, with disabled 

students, that sort of thing. 
 

Starn: Which you were very much involved in.  Just about this time--I don’t have the exact date 
on it because your records are rather casual [laughter]--you were appointed Sather 
Professor of History [1992], and this gave you some possibilities of helping your students 
in interesting ways, and some of the interesting ways were the three Sather colloquia for 
medievalists, which you organized in ’93, ’94, and ‘96. 

 
Brentano: I’ve gotten so accustomed to having that chair, and using it, that I wear it very lightly. I 

made a big fuss and made everybody in the department suffer, originally. 

Starn: You refused the chair at first, didn’t you? 

Brentano: No. Typically, I asked for ten days to think about it, or something of that sort. And although 
one of my colleagues was very disappointed when I did in the end accept it, I was perhaps 
so pleased by being asked so much to take it that I really--I was very pleased. And also, it 
had been held by George Guttridge, whom I most admire perhaps of all my colleagues; that 
was pleasing to me. 

 
Starn: Your immediate predecessor was--? 

 
Brentano: It was Bill, Bill Bouwsma. He used to be called the ‘Sather Gate Professor’ by his wife. 

[Laughter] At any rate, I did make a big fuss. I don’t believe that there should be assistant, 
associate, and full professors. All that stuff is just terribly inappropriate in an intellectual 
department, but ours isn’t such an intellectual department, in fact. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: So you accepted it because you felt you could use it? 

 
Brentano: I don’t think we want to examine my motives too closely; I may have just wanted it. But I 

did use it for things. It’s very helpful. It’s--with Leon Litwack’s--the last of the chairs, 
although it was split in two parts, so it’s only half as valuable--but it’s the last of the chairs 
that carries a significant endowment, not for the professor’s salary, but for the professor’s 
use in various ways. So it’s relatively free, so that for instance, I can buy things for my 
undergraduate classes, I can make their books less expensive, I can cut down on the amount 
that their readers cost, I can give fellowships and once, even, a TA ship, although I think 
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that’s not quite legitimate, for the teaching of a class in the history of science that would not 
have been taught otherwise. So it gives you freedom, which is very rare. 

 
Also, and this is rather ironic for me now, you can buy liquor with it, which you can’t with 
state funds, for parties and things of that sort. I’ve grown to enjoy having it and to enjoy the 
things I can do with it. For instance, this year we are having an undergraduate student come 
from Iceland who has a Fulbright, but that covers a very small part of his costs. 

 
Starn: From Iceland? Is he a student of Carol Clover’s? 

 
Brentano: He comes to history, and presumably he is so doused, and densely doused in Icelandic 

affairs that he doesn’t, I think, particularly want to study them here; he’d like to do 
comparative history. But because he’s a foreigner, his [UC student] fees are just incredibly 
high, and although he has a Fulbright, they remain just incredibly high, and this chair can 
be used to make up what he needs, at least for a year. 

 
Starn: You really have almost absolute discretion for this. 

 
Brentano: As far as I can see, almost absolute discretion, although at one point--can I say this? At one 

point, I was told that I had overdrawn $250,000 and I had to pay it back. [Laughter] I knew 
I couldn’t have done that. And it took several years, and a certain amount was given back. 
Evidently money had been put into the fund by a not meticulous but sympathetic member 
of the staff, and it had been used. But that’s all settled, but it seems to me, that as long as I 
stay within the budget, it’s almost absolutely free. It can’t be used for anything that would 
seem like a salary. Oh, it can. It can be used for summer salaries. And it can be used for all 
transportation to meetings, for example, so that--I can say this piously--I never have to 
draw on any departmental funds for things like that. 

 
Now, for all future chairs, the amount they have is $20,000 a year--if the market holds up 
that much--which they can use as they want to, but which can hardly cover a number of 
fellowships and that sort of thing--and supposedly the money will go to fellowships. But on 
those things, if I can just talk for a moment, I did want Italian--which doesn’t need to be 
now particularly, because of Professor Starn’s center--to have a little bit more presence on 
campus, and they had very little. So the first two colloquia were really to show European 
Italianists and American Italianists, and our students, to a slightly larger audience, because, 
attractive in many ways as the Italian department was, it wasn’t doing very much in terms 
of the history of Italy, and particularly of medieval Italy. Because after all, once one gets 
past the great fourteenth-century writers, as Professor Starn said the other day, there is a 
new direction there, there was not very much done with Italian literature here. 

 
Starn: So you organized the first two colloquia on Italian religion and Italy in the early Middle 

Ages. 
 
Brentano: Yes, and it made it possible for me to show the sort of mind that was doing Italian history in 

the East-- 
 

Starn: In the East? 
 
Brentano: Of the United States. Sorry. And also to, for instance, have Donald Bullock come talk to 

us.He was at that time, I think, still at Edinburgh, but he had retired and was visiting in 
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America. (I guess it must have been at the Institute in Princeton.) And to come and talk as 
he alone knows, about things he alone knows, about early medieval Italy. And at the same 
time we had Tom Noble, who was then at Virginia, come talk. He’s our star-bright early 
medieval Italian historian who is now, I think unfortunately, at Notre Dame, because it was 
sad to break up that Virginia group. But to have them talk together, and with some of our 
students--and they were both very good. 

 
Starn: The third of the colloquia? 

 
Brentano: The one in ’96, I wanted to do differently. I wanted it to be in honor of Maitland, although 

it was a year off from the anniversary, actually, the centenary, which I wanted to celebrate, 
of Maitland’s big book, which is called--Pollock and Maitland--History of English Law. 
Pollock just wrote one bad chapter on Anglo-Saxon law, and the rest is Maitland, but it’s 
under Pollock in all bibliographies. And I wanted to have people talk who wrote history 
that isn’t normal history, that’s different, talk about what they did, to say, what I would like 
people to ask me, ‘What do you think you’re writing, when you start writing?’ And I had 
Nancy Partner, who had once been a student here-- 

 
Starn: When was she your student then? Early? 

 
Brentano: God knows. The middle. And she’s now a professor at McGill. And Andrew Lewis, who 

was considered in many ways the most promising of the people who are now around forty 
or forty-five, American medievalists, a really stunning Harvard student who won a--what 
do you call the ‘genius’ award? A MacArthur? 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: Who was noticed by everyone, who has pleased reviewers all over the spectrum with his 

first book about French royal appanage, is so subtle and so brilliant, and he came here to 
visit, and was in the past, considered as a candidate for our jobs but who had ended up in a 
peculiar way in Southwestern Missouri University-- 

 
Starn: That is peculiar. 

 
Brentano: --and taking a job that one of our graduate students who never really got a job refused 

because she said it was not ‘up’ to her. And I wanted him to show that mind again. And he 
came. James Gibbon, who is at Irvine, was writing on inquisitors and heresy in a way that I 
found at least different from the normal approach, and I wanted to hear him, too. And then 
one of our most brilliant ever, medievalist students, Jay Rubenstein, who was writing a 
different kind of intellectual history, about Guibert of Naujon, turned out, but from a 
different kind of use of the manuscripts, partly based on his really superb Latin, and use of 
manuscripts--wanted him to be heard, and he was, and with much pleasure. And Steve 
Justice, with whom I teach, who thinks he teaches English but also teaches history. I 
thought it was really pretty thrilling. I thought that Jay gave the best talk, as he consistently 
does when he’s in a group, I think, because he has that combination of surface brilliance 
and real learning, and lack of inhibition to bring in all sorts of things that don’t seem at all 
historiographical--although not visual, certainly, normally. 

 
And it gave me an opportunity to honor Stef Riesenfeld, who had been one of the first 
people I met when I came to Berkeley. He works on things like the law as it affects 
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Standard Oil, things that are very modern law, I think with things like trusts and 
corporations, but I really don’t know what his modern law is like. But he was a very, very 
learned medievalist. I wanted to honor him and Maitland together, asked him to talk about 
Maitland, to begin with, because, also, I want to know what Maitland’s doing when he 
writes history, so it took putting our minds together. 

 
At just that same moment--I have said this earlier, about meeting Stef--when I first came to 
Berkeley, I was dropped off at the Faculty Club by my brother, who was living in Palo 
Alto, and I met, first of all, Gordon Griffiths, who was standing at the counter, shouting to a 
guy that if he brought in his trunk he’d give him an ‘A.’ And then he became typically 
Gordon Griffiths in various ways. [laughter] But living with me were Roy Smith and Stef 
Riesenfeld, and Stef’s learning so impressed me, and was so exciting, because he was 
talking about the tangential quality of inherited tenure in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries, and I didn’t really expect to walk into a dining room with a lawyer and find him 
talking about these things. It was quite thrilling. I admired him through his life. Our law 
review had an issue ten or fifteen years ago, sort of glorifying him, and I was allowed to 
write one of the articles about him as a historian, as a medievalist. 
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IX. A CELEBRATION AND REFLECTIONS, 2002 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 9: May 9, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

Kalamazoo 
 
 
 

Starn: We’re going a bit out of order today to talk about last week’s international conference of 
medievalists in Kalamazoo, where you were honored at three separate sessions. A number 
of your close colleagues and students were there, of course, and I know it’s a difficult thing 
for you to talk about others’ praise, which must have been taking place for long sessions. 
But I hope you will be able to talk about, to begin with, the nature of this gathering. Is it 
sponsored by the Medieval Academy of America? 

 
Brentano: No. It’s rather interesting. People who are connected with the Medieval Academy, 

particularly as I have been, have looked at it in a rather suspicious way, because what has 
happened is that the Medieval Academy has become more and more antiquated, 
conservative--I’m not exactly sure what you’d say--more a place where old-boy 
medievalists go. That sort of thing. And particularly, it’s connected with Speculum, the 
periodical. While Kalamazoo didn’t grow by itself--it was very successfully popularized-- 
it is the place where lots and lots and lots of people go, particularly young people who 
haven’t got jobs and are just on the point of publishing. Although in that sense it can seem 
rather desperate, it doesn’t really, I guess. 

 
Starn: It’s a job market, but most conventions are, aren’t they? 

 
Brentano: Well, it’s not much of a market because the people there are all medievalists and the people, 

at least for us historians, you have to appeal to are non-medievalists, and there are no non- 
medievalists there. But also, it is a place where a great deal of networking goes on. So 
young people in their late twenties and early thirties--medievalists--make friends from 
across the country, know who’s doing what, pick up gossip. 

 
Starn: Is it actually international? 
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Brentano: Yes, it is international, although it now has a look-alike meeting at Leeds in the summer, 

and that in some ways is more international from the point of view of European, but the 
Leeds people that I’ve talked to certainly consider Kalamazoo their model. It’s connected 
in some ways with the Cistercian Institute, as well as with Western Michigan University, 
and so there is some reason for its being there, but it’s the actual enthusiasm, I guess, of the 
people who started it--people like a man named [Paul E.] Szarmach--which has made it 
such a center. It’s not very popular with people of my generation or the generation just 
younger, because there are thousands of people there. There are many too many 
conferences to go to, and in the past, you actually had to go through one room in which a 
talk was being given to another room to get to the talk you wanted to hear. It was a mess. 

 
Starn: Really. 

 
Brentano: I hadn’t been there for a long time, and I had only been to the Kalamazoo conference once 

before, long ago. And I hadn’t paid much attention to Kalamazoo then, which is rather odd 
because my family lived there before I was born, for a little while with some sort of job. I 
don’t know why. 

 
Starn: Is that right? 

 
Brentano: I suppose it was some engineering job, but it might have been some furniture job that my 

father had. They always talked about liking it, and there were stories of the young youth of 
my siblings and of my parents and their youth and the fun that they had, particularly at the 
thing called West Lake, which is near Kalamazoo. 

 
Of course I had no memories at all. On the other hand, I had looked at the town of 
Kalamazoo before, and Brian McGuire, who has taught there, gave me a tour of the town, 
and it’s extremely beautiful in a rather strange way. The elegant part of the town looks like 
a middle-class town in a movie on television in the fifties. It’s neat little houses, beautiful 
little gardens--it’s a little bit like the New South, a little bit like Atlanta, but it’s 
concentrated, and there is street after street of these pleasant, upper-middle-class houses, 
pleasant upper-middle-class gardens. And that’s in itself interesting. 

 
Starn: Rather than condominium developments. 

 
Brentano: Yes. Which may exist someplace else, but I didn’t see them. I gather that’s not 

uncharacteristic of, say, Holland and some of the other towns in that part of Michigan. The 
effect that it had on me most strongly, although this doesn’t have anything to do with the 
actual conference, was that it was early spring, and a lot of things were just opening, and 
it’s how I most piercingly remember my own childhood and my own places. It’s the part I 
miss most, so the fact that my family had been there and that it was at a time which is 
important to me--just opening of plants in Newburgh--made it really rather painful in a 
strange sort of way. But that had nothing to do with the conference. 

 
Starn: The nostalgia was a little too strong? 

 
Brentano: Yes, exactly. That’s exactly true. It was just too strong. 

 
Starn: First week in May, yes? 
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Brentano: It would have been earlier in southern Indiana and Kentucky, but it was just like it. And the 

things that we don’t see--I don’t know if you know what a may apple is. It’s a mandrake, I 
think. But may apples and trilliums and things like that we don’t see in the woods so much 
either in full leaf or beginning to bloom. They were like the wildflowers I grew up with. 

 
Starn: Did you stay on campus for the event? 

 
Brentano: No. I stayed in a fancy hotel that looks like all the fancy new hotels that have been plopped 

down all over America. I think it’s the same designer, same bathrooms, same towels. 
 

Starn: With a gym and a swimming pool inside? 
 
Brentano: Not quite that fancy. [Laughter]. There was a fountain, and the apple tree that was planted 

just outside the front door was just like an apple tree that I’ve seen recently, I think, in Fort 
Collins. It was very, very convenient and pleasant. And the old lack of places to eat in 
Kalamazoo seems to have been changed. I mostly just ate in the hotel. 

 
Starn: Did they have the conference in the hotel? 

 
Brentano: No, the conference was at the university. It was a conference hotel, but it didn’t do much. 

They now are like any other city in America. I gather they have Thai and Chinese 
restaurants, maybe even a Cambodian one--that sort of thing. It has changed. 

 
Starn: Yes, the cosmopolizing of America. 

Brentano: Si. 

Starn: How long, actually, has this conference been going on? 

Brentano: I happen to be able to tell you. This is the thirty-seventh year. 

Starn: The first session was called “The Sound of Robert Brentano: Honoring Fifty Years of his 
Research, Writing and Teaching.” That’s very inclusive, and it was organized by Jason 
Glenn to--. 

 
Brentano: He worked on it very, very hard. And planned it, thought it out, that sort of thing. 

 
Jason’s not a student of mine. I taught him as an undergraduate twice, but he was a student 
of Geoff Koziol’s mostly, but certainly not of mine as a graduate student. But I taught with 
him repeatedly and he’s both one of the best teachers I’ve ever taught with in a specific 
way, and he is the person who most teaches like me, almost, of anybody I’ve taught with-- 
at least of a certain side of me that’s a s sort of extravagant, a flamboyant side. And it works 
very well when Jason does it. And as a matter of fact, Jason taught in a 4B section. 
Kathleen Stewart, really an exciting woman, who is one of my T.A.’s in 4B right now--was 
his T.A. And it’s interesting. She is not like--. 

 
Starn: She’s the ironic one. 

 
Brentano: Yes. She was his T.A. So she has gone through the course, his 4B and my 4B in a strange 

sort of way. At any rate, Jason did everything, although the others helped a lot. 
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Colleagues Discuss Brentano 
 
 
 

Starn: Now, Tom Bisson was the first speaker, and maybe you could talk a little about your 
relations with Tom, but I don’t know if you can possibly do this, with your natural self- 
deprecation-- 

 
Brentano: Just exactly with my natural self-deprecation. [Laughter] 

Starn: What did he say? 

Brentano: The crux of his argument--and I’ve got a copy which I’ll read over again, so I’ll feel better 
about what he said--was that I was mysterious to him and constantly opaque, and that he 
didn’t understand the contradictions in me, but in a sense, he enjoyed them. He particularly 
felt inadequate because in that essay, “Bishops and Saints” I said that I felt that the greatest 
enemy to creativity was good taste. And he said, which is true, that no one could be in 
better taste than he, and he thought it strange that I managed to like him, or like his work. 
[Laughter] His last book, which is called Tormented Voices, I like very much, but it’s very 
extravagantly in bad taste, in my sense; maybe that would begin to satisfy him. He still 
thought it was in good taste, but he’s wrong. [Laughter] It’s in very bad taste. 

 
But he was funny and charming. So much of our relationship, in a way that most people-- 
even close friends like you all--wouldn’t know, is personal and familial, and our children’s 
connection with each other and our connections with each other’s children. And oddly, the 
Haverford connection, and the Haverford-Swarthmore connection which he talked about 
lot, also in terms of Gerry Caspary-- 

 
Starn: Tom went to Haverford? 

 
Brentano: Yes. So he’s connected with Margaret and Nick, and because of Swarthmore, with James 

and me, and because of Gerry together. And he emphasized that the three of us evidently 
taught together for seventeen years out here--Gerry and Tom and I did--and talked about it 
as sort of three Quaker boys teaching in California. 

 
Starn: That’s a nice image. 

 
Brentano: In a nice way, terribly pleasing to me, he seemed and I believe was overwhelmed by the 

quality of the papers given by our ex-graduates and graduates, and put them together with a 
set of papers given at the American Historical Association two years ago, I think, in honor 
of Gerry’s scholarship and teaching of graduates. He was, in a phrase that he would never 
use but exactly describes the way he reacted, he was blown away by them. And that was 
very pleasing. And he got up and gave a speech to that effect. That was also pleasing 
because the editor of Columbia University Press was in the audience, and that was helpful. 
But I don’t think he knew that. 

 
Starn: Because Jason is looking for a publisher? 

Brentano: And essentially they are doing it. 

Starn: Oh, wonderful. 
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Brentano: Which is a nice thing. Although if I can just take a zigzag, Jason and Bill North said how 

funny it was that the point of the 4B part of the collection will be that you should teach 
from original sources, and to sell people secondary sources, telling them to teach from 
original sources, seemed at least paradoxical. 

 
Starn: I can see why, yes. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: And they relished that paradox, I think. At any rate, that was what Tom’s talk was about. 

Starn: So it was seventeen years that you and Tom and Gerry Caspary taught together here. 

Brentano: And we were complementary; we were very complementary, very different from each 
other. And we certainly annoyed each other with our technique sometimes, but it was a 
very comfortable relationship, I think. Taut, not relaxed, exactly. 

 
Starn: Nancy Partner, an old student of yours also, talked about your narrative authority. Can you 

remember at all what she said? 
 
Brentano: Yes, to a certain extent. It was her idea to call the session “The Sound of” because it echoes 

my early work, the essay called “The Sound of Stubbs.” She thought that was amusing. 
And she has, since the time she was a graduate student, thought that I change very little in 
my writing, because I remember she read my undergraduate thesis, and she was extremely 
disappointed because she thought there was no growth in the prose at all. [Laughter] That’s 
probably true. 

 
She talked particularly about the way in which I use lists and the way in which I am, from a 
different angle, post-modern, and how I’ve come to a stage in which I’m almost 
unrecognizably not--I’m not saying this well--not po-mo, she said. It was a serious effort to 
try to understand what I do either consciously or unconsciously when I write, particularly 
in, I guess, Two Churches, Rome [Before Avignon] and the Rieti book. Very pleasing, 
because it’s intensely confusing, as you know, when people read you carefully enough, 
even when they disagree with the techniques that you are teaching--those who may 
disagree. 

 
She talked about me in connection with [V.S.] Naipaul--the Indian novelist? 

 
Then afterwards, she asked me if I were insulted by that, and I know so little about his 
public reputation that I couldn’t think that one would be insulted by being compared with 
him when she talked about similarities and techniques. 

 
Starn: Will this be published? 

 
Brentano: I don’t know. It doesn’t exactly fit into the volume, but I don’t have any idea because I 

didn’t find out about the first three talks and didn’t know whether they would be included. 
It was intensely pleasing, in a sense, because Nancy is very subtle and very effective in her 
use of prose, very good at catching an audience and of catching me as an audience. I was 
flattered and pleased, as one would be. And I thought that she caught me pretty well--what 
I want to be. On the other hand, I was sitting next to Brian McGuire who said that she 
missed the whole spiritual part, and I think I’ve missed the whole spiritual part, too. 
[Laughter] 



234  
 
 

Starn: Brian McGuire was there? 
 
Brentano: He was there and around and took me for a ride. Very much there, and was sitting next to 

me at the time. 
 

Starn: Without giving a paper or contributing to this volume here? 
 
Brentano: No. He was only an undergraduate of mine, so I don’t know how they are doing it. 

 
But I liked the talks a lot. The one by Dick--by Richard Helmholz-- 

Starn: Richard Helmholz, another former student who talked about history. 

Brentano: And he was only a graduate student here. He came from Harvard Law School to us, after he 
finished there, and was escaping the law, he said, again, very jocular throughout [laughter]. 
And then he found teaching 4B made him go back to the law because, he said, if you left 
Berkeley believing that he taught from primary sources alone, essentially, the only place 
you could possibly go on teaching was in the law school [laughter]. It’s the only place 
where you could do it. So he said he was essentially forced into it. But he was funny, 
remembering the things that were. The thing I remember about him was sitting on this 
living room floor, playing with his shoe, and being lectured by Carroll Brentano, being 
told, “You should get married.” [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Did he follow the advice? 

 
Brentano: But only after a long time. [Laughter] At any rate, it was sort of jokey. But it was a pleasing 

session and there was a good audience. They had rearranged the room so that we could stay 
in the same room all day and just take breaks from it, which Jason had worked very hard to 
get done, I think. But it was fullest then. 

 
Starn: How many people do you suppose there were? 

 
Brentano: I have no idea. Not a lot, but not a few. Like a medieval person; I’m really not capable of 

counting that way. 
 

Starn: In the second session, that was the first part from this volume which Jason is editing. 

Brentano: That’s right. 

Starn: And Judith Beall from Wisconsin talked about “The Leader in Germania, Beowulf and the 
Life of St. Boniface”. 

 
Brentano: That was in a sense the most conventional paper. And although Judith talked with me a lot, 

it was a long time ago. She was a mature woman when she started doing her degrees, and 
she is now a quite senior person, and she spent most of her life with her husband, her 
current husband, who teaches Latin and classics, and she’s moved with him from state to 
state, and now does have a relatively permanent job. It took her a long time to finish her 
dissertation on Bede, but she did and she’s a little bit clearer-headed, and I think she felt her 
role when we were teaching together was to provide the clear-headedness. But it was an 
interesting paper and effective, and she brought a handout. 
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Jay Rubenstein is one of our most successful recent graduates, that is, he seems to be able 
to publish anything he wants to, even for his friends or for himself, and move around freely. 
He’s at New Mexico now, but I doubt if he’ll stay there very long. Actually, next year, he’ll 
be in Paris for the year because he has an NEH, maybe? ACLS? I don’t know. A grant. His 
William of Poitiers was strong and good and interesting, and made me think of things that I 
should do with William of Poitiers, whom I don’t use very heavily. 

 
Starn: “William of Poitiers’ Thinks About War,” is it? 

 
Brentano: Yes, talking about the Norman conquest, essentially, although he talks about earlier William 

the Conqueror wars, too. He was so effective. Someone said, “I didn’t know you were 
working on William of Poitiers now.” And he said, “I’m not working on William of 
Poitiers now. This is for this talk.” [Laughter] At any rate, he is a man who is, I think, going 
to be very quickly very famous, particularly because of his thesis, essentially on Guibert of 
Naujon, whom we did teach in 4B--which is now out and being very effectively advertised. 
And it is a stunning piece of work. Guibert of Naujon, who is known to most of us just 
because of his quite relatively autobiographical work--it’s an important autobiography 
which was important to people like John Benton. 

 
Starn: John Benton? 

 
Brentano: Who was another Haverfordian who taught at Cal Tech until he died. He had one of the 

scleroses. At any rate, very important to Tom Bisson and to me and important to Guibert, 
whom he publicized in a muted social-psychological way that was in a way very effective, 
in a way not. But what Jay did was he put that autobiography in the context of all of 
Guibert’s works by going to Paris and just digging them up and reading them. And it 
changes the way in which the autobiography works, as it would necessarily. He’s now 
working on the First Crusade, about which Guibert wrote, too. And he’s moving very, very 
fast in his thought and writing. And he gave a very effective talk--but since everybody 
expects Jay to be a star, it wasn’t quite so stunning as Rebecca Vollmer’s, which was the 
third. Rebecca talking about Jocelin of Brakelond in such a way that it will make it a little 
difficult for both of us to write about him in the future, because our ideas cross so much. I 
mean, they’re similar, not that they-- 

 
Starn: They’re parallel? 

 
Brentano: Yes, exactly. Which is a problem with one of my other students who was there, Adnan 

Husain, who works among other things on William of Rubruck. And again, so much of 
what I think about William and about Salimbene is connected with what he thinks about it. 
Almost a surgical division has to occur in our writings. But it’s much easier if they are 
published, so that I can refer to their writing. 

 
Starn: Now, is he at Berkeley now, or is-- 

 
Brentano: He teaches at NYU but he’s at Chicago for a seminar this year. He’s in Near Eastern 

because his work and his dissertation were divided between Sufi saints and Franciscan 
pilgrims, and his dissertation is that, too. And he’s teaching the Sufi saints side at NYU in 
Near Eastern, but because partly of Mary Carruthers, who’s their dean, there’s a lack of 
isolation at NYU which is extremely impressive--again, I think it’s Mary’s doing, partly, 
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and partly because NYU thinks of itself as a film school and other sorts of things, which are 
not dryly academic, I think. 

 
Starn: I’m sorry. I diverted you from talking about Rebecca. 

 
Brentano: Well, the thing that was most exciting about her presentation to me was that Tom Bisson 

was just knocked out by it, got very excited, and it turns out that he’s also working from his 
point of view on Jocelin of Brakelond, whom I would have thought was miles and miles 
from him, just at this moment. 

 
Starn: And you didn’t know it? 

 
Brentano: No. It’s a book about power. Somehow that’s so very far from me. I can see how he uses it 

in his own work, but I didn’t know at all that he had gotten to Jocelin, and that’s not how I 
think about Jocelin. I think about his politics, more than power. But we’ll see. 

 
Starn: We didn’t really get into discussing how different Tom’s Middle Ages are from your 

Middle Ages. 
 
Brentano: Tom’s Middle Ages started out working on parliamentary institutions, in which he’s still 

interested, and moved to the government, the organization of government, the organization 
of society in the governmental sort of way, particularly around Barcelona, but also in the 
south of France. 

 
His greatest book, I think, is a thing called The Conservation of Coinage which is very 
thick and very subtle and which shows, really it seems to me, as nothing else does, what 
remains of Carolingian organization--much more remained that I thought had ever existed 
--and how the growth of the state can be seen by its control of coinage, which is a very 
difficult and very exciting work. He has generally believed in the past, until just quite 
recently, that you never use the word “I” in writing, that you showed no sign of anything 
personal and concealed every conceivable emotion that is yours. Strictly--. 

 
Starn: Good taste. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: Good taste and reasonable. That’s why his work is historiographically so exciting right 

now, because of the book--Tormented Voices--which he’s just done. It furthers a point he’s 
trying to make about the early twelfth and the eleventh centuries, that there was really a 
cessation of this kind of government that protected people from actual pain. And what he 
wanted to do with these little fragments that are very, very inarticulate--. 

 
Starn: Which type of government that protected people from pain? 

 
Brentano: I don’t know. Effective. At any rate, we can tell when we read it. He wanted to show the 

pain from these little things, and he pushes them very hard. Some of my undergraduate 
students reading the book said, you know, you cannot do that. And it’s very personal. He 
talks about himself by implication and really, repeatedly, in the book, and he wants to 
create emotion. 

 
Starn: Can this possibly be an indirect influence of--? 
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Brentano: I think both he and I would think so. That is, after years of disapproving--. For instance, I 

guess I said this earlier, but when I gave him my copy of Rome Before Avignon, he said to 
me, “Thank you very much, Bob. You know I couldn’t possibly like this book, but then 
giving it to me--” This book of his is of mine most like Rome. It’s tremendously expressive. 
But as he said to someone else, he’s an ordered man. He had done all his duty work--maybe 
he told this to Randy Starn--all his dutiful work, and now he could write the things he 
wanted to. It seems an odd thing to me. 

 
Starn: And now he’s going to be working on Jocelin of Brakelond. 

Brentano:  But I think Jocelin of Brakelond will be subsumed to “power”. 

Starn: [Laughter] In the second part of the “Teaching the Middle Ages with Text and Texture In 
Honor of Robert Brentano,” John Tuthill talked about cities and kingship. 

Brentano: He was supposed to. 

Starn: He didn’t? 
 
Brentano: It was very exciting. No. Both I and certainly Jean Gibbons, who was a friend of his when 

they were teaching together in art history and history--were terribly disappointed because 
we expected to see him and talk with him. What happened is, and I have to speak in 
ignorance, but I was told in ignorance, that he has either been made president or dean of the 
University of the Marshall Islands, and it was a surprise to him and he had to get right back, 
and he left without reading his paper. What happened was that the night before, Bill North 
was told that he had to write a paper about Augustine’s Confessions. He stayed up during 
the night and then, during the morning session, he got in a corner and listened but wrote. 
And he wrote and produced a paper on the Confessions which was the most brilliant thing 
I’ve ever heard Bill North give. And I think it’s partly because he had to do it in a hurry, so 
he was not in a position to set up the normal defenses, as he does. He’s very learned, so he 
distances himself. I think everybody who heard that--no one who heard it will ever teach or 
read the Confessions quite the same way again. 

 
Starn: Isn’t that amazing. 

 
Brentano: It was very exciting. Can I just explain, turn aside for a little bit? 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: He took particularly the last four books, and sometimes just the last three books--they’re 

not normally taught in freshman courses because they are so heavily theological--the 
Confessions--and they are no longer autobiographical in the normal sense of the word, 
although they are clearly autobiographical intellectually. And he found in Book XIII a 
reference to vox, that is, to the word for sound, for noise, for speech. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: And suddenly, he says--well, he didn’t say “suddenly” but he made the impression of 

“suddenly”--he saw the whole of the Confessions in a different way. He went back to the 
first books and noticed how extremely important the idea, if not always the word vox, was. 
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You had to think of sound when you read and thought about the Confessions, spoken sound 
which is sound, and if you read it aloud, or something like that, heard the sound of the 
Confessions, it had a whole new set of meanings, and it connected the last three or four 
books with the first nine books in a new way. And it was really quite thrilling. I don’t think 
literally anybody who heard that talk--. 

 
Starn: Could he possibly have put all this together, though, the night before? 

 
Brentano: I think so. I think he’d been working, or thinking about it, because we all teach it and we all 

think about that connection. But it was really tremendously stimulating. 
 

Starn: Then Jennifer Heindl talked about memory in late medieval Rome. 
 
Brentano: This is very close to me. Jennifer started working on Cola, not in her dissertation but before 

in a seminar. 
 

Starn: Cola di Rienzo? 
 
Brentano: Yes, and it’s the Cola di Rienzo in the Anonima that she’s writing about, not the Cola that 

you see if you read Petrarch, or even read Cola’s own letters. And she’s talking about the 
two, that is Cola and the anonymous Roman chronicler. And she was, as always, extremely 
stimulating. I’ve been so stimulated by her work on Cola in the past that it wasn’t 
something that was very fresh to me. Since I’m not working on the fourteenth century in 
my book, I don’t have to worry about protecting myself from stealing from her. But I didn’t 
say this before. This, for those who’ve known her for a long time, was very stimulating 
because she was playing around; she’s trying to work in archives, partly to please me, I 
guess, because that’s what I thought people should do, and it wasn’t working well for her at 
all. Then she moved to the text, and she moved to this text and to a couple of other 
revolutionary texts--texts of civil strife in Italian cities--and she was sitting in her own 
house, I guess, in Palos Verdes--is that in L.A? –looking out at South Central, as she was 
working, and more or less suddenly it burst into flames. And she realized that there she 
was, looking at a whole civilization that she never paid any attention to, because she only 
thought of it as something that surrounded the freeway. And luckily, I think, and I think her 
other teachers thought, it let her escape to a whole new sense of power and reality and 
violence, which showed. And she was very good in talking about these two things, but to 
me, not surprising. 

 
Starn: You know her work so well. 

 
Brentano: Yes. And on the other hand, Clementine Oliver’s was again--like Rebecca’s of the younger 

students--very, very surprising, and particularly if you read the title. It sounds pale. 
 

Starn: “A Lady’s Life in Late Medieval England.” 
 
Brentano: Pastel Feminism. What she said was, she has always hated Margery Kempe, loathed her 

[laughter] and teaches her, and she found out that most of her students loathed her in just 
the same way, and so her job was to find out how this loathing could be used very creatively 
in teaching late fourteenth and early fourteenth-century England, and how much you found 
out about the whole society by seeing what in Margery Kempe made her rebel and feel sort 
of sick, as did her audience in the book. It was very satisfying, very well done. 
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Starn: Now, is that going to be in the volume? 
 
Brentano: Yes, those will be in the volume, I think. That’s all I know about the volume. Then, after 

that, we had a reception in which people that none of us had ever known turned up, for 
sure. But a lot of people did who were there, because there were a number of medievalists. 
One of the things about Kalamazoo is that everybody’s giving papers all the time, and so 
although I could go on that Friday to nobody else’s, and most of our crew couldn’t, people 
who would have naturally been involved couldn’t come to us either, but they could come to 
the reception. 

 
Starn: Can you mention names? 

 
Brentano: Oh, Consuela Dutschke was there, came, for instance, and Cecilia Gaposchkin--. 

 
Starn: Who is Consuela Dutschke? 

 
Brentano: She is the wife of--which is not how most people would think of her--Dennis Dutschke 

who teaches Italian at Davis, and for years she had a sort of tentative connection with the 
Bancroft because she is a very fine rare books and manuscript librarian. She also worked in 
UCLA, but she is now--I’m not exactly sure what her title is--director or curator of 
manuscripts, and teacher of various related things like cartology and paleography at 
Columbia. And having her there was particularly splendid. You know, I can’t remember 
anybody because--oh, Paul Hyams was there. He’s the medieval English historian now at 
Cornell. He moves around sometimes because he has what’s called a difficult personality; 
it’s the sort of difficult personality that I find intensely appealing. 

 
## 

 
Starn: And after the reception? 

 
Brentano: Then, there was talk about going out to dinner, but I really wanted to go home to go to bed. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] I can imagine; it must have been exhausting. 

 
Brentano: Yes, it was exhausting. Rudi Lindner, who had sort of taken care of me, done all sorts of 

things like getting my badge and stuff, before I got there, picking me up at the hotel, 
offering me a ride from Detroit which, he says, is a much more sensible way to go to 
Kalamazoo--was sort of, although not always, around me, like a nurse, caretaker. 
[Laughter] So he drove me back home and dropped me off. Tom Bisson called, and Tom 
Bisson and I were going to have a quick, simple sandwich for dinner. And then both of us 
would go to bed because he was still tired from a very fascinating trip to China recently. 
And before that could happen, three of the people, or one--I guess it was Adnan--called up 
and said, would we mind, or would I mind, if the three of them just dropped by to say 
goodbye. And hello, and that sort of thing. I said, of course not, and told them about Tom. 
We planned to meet around 6:30. At 6:30, I think, thirteen of them turned up. [Laughter] 
And Tom was good about this. And we couldn’t fit in any room, and it was prom night in 
Kalamazoo; there was not a lot available. So they all marched into the little reception area 
of my floor. And we got room service, which took forty-five minutes--we got sort of 
nervous--to bring drinks and dips and things. And they stayed, it seemed to me, really quite 
a long time. 
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And then, they said, “We’ll all go out together,” and Tom seemed rather enthusiastic about 
that, but I didn’t recognize that enthusiasm because he mutes it. At any rate, I said I thought 
I would really rather just stay and have something simple and go to bed. And Tom said, 
“I’ll stay too,” although I felt later that he regretted it. [Laughter] But he managed to regret 
it-- 

 
Starn: He had recovered? 

 
Brentano: --he regretted it for hours. [Laughter] At any rate, that’s how it happened. I didn’t go out 

the next day at all. When I got on the plane, a rickety little thing from Kalamazoo to 
Chicago, Jean Gibbons, who had been on the plane going out, was also there. And Jean 
Gibbons is awfully important to my thought because of the way she analyzes perception in 
the relatively naturalistic drawing, painting, carving of thirteenth-century botanical things. 

 
Starn: Is that the major focus in her work? 

 
Brentano: Yes, indeed it is. She is a Bony student, but she moved in a different way, and she came to 

art history--unlike most of the art historians with whom I’ve worked--from really serious 
drawing and painting, particularly drawing. So she has that, and serious interest in botany, 
and the combination has worked out very interestingly, although her book at Cambridge 
has taken all these years to come out, and all these years must be about twelve or thirteen. 
At any rate, so we talked again. 

 
Starn: And where is she now? 

 
Brentano: She’s an art historian at Storrs, at Connecticut. 

 
Starn: Storrs? Yes. Some of these people are finding it very hard to teach in out-of-the-way places. 

For some of your better students, I think, that’s true. 

Brentano: It certainly is true. 

Starn: What are the prospects for professional medievalists finding good places in medieval 
studies now? 

 
Brentano: I think they are low, as they are for most historians, but it is also eccentric because the years 

are very different from each other. Five or six good jobs will open, and maybe then ten or 
twelve okay jobs, while in the next year, there will be hardly any good jobs at all. I’ll say 
nothing about this very delightful--I know, place--but western Washington seems to have 
been the best job going publicly on the market. The protection of the people who don’t 
come from the most famous schools, which we are in a sense not one, has weakened. That 
is, the old protection against old boy-ism which seemed so powerful under Carter, 
particularly, has I think gotten progressively weaker. So there is a return, I think, in the 
interest in employing, whether it’s just a job or two, someone from Harvard or Princeton. 
Really, someone from Harvard. I don’t think it’s just Princeton. But also great preference in 
Medieval for the East Coast, even in western institutions. So it is difficult. We did get--I 
guess the Bowdoin job was considered a better job this year, and that one of our students 
did get--Dallas Denery. 

 
Starn: He’s at Stanford now? 
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Brentano: Yes, he’s at Stanford teaching, replacing both other medievalists who are in Tunisia, I 

think. 
 

Starn: So he goes to Bowdoin next year? 

Brentano: Yes. It’s a this-year opening. 

Starn: Was he there at Kalamazoo? 

Brentano: No, no. 

Starn: But he’s contributing to the volume. 
 
Brentano: I don’t know. He’s extremely important to me; I’m not very important to him in various 

ways, although I did change the structure of his dissertation because he was an Amos 
Funkenstein student, and if I were going to be profitable to him, he had to angle it in a 
certain way, so he angled it away from simply--not simply, not at all--but from an academic 
consideration of modes of perception, particularly, to the effect that that had on pastoral 
care--although he had already thought about those things in another connection. But he was 
extremely important to me because he made me see much more quickly than I ever would 
have that connection between academic study of perception, particularly that kind of 
natural philosophy, and the sort of things that my people were doing. I found him just 
intensely interesting, but he’s connected with a little group of other people, I think--a guy 
named Steve Marrone, who teaches at Tufts, and Katherine Tachau, who teaches at Iowa, 
who are working very closely. She was there, incidentally, at the reception. 

 
 
 
 

The State of the Field 
 
 
 

Starn: Is this a place where you could talk about the general state of the field? Where work is 
moving? 

 
Brentano: In a sense, yes. The thing is that I have never been very aware of the term cutting-edge--and 

at the moment, Geoff [Koziol] is just teaching cutting-edge history. 
 

Starn: What is cutting-edge history to Geoff Koziol? 
 
Brentano: Oh, I’m sorry. I’m not really sure, but I think the arguments that occur, that are attracting 

people’s attention, particularly in French Medieval and maybe--but no, not particularly in 
France--particularly in America, I think--and to a certain extent in England, but not much. 
And he could tell you exactly where the areas of concentration in the field are. 

 
Starn: I’m more interested in where you think they are. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: Well, because they aren’t particularly where I am, nor have they ever been. But Bisson, in 

that romantic mood that each of us was in, said at the end of one of our conferences--he 
said publicly, “This is a revolutionary move in history. Now history will be taught this way. 
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This is a way of breaking through to a whole new approach.” That would be nice, I guess, 
to be cutting-edge in that sense. 

 
Starn: He was referring to--? 

 
Brentano: --to using primary sources for everything, and moving out of primary sources. The thing 

about, as I understand, this group of people who are writing, is 1) they talk about the way in 
which you teach freshman history, in a sense, but 2) how, in concentrating on these 
individual sources, you yourself find your interest and move into it. And that’s true of 
people like Jay and Adnan and Jason, to a certain extent. They move through the 
concentration they have in teaching to a concentration in their work. And that would be 
different. But I don’t think that’s particularly strong. I don’t think there is a very strong 
movement of a particular sort in Medieval, but that may just be because I’m not seeing it. 
The concentrations I know of are the ones that Tom, for example, is involved in--and rather 
unpopularly at the moment--that is, a concentration on the survival of Carolingian modes of 
governing into the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Whether or not there was a real failure of 
the sort that Duby saw in the Maconnais system of government, and a real rearrangement 
of government and how that affected people--that sort of thing. Those are periods in which 
I’m not interested; in particular, I’m interested in the later Middle Ages. 

 
In the later Middle Ages, the emphasis has been, to a certain extent, on pious women and on 
gender. Once it’s been seen, it seems to me, it’s extremely tedious. I think there’s been a 
great deal of rebellion--not, I think, among professional historians, but among my students- 
-against anything that has anything to do with women. That’s very unfortunate. I may have 
said this before. But because you see changes in the way in which people are pious or 
spiritual or religious much more easily and quickly in women than in men, because they 
don’t have the baggage of that formal education, or their extreme concern about preserving 
of property, because it’s a different sort of property, so they are freer, and so one can see 
more quickly and more elaborately things that are quite general to a society, if one 
examines the women who are very clearly visible. 

Starn: And the only women who are visible are religious women or women in the courts? 

Brentano: Not if one looks in the right way, it seems to me. I mean, it’s quite possible to look, as 
Barbara Hanawalt has with success, I think, with judicial records, particularly in coroner’s 
records, things of that sort, and you see a lot about women and even about their attitudes. 

Starn: And in testaments, of course, as you--. 

Brentano: Yes, yes. 

Starn: Then it’s sort of a backlash against Hildegard von Bingen, repeatedly. [Laughter] Brentano:

  Exactly. To half of the medievalists in the country, you say Hildegard of Bingen, and they 
light up like Christmas trees. On the other hand, the other half look like they’re ill. You 
hear an awful lot about Hildegard. 

 
Starn: What’s the background on this opposition? Is it a matter of surfeit or distortion? 
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Brentano: Oh, I don’t think it’s distortion. I guess it’s surfeit. I guess it’s the pulling women out of 

context and then being--that’s it! Treating a woman like Hildegard as if she were sacred. 
We ourselves, Gerry and I, directed a thesis on Hildegard recently, and the woman who 
dealt with our Hildegard dealt with her lineage, which was very refreshing although rather 
peculiar. But what I really was getting at--I may have said this before--is that in my own 
classes in the last year, that distaste for women’s history has gone. It’s as if the splurge of 
interest had not affected people. These people are too young to have been affected by it, 
and they can look at women’s history for the value it has in terms of what they are doing. 
Although that group of young historians which you see in history 4B, for example--one of 
them Roz [Rosalind Jaeger] is working on Matilda of Tuscany, but she’s such a strange 
woman, too. I mean, she [Matilda] is not part of this taste. And Kathleen [Stewart] is 
working on miracles of the Virgin, which of course is connected with it, but again in a 
rather specific way. But they are perfectly happy doing this. 

 
And the undergraduates in classes, again, are willing to at least look at women in 
connection with men. So I think the surfeit is over. But that has been the concentration of 
attention, if there is one, I think, in recent years: power, post-Carolingian power; late 
medieval pious women. 

 
Starn: You make a great effort in your lecturing, and I don’t know if that’s true in all of your work 

or not, but to de-sacralize ‘saints’ and holy people. This seems very important. 
 
Brentano: It is important. I think I don’t do it as much as I should, and particularly haven’t in this 4B. 

I think it’s important for them, for instance, not to think of Augustine as St. Augustine, not 
to think of Francis as St. Francis, but--unless they are dealing with things like canonization 
or cults--to deal with them as they seemed to themselves and to the people around them. 
One of the people in these talks discusses the way I use the Little Flowers of Saint Francis. 
I never use the Little Flowers of Saint Francis because they are saccharine; they are glazed. 
They are like those sort of half-candies that the Catholic church used to do in Italy. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: Yes. I think it is terribly important to de-sacralize it. 

 
Starn: Where do you think the secularization is going in medieval studies? I suppose, to social 

history? You blend social and church history in your best work, in all your work. 
 
Brentano: I try to. But it’s serious social history. I think, and I’ve been thinking this because I think 

about the available people in America in English history, because I hope English history-- 
although I’m afraid it won’t--will be continued at Berkeley because, partly, though I don’t 
think of tradition much, we have a great tradition in English history from the early 
twentieth century, with W. A. Morris and the people who followed him. He was one of the 
really significant early twentieth-century American medievalists, and he and his colleague 
at Colorado were the bright spots, from Europe’s point of view, of people who were here. 
And they are not connected with Haskins and that Harvard, but then Princeton, tradition of 
a certain kind of French medieval history, of straight interest in feudalism and power--and 
in the development of kingship. That’s the French. 

 
Starn: How would you describe Morris and his--? 
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Brentano: As if they were women, and you’ll see what I mean if you look at that paper, whatever that 

offprint is. As if they were women, they paid attention to detail, to economic history, and to 
social history in the narrow sense. And so, Morris’s most famous book about the English 
sheriff; to the year 1200, I think. And it’s a careful, close examination of an institution, 
using, according to my English teachers, a sort of panoramic view. It was possible for an 
American, because he wasn’t tied down to individual sources, but keeping the closeness of 
that work. And mostly, when I say it’s like women, it’s mostly like a couple of women who 
taught at Holyoke, and a whole bunch of Berkshire women in that generation. And they 
were in rebellion against the dominant French, big political, big governmental routines. 
They themselves didn’t get jobs in universities, as I’ve tried to explain, and they didn’t 
study for the most part in our big universities. They went to England, and they brought 
back a particularly fine, detailed, gritty, wry, tough kind of history, and these two 
westerners, but particularly Morris, was involved in that sort of thing, I think, and we are. 

 
At any rate, to go back: the English historians who seem to me most exciting at the moment 
who are working in this country are Hyams, who’s at Cornell, and works essentially, or has, 
on the way serfs and free peasants fit into the total structure, but with detail. And a guy 
named Stacy, who works on King Henry III’s finances, who is at Washington at the 
moment. And a woman named Mary Ann Kowaleski, who works on the actual social 
structure of small towns. Particularly, she has worked on the Devon coast, but she isn’t 
limited to that, a very careful observation of social and economic history and how it’s 
effective, and how country’s affected by the town, how that town, her towns in Devon, are 
affected by pirates and things of that sort. Very tough, gritty, social perspective. Who are 
the others who are most striking in English history? 

 
But there are few of us in English history. That is, I think, a turning away from overall 
structure, part of the return to political history. When Lynn Hunt first came to Berkeley, she 
had just finished her book on two towns and the way they were affected by the French 
Revolution, and the way that it was realizably and recognizably political history, although it 
sounds like social history, too, that was, we thought--or some of us thought--was going to be 
a great moment of revival for our department, which would return to political history, in a 
sense. But then when Lynn found she had done that, she moved on to other things. But the 
way Lynn was thinking in her first book was a way that was very much effective within 
English historians, now, I think, here. 

 
There is a tiredness with one of the kinds of history that I do, with a sort of gritty mentalité 
which I try--mentalité is way out. 

 
Starn: Yes. I haven’t heard it mentioned for a long time. 

Brentano: Not even in translation. Yes, exactly. 

Starn: So the state of the field is in flux, as usual. 
 
Brentano: Yes, and there aren’t enough jobs, and there is movement here, but I gather in talking at 

Kalamazoo, everyplace, against both early and European history. Something that really 
never happened in my lifetime here was a fight between Americans and Europeans. That is 
happening someplace because Americans dominate, I gather. But our closest allies as 
European historians have been American historians, who have found us useful. But I think 
there is a retreat generally, perhaps, from early history, and from European history, 
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although it will be necessary to a certain extent to teach. I think that one teaches more 
general things like revolution or hunger if one moves out of a specific field. And I think we 
will find jobs. I mean, specifically, if you move from being a pretty conventional 
thirteenth-century historian to working on hunger in general or on the plague in general, 
that sort of thing, I think it gives you freedom. 

 
Starn: Another thing. You mentioned--it was a question--in your 4B lecture--you asked how many 

of the class would like to see more Islamic sources. Is that a direction where medieval 
studies would go to, to move more into the East, with the same chronology? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Well, because of the connections. I mean, because they are connected, the two sides. 

 
Starn: It’s hasn’t moved much in that direction. 

 
Brentano: Oh, I think it has. Not in the distant past; in the past decade. More and more young 

students, for instance, are learning Arabic, which is absolutely crucial to a beginning. And 
actually, I think, the war in Afghanistan has made people aware of jobs, but also aware of 
the fact that so very few people can speak Parsi, can speak any Afghan, things of that sort, 
and it is exciting to them, and there’s a whole world that could be opened because of the 
connection, because Western historians and medievalists do have a basis from which they 
could move, which is different from local historians. I think Ottoman historians, for 
instance, are very close to us. They’ve got to be. 

 
Starn: There’s been more interest, do you think, also in eastern culture? For instance, the Ottoman 

court-- 
 
Brentano: I think in that kind of culture, in Near-Eastern and Middle-Eastern culture. There has been 

also more interest in Japanese culture and Chinese, and to a certain extent our students split 
themselves and do both. One of the male T.A’.s in 4B is in both Japanese and medieval 
western history. But the coincidence of chronology is much less significant if you do the 
Far East, because there’s no connection, or very little. I mean, there’s a Marco Polo sort of 
people, but there’s not a significant connection between the two societies, I think. Well, 
that’s not quite true. Once the thirteenth century opened the East to the West, there is a 
connection, but it really doesn’t matter if something happens in 1000--I think; this is pretty 
facile--but 1000 in Japan and 1000 in France. It really does matter what happens in 1000 in 
Baghdad and 1000 in Paris. 

 
Starn: Apart from the Crusades, what other reasons tied them together? 

 
Brentano: Trade. Spirituality, use of the Old Testament--you know, whole sets of things. 

Experimentation in natural sciences; whole masses of things. In the texts we are reading 
right now--the last texts in 4B--are texts in which relatively innocent--you think-- 
Westerners go to the East. One of the things that is so peculiar about it is they are 
constantly turning up old friends from Paris. There is a lot of interchange drive in the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries between the two, but I think it is naturally going that way. 
People always used to think that if they wanted to be medievalists, they had to learn at least 
Latin and German early, and if possible, Greek, and sometimes Hebrew. Now, our 
undergraduates realize that they should learn Arabic if they want to do Medieval. How this 
will affect the job market, I don’t know. It depends outside of us. We’re not much 
connected with it as teachers, but it depends upon how the world works. 
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Starn: Yes. In general, particularly since September 11, there’s more interest in studying--. 

Brentano: Non-American things, and Mid-eastern things. 

Starn: In spite of the Cheneys. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: What ever happened, Frances, to the Near East? We used to call the same places Near 

Eastern--. 
 

Starn: That’s right. I ask myself that question, too. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: Doug Friedman, a colleague in English, emeritus, is constantly saying when I see him 

repeatedly; he says to me, “What happened to the Renaissance? Why do we have to call it 
Early Modern?” Maybe it’s a similar question; I don’t know. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: I think that makes more sense. Where should we go? 

 
 
 
 

Using Eastern Sources in History 4B  
 
 
 

Starn: I’d like to know if you could imagine teaching 4B using more [eastern texts]-- 
 
Brentano: Yes. Well, we may do it next year. There are good collections. That’s one of the changes. 

I’d also like to change its type of focus next year. This was the most extremely source- 
oriented one I’ve ever had. There’s always been more context. 

 
Starn: Really? I thought that was typical. I didn’t realize-- 

 
Brentano: It’s more intense. We practically forbade them to read anything outside of the sources, and 

it’s had the effect, as you’ve heard, of their knowing a lot about those sources. I think I’d 
like to do fewer sources, in context of a different sort next year--at least the context of other 
sources, and that will make it quite easy to cut down the number of crusading chronicles we 
use and at least use one of those collections of sources. It’s difficult about the crusades, I 
gather from Leslie Pierce, particularly, well, from reading the things she reads--that, of 
course, from the Middle-Eastern and Near-Eastern side, they don’t look like crusades; they 
just look like war. So the development which led them to be considered crusades in the 
West didn’t, until relatively recently, affect the Middle East, just in time to have Bush’s 
comments be horrifying to the Middle East. 

 
But I can’t deal with them in quite the same way. And of course, I don’t read Arabic, and 
there’s no way that I think that I can learn to read enough Arabic to feel comfortable in the 
sources, so I would have to deal with it differently. I don’t really read Old French and I 
don’t really read Greek--Byzantine Greek--but I’m comfortable enough in them so that I 
can move around in them. 

 
Starn: You’re comfortable enough with translations or you’re--? 
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Brentano: I’m comfortable enough with the sources, so that when I use the translations, and they do, I 

feel I can quickly go to the original, or I can feel I know what’s happening in the original. 
I’m not a good linguist, but it’s not as good for me as Latin or as Italian, because then I feel 
much more comfortable with the original. But to work with something in a language that 
you didn’t know, don’t know and have never known, is awfully distant. I worry about our 
students; that’s the biggest worry about the kind of sources we use, because they are all in 
translation. That’s one of the reasons that Margery Kempe when we get to her is a help 
because they can read her original, or her scribe’s original, and it makes a lot of difference 
for them--although of course they understand what she’s saying much better if they read the 
translation than the original, in some senses. But in some senses--in my sense, in which 
every word counts--a tremendous amount is lost in translation, and in some of the 
translations we use it’s extremely annoying, because they are trying to be close to us, as if 
we were English schoolboys in 1935 or something, and so they play little games and use 
little English phrases and talk about cricket, that sort of junk. 

 
Starn: It gets between the source and the reader. 

 
Brentano: At least I’ve warned them there’s something between them, so I have to be hesitant in my 

own use of sources that are essentially--the ones we’d use would be essentially Arabic, not 
more unusual languages, I think--but on the other hand, I can borrow people or have T.A.’s 
who can do this. 

 
Starn: Do you know of this being done in other medieval survey courses elsewhere? 

 
Brentano: I think it is, because a lot of survey courses, medieval or general, immediately rearrange 

themselves for what Bisson would call, pretending that he disapproved of it, “trendy” ideas. 
Maybe you don’t know; you’ve not looked at this sort of book probably, but there are little 
sub-chapters which say “women in this period” and little sub-chapters which say-- they 
don’t say non-Caucasians--they say “minority races in this era.” You know, that sort of 
thing. “The Peasant.” And they just stick them in. And to a certain extent, that’s what’s 
happened to Near-Eastern and Mid-Eastern things. 

 
Starn: Subaltern studies now, or something else in that sense? 

 
Brentano: That’s right. I’m involved in it, so I’m being very nice about it. We think, generally, more 

of that--that’s true of the things you’ve said--but particularly of seeing history from as 
underneath as you can get, not just looking at kings and queens, which isn’t very much 
done, I guess, although the students do love it. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: That’s one thing that is eternal. 

 
 
 
 

The Question of Influence and Formation of Scholars 
 
 
 
Brentano: You asked me to think if there were people who were influenced by me. It’s a little difficult 

to tell if it’s influence, or it’s just that people agree, but it seemed to me that the people who 
talked at Kalamazoo in our groups were people who have essentially the same approach to 
teaching general courses, and who are very similar to me in many ways, very similar to me 
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in how they write history. But I think that’s not necessarily influence. Much more is, I 
think, that we found ourselves congenial. They also come to Berkeley because, in a way, 
particularly with Bisson and Caspary and me, the Berkeley way was one which led them 
naturally in that direction, and people had already chosen it. Or their teachers were 
sympathetic with what we did, so I can’t say that it’s influence, particularly. 

 
Starn: Were these people--were they undergraduates with you? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Well, that’s true. Jason, for example, was an undergraduate with me, and his attitude 

toward history and art history is very much influenced by this, but in a very non-disciple-y 
sort of way. And that was one of the things rather confusing about Kalamazoo, because 
they naturally, being historians and controlled by history, thought that what you do on an 
occasion like this, I suppose, is disciple yourself. 

 
Starn: Of course. 

 
Brentano: So that it was pleasing and flattering, and in some way basically false. 

 
Starn: I think that’s part of your self-deprecation. 

 
Brentano: Well, it’s such a comfortable position to feel. [Laughter] 

 
 
 
 

The Reshaping of History 4B 
 
 
 

Starn: Many of the former students at Kalamazoo had agreed, had in fact written, essays in this 
volume, which is in your honor. It’s not a festschrift. 

 
Brentano: Well, it’s in the honor of History 4B, in a sense, and I found that very exciting--to have a 

course be something that people honored was very nice. And throughout the period of 4B, I 
didn’t teach it by myself. Finally Bisson taught it, Caspary taught it, Peter Brown taught it 
--it was never so beautifully taught as by Peter--so a bunch of us had worked with it, and 
now Geoff Koziol teaches it. 

 
I designed the course because in 1965 we were reacting to the demands of the students, I 
think, and to seeing what of the things they demanded, what really made sense to us--I 
think that’s what we felt, at least in European history. And the way in which we were 
teaching Western Civ did seem, to me I’m sure, and to the people around me, seemed 
artificial. We were glancing from great period and great source, to great period and great 
source. Loads of fun to teach Thucydides and Sophocles and Tacitus and even Virgil or 
Ovid, but the way we taught it, we were just glancing. And the courses were huge. There 
really were thirteen hundred people in the course. That, even if you break it up into 
sections, but sections taught by T.A.’s who had no idea what we were talking about, often, 
because they were specialists in something quite else--particularly, I can remember 
specialists in Russian history just being baffled by anything we were talking about. So it 
worked out very badly. 
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## 
 
Brentano: Gender is important in this just as it is in the later Middle Ages, it seems, and I think this 

will probably change as woman are more fully integrated into the academy, but it seems 
easier for women to move, to not be caught in old patterns and to imagine things with their 
students, I think because they have carried less of the baggage of self-assurance of what 
history should be, maybe. There is something that makes it seem to me a bit easier. 

 
Starn: They’re more non-authoritarian--? 

 
Brentano: Good. That’s right. Thanks. But the trouble was that an authoritarian and limited historian 

who worked in something like the Russian Revolution, which is a good thing to work in for 
us [medievalists] because it has so many connections, will feel that if he knows fifteen facts 
about the fourteenth century, that those are the facts that must be known by the students 
he’s teaching. He doesn’t have the freedom of somebody who knows the field. And that 
was all true of the old 4B course. 

 
The new course was meant to be short and intense and to deal with sources, although I 
don’t think that 4C and 4A did it quite the same way, or 4D. But it broke the thing up into 
pieces, and that’s how the course was started. And so the people like Gene Brucker--and if 
you looked at those letters, you see how involved he is with it, as I am in trying to explain 
to him--and I and Dick Herr, and when he came, Peter [Brown] were very involved in the 
shaping of it. Tom Bisson, at first, didn’t want ever to teach it--or any freshman history-- 
because he had been unpleasantly burned by his other teaching experience. 

 
Starn: Student responses? 

 
Brentano: No, by his department’s responses when he was at Brown. I don’t know if one can say this 

sort of scandalous thing, but we can see. Brown needed a post for Bryce Lyon, who wanted 
to get out of Berkeley, and they had Tom as a non-tenured person, whose scholarship was 
already very beautiful in a conventional way, but in the best sense of that word, and who 
was a very serious teacher. But to make him seem inadequate they had to attack his 
teaching, and it affected him very badly. He was reassured about himself because of his 
time at Swarthmore between Brown and here, but it had been--. 

 
Starn: How long was he at Swarthmore? 

 
Brentano: Oh, a long time. Maybe seven years. Is that possible? He told me just the other day, and 

I’ve forgotten. But at any rate, he didn’t want to teach this course. And in a sense, it’s 
against the way--he doesn’t like broad generalizations unless they are very closely 
controlled by social-scientific methods. But Gerry was pretty easily and early committed to 
it when he came. But Peter--ah, Peter!--was fantastic at teaching this course, fantastic in 
two ways: when you listened to him teaching the lectures or saw them reflected in his 
students when he was teaching them, it was something so beautiful. He didn’t teach the 
same period. He essentially stopped around the year 1000. But he did, in a way, go up to 
1300. But beyond that, beyond the fact that it was so wonderful and beautiful, it was so 
memorable to the students. They became really involved with the sources he taught and 
carried them into upper-division courses that I taught. I never taught after anyone who had 
so positively affected undergraduate students in terms of the way they would grow as Peter. 
And that’s rather surprising because Peter is a pretty enclosing teacher and scholar. 
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Starn: Yes, yes. 
 
Brentano: He doesn’t really seem to give freedom, but he did to these pupils. It was thrilling. But at 

any rate, we did craft that course, and it is about the course. 
 

Starn: That’s generous of you to say about Peter because I think it must have been hard to have 
someone come in from outside and then leave, too. 

 
Brentano: You know, you’d think that would be hard, and it was hard in some senses. Peter is so 

graceful that he can--I saw Peter O’Toole on television the other day, and it reminded me, 
partly just because Peter O’Toole pretends, at least, to be Irish, and I guess Peter Brown 
does, too--but there is just a way in which he is so graceful, as he looks into your eyes, and 
talks to you about it, you cannot be upset by whatever he’s doing. [Laughter] It’s true. 

 
 
 
 

More About Brentano Students  
 
 
 

Starn: We were going to talk more about students who have been influenced by you. Are there 
some more you would be willing to admit follow your lead? 

 
Brentano: Well, I guess all the people in here [referring to collection of papers, turning pages] will be. 

Well, I can say that Amy Remensnyder was not influenced by me at all. 

Starn: She’s now at Brown, yes? 

Brentano: Yes. Katherine Christensen does work that’s related to mine, but she is very different. 
Adnan [Husain] is influenced by me a lot. Adnan came from Deep Springs, in which I was 
interested because some of my very closest friends when I was young, including my 
favorite roommate, came from Deep Springs, and it’s always interested me. Deep Springs 
in Bishop, California. It’s a two-year college for which people are chosen by the Telluride 
Association. Maybe it has particular connections with schools like Swarthmore, with 
Quaker schools, I think with Cornell. Not normally with us, although Fred Balderston is a 
trustee and very much involved in it. But it is free and yet it’s intense and it is in a secular 
way very spiritual. 

 
Starn: Is it an undergraduate--? 

 
Brentano: First two years. Junior college, and then they have to go. They have to be selected. You 

can’t apply simply and go; and it’s very limited in numbers. 
 

Starn: Is it on a ranch? 
 
Brentano: Yes. And that’s what they do. 

 
Starn: Do you know an anthropologist named Peter Redfield? I think he taught there. 
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Brentano: Very likely. And people come in--they don’t, I think, get tenure. They come in for a few 

years, and they teach everything. It’s intensely effective upon the people--or has been, on 
the people I’ve known. 

 
Starn: And Adnan was there. 

 
Brentano: And so I was interested in him because he came from them. He started working in 

Medieval immediately when he got here, so I’ve known him from the time he got here. And 
we’ve influenced each other, I think. But he also did, with one other student, a very intense 
Anglo-Saxon kingship and government sort of reading course with me. And Adnan--I 
guess this is true of all the people with whom I’ve worked most successfully --can only 
demand more things to read, more things to read and never possibly think three hundred 
pages was too much for one week, which most people do. That makes a difference. 

 
Starn: A propos, how are you able to gauge how much an undergraduate class like your 4B is 

going to be able to read, be willing to read? 
 
Brentano: By the constant complaints of the T.A.’s that there is too much when there is too much. By 

the fact that they don’t do the reading. I don’t know. 
 

Starn: You’ve had enough practice that you make an educated guess. 
 
Brentano: I don’t think that’s the same problem. They do read less. Well, that’s not true. In recent 

years they’ve read less than people assume they read in earlier years. Somebody, Rudi at 
Wisconsin said--. 

 
Starn: Rudi Lindner? 

 
Brentano: Yes. He used to make them read easily two hundred pages a week. Now he’s happy with 

thirty-five and a lot of pictures. And that’s, I think, an exaggeration. Obviously Berkeley 
has been fortunate across the board in history in maintaining standards that are not 
maintained at other universities, I think. If that is standards; I mean, the amount of work 
that people are willing to do, the intensity of their work. We have, as you know--you can 
look them [in 4B lectures]--we have people who are primarily interested in football. I don’t 
think there are any major football players in that group. And there are, you know, all sorts 
of people who are not deeply committed, but in a sense they have chosen that course. They 
know what it’s like from the beginning, but on the whole they want to do more than is 
demanded of them, I think. And I think that’s pretty true across the board, at least in the 
kinds of history I know, or whose professors I know. 

 
I think Carla [Hesse], for example, is a superb teacher I know only by results and by her 
examinations. She’s never unreasonable, from a student’s point of view I think, in her 
demands, but she is able to make it seem that this is the way that you get to know 
Rousseau; that’s just it. You do it. She’s so convincing that I can’t imagine resisting her. I 
think we have been very lucky in this, and some neighboring departments keep this up. 
English does, I think, and to a certain extent Classics does, I think, too. 

 
Starn: There isn’t a move toward multi-media presentations? I mean, the text stays important. Of 

course, it’s harder to find alternatives in the Middle Ages. 
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Brentano: I think in most of us, that you know and that I know, would think that they would ideally 

use slides, certainly a lot more than I’m doing in this course. But that’s not very multi- 
media, although it’s done with some more modern techniques. 

 
Starn: Well, it was very effective to show Charles of Anjou-- 

Brentano: I hope you thought so. 

Starn: --While you talked about kingship and individuals. 
 
Brentano: It’s a wonderful piece of sculpture, isn’t it? And it is true, you feel so sorry for people in 

other countries who don’t have the talents of Italians. In terms of painting, England is very 
strong at least, and France is. 

 
Starn: Back to your students? 

 
Brentano: Okay. [consults list] Jennifer [Heindl] is influenced by me; Jason [Glenn] is. In a way Sam 

[Collins] is. Victoria [Morse] certainly is. I think Bill [North] is. They’re influenced in a 
way. Amy is not at all. And I think Jay was pretty normally formed. 

 
Starn: Jay was normally formed? [Laughter] What do you mean? 

 
Brentano: I mean, he was already in full blossom by the time I saw him. Helen Sillett and Carole 

Straw are different, and in a sense typical. I first noticed Helen most strongly in a course in 
which she was with Adnan, for example, among others. It was an upper division course in 
medieval English history. I first noticed her--she came as a junior college transfer--when 
she wrote a paper on Anselm that was just spectacular. She was my undergraduate student 
but quite clearly destined for intellectual history and for Gerry, so she’s Gerry’s student 
really. But she was someone whom I got to see first, and the same was true of Carole Straw. 
Particularly I was thinking of Carole as I talked about Helen, actually. They have similar 
minds, a little like Kathleen’s [Stewart]--a kind of mind that really can only be fully used, I 
think, in formal intellectual history, not in my sort of history. 

 
As you know, John Tuthill was a particular problem because he was very much influenced 
by me in terms of teaching. He transferred from Columbia after his master’s and was 
already--. 

 
Starn: He transferred to be with you, too. I talked to him about that. He came out and met you 

before he actually transferred. 
 
Brentano: Well, I didn’t know that, but I did know that he came, and he had particularly worked with 

someone that I like and know well. My influence on him was certainly in life negative, 
because he taught exactly as I did in a sense--. 

 
Starn: He said once that you chastised him for imitating your self-deprecation, [laughter] which I 

thought was very funny. 
 
Brentano: I didn’t know that. But at any rate, as I think I’ve said to you earlier, he was--I haven’t seem 

him for a long time--a very serious young man who felt his obligation to the South and to 
the poor educational institutions of the South, so that he didn’t exactly choose to go to a 
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bad place, but he went to a couple of bad places in a row in which--and this was a constant 
problem in those days, when old people, or not very old, had gotten jobs in a slack market 
and were less talented and less intelligent than the young people we sent to them, and they 
resented the young people who came-- 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: Even when they behaved well. 

 
Starn: Of course. 

 
Brentano: And John insisted upon teaching from sources, and that really cost him job after job. They 

were jobs he shouldn’t have had. 
 

Starn: He was at Blackburn for a while, wasn’t he? 
 
Brentano: That’s right, and that wasn’t too bad. I’m not sure. It was Northern Alabama that I think 

was really particularly awful, and I think that the chair of the department so tortured him by 
having him to dinner and praising him and then saying, “If we could lead you away” and 
blah, blah, blah. 

 
So my influence on him was very much, and his on me. Because--I don’t know if I said this 
before--he comes from Atlanta, and I hoped very much he would get the Emory job that I 
didn’t take. It wouldn’t have been the professorship, but I just meant teaching, because his 
family is very Atlantan, and while I was there, John Tuthill’s mother sort of adopted me--a 
lot of people adopt you when you are a temporary bachelor. I don’t think that happens to 
women, does it? 

 
Starn: I wouldn’t know. 

 
Brentano: If you were temporarily alone for, say, three months, I don’t think that people would swarm 

in and say, now, are you eating regularly? 
 

Starn: I think this is a generational generalization here. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: Okay. I’ll take it back. At any rate, she was certainly good to me. I knew the family and 

they were connected with other Atlantans who were connected with Emory, so I was aware 
that the South that he came from was not the South that he tried to apply himself to, but 
that’s because he was a good type. But he was too much influenced by me. 

 
It’s possible that Helen, who is now giving up teaching and going to law school, I think, but 
is going with a very, very intelligent young man whom she essentially met in a 283 that 
Beth and I taught--she’s very influenced by us, I think. 

 
Again, Nancy Partner is a case. She is very much like me in all sorts of ways when she 
writes. She’s not very much like me in person. But I don’t think that’s influence. I think 
that’s similarity. Can we stop talking about this? It’s embarrassing. 

 
Starn: You’ve been very patient, really. 



254  
 



255  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

X. BERKELEY, TAIPEI, GERMANY, IN THE 1990s 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 10: May 16, 2002] ## 
 

Starn: Last week, we ended with your views on the direction of medieval studies, and today we 
will probably concentrate more on practical aspects of university life, particularly on your 
year as chair of the Academic Senate from 1998 to 1999. 

 
But first, before we get into that, would you talk a little bit about some interesting programs 
and events in the mid-nineties, such as the conference in Taipei in January, 1994? 

 
 
 
 

Berkeley Historians in Taipei 
 
 
 
Brentano: It was, I thought, a very interesting idea that Yeh Wen Hsin, my colleague, worked out for 

eight of us from the Berkeley department to talk to a similar number of people from the 
Academia Sinica in the University of Taipei about formation of states, formation of groups 
who had state kinds of power. In my particular case, I was talking about the connection 
between religion and the formation of state and the idea of a state in thirteenth-century Italy 
and fourteenth-century England. 

 
I misunderstood the kind of conflict within the conference that we were supposed to 
expect. I thought it would be a conflict between supporters of Mainland China and 
supporters of the Taipei government, and my papers were written to suggest the way in 
which the sharpness of that conflict could be an advantage in coming to an agreement 
between the two sides, because the issues would be so clearly outlined. And that’s what I 
was trying to talk about in my paper. In fact, the papers, it seemed to me, were a little too 
complex and understated, I suppose, to make the point clear. But I thought it would be wise 
to be understated about something-- 

 
Starn: Your paper was too understated? 
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Brentano: Yes, yes. I thought that I should understate that. I try to, I guess, often. I didn’t want to be 

inflammatory. But in fact the conflict between the various relatively indigenous groups on 
the island of Taiwan-- 

 
Starn: Taiwanese, in other words? 

 
Brentano: Yes, but that’s a complicated term in itself because there were very different beginnings, 

between people relatively aboriginal--relatively--and people who came in the sixteenth, 
seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, and the Kuomintang, most recently. And so, what I 
had to say was not pertinent, really, because their conflict is so complex and obscure, quite 
unlike the conflict with Mainland China. But it indeed was very interesting because we did 
meet and spend time--I guess it was about five or six days--with the people in the Sinica 
and with leaders of the Taiwanese community, because of Yeh’s position on the island-- 

 
Starn: Yeh Wen Hsin’s family’s position? 

 
Brentano: Members of the family, not the immediate family always, held, then at least, a number of 

ministerial posts, and they talked to us freely about things. They were rather interesting and 
startling. But it was the most significantly foreign conference I’ve ever been to. Unlike 
Western European, or English, or American conferences. 

 
Starn: Were you there long enough to understand these groupings and the conflicts? 

 
Brentano: As was predicted, the conflicts were apparent in the actual meetings, because people stood 

up and made denouncing speeches; they normally had to be translated to us. Some of the 
people spoke in English, but in general they didn’t. But they also had to be translated to 
each other. 

 
Starn: The dialects are that strong? 

 
Brentano: Well, like dialects, I guess, on the mainland, which definitely have to be translated to each 

other, as you see on Chinese television. You look at the subtitles on Chinese television, 
which seem perfectly the same Chinese as the sort of Chinese that is being spoken, but 
which must indicate, to the people who are listening, a dialect which is unintelligible to 
them. I didn’t think it was that strong, but the way in which people who are relatively 
indigenous Taiwanese seemed to speak, and the way in which perfectly cultivated 
Mandarin speakers from the government spoke, were quite different. 

 
Starn: There were government representatives who were your counterparts? 

 
Brentano: No. All the people who represented the new Taiwan were governmentally connected 

because they fled with the Kuomintang from China, which just meant that in that sense, 
they were of a Mandarin-speaking group. 

 
Starn: Was this all Taiwanese and American at the conference? 

Brentano: No, there were some mainland Chinese. 

Starn: And other Westerners besides Berkeley people? 
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Brentano: No. Completely Berkeley. 
 

Starn: Was it arranged by Yeh Wen Hsin, you said? 
 
Brentano: Yes. Evidently it was arranged by her, and by Fred Wakeman, who was also among those 

there. But yes, it was all Berkeley, and Berkeley essentially of Yeh Wen’s choice rather than 
necessarily obvious people, so it was sort of exciting for us. 

 
Starn: Yes, I can imagine. Your paper, however, made some interesting autobiographical 

connections with your early experience with religion and community. 
 
Brentano: It seems to me, in a way that I hadn’t realized until I was writing the paper, that there’s a 

quite close connection between the sort of things--it seems obvious--that interest me in 
history and the things that interested me when I was a child. 

 
 
 
 

“Autobiography and Memory,” an Unpublished Talk 
 
 
 

Starn:      That leads a little bit toward the paper you gave the next year at the Medieval Academy, 
your paper on autobiography and memory. You were probably talking mostly about this 
work in progress? 

 
Brentano: Yes, indeed I was. I wasn’t talking about my autobiography then at all. It was, I thought, for 

me, and I’m sorry I don’t have a copy to hand, but one of the nicest papers I’ve given, and 
certainly as I said to Paul Hyams afterward--Paul Hyams is a complex but very powerful 
medieval English historian who teaches at Cornell, who is English--I really hoped it would 
be the paper in which I sort of broke through, and everyone would stand with tears in their 
eyes and cheering and waving, James Cagney and Jimmy Stewart in the air. [Laughter] It 
didn’t work out quite like that, but for me it worked out very well, and it represented 
exactly what I thought my book was going to be about at that time. 

 
It isn’t what my book will really be. It doesn’t represent that shape, but it was the nicest 
gathering of information and ideas that I’d had, and it was successful, and it did propel me 
forward into the situation in which I am now. But ‘autobiography and memory’ doesn’t 
describe what I’m working on now. What I’m working on now is autobiographical 
structure of chronicle. Just moving it forward. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: If I don’t write it down quickly, it will move forward again, so I’ve got to-- [Laughter] 

Starn: Where is this paper? I haven’t been able to locate it. 

Brentano: It’s lost. Under the stuff that fell down when a bookcase just collapsed. [Laughter]. 
Literally true. 

 
Starn: It was not published? 
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Brentano: No. They suggested obviously publishing it, but I just didn’t want it published at that 

moment. 
 

Starn: So some future archaeologist will find it. 
 
Brentano: No, I think it will be inherent in the book itself, so it won’t need to be published. [Laughter] 

Starn: Well, that’s good. So it’s not totally lost. 

Brentano: Yes. Because of its existence in that year, it was one of the reasons that my presidential 
address--which you’ve read--had to be so slight, because I couldn’t really talk about the 
book again. 

 
Starn: Yes. [Laughs] You were very graceful about that. That was in your “Preferences in 

History” piece, wasn’t it? 

Brentano: Yes. 

 
 
 

A Colloquium in Germany  
 
 
 

Starn: The following year you went to a colloquium in Munich on “Knowledge and Space, the 
Medieval University and Space.” 

 
Brentano: Sheldon Rothblatt organized it. He chose me simply because of favoritism of some sort. 

 
I don’t work on the medieval university at all, but I thought about it a lot, since I lived in a 
medieval university for three years, and I look at the medieval universities of Padua and 
Bologna. I was interested in doing it. What he hadn’t told me then was that a real expert on 
medieval universities--but not interested in space in quite the same way--would be present 
and commenting on the paper, but it didn’t work out badly. [Laughter] It was a surprise. 

 
Starn: Who was that that commented? 

 
Brentano: Hilda Symons, who was Belgian Dutch. She has two names--Symons is her husband-- and 

moves back and forth between the two. He himself is a Belgian historian who is a serious 
editor, of the Oxford History of Medieval Universities. But it was an interesting and 
pleasant talk. The other people involved in the conference--German and variously 
continental European, and American, were not particularly historians, and they certainly 
were generally medievalists. It worked out well. It was interesting as you suggested, and as 
other people suggested, to go to Germany. I had not been there in the war. I was only in the 
Pacific in the war, and after the war. I had never been to Germany at all then, before that. 

 
Starn: I thought you had been when you were at Oxford? 

 
Brentano:      No, never went. I went to Austria but never to Germany--because of the biases that we had 

then. And after we were married, when we were young, we didn’t go to Germany. Finally, 
we went to Frankfurt; we didn’t buy German things. And, as a matter of fact, once when we 
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had to go on a train through Germany, Carroll, my wife, actually pulled down the shades, as 
if we were Lenin, or something--which we’d like to have been. 

 
At any rate, I was startled by the pleasantness of Munich and all those things that are 
attractive in a German society. It was in lilac time and we were in a suburb. Munich could 
not have been more beautiful, its museum more inviting, its trams easier to use, all those 
things that are true of Germany. But on the other hand, when we were in the botanical 
gardens, that are particularly pleasant, there is a circular cement area near it--and there, 
sitting around the circle on the curb, a bench-like cement curb, were lots of young German 
families and their children, friendly and smiling, and just as I was standing in the middle of 
them, I had one of those flashbacks you have: memories of the Germany you thought of 
existing during the war, in which all those people would rise up and find an extraneous 
person unnecessary and remove them. But it was an interesting thing. 

 
Starn: Was it something about that particular image, the circle and the order that brought it to 

mind? Why did you think of that? 
 
Brentano: From films I saw--I don’t remember. 

 
Starn: Leni Riefenstahl, maybe? 

 
Brentano: Something like that. I used to work a lot in Rome at the German Institute, which was, in the 

time I worked in it, on the Corso Vittorio Emmanuele. And it was a very important place 
for me because in a way I had some recognition of the great historians who worked there. 
But also, as I worked in the sort of room that had catalogs, everything was particularly 
quiet. The file cases, the drawers came out quietly, went back in--and then I did have a 
flashback, to German submarine films we saw during the war. It was just like being in a 
German submarine--the Germans being very, very quiet, on an unspeaking basis, moving 
around. But I guess it is a fact that the German Institute--and German friends--broke my 
resistance. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: And then we bought a Volkswagen. [Laughter] 

Starn: You didn’t visit any ancestral Brentano sites? 

Brentano: Later I visited a not-connected-with-us center, where Brentanos came from, in Tremezzo-- 
near Como in Italy. 

 
Starn: I don’t think I’ve heard you mention that before. Tremezzo? It’s north of Como in the 

mountains? 
 
Brentano: Yes, it’s on the lake. It’s right across from Bellagio. And I’ve gone to the place that my 

grandfather actually came from, which was Hohenem, which is in the Vorarlberg. 
 

Starn: There were no monuments? 
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Brentano: [Chuckles] No. I went partly to use my German, which I had been studying in Oxford, but 

since the place was controlled by the French at that time, almost everything official was in 
French [laughter]. 

 
 
 
 

California History Social Science Project 
 
 
 

Starn: Well, back in Berkeley, you were the co-site director for the California History Social 
Science project. 

 
Brentano: That was a disastrous thing for me. I had expected it to be as effective and pleasant as it had 

been in the summer institute that we had, the one that was, again, organized by Sheldon 
Rothblatt, which was an institute that was set up theoretically by the School of Education, 
which had very little to do with it, and the history department, in which we taught. 

 
Starn: Oh yes. 

 
Brentano: I guess we talked about that. And I was prepared to enjoy this one as much. I started 

working after the other site director--the non-academic one--had been chosen. Her 
ambitions for the school and mine--although I started collecting a group of people who 
would have worked in it--were so different from each other that I decided that the only 
thing I could do was either spend my time fighting or resign. And I decided to resign. She 
needed the job. The expectations were very low, and that’s one of the problems, I think, that 
has to do with cooperation between schoolteachers, California schools, high schools and 
grade schools, and the university. That is, twice at least in my recent experience, as in the 
last ten years, I ran into schoolteachers who simply assumed that the university is a bad 
teaching organization, and that what it needs is to pay attention to the high school and 
grade school teachers--and not that the university is an institution which can offer kinds of 
excitement to school teaching that might not occur to people who did it every day. 

 
And so, as an example--which is peripheral, I suppose--one of the people I wanted to 
involve was Professor [Tabitha] Kanogo, because I thought it would be valuable for her to 
advise and to come to classes which could talk about Kenya. But in fact, the school’s plan, 
because they have a formal plan that they have to follow, planned to use a specific West 
African country as their African country of the year, or those years--I think they had chosen 
Ghana--and they couldn’t adjust, or think of adjusting to using the people we have. 

 
Starn: That’s just one example. 

 
Brentano: One more example. I talked to my son, who goes to different kinds of seminars which talk, 

and when they suddenly turn out to be interesting, they quickly convert them, or can, into 
some papers which they can publish. I suggested that in one of our immigration-and- 
immigrants seminars which we were planning with people from our department, who had 
dealt with things related, with minorities and immigration, people like [Yuri] Slezkine--he’s 
the one who sticks out in my mind just at the moment--and Tabitha Kanogo. If we had a 
conference and papers that turned out to be interesting, we could publish them informally. 
And my co-worker said, “Oh, why would anyone want to listen to or read the professors’ 
papers? Surely if you want to have the schoolteachers’ reaction, it would be interesting, but 
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not the papers themselves.” I realized it was just hopeless, and so I got out. So it was 
important to me, and it was negative, and it was a surprise, because with the people who 
organized from Los Angeles, and with Alex Saragoza, who was the person who had been 
doing this on campus, I was chosen with the very full knowledge of what I was like, and so 
I expected that it would be different. But they had employed the non-academic director 
first, and she had very strong ideas. There were a lot of sort of suppers. 

 
Starn: Was that the high-school teacher’s program which is mentioned later, the California 

History Social Science Project, is it? 
 
Brentano: It wasn’t--it was K-12, and that’s of course one of the problems, except that the lower plan 

for teaching K-3 or K-5--those plans are really quite interesting now-- 
 

Starn: Which plans? 
 
Brentano: The plans that have exactly to do with some things that we in Berkeley think about a lot, 

about connecting the individual student with projects that have to do with genealogy 
through his own or her own family, neighborhood development with his or her own 
neighborhood--that is, history from the local level up, which seems to me a sensible way to 
go. And that can be made intensely exciting with good direction. I hoped that would be 
true, but it didn’t seem to me then to be possible. Although Jon Gjerde has carried it on--he 
was one of the people whom I selected originally. 

 
Starn: I’ve listened to one of the programs when David Keightley was giving a talk, and it seemed 

to work very well. 
 
Brentano: Well, anything David Keightley does works well. 

 
 
 
 

A Reluctant Philosopher 
 
 
 

Starn: You mentioned just in passing that you were elected to the American Philosophical Society 
in 1996. 

 
Brentano: It did not have any resonance in my life. 

 
Starn: No. [Laughter] Nothing whatsoever? They are not interesting meetings? 

 
Brentano: I’ve never been to one, and there is something that I should say had a little resonance. It 

made me feel what I think. You have to write an acceptance. I wrote mine, and the secretary 
whose name I don’t remember, the formal secretary, wrote back and said that sort of 
informal acceptance would not do, that this was an institution which had been joined by 
people like Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson. 

 
Starn: Pull your socks up, Professor Brentano! [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: It encouraged my distance from the organization. On the other hand, one of the people 

whom I most admire on campus, Murray Emeneau, who is 96 or 98, who is a teacher of 
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Sanskrit, whom I see maybe once or twice a year, because he was a faculty research 
lecturer and he always comes to those things--in fact that little angel over there in the 
corner, he gave me because I was the medievalist and new; he expected me to be able to 
date it, virtually [laughter]. 

 
Starn: Where had he bought it? 

 
Brentano: I don’t know. Junk shop, somebody gave it to him. He decided it was for me. He keeps 

urging me to go because he keeps saying--he’s from the Northeast, I think he’s from Nova 
Scotia, I believe, or New Brunswick--he keeps saying they pay for everything. 

 
Starn: That was never enough inducement. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: No, you had to get there, in the end. [Chuckles] But no, it didn’t have any resonance. 

Neither it or another thing to which I was elected. I mentioned I saw Michael Baxandall 
after he had just been elected to the same thing, and I congratulated him, and he said, “Oh, 
thank you, but you know, I’m not at all the senatorial type.” And I felt that’s the way I 
wanted to be-- [Laughter] 

 
Starn: You can’t remember which particular organization it was [laughter] so obviously that had 

no resonance for you either. 
 
Brentano: No. 

 
 
 
 

Work with Re-entry Students and Students with Disabilities 
 
 
 

Starn: Then you were history department liaison for re-entry students, and also for the office for 
students with disabilities. 

 
Brentano: Yes, I’d worked a lot--I don’t know how it started--with people with disabilities. I seem to 

have a lot in my class. And then I became interested in re-entry partly because I knew and 
did work with Helen Johnson, who is its director. It’s a group of faculty members off and 
on that I have worked with a lot. Julia Bader in English is particularly close to it. 

 
Starn: How long has it been going? 

 
Brentano: I guess now it must have been going about twenty years. And they do quite remarkable 

work for people by making them comfortable, by protecting them, by telling them what 
their rights and interests are. And if they have trouble, trying to see what’s causing their 
trouble, and also contributing sorts of tutoring and-- 

 
Starn: Mentoring? 

 
Brentano: Mentoring, yes, but in various ways. And the disabilities people work very hard to make 

the people with disabilities who are in classes fit into them easily, but also they protect the 
people who have real disabilities from people who have lesser ones by demanding a kind of 
letter service-- 



263  
 
 

Starn: I’m sorry. Letter service? 
 
Brentano: I should explain what I mean. They write form letters from the office, which the student is 

supposed to bring to the professor if there is some reason why the student can’t do normal 
work with a recognized kind of disability, and needs extra time for exams, things of that 
sort. Or if the student is deaf, has an interpreter present, that sort of thing. They try to 
regularize it without making it too stiff, in a way that never pleases anyway. But 
particularly when I was chair of the senate, I worked with them closely and tried to further 
connections between the offices and the departments, and between actual teachers and the 
offices. Actual teachers didn’t seem interested until they had real problems, when they 
could prepare for the problems, and perhaps that’s just as well. But I have been very, very 
interested in those two groups. So, because of that, I was made liaison when it seemed to be 
necessary because a member of our department had a scene with a deaf student and her 
interpreter, so it made the department chair and vice-chair more sensitive to what was 
going on. 

Starn: Do you think part of your activism with disabled students is connected with Rob, your son? 

Brentano: Yes. It’s my experience, at least, that almost all the people who were very actively 
connected with disabilities, unless they went to schools of education and specialized in 
special education or some sort of other intellectual reason, almost always have a family 
member or friend who has had disabilities, and they are rather transferable. There is not 
very much similar between an incredibly intelligent blind or deaf student and a person with 
Down Syndrome as my son is, but the reaction of parents is similar--except of course that 
people who have physical disabilities, or their protectors, are constantly drumming on the 
fact that they are not in any way mentally disabled. That’s sort of unpleasant for people 
who are dealing with mentally disabled. But yes, I think there is a connection. 

Starn: And there is a unified effort to make student and campus life accessible for both? Brentano:

 No. I, unlike some people, don’t think people who are definitely in the old-fashioned sense 
retarded, are made any happier by being brought onto campus--with learning problems, 
like dyslexia, yes. But the campus is after all a place where people’s minds are trained, and 
if minds are significantly different, it’s not sensibly a place for them--although there are, in 
some California state universities, and in some of the junior colleges, I believe, programs 
that work awfully well. The College of Marin certainly has one, and I’m pretty sure that 
Diablo Valley does, too. 

 
Starn: So there are specially calibrated programs--. 

 
Brentano: Yes, that’s right. And they do work wonderfully well, because there are all sorts of 

intellectual capacities, but they are not exactly university capacities. 
 
 
 
 

History 4B at Its Best 
 
 
 

Starn: You mentioned being very happy at this time, in the nineties, about the progress of History 
4B--you called it, in your best hope, an exploded Swarthmore seminar. 
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Brentano: I may have said this earlier. When I came to Berkeley, I liked it almost immediately, 

although it seemed bizarre to me. I thought initially that it had all sorts of advantages that 
Swarthmore didn’t have, but that I had been lucky enough to have a Swarthmore education, 
as people who go to Stanford must feel. And I thought what the advantages really were--the 
sort of talking interchange, the sort of excitement in the classes when you are part of them. 
I wondered how you could adapt. The Swarthmore classes, except that they are small, are 
taught by intense professors, are pretty much like other people’s classes. The seminars are 
really different. 

 
And I thought that there must be a way in which some of those qualities could be brought 
to a class like 4B. Initially it was 4A, and it was huge, thirteen hundred people. I didn’t 
quite see how it would work. I didn’t immediately see in 4B. In fact, increasingly I thought 
that I could produce an interactive class, but I never quite succeeded with it, because I had 
excellent G.S.I.’s, but not consistently excellent in any single group in the same term. 

 
And then, for two years in a row, I had completely self-confident G.S.I.’s who were willing 
to sacrifice any dignity that they might have, as I had to be, in order to make the course 
work. And since it worked for these two years with more or less the same group--there was 
one change in personnel, but both sides were excellent--it really did, I thought, work. It 
seemed to me we cooperated in the general classes; we moved around to each other’s 
sections. It seemed to me what I had been hoping for. That only lasted for a couple of years 
at a kind of perfection, because I had a couple of years in which the T.A.’s were excellent 
but at such different levels from each other in terms of normal academic intelligence and 
knowledge, that they could hardly form a group, and they were uncomfortable with each 
other. The better ones were anxious, not wanting to show off. The less good ones--I don’t 
know; it didn’t work. 

 
And then I had another group, and this group you haven’t seen in action this year. They 
came last year to my English history course to sort of help me as I was teaching in a 
disabled way. Particularly Sam Collins and Rebecca Vollmer had the kind of self- 
confidence I seldom see in young instructors, or young professors or old professors. They 
simply devoted themselves to making the people in the class work and react. And they, 
when they were T.A.’s in the course, were surrounded by other T.A.’s with whom they 
worked well. These two were outstanding in this connection. They simply were 
unembarrassed, and knew much more than they had to show. I don’t know; it just worked 
perfectly. I think this year’s been a good year, but because of my stability and because I had 
never taught most of them, or not since they were undergraduates, I couldn’t develop the 
sort of closeness and understanding between them and me as quickly as I had with the 
earlier people with whom I had taught more. 

 
Starn: I see. But on the whole you feel that it really did work that way. 

 
Brentano: I felt that it really did work, and when I’ve gone other places, I’m constantly angry when I 

hear people saying that Berkeley does not teach its undergraduates, or that they don’t have 
interesting experiences, because I feel we do. I thought already, when I went back to 
Swarthmore to teach, that we did a better job than Swarthmore did. But also, it enrages me 
to sit in committee after committee, which I have done for the past twenty years, I guess, in 
which there are discussions of how to improve undergraduate education, in which what we 
do do, which is really very impressive, in 39s and lower division courses, and 103s and 
102s, is ignored, and we just talk about our complete failures. Our administrators and vocal 



265  
 
 

professors are constantly wringing their hands about undergraduate education at Berkeley-- 
at least before, when I was still working with other people in the university--these other 
people would constantly say, “Except history.” Because history is a very successful 
teaching department; the people in it are committed to undergraduate teaching, it seems to 
me, just as much as people at small colleges, private colleges, and so it is annoying. 

 
 
 
 

History Teaching at Berkeley 
 
 
 

## 
 

Starn: There are distinguished teaching awards given every year. I have heard that historians are 
not, somehow, qualified for these awards. Can you explain that? 

 
Brentano: I think it is pretty exact to say that. We certainly have gotten them. Erich Gruen got one. 

Surely, I think, Leon must have sometime got one--Leon Litwack. And recently Bob 
Middlekauff got one. But they generally don’t come from departments like ours, except 
maybe English, which campaigns for it, I believe. But they come from departments, from 
the professional schools particularly--and it’s our impression, and it’s an impression based 
pretty much on exact information-- 

 
Starn: And experience, I guess-- 

 
Brentano: Yes. There are departments and schools which have regular campaigns. They’re sort of like 

Rhodes scholarships. 

Starn: How would this work? 

Brentano: I don’t know exactly. [Laughter] If I knew, it would have happened when I was chair. 
[Laughter] I don’t know. We don’t know how to do that. But we certainly don’t get them 
much. 

 
Starn: At least there is some recognition. 

 
Brentano: There’s lots of recognition. In any discussion of teaching at Berkeley that I’ve heard in 

recent years, history is shown as a glowing example. Maybe it’s because we don’t really 
much have cult of personality in the department. It’s a department which is generally 
thought to teach well and very differently from each other. That is, the difference between 
Yeh Wen Hsin and Leon Litwack [laughter] not surprisingly, perhaps. 

 
Starn: Just for a start. 

Brentano: Yes. 
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Teaching Art History  
 

 
 

Starn: Were you able, in your teaching, to transfer this to unlikely places like an art history 
course? Svetlana Alpers asked you to lecture in her experimental course, Art History 17. 

 
Brentano: I loved teaching that course. I only gave a lecture a year, I think, for two years, and then it 

stopped. 
 

Starn: Was it a big lecture course? 
 
Brentano: It was a big lecture course. It was sort of, I think, an experiment like our History 1 is. 

Svetlana is a gifted teacher, rather more, slightly more controlling and formative than most 
teachers I admire a lot, but also very--I say ‘self-confident’ too much, but that has a lot to 
do with successful teaching, I think. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: Relaxed. And she was, and it was fun to teach for her, because she is both very open, in 

some ways, and receptive to ideas and ways of teaching, and yet very critical, and you 
could watch her face being critical. It was fun; I loved it. 

 
I have been interested in art history all my life, partly because I’m married to an art 
historian, but also, when we were young, we spent a great deal of our life in Europe with art 
historians, and I was lucky enough in Oxford to be taught by a very gifted art historian 
named Otto Pächt, who was in exile. And Oxford was not interested in art history or in 
painting or art, fortunately, and in this seminar, there were only three of us--an archeologist, 
a theologian and I--. 

 
Starn: What a nice balance! 

 
Brentano: From the other two, no interest in anything visual or tactile at all. With the archaeologist, 

the tactile things. So I got the full attention of this wonderful Austrian German art historian. 
And as you know, I was taken over by the Bertellis in Rome, and made an art historian by 
them, although with awful gaps and ignorance. Once I remember saying, “What is that roll 
in Christ’s hands?” And Carlo Bertelli nearly passing out when I didn’t realize it was the 
Law in his hands. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Such things you remember forever. 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: Were you able to carry it off with the group of strange students whom you hadn’t been 
working with all quarter or semester? 

 
Brentano: I thought it worked out very well, because they are accustomed to looking at slides, which 

is a great help, and they were accustomed to the suggestions about cultural, contextual 
history that art historians, particularly art historians like Svetlana, gave. So it was easy. 

 
Starn: And what did you discuss mainly? Thirteenth century, maybe? 
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Brentano: Change--in visual and intellectual sensitivity, sensibility, religious sensibility from sort of 

Becket through Francis and the end of the thirteenth century, the sort of thing that I think I 
do in this course. But I lectured. They asked questions when I lectured, so I could go fast. 

 
It’s also terribly important to me--I don’t know if it is to all teachers--not to be too obvious, 
to let something happen in their heads and let them see different things, that is, understand 
me in different ways, because what you are trying to do, it seems to me, is to form 
something in the head of the listener. And just as when you write comments on blue books 
or papers, if they can’t read exactly what you say, in a way it’s an advantage because it 
makes them think what you would say. 

 
Starn: I don’t think I’ve heard you say exactly that before about your teaching. It seems to be a 

real core of it. 
 
Brentano: Yes. 

 
Starn: And something not very many people can do. It takes a lot of patience and self-confidence, 

as you say. 
 
Brentano: Gall! [Laughter] I myself so hate having things presented to me in an obvious way, and I 

hate, as you might gather, slow-talking teachers. I can remember listening to Raymond 
Sontag here and thinking I could write a paragraph between words. I could hardly 
remember the word before. 

 
 
 
 

Chairing the Academic Senate, 1998-99 
 
 
 

Starn: In a campus weekly, you said you hoped to be a fast, pro-active chair, and what were your 
ideas there? 

 
Brentano: Well, they were ideas that worked out particularly badly, in some cases, because I could 

make the senate be interested in the school of education, and what we could do about it. I 
tried to make them be interested in unionization of T.A.’s. I certainly tried to make them 
interested in the protection of weaker departments, like ethnic studies. I tried to offer us, at 
least the senate office, and the senate officers, as people on campus who could be arbiters 
between the administration and students and faculty. 

 
Starn: Was that not before a mission? 

 
Brentano: I’m sure it was always true of the mission; at least they talked an awful lot about it. 

 
Pro-activeness is a word that the senate loves to use. It’s something that it doesn’t do 
normally. And I also wanted it to allow itself to have political points of view, which has 
generally not been true. I had been almost ten years a member of the divisional council of 
the senate, and it seemed to me constantly either to have no attitudes or simply pro- 
administration attitudes. Sometimes, when Mike Heyman was moving too quickly toward 
diversity for the senate, anti-administration attitudes. I was not very pleased with it, 
although it certainly sometimes was much more interesting than other times. 
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Starn: Why did you stay with it? In hopes that you could change it? You didn’t get discouraged? 
 
Brentano: The thing is, I was in it most significantly when I was the chair of a committee called the 

Committee on Academic Planning, and we worked very, very hard--we being Carol Clover 
and I, particularly, and students, and I think I’ve said this before--to make planning of 
buildings not simply respond to the gifts that were given, and to be part of a serious 
academic planning, also to be connected with teaching, because sometimes in the old days, 
buildings were given without any classroom space at all in them, as if they were not 
teaching functions--and also just to think about what we were doing. And I hoped that 
would also apply to architecture, because I tried to, in similar ways, in fact, pretend, what I 
believe, that the level of architecture, the design of the building, was really connected with 
learning. That may not be true at all, but I wanted to get that across because, it seemed to 
me, the University of California is, in spite of its beauty, a hideous example of aesthetic 
modeling for a community 

 
Starn: Alas! 

 
Brentano: For us who live on the south side, Barrows Hall just stands. Or those dreadful dormitories. 

All those things just show a lack of any sense of a sort of leadership--a word I hate because 
it requires followers--but of modeling for our total community. The university should have, 
it seems, truth-telling and beauty-building--the things it lacks most. 

 
Starn: You felt you made some progress. 

 
Brentano: We felt we made a lot of progress, and particularly a plan that Carol Clover, particularly, 

worked out, that is, of having sort of an academic assessment plan before any building was 
taken--sort of like environmental planning that goes on in the general community. It really 
was a very interesting set of ideas. It seemed to me that when Carol went to the budget 
committee, and I retired from that committee, it essentially dissolved. And of course, the 
two students moved, graduated from the law school and from undergraduate school, so the 
whole thing really did sort of dissolve; it was not even remembered when I went back into 
the senate. 

 
I went back in as vice-chair, because Carol Clover, who would have been vice-chair then, 
was about to go--might go--to the University of Chicago. She didn’t want to tie it up. And I 
think she suggested it to the Committee on Committees that I might be the person that they 
should choose. And they did ask me, I don’t know how eventually, because I know now 
that they go through a lot, trying to get people to do that, and I found out later from one of 
the members of the Committee on Committees who did the selection, I was chosen 
particularly because of my attitudes toward sex and marriage. And the attitude towards sex 
was that I was the only person in the group who was opposed to blue laws about 
relationships between faculty and students. I felt we teach our students, treat them as 
grownups--they ought to be treated as grownups in terms of their sexual relationships with 
professors, too. But nobody else agreed with that. But for some reason, they thought this 
man’s imagination--with the fact that I also seemed to defend married women professors 
and their rights--put together seemed to them a fascinating combination. I don’t know why, 
exactly. 

 
Starn: Maybe that was it. 



269  
 
 
Brentano: I was asked by a man who is quite conservative, if I felt that my opposition to authority 

would make it impossible for me to work as the chair of the senate. I thought about it, and 
said I thought not. When I was chair of the department, I didn’t have any problems. 

Then, I thought I was an anarchist. That makes it, in a way, easier to rule people. [Laughter] 

At any rate, I did like it a lot, and I did think that with my own predecessor, Bill Oldham, 
who has very different ideas from mine, I worked very, very well indeed. And I really 
thought we could do a lot, and Bill did do a lot in different ways, so I did take it. It did seem 
a way that I could just try to do lots of things that I always wanted to do with the campus. 

 
Starn: And you did work on connections with the Associated Students. 

 
Brentano: Very closely. The person who was elected president just as I was chosen as chair, when I 

became chair, was a student in one of my classes, and it was one of those classes that 
worked out, in History 4. 

 
Starn: Who was that? 

 
Brentano: He was black, he was very venturesome and very intelligent, and actually got in on his SAT 

scores, as he said. His grades were poor but his SAT scores were high. And he himself 
made a mistake--my sort of mistake--he committed the ASUC senate to something he 
shouldn’t have--a financial engagement he shouldn’t have, and he resigned. But in fact, the 
person whom I worked with closely was the academic vice-chair, who’s the person who 
works with the Academic Senate mostly, and mine was a woman named Amanda Canning, 
and we really worked well together. So much together, that I felt I was committed to try to 
help her on her plan to have a student evaluation system that would be really helpful. I 
don’t agree with her belief in evaluations, but she had done so much for me that I couldn’t 
resist it. 

 
 
 
 

Novartis 
 
 
 
Brentano: We had worked on a number of things, but we worked particularly carefully in trying to 

make the campus aware of Novartis--its threat to us--and had an open meeting which was 
very successful. 

 
Starn: Can you talk just a bit about that? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Except for our exposing it to the public, Amanda and I didn’t--we just had a big, 

general meeting in which we had a major speaker, Ralph Nader. It was a tremendously 
successful--. And we tried to, I think, give a public place to speak to those members of the 
College of Natural Resources who were very much opposed to Novartis and thought it 
would corrupt them and thought it was just a bad thing in various ways, and bad for the 
total community. And particularly Ignacio Chapela. And we went to their meetings at the 
college, and we gave them a voice, and also--it turned out to be true, although maybe not a 
good idea--but the chair of the senate and the vice-chair of the ASUC were in a position to 
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let people talk to the chancellor, so that the chancellor got to know Ignacio very well, partly 
because of us. 

 
Starn He was in what field?: 

 
Brentano: Natural resources. Particularly he has written about, and with much discussion recently 

because of questioning of its evidence, about the effect on Latin American strains of maize/ 
corn that are affected by experimental strains and can be wiped out by them, theoretically. 
But that big meeting was what we did together. There were much smaller meetings which 
had to do with students with disabilities and their office, on which again the ASUC and the 
senate cooperated. We tried to--but not successfully and not hard enough, I suppose, but 
maybe it wasn’t a good idea--to have a student sit on the divisional council, which I had 
wanted from the time it was founded. 

 
Starn: It never had? 

Brentano: Never. 

Starn: Even though they let a student regent--? 
 
Brentano: That’s right. That’s right. It would have been extremely helpful for us, but the sort of 

people who end up on divisional councils, on the whole, are not sorts of people who are 
very trusting of undergraduate opinion; they often don’t teach very much, for one thing. 

 
At any rate, it was a very, very pleasant working relationship, and when the two of us left 
office, I think, both of us, Amanda and I, were very sorry about stopping working together. 
And in a way, I trusted her more than I do my colleagues. 

 
Starn: You don’t trust most people over thirty? 

Brentano: Well, over thirty and under sixty. [Laughter] 

Starn: You also wanted to work on the library. Was there a special committee working on it? 
 
Brentano: The head of the senate’s library committee at the time, fortunately for us, was Marianne 

Constable, who is tough and sensible and worked very, very hard--that at a point in which 
librarians were changing--to protect the library, to bring it funds, to focus its funds in 
positions, to listen to what the librarians had to say and to ask them to listen to us. She was 
very, very helpful to me and, in a sense, we got through the change of librarians, doubts 
about the library, more peacefully at least than what would be expected. She fought very 
hard and it was important to have her for a few months. 

 
 
 
 

Admissions Policy 
 
 
 

Starn: Then you also planned to support the new admissions policy and work for diversity, 
affirmative action. 
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Brentano: Yes. I found the new admissions policy very effective and impressive. There were strains, 

stresses within the group who had created it, and I was impressed with the professionals, 
Bob Laird and Nina Robinson, who were staff members, if that word seems even correct. 
It’s a hard word to use because it means so many things. And the faculty were involved 
with it, and particularly Jenny Franchot. Again, the tensions were very great because they 
were intensely interested in protecting different parts of the new program. 

 
I sat at the sessions in which we practiced grading applications. And the way in which they 
do it is: you are in a room with about thirteen people, an application is read by everyone, 
and then you go around the room giving it a number, so that you learn, as you do in lots of 
other situations, what the general standard seems to be and how you arrive it, and then it’s 
discussed. 

 
I thought that the emphasis upon the personal statement, and the careful reading of every 
person’s paper really was extremely helpful. I thought that race should be included in the 
applications--not that it should be decisive, but it seemed to me artificial to include 
everything you could about a student, and you could even say, “My family lives in the 
Imperial Valley; my parents do not speak English.” All those things, they made perfectly 
clear when someone was a Hispanic-speaking. And it was clear in lots of ways, and it 
seemed it would just be more simple and fairer to include race, like gender, as just one of 
the things that distinguishes people. 

 
Starn: Was gender allowed as a consideration? 

 
Brentano: It certainly could be talked about in terms of information given because of the names. That 

was evident. There are people who are named Anna Maria who are male, but it’s rare. I 
mean, you can really tell. It wasn’t talked about very much. But the thorough consideration 
that was given, and the arguing back and forth, and the training of people reading these 
things did impress me a lot. 

 
Starn: This was really a hands-on committee where you sat and read a certain number and 

discussed each one. 
 
Brentano: Yes. The chair is ex officio member of about thirty, thirty-five committees, and you should 

go to them all, I guess, but you can’t take them all seriously. 
 

Starn: You didn’t go to them all!? 
 
Brentano: Well, I tried. And I think Bill Oldham had gone to them all, but if you go to them all, you 

can’t take any very seriously. And the Committee on Courses, from my point of view, was 
a committee that functioned extremely badly, and I went to it because I thought it was so 
bad. I went to the Committee on Admissions because I thought it was so important and so 
interesting. 

 
Starn: They were advisory, then, to the admissions staff, partly? 

 
Brentano: It’s the other way around, in a sense. They create the policy and the admissions staff 

follows it. 
 

Starn: Yes, I see. 
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Brentano: So the tension built into that is that the admissions staff knows things that no faculty 

member knows, because he has experience that they don’t have. On the other hand, the 
faculty members at least teach and know exactly how classes work and what you are 
looking for, and what can work in that sense. They’ve good intentions, and they worked 
out, I thought, very profitably for that committee. I don’t think that the admissions policy 
that is being pursued now is exactly the one that I saw, so I can’t comment on it very 
exactly. 

 
Starn: How does it differ? 

 
Brentano: Well, it partly differs in the emphasis upon grades in the classroom before, and on SAT IIs. 

SAT IIs are the things that used to be called Achievement Tests. And they necessarily 
reflect--although if they don’t, there is something very wrong--the grades that the student 
has gotten because they are again, a course, you would think. But they predict the freshman 
year’s work pretty well, because that’s what you do. You go on with physics or Latin or 
whatever it is. The SAT I, I think, protects that rare student like the president of the ASUC, 
who really doesn’t get good grades, who doesn’t appeal to teachers, and it’s not really all, 
in my experience, a matter of ethnicity. It’s someone who is very smart who has bad grades 
and whose smartness can come up, clearly, when he gets here. 

 
At any rate, the playing down of SAT I is not very important. It wasn’t considered very 
important when I was there. But it concentrates one’s attention on SAT IIs and grades and 
--although there is caution about this still, and there was when I was there--on special 
advanced courses, either honors courses or advanced placement courses in high school, and 
upon activities like charities, mentoring, things of that sort, which are good in themselves, 
but which can become sort of like Junior League programs, I guess. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: So it seemed to me that the balance was good in our time, but there were dangers in all 

directions, of which people were very much aware. And it seems to me that by taking the 
little element of SAT I out, one encourages too much concentration on the things that are 
left. But the great concentration is always on the personal statement. If that’s read carefully 
and thoughtfully, we may make mistakes, but they’re mistakes in the right direction. 

 
Bob Laird, incidentally, wrote about two months ago a very strong and impressive letter in 
the San Francisco Chronicle about the dangers of getting rid of SAT I, or the inadvisability 
of it, which I thought was the best thing I’ve read on the subject. The Sabine Committee, 
which deals with it, doesn’t seem to me particularly thoughtful and sensitive, and I think 
the president of the university’s reaction is engaging--. 

 
Starn: The Sabine Committee? 

 
Brentano: BOARS. The Board on Admissions and Relations with Schools, and it’s an academic 

committee. It’s made up of professors-- 
 

Starn: Who is the head? 
 
Brentano: Oh, it changes from year to year. It’s whoever is chosen by them as their chair. They 

represent these admissions committees on the campuses. And when I was on the statewide 
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committee of chairs, which meets all the time--it’s called the academic council, I think--we 
were in constant conflict with BOARS. We thought that they were not sufficiently 
penetrating in their observations. Incidentally, one of the greatest pleasures for me of being 
[academic senate] chair was [discovering that] generally, our chairs are not liked. And that 
was in connection with other campuses. The chairs meet every month, and the problems are 
related, but the differences are also revealing, and we found, I think, each other great 
supports in dealing with our administrations. Certainly, with ethnic studies, when I felt that I 
had no support, really, from the local senate, or practical none, very strong support came 
from the chairs of the other campuses. 

 
Starn: And understanding. 

 
Brentano: Yes. I liked working with them a great deal. And also, when I was the chair of academic 

planning, I found great support from the chairs of other campuses, in that case, particularly, 
of Santa Cruz and San Francisco. But in this last case, particularly Los Angeles, I think. 
L.A. and Berkeley should work closely together, I think. It was very reassuring to have 
their advice and wisdom. 

 
 
 
 

The Ethnic Studies Controversy 
 
 
 

Starn: This last talk about especially the L.A. campus overlaps somewhat with the ethnic studies 
crisis, because they must have been helpful at that point. Can you talk about the 
background of the ethnic studies controversy, how it arose? We do have an interview with 
you from June 25, 1999, discussing the hunger strike and its resolution of the ethnic studies 
issue, but we really haven’t talked at all about the beginning of it. 

 
Brentano: Well, I probably was more exact when I was closer to it than I would be now. Because of a 

series of things in the years just before the ethnic studies crisis, I had been pretty closely 
involved with a number of people--mostly black students but also Chicano students--in a 
sense accidentally, and I knew a lot from a number of my classes. And then, something 
which we haven’t talked about, which is connected with History 4B, is the connection I 
made with St. Hope’s in Sacramento. 

 
Starn: Is that a parochial school? 

 
Brentano: No, it’s not. It’s a center that was organized by Kevin Johnson, a basketball player whom I 

taught. And I got to know it because of him, and then because of the people in my 4B, we 
planned a connection, and they, four of them, representing sort of 4B and Berkeley in this 
informal way, went up and spent a day at St. Hope’s in Sacramento, tried to encourage 
people from St. Hope’s to apply to us and come to Berkeley, and tried to be helpful at 
advising and slightly mentoring. This didn’t continue--it couldn’t continue after I no longer 
was in that position, but it made me interested in all sorts of problems, and so did 
admissions, and so in composition of my own courses and my remembering ethnic 
perspectives. 
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So at any rate, I was closely connected with a number of people, including a member, as a 
matter of fact, of the admissions committee who was a black transfer student who left 
Berkeley to go to Harvard. 

 
Starn: Which admissions committee, then? 

 
Brentano: The senate admissions committee. So because of that, I knew a lot of these people. When 

the strike came, I hadn’t been particularly prepared for it. I felt that the claims of the 
strikers, that ethnic studies was being deprived of its members and it was being squeezed 
out, were not exact. I thought they had to do with a misunderstanding of how the university 
works. Although I thought that the department was not in very good shape, I didn’t think 
that was due to strangling by the administration or the claims against the vice-chancellor 
and the chancellor, which were, I thought, inexact. But the strike did occur. 

 
Starn: This was the spring, in April, after the meeting. 

 
Brentano: Yes. And it happened that when there was an attack on Barrows Hall, and there was broken 

glass, and someone theoretically threw a bottle, and five students were thought-- 
 

Starn: How can you theoretically throw a bottle? 
 
Brentano: Well, it wasn’t clear that a bottle had been thrown. Allegedly thrown. [chuckles] The 

people who were considered most guilty happened to be friends--because of the co-op in 
which they lived--of the student who was on the admissions committee. And they were not 
willing to talk with the chancellor and the chancellor was not willing to talk to them 
theoretically. That “theoretically” is a problem. Reportedly. 

 
Starn: Reportedly. 

 
Brentano: And since I thought it would be helpful for the chair to intervene, partly because of the 

goodness and niceness--in a sense, in terms of Berkeley--the niceness, of the chancellor. 
 

## 
 

Starn: The chancellor was new, and this crisis was-- 
 
Brentano: And he was worried about it because these people might become sick, that they were his 

students, and he wanted to protect them. And I thought the strike could be, perhaps, if they 
had a place which was neither administration nor ethnic studies, to speak and meet each 
other as they could, or representatives of them could, in the senate chambers, which 
particularly on weekends, seemed not really part of the university administration, that 
everyone could be comfortable. And a member of the ethnic studies department, a faculty 
member, and I arranged through this student who was on the admissions committee to meet 
two of the leaders who were most accused of the worst things, and supposedly most radical, 
and talk to them, and sort of settle the thing. And we did meet them in the senate office, and 
they were very nervous about meeting with us. No. We met in the ethnic studies lounge. 

 
Starn: Which is where? 
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Brentano: Which is in Barrows, on the fifth floor of Barrows. At any rate, we talked, and they said 

they would like to talk to the chancellor, and we’d be happy to… Then when the strike 
developed, I went down and talked to the strikers--and strikers at Berkeley, when they are 
not actually hitting anyone, are awfully attractive. We were terribly worried about them. 
But they were given something to drink. They were on a hunger strike, and they were 
allowing themselves to drink water and things like it. Then they were given something; it 
was brought in as a present from some company, and they were extremely interested in 
knowing exactly what was in it, so that nothing that was in it would violate their strike in 
principle. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: At any rate, they became interested in talking--but I won’t remember as carefully as I 

would have in those days, so you’ll have a better record of what happened. In the end, there 
was a quite peaceful set of meetings in the senate chambers, in which the chancellor and 
members of the department and representatives of the strikers talked about the future, 
talked about things to each other. The strike was called off and a plan was suggested which 
would be supervised by a committee, and because I had stayed neutral, and new people in 
the ethnic studies department had [taken over], the plan was accepted if I would become 
chair of the committee. And so the next year I spent being chair of that committee, and it 
was fascinating indeed. 



276  
 



277  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

XI. WRITING HISTORY; WORKING WITH ETHNIC STUDIES 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 11: July 25, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

Writing Good History 
 

Starn: Bob, you said that you would like to talk about what you think makes good history. 

Brentano: Thanks. I listened to David Hollinger talking about historians in the past in our department, 
and when he said, ‘Clearly the most’--and he may have said ‘important’, which is a 
significant qualifier, I think, but implying that the most impressive historian from our youth 
in our department was Tom Kuhn, I realized that that sort of defined what I don’t think is 
significantly important history. I may be biased because I heard so very much of Tom Kuhn 
and of his arguments, because we used to walk home from school together, and he would 
talk for the whole length of the walks about his momentary ideas. His texts seem to me not 
interesting at all; his ‘paradigm change’ a very sharp way of talking about an interesting-- 
but not very, it seems to me, complicated concept. 

 
And I thought, who, at that time, was the historian, in our department who seemed to me to 
define what I thought was--not that I could write it--but what I thought was really 
particularly strong history. And the two people I thought about were Guttridge and May, 
but I particularly thought about May because he’s closer in generation to Tom Kuhn. I don’t 
think any of Henry’s books make the sort of significant definition of ‘change’ that Tom’s 
do. And Henry certainly would say that. 

 
Starn: Is that important to you, in terms of good history? Change? 

 
Brentano: No. It doesn’t interest me a bit. And whether things are “cutting edge” or new or old, none 

of those things. It’s the thing itself, which is easy to say and hard to argue. But no, it doesn’t 
interest me a bit if things are making a change, or correcting a bibliography, or changing a 
concept of doing history at all. I think Hume is as interesting to me as he would have been 
had I read him in the eighteenth century. I think I find in him, his work, the same sort of 
pleasure that an eighteenth-century reader found. And I think that pleasure has to do with 
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the clarity of his mind and with the clarity of his writing. It has almost nothing to do with 
his interpretation of history. But I don’t think that the fact he is no longer, and hasn’t been 
for centuries, at a ‘cutting edge’ of any sort, makes him seem less valuable or interesting to 
me. 

 
Starn: Do you feel that clarity of writing always reflects clarity of mind? 

 
Brentano: No. I certainly don’t. And I don’t think the complexity of writing or diffuseness, or 

whatever the opposite of clarity is--obscurity--necessarily reflects that in terms of thinking. 
I think Amos Funkenstein is a good example of that; his work is often, when you read it, 
very murky-seeming, and sometimes he is when he talks, particularly if he is talking about 
things he doesn’t know very well. But his mind was likely one of the clearest we’ve had in 
our department; it just didn’t express itself. It’s not because it’s Germanic. Kantorowicz, 
for instance, wrote Germanically, and I think he had a Germanic mind, and he occasionally 
reaches pinnacles of excellence, but not in the way that Amos does. 

 
At any rate, it was just that sentence by sentence, and thought by thought, and the thoughts 
within a paragraph, and the paragraphs together, in Henry May’s best work, which I guess I 
think is The Enlightenment [in America]. But also the book--I think we mentioned it to 
each other before--the Harriet Beecher Stowe book--it allowed him to be freer than he is 
sometimes. But I think it was Henry’s relaxing into his excellence, some sort of proper 
sense of what you don’t say, or something I can’t quite define. So that when he’s most free, 
or most excited, I think he’s best. I remember being surprised by The End of American 
Innocence because it seemed so much more constrained than his talk that I had heard about 
it. Just exactly the opposite from Tom Kuhn. I mean, there seemed to be a real break, a 
difference. And I felt when I read The Enlightenment, all that had gone, and it was just 
thrilling to read. It was thrilling sentence by sentence, and in a sense word by word, but 
thought by thought, and you felt you could take any paragraph with you to a desert island 
and read it, that sort of thing. 

Starn: Do you think that has something to do with Henry’s quality as a literary--his high literacy? 

Brentano: Yes, I think so. But lots of very literary-seeming people who read really good books write 
not that way at all. I think that he could have been--could have never gone to Harvard, just 
stayed in Berkeley, California, maybe almost not gone to a university and still write very 
well, I think. 

 
Starn: I guess you haven’t said what you think good history is. 

 
Brentano: Well, I do think it’s various. 

 
Starn: You’re illustrating it with examples. 

 
Brentano: So I guess I wouldn’t like to limit it to one kind of history because I know the historians 

over centuries that I most admire are very different from each other. To be a pompous old- 
fashioned schoolboy, I think Thucydides and Tacitus were the historians I admire most 
from the classical world--although Livy can be very impressive too--but they are very 
different from each other. Tacitus is a great historian, I think, because he’s shockingly 
dishonest and clever, and wily in his rhetoric, and shameless. And Thucydides is just 
seamless, on the surface at least--absolutely pure and reasonable and full of intelligent 
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observation of important things. So they do seem to me very different and would rank very 
high. I think Bede, who is as Christian as a Christian historian could be, is among the best 
historians, for me, that I’ve ever read. And I guess in all those cases, for me--this is 
something that I’m trying to work out with a guy I’m working on right now--is a real 
complexity of thought and prose. You see, that seems a silly thing to say about Tacitus 
because he’s so smoothly sinister and negative in his prose, but he’s complex. I think when 
historians write negatively about the past with any kind of intelligence, they almost 
necessarily create paradox. 

 
The thing I’m working on now, after horsing around with different chapters, is coming 
back in a sense to one of my original ideas. I’m doing a chapter on Jocelin of Brakelond, 
who will be my first chronological example, and I’m starting at the part in which he moves 
in, and instead of talking about the history of the abbey. 

 
Starn: It’s a Benedictine abbey in the twelfth century? 

 
Brentano: End of the twelfth and the beginning of the thirteenth. This part’s the twelfth. He talks 

about the rule of the abbot previous to the abbot that he’s going to write about, really. That 
abbot, a man named Hugh, is pretty despicable, from his point of view. But he presents 
him, and his materials about him, in a way that makes you realize, simply because of the 
structure of his prose, that you can’t say a man is despicable. And yet, when you say he’s 
good, on the other hand, as he does--he says he’s a good and pious monk and he cares about 
monks--Jocelin does; not all Benedictines do--that he really thought a lot about the rule-- 
you realize that when he says that, he’s also criticizing the rule, and that he’s not being 
straightforward, but not-straightforward in a way that’s perfectly pleasing, because it makes 
you stop and think. 

 
Starn: It’s ad hominem criticism of the [Benedictine] rule, or how does it--? 

 
Brentano: No, I think not. If I had to say straightforwardly at this moment, which I may not when I 

write it actually, formally, permanently, I think he says a knowledge of and perfect 
interpretation of the rule as written, and as amended through the centuries, is a good guide 
to pleasant monastic behavior, but it’s not totally adequate. You can be that also; you can be 
an observer of the rule and be a pretty lousy abbot and a destructive man. Say, another way 
in which he’s complicated--you might think he’s just confused, and that might be--but it 
tells you, you see, a quite familiar image, that the abbot was corrupt, and from his head, the 
corruption, the debilitation--corruption is not quite the right word--descended to the other 
people in the monastery. But he also tells you, in really the same set of paragraphs, in the 
same two folios, he tells you that one of the reasons he was a bad abbot was that he paid 
attention to other people’s counsel. 

 
Now, a crucial part of Benedictine rule is that the abbot should pay attention to counsel. But 
it’s obvious that he paid too much attention to counsel and the “infection”--which is the 
word he used--descends from the head to the body. It goes together in a way peculiar 
enough that you absolutely have to stop and think. 

 
Starn: And what do you think when you stop? 

 
Brentano: I think big, fatuous ideas like, “Isn’t this a wonderful historian! Aren’t these wonderful 

words he’s chosen!” And he’s made me be deeper in thinking about monastic history than I 
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would be if he hadn’t written. The beginning of Jocelin’s history--it s normally called The 
Chronicle of Jocelin of Brakelond--the first four half-folios, are about Abbot Hugh and his 
time, and I think he has substituted that, quite self-consciously--as I think I said earlier--for 
the normal beginnings, which are the history of the world, the history of the abbey, 
previous abbots, the history of England. Instead it’s his historic background. He gives you 
the period from the time that he, Jocelin, entered the monastery until the death of this 
abbot. And I think what he does with that is set up this idea of complexity and confusion 
and corruption as it’s connected with a debilitative abbot, and then he is going to show us a 
different kind of problem, the problem that edges on tyranny, as opposed to the problem 
that edges on defective rule. 

 
Starn: That edges on--? 

 
Brentano: Defective, if not disintegrating, dissolving rule. A lot of what he’s going to talk about on 

the surface--he talks about so many things at the same time--a lot is about the nature of 
power and how it’s exerted. He does that very specifically in terms of elections; for 
instance, how people persuade each other. Persuasion and power are very much connected 
in his book. I won’t rattle on about this--I don’t teach much about Benedictine monasteries 
or write much about them, but they are particularly interesting, because they have this 
absolute ruler, but who’s supposed to take counsel, and yet there is this constant, seething 
dissatisfaction with that sort of rule, and sometimes not very imaginative monks would 
even kill their abbot because it seemed there was no other way, like desperately unhappy 
spouses who somehow don’t understand that they could get a divorce or leave or separate 
instead. 

 
Starn: What would be the signs? What sort of people would be the counsel that would be ideally 

sought? 
 
Brentano: Well, that’s one of the problems. The senior officeholders and the older members of the 

monastic community. 
 

Starn: Only within the community itself, not outside. 
 
Brentano: Not generally. The counsel is of monks. Hugh, our weak abbot, has chosen weak people to 

be around him, so they aren’t much help. But on the other hand, how could they do much 
damage? 

 
That’s enough. What do I think makes good history? Complexity, great thoughtfulness 
about expression, not necessarily, as in my case, about the words expressed, the way in 
which things are put together, a lack of linear quality, a lack of interest in revision-- 

 
Starn: In revision? 

 
Brentano: Means: “Slaves were not badly treated before the Civil War; they were well-treated.”-- 

revising the idea of slavery. George Washington--. 
 

Starn: A lack of interest in revision makes good history? 

Brentano: Yes. 
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Starn: I think you need to talk some more about that. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: Well, to take a good case--it’s a very strong one that I happened to be reading about 

recently--that the potato famine changed the history of Ireland and so in some ways the 
history of the United States or of Great Britain. That seems to me an interesting and 
important sort of a change, but the Peasants’ Revolt, much more than I think it’s normally 
credited for now, changed English history in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and the 
way people thought about rule and all sorts of things. 

 
Those are, I think, important changes, and one shouldn’t ignore them, but generally, I think, 
among my colleagues--not in Berkeley but generally--if what they’re looking for is some 
big break, something new, something that would change the world, it almost leads them 
into false simplification of thought. Now I’m talking about history that I write, not 
necessarily what I demand of other historians. I think you should be constantly kept aware 
of the fact that even if you are, almost as a sociologist or a historical anthropologist, talking 
about groups of people--and certainly most historians do talk about people in groups; that’s 
why they’re historians, I guess--but always give a sense--make it clear to your reader and to 
yourself that those groups are made up of individual people who rebel from the category in 
which you place them. And I think that’s important; that sort of complexity is really 
important for good history. 

 
And yet, of course, I admire Hume and I admire Tacitus, and neither one of them felt that at 
all. 

 
Starn: So it’s not an exclusive quality of good history. 

 
Brentano: No. If I can skip--I don’t think, when I write, “this must be good history.” I think I’m 

mostly worried about how I’ll make two ideas connect, what will be the next point I want 
to move to, how that illuminates and doesn’t illuminate what I’ve just said. I think I’m 
much more down with the text, than thinking from a higher level what would be good 
history. I do, in a sort of bachelorish way, dislike clichés unless they are wonderfully 
effective because they say “Hey, a cliché, a cliché!” I don’t like tired prose, and of course 
it’s perfectly clear that I go to extremes, partly because when I wrote my first book, which 
was my thesis book, I was so prim. I’m not good at being prim, and I rebelled against that 
in the second book. And then thought I had been dishonest with my rebellion because I had 
been too middle-class, intellectually, in dealing with extremes. And then I wrote just as 
baroquely as I could, when I said that I knew this would annoy people-- 

 
Starn: In Rome [Before Avignon]. 

 
Brentano: In Rome. But on the other hand, I hadn’t realized quite how much it would annoy those, and 

how I would respond to it. 
 

Starn: You weren’t aware of your power to get this response. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: I’ve surely said this to you, but in the TLS [Times Literary Supplement] review of the Rieti 

book--which really isn’t very baroque at all, from my point of view, but it has long, 
complicated sentences--David Abulafia quoted Walter Ullman’s negative review in the TLS 
of my Rome book. 
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Starn: Yes. 
 
Brentano: I didn’t realize that I had annoyed people so much as I annoyed both of them, although in a 

sort of childish way, I could see reasons why Ullman wanted to direct me in my first two 
books--wrote me a long letter directed to how I should write history, in I thought mistaken 
and uninteresting way. And then I guess I was sort of callous to David Abulafia when he 
was young. I remember once meeting him at the Vatican door and--I don’t think I was rude, 
but I wasn’t interested in meeting him. 

 
 
 
 

Writing in Progress  
 

 
 

Starn: Let me ask you something about something that seems to be emerging. You were talking 
about Two Churches and the structure. Is the structure of the new book going to be anything 
like, in terms of working with Jocelin, who was born at the beginning of the twelfth 
century-- 

 
Brentano: I think 1150 is more likely, because he doesn’t become a monk until his seventies, and he 

doesn’t tell you about his earlier life, and I suspect that he had been at the university, 
although he certainly doesn’t give that away, explicitly, but his writing--this is a matter of 
taste and judgment--is very much more closely connected with thirteenth-century writing. 

 
Starn: Is there a normal age when a young man will enter a monastery? At this point? 

 
Brentano: Between seventeen and thirty-five. If he entered as a priest, he would be over thirty-five. 

The rules are very slipshod about these things. 
 

Starn: I was wondering if you were purposely balancing, as you did in Two Churches, Jocelin with 
Celestine? 

 
Brentano: I can tell you about that to a certain extent. I’m not sure I was shaping it that way; that’s one 

of the problems. It’s not going to be straightforward and chronological. One of the reasons 
I’m working with Jocelin first is because I think he makes clear a lot of things, and because I 
admire him so much. I admire just the way he writes. He shows a lot of the qualities that 
one thinks of as Franciscan, in terms of perception and observation, value of thinking. At 
any rate, he has qualities that, if he had written thirty years later, you would say show the 
influence of Franciscans. But the first writing we could all connect with the Franciscans 
doesn’t occur until sixteen years after his chronicle ends, and that which would really have 
influenced him would I think be from the mid-forties, which is a period with which I deal a 
little later. I want to show these qualities before you can say this is a Franciscan sort of 
thing, because in a sense, I think it is. Franciscans forward it and express it. 

 
I’m going to end with two works: with Celestine’s autobiography, and with the writing of a 
man named Robert Graystains, who was a monk at Durham, elected bishop of Durham, I 
think in 1304. He had been at Oxford and came back to Durham. He was sub-prior of the 
convent at Durham, and he was displeased when he was removed so that a friend of the 
king’s, a more famous man, could be made bishop. But either before or after that change, 
he continued an earlier history of the convent at Durham that had been started, and he 
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carries it up to the point of his election. It is a very different, in some ways, kind of 
Benedictine chronicle, and about a different abbey, but one about the same size. And he, 
like Jocelin, uses something that is going to be important in this book, or it’s supposed 
certainly to be. He uses the sense of sight and eyes in a way that makes you think of Marty 
Jay in some ways. It’s just terribly important. He uses it in a very different way, so that, for 
instance, in Jocelin’s most obviously telling scenes, he has people look straight into each 
other’s eyes, he describes their eyes, he talks about sight, and says “he saw” “I see,” that 
sort of thing. 

 
Robert Graystains’ most telling line is at a point in which the monks of Durham are in the 
convent and they want not to know that somebody, a specific person, has entered the 
church. And what Robert Graystains says is that “because we are monks, we could look at 
the floor without making an excuse, and not have to look at people.” It just seemed to me 
that, in a sense, if I’m good enough at it, I can in that difference show a lot. But I want to 
show that difference in him in a sort of way that he’s not like my other thirteenth-century 
figures. He’s not particularly interested in physical description and the things I’ll be talking 
about. 

 
Starn: That sounded fairly physical to me. 

 
Brentano: Well, it does, doesn’t it? But he doesn’t say the sky was particularly blue or those are 

particularly blonde-- 
 

Starn: Ah. How extensive is his chronicle, or what’s left of it? 
 
Brentano: It’s not all properly edited, but it’s all still existent, as far as we know. And it’s about--I’ve 

forgotten the foliation numbers--it’s about thirty pages of modern print. It’s not very much. 
 

Starn: Covering what time period? 
 
Brentano: Well, it starts at the beginning of the thirteenth century, when his predecessor stops. It’s 

about 1285 when he starts giving signs of being present, and he is present as a monk, and 
he does talk of himself as “one of us,” which Jocelin does by the end of his work. But in 
trying to think about putting those two together, I’m going to put the end at a double 
chapter about Robert and Celestine. The main line of argument--the main lines of argument 
are not the most important ones for me, generally--will be that by the beginning of the 
fourteenth century, the end of the thirteenth century, someone--either Celestine himself, or 
whoever wanted to write that autobiography of him--thought it would be more compelling 
in the form of an autobiography. It sort of establishes its very overt power as a genre. 

 
Starn: At what point--? 

 
Brentano: About 1300. It depends upon who wrote the compendium, because if it was written by a 

follower, it could be up until about 1317. But if it was written by himself, it has to be put 
back to 1294. 

 
Starn: You have no way of establishing this--even with your skills? 

 
Brentano: My skills certainly don’t do it. And there are people in our field--Peter Herde, who’s an old 

friend of mine, a German friend, who’s always very definite--thinks definitely it’s not an 
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autobiography. I think Frugoni, the most interesting Italian historian who worked on it, was 
pretty sure it was an autobiography, and I think that’s partly the difference between 
someone who reads carefully what seems to be implicit in a text, Arsenio Frugoni, and 
somebody who looks, Germanically, almost, at points of evidence. 

 
Starn: But it’s not too important to your book to establish it? 

 
Brentano: No. It’s important that it not be. Better not to establish it so you can say, either way, you 

write an autobiography or somebody thinks you should have. But you’ll see if it works. 
 

I should say a little bit more. At the center of the thing, of the work, is Salimbene d’Adam- 
-Salimbene. In a way I’m writing it because I’ve been interested in autobiography for a 
long time, because I thought about it particularly when I was at Emory, because of Richard 
Ellman, who himself was away but who still--. 

 
Starn: Richard Ellman? 

 
Brentano: He wrote about Freudian biography. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time, thinking 

about the connection between biography and autobiography because of Southern and 
because of Southern’s Eadmir which talks about intimate biography, which is close to 
autobiography. Interested in the fact that as far as I could see, very grosso modo, twelfth- 
century, interesting biography and autobiography is interesting because it feels it can probe 
into the observed person’s mind and psyche, things of that sort. People constantly say it’s 
the century of psychology, and that’s not foolish--without much interest in the body, which 
is after just a shell, in a sense. The big obvious change in significant amounts of thirteenth- 
century thought is that the body is not simply a shell. The body reveals very significant 
things and is not detachable from the person, and that gets its high, momentary praise in 
Aquinas’s use of the body, so you hear that toward the 1270s. 

 
Anyway, I became more and more interested not in the psychological biographies and 
autobiographies of the twelfth century, and I happened not to be very interested except as 
an ethicist in Abelard, and I don’t like working with Guibert of Naujon. So I was more 
interested in the thirteenth-century ones, and I’m interested in what people see, more 
almost than what they think. Or in that version; perception is in a lot of ways just 
tremendously interesting. So, I was interested in, anyhow, this thirteenth-century sort of 
biography and autobiography that looks at the external qualities of things, including ‘act’, 
like, as a matter of fact--looking down at the floor. But I was pushed farther and farther by 
working over and over again with Salimbene, because he is the great church historian of 
the years from 1240 to 1280, say, in northern Italy, in northern and central Italy. 

 
Starn: And why is he the greatest? 

 
Brentano: Because he covers most in depth and breath, in a sense, and has the most different kinds of 

sensations, which make him particularly revealing as this sort of history can. He tells you 
how wine tastes. He tells you what tourists like to see in Ravenna. He tells you just all sorts 
of things. When he talks about war, he talks about the way it affects wildlife and domestic 
animals. He just moves all over the place and he is very aware of himself. He spends a lot 
of time talking about his relatives, his house, the trees by his house, all that sort of thing, 
which is Franciscan and not Franciscan. He is a Franciscan. 
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Starn: This is singular among historians, of his contemporaries? 
 
Brentano: What’s singular about him is that he is a historian who talks about such broad things, and is 

interested in historical things. He is in some ways very like William of Rubruck, who was a 
missionary to the Mongols who in lots of ways writes about the same things. But William 
of Rubruck is talking about his journeys, and I will have a good solid chapter on William of 
Rubruck, who is quite fascinating and very similar. 

 
But I was working on Salimbene; it drove me to think more about these things. And then I 
discovered, as I think I’ve told you, this relatively unknown historian called Francesco 
Venimbeni, who was a Franciscan, writing like Salimbene--because all we know about 
Salimbene’s real dating of his writing is from the 1280s, although I don’t believe that’s 
when he wrote-- 

 
Starn: When was Venimbeni? 

 
Brentano: Venimbeni was writing in the 1280s although he lives into the early fourteenth century, not 

too early. There are things about Venimbeni as described in the chronicle gloss--things that 
made him seem interesting to me because I wanted to see how his use of his autobiography 
was similar to Salimbene’s, to help me be a guide, sort of, to Salimbene. 

 
## 

 
Brentano: I went to his town; his church has been destroyed. It’s a jokey one, you know, because I 

couldn’t find his chronicle and I found himself. But at any rate, I could only find what the 
Franciscan historian who came in the 50s, the 1950s, had found. So I looked at them again, 
and about half of the things he recorded, and some of the things you could still see-- 
because there were pieces of things that you could find in essentially their original state-- 
were heavily autobiographical, and it just somehow occurred to me like a light going on, a 
discovery of change, that it’s not that Salimbene used himself as a sort of witness, to make 
things seem true, but Salimbene and Francesco Venimbeni thought of themselves as what 
history was, that history was what you see from around you, what it is that you see. 

 
And that fits very well, of course, with people like William of Rubruck, and also, in a 
sense, with the army of crusading chroniclers; traveling chroniclers have to do that, in a 
sense. What do they know? It’s just what they see. This distinctive genre of thirteenth- 
century chroniclers that I was looking at--I m not trying to say that all of them are like this, 
but this distinctive group was--were really writing about their sensations. They weren’t 
witnessing things with their sensations but that’s what they were writing on. 

 
Now, because I had at this time had the advantage of listening to Amos a little bit, and 
reading Amos a little bit, and reading Amos’s students, and knowing and reading Katherine 
Tachau, who is the intellectual medieval historian at Iowa and also Steve Moroni, the 
medieval intellectual historian at Tufts, who have helped me think about what was going on 
in the universities, which would make Robert Graystains more interesting, I realized that 
they were desperately trying to establish a kind of truth, or what one could know as true, 
and that university scholars were gradually losing all sense of assurance of anything they 
could talk about, of the validity even of sense data which they had had. 
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I had decided when I started writing this that an explanation of the way these people wrote 
as they did is that the only thing that they thought they could at all rely upon was 
themselves and their own sensations--not because they were sense data, but because they 
were connected with them--that it was a fear, almost, of being trapped by anything that 
might not exist, so they wrote only about themselves. Now whether I can establish that or 
not, that’s what I’m really writing on, or not, in the end. Now that’s different from anything 
that I’ve written about before, because I have very much avoided thinking that I came to 
that sort of conclusion. For instance, in Two Churches--one of the reasons I like 
comparative history is that you don’t need to come to any conclusion except comparison. 
And in Rome, you only need to have the complexity of a single city held together, make it 
realizable. This is very different from that. 

 
Now, can I show you another way in which it is different from other things that I’ve 
written--that is, what I’m working on now. I’m working on a series of texts, some of which 
are almost unknown, it’s true, like Venimbeni and Graystains. But some of them are very 
well-known indeed, and I’ll have to use Matthew Paris, although I find him difficult to use, 
but he’s too important because of his drawing. But I’ll be dealing with great big historians 
like Matthew Paris and Salimbene--big in the sense of being broadly known, and writing a 
lot in those two cases, and in those two cases having their manuscripts survive, their 
holograph ones--and people like Jocelin of Brakelond, who since the 1840s, since he was 
edited in the Camden Society, and then Carlyle used him in Past and Present, has been the 
best known, as everyone says, of English monks in the Middle Ages. 

 
So, I’m working with people who are very well known, whom I don’t have to establish 
seriously from any sort of manuscript or record, documents. I’m not working on 
surrounding records, I’m not thinking about these guys outside of their work, and I am 
working on extended texts--more as cultural work, whatever one calls it, more as a literary 
historian, than I would have been before. I did work with both Matthew of Paris and 
Salimbene in Two Churches, but now I find the things that I said about them, while not 
necessarily untrue, painfully superficial and partial. 

 
Starn: Really? Because you’ve worked with them so much since? 

Brentano: That’s right. I worked with Salimbene so much. 

Starn: And every time you lose your notes for a lecture, you have to reread them again. [Laughter] 

Brentano: Yes, that’s true. 

Starn: May I ask you, when you talk about the chroniclers’ reliance on their own sensations in 
describing their experience alone, do you think about, or is it clear, what they are 
excluding? 

 
Brentano: I think they are excluding, this I will argue, generally, the internal intellectual activity of 

anyone else. Now, it seems to me--and this may not seem to go with what I’ve been saying, 
but you’re accustomed to that--the thing that seemed to me very exciting in Jocelin, and I 
suppose this must have come out in History 4B--it certainly does in my 103s; and again, 
I’ve been much educated by the people in them--that Jocelin sets himself up, and his 
seeming protagonist is Samson, the abbot who succeeds the one we’ve been talking about, 
who is, in his measures, in some ways not just a protagonist but, not always pleasantly, a 



287  
 
 

heroic protagonist. Jocelin observes him very carefully; he watches how his face moves, 
how he reacts to things, what he says, and listens--because listening is very important to 
Jocelin, too, more important in a way, in the end, than seeing, I think. But he almost never 
suggests that he can gauge what’s actually happening in Samson’s mind. But because 
Jocelin was constantly talking about what’s up in his own mind, as he looks at Samson, I 
think he fuses their two characters. I think he really, more than anybody else I know, makes 
biography and autobiography go together. 

 
Only Joinville, Joinville and Louis IX, I think, go that way, but at any rate, I think you have 
the physically undescribed writer whose ideas are constantly present to you, staring at the 
physically completely described protagonist, the other protagonist, whose mind is never 
available to you. So he’s presenting one physical creature and one intellectual creature. It’s 
really tremendously exciting. 

 
Now, I think that’s echoed in various places; I don’t know how significant that echo is. But, 
for instance, when William of Rubruck faces the Great Khan, he’s in a similar situation. 
William of Rubruck does at least tell you that he’s fat, or heavy, but he doesn’t tell you 
much about himself. He tells you everything he can about the Khan, which is necessary-- 
you would do that. But also he’s protected by the fact that they can’t understand each 
other’s languages. So he can’t penetrate the mind of the Khan, and I think that’s a 
convenience for him as a writer, because I think he can do what Jocelin’s doing, and he has 
an excuse for it. 

 
Starn: In terms of reading eyes and-- 

 
Brentano: And just in saying, “This is the figure of the Khan; this is what I can understand of what he 

said,” I thought, there he’s sitting in that Khan position in royal audience, which isn’t quite 
like the average position, like Jocelin, but in many ways reminiscent of it. 

 
The way in which Joinville and Louis IX are connected is not quite the same way at all, 
because Joinville is talking about himself and his feelings and criticizing Louis IX. He 
doesn’t penetrate Louis IX’s mind, that’s true, but he chastises him. He says Louis IX 
doesn’t love his children and his family now. Louis IX is insufficiently sensitive to the 
needs of his wife, things of that sort. And maybe he himself was not sensitive to the needs 
of his wife--I think he’s between wives, actually, when he’s writing that part. He’s terribly 
involved, emotionally involved, with the children he meets when he’s gone on crusade. So 
I think with those parallels, in the end I will have answers to things I don’t even know I’m 
asking yet. But about how they’re arranged, I’m not sure. Sometimes, I think I’m going to 
start with Salimbene and say, “Here I am; what is this all about?” Sometimes I’ve thought I 
would start with a clear exposition. 

 
Starn: Why would you start with Salimbene? 

 
Brentano: Because that’s how I got where I am. I’ve written and rewritten an introductory thing, 

which would talk about those qualities which are most intriguing to me and seem essential 
to the kind of history I’m writing, to a certain extent, how I got to them, and then go to 
Jocelin. And I’ve decided that Jocelin is not going to begin the book, because I don’t want 
to have to say who Jocelin is, why we’re there, in this chapter. 

 
Starn: In the beginning. 
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Brentano: I want him to have his chapter. 

 
Starn: So, Salimbene. 

 
Brentano: Maybe, or just the more general. Salimbene--in a sense, obviously, as you gather from the 

things I’m saying, while I spent all this time with him and I love reading about almost 
anything he writes about, I guess I’m not deeply interested in his life. He’s not terribly 
intelligent or terribly nice. Jocelin and William are terribly intelligent. I guess nobody I 
work with is--William is pretty nice--and you shouldn’t care whether historians and 
historical figures are nice, but you spend an important chunk of your life on something. It’s 
pleasant to like them. 

 
Starn: And Salimbene succeeds because he’s so--? 

 
Brentano: He’s so talented. I’m not really enthusiastic about Dufy’s painting, but there’s a way in 

which, if you mixed the pre-Raphs and Dufy, which is a hard thing to think, that’s the way 
Salimbene is; it’s just wonderful talent and wonderful things crossing. It may be fair to 
consider him more like Monet, but you don’t have the impression necessarily that much 
intelligence is operating there at all. Then, in the end, after hundreds of pages, and when he 
can say, so slyly--I don’t want to seem a foaming feminist [laughter]--well, he is constantly 
condescending to women throughout; it’s very tedious. 

 
Starn: It’s not courtly; it’s--? 

 
Brentano: No, it’s just boringly--I don’t know--almost clerically ignorant. 

 
Starn: Are you able to include the lectures that you’ve given on this? 

 
Brentano: Well, I am. Of the ones I can even find. The most crucial one, I can’t find at all, which is the 

one I last gave, which was, I guess, at Carleton. But yes, I’m using those materials a lot. 
And fortunately, in one terrible way, the volume [one of two] for Gene Brucker in which I 
was going to be--and Jonathan DeWald was; I don’t know who the others were--is not 
being published. 

 
Starn: So you have some material available. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: Well, lots and lots of very carefully written material about Salimbene; it was a lot better 

made. 
 

Starn: That’s really funny. Historians really are able to reuse material. [Laughter] 

So you do have chunks of text to work with? 

Brentano: That’s right. 
 

Starn: You can use that, but I was thinking of Carl Schorske, putting things together-- 
 
Brentano: I think I’ll just paste it in. [Laughter] It’s only shame of the most superficial sort that keeps 

me from doing it. 
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Starn: Pride. Pride. 
 
Brentano: Well, that’s too elegant. But I did work awfully hard on that prose. I didn’t have much else 

to offer. 
 

Starn: What are the dangers of the way you work, or the challenges, if that would be a nicer way 
to put it? 

 
Brentano: I think I’d rather talk about dangers. In the first place, I’m often unintelligible to people. I 

say to myself that that doesn’t matter. I’m creating a book. That’s like not wanting to make 
a breakthrough or a change or that kind of thing--creating something. And if you are 
creating something, it doesn’t necessarily have to communicate. But it’s always 
disappointing when it doesn’t--and often people don’t understand me. 

 
Also, I have this problem because I work so hard with arranging. I do work so hard; let’s 
not take away the because--at arranging the total structure of a book. The total structure 
may not work, and I can’t tell that until the end. So it may fall apart, it may not be 
intelligible, and this is a very much more workaday problem. Because I spend much too 
little time, as all my colleagues know, reading other secondary works, other historians, I 
may say again things that people have already said better and more fully, so that I’m just 
not aware of that because I am working almost entirely with my books, my texts. But there 
are dangers. Also I’m not an intellectual-- 

 
Starn: Does that happen very often? I wouldn’t think it would happen. Your point-of-view is so 

intense. 
 
Brentano: In autobiography it’s a danger. 

 
Starn: Well, in terms of the progress of this book, you’re hoping to get a text together, or parts of a 

text. What’s more important to you? To have parts that connect, or that are thought 
through? 

 
Brentano: Yes, parts thought through, but not necessarily a connection, because the connection is firm 

enough in my mind, although it may not have sounded that way. So when I put them 
together, it’s breaking through--in writing actually in this form--while I’m writing. I had 
thought it would be extremely easy to summarize. The summer was planned to summarize; I 
planned to do it. I was in much better shape to actually write the text just before the stroke 
than I have been since. This has to do partly with, I think, the physical disability, in the 
sense that it’s hard for me to think through plans. Partly it always is, but to understand 
machinery, and do things like that, since the stroke--I sit down, and my mind doesn’t focus 
on a sentence or a text of a paragraph very well. So it’s more of a problem than I thought. I 
thought it would be very easy. 

 
Starn: You were feeling probably better when you were teaching? 

 
Brentano: Yes, except that when I finished and got home, I simply went to sleep. So I was exhausted 

by it, but I guess I was easily tired. I feel, and this may simply be because I’m not doing the 
things that I easily like to do. I seem to walk better, to do all sorts of things, but in the 
summer, there are lots of ways I think I’m getting along less well. 
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Starn: In terms of your mental feelings, and the dizziness. 
 

Brentano: Yes. And memory. And memory for me is terribly important in terms of words. 
 

Starn: Yes, of course. Do we have anything more to talk about, right now, in terms of your 
writing? 

 
Brentano: There is one more thing. I am not a learned historian; I know learned historians, and work 

with them. In this sense, Gerry Caspary, my closest colleague, is a learned historian, but if I 
see a quotation from Augustine, or from Origen, or from any major father, even Gregory 
the Great, I don’t necessarily recognize it at all, if a previous editor hasn’t. That’s not a 
great disadvantage to someone who does the sort of work I normally do, in an archive. But 
that’s a danger in this work; I’m skating out on thin ice, because I’m looking at the text 
itself, not at the things that formed it. 

 
Starn: Have you had people whose learning you respect, such as Gerry, look at it occasionally? 

Brentano: His interest in chroniclers, though, is so slight. He thinks they’re frivolous. 

Starn: And your work is very much your own work. 

Brentano: Yes. 

 
 
 

Planning with Ethnic Studies 
 
 
 

Starn: Do you feel that you could finish talking about the ethnic studies conflict? 
 

We did talk about your mediating during the strike, and then in the fall of 1999, you began 
as chair of the administration committee for developing a five-year plan for the ethnic 
studies department. Can we take it from there? 

 
Brentano: Yes. Actually, that was really one of the most exciting things, that had anything to do with 

work, that happened in my life. It was a tremendous challenge, because there were, I think, 
thirteen of us in the room, and except for Charles Upshaw and me--Charles Upshaw is a 
special assistant to the vice-chancellor, an extremely wise, discreet, intelligent man, who 
does happen to have a Ph.D.; I don’t think in history, but in sociology or something, from 
Stanford, but he’s very unpretentious--the others were all people with interests, and they 
were connected with other people in their parts of the department who had interests, often 
conflicting ones. 

 
Starn: You’re saying ‘factions’? 

 
Brentano: Well, except that they are so personal, in a sense, so not ideological. And in a sense, they 

were distressing. It was attractive to feel, and not very attractive in me, that I could weave 
my way through those things and make those people work together. 

 
Starn: Why do you think you could do that? 
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Brentano: Well, one of the people said to me, and I was tremendously flattered and I am bragging, 

that I was the only person she knew who could think beneath the skin of a minority person. 
Well, in some sense, my whole life would lead to that. And then also, as you said once 
about something else, the fact that I live with someone that’s disabled--there are all sorts of 
possible reasons. That’s the way in which my talents lie-- 

 
Starn: I think we could say it’s the natural--a natural--the logical extreme of your ability to 

empathize and to-- 
 
Brentano: I think that’s true, in all fairness, but on the other hand it was also in a sense technical, so 

it’s more exciting. And also, because I had a firm ally in empathy in Charles Upshaw. 
Charles Upshaw is black, but he has intense empathy in dealing with Caucasians, I think-- 
it’s interesting. 

 
The other thing was, I became--and I guess I was getting to this--increasingly disgusted 
with my colleagues outside, because although it’s true that there is much that was wrong 
with ethnic studies, and there’s much in the apologetic for ethnic studies that is clearly false 
and self-serving, it’s only successful because “majority” figures are susceptible, because 
they don’t respect, I think, sufficiently, members of other ethnicities. They are susceptible 
to baloney about ethnic studies because they don’t expect it to be any good. And that was 
extremely annoying, so that at the same time they were willing to give everything, as they 
were when they voted in the American studies program, it was in part because of their 
complete lack of respect, I felt. And I felt in the first place, that it was important for me and 
Charles not to do that. 

 
And in the second place, it angered me that I’d go out of a meeting, and go into another 
meeting which had to do with something like Medieval, and find that it was assumed by my 
colleagues in the other, “higher” disciplines that I was escaping from something ugly, about 
which one had to lie. And I didn’t feel that. 

 
The other thing about it was that in some ways, although not all of the scholarship was 
conventionally very strong, it didn’t seem to me that the scholarly scholarship that I read 
from their department was significantly different from that of other departments. 

 
Starn: You mean, in terms of quality? 

 
Brentano: Yes, they were things that sort of were connected with correct, current studies--now, not 

simply correct for these people, because of their lives--about, say, Latin American 
definitions of womanhood as expressed in the words that we use. It was very much like the 
sort of thing that could have come out of the history department. But also, it seemed to me 
that there was an intensity about them because the problems they were dealing with were 
real problems in the real community. And Khatharya Um, for instance, who is in 
Vietnamese--she works on Southeast Asia, Cambodia--she wrote, I thought, a pretty 
thrilling book. It’s more like Robin Kirk’s book [on modern conflict in Peru] than it is like 
any of our colleagues. But either herself personally, or her family and friends, lived through 
terrors in Cambodia, and what she writes about is those terrors and the way they’re 
reflected, connected with, the Cambodian adaptation to schools in the United States and 
their communities. I liked the work, abstractly, but it seemed to me also that it should be 
very hard to be supercilious about work which is connected with such real problems, and 
real problems in this case for the person who was writing it, to act as if it was less valuable 
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than an essay on--think of someone--Swift--that doesn’t affect any of the people we know 
about. 

 
Starn: So you felt that the people you were working with were doing good work, and you wished 

that you could be useful somehow in making them work together. 
 
Brentano: But also I was just sort of angry, which is not useful for anyone. And when bodies like--as 

we were told--the budget committee, would suggest that the work was practical, was 
service work, rather than intellectual work, it seemed to me that the fact that some serious 
work also could affect, and is affected by, a distressed woman, in no way should make it 
less valuable. And if we are pretending at this university that we are interested in helping 
the entire community, and then snub the people in our community, no-- 

 
All that aside, it’s perfectly true that there’s a good deal of rhetoric in almost all branches of 
ethnic studies. There’s a good deal of political rhetoric, of disingenuous behavior. But still, 
on the whole, I really found myself very drawn to almost everybody in that room. And I 
was very favorably impressed with their students, undergraduate and graduate--the ones 
who were on the committee, and the ones who testified to us. I felt they had every reason to 
be proud of them, although they testified very harshly about the department. 

 
Starn: Who made up the committee of--you said thirteen? 

Brentano: Three students, and the rest were faculty members. 

Starn: Were these graduate students? 
 
Brentano: Two graduates and one undergraduate. The graduate students were much more present than 

the undergraduates, and Sara Kaplan, whom I mentioned before, was the most interesting 
of all the people who were there. 

 
Starn: And the rest were all faculty? And you were the only outside person? You were the chair? 

Brentano: Yes. It was part of the deal-- 

Starn: And Upshaw. Upshaw was just there as a facilitator? 
 
Brentano: He was a great deal more than that. And the report, I should say, we wrote, he and I 

together, on his machine, so we could add things, and take things off, and we worked for 
hours and hours and hours. But Alex Saragoza worked as hard as any of us, and a good deal 
of our report, which the university pretends much to admire, Alex wrote. They were Alex’s 
words. He spent a good deal of that semester in which he was “violating the rules,” 
working for us all. 

 
Starn: How was he violating the rules? 

 
Brentano: Because he gave grades to students in a course in which they perhaps were not really 

enrolled. That’s understandable in lots of ways. They happened to be football players, so 
that’s what caused the fuss. 

 
Starn: But during that time he was doing good work. 
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Brentano: Oh, fantastic amounts of work. He did it in his department. This sounds rhetorical, but it 

happens to be precise: I think he saw ten times as many students as anybody else in the 
department, he had huge classes, and had the disadvantages that those classes have--but I 
think of very respectable history classes where professors who teach over a thousand 
people at a time; it would be very easy to somehow sign someone in and not notice that he 
hadn’t come to class. 

 
## 

 
Starn: So you were involved in working on this report, to which you mentioned that Alex 

Saragoza had contributed so strongly. How long did it take you to come up with the report? 
 
Brentano: We went through the year meeting, I guess, every two weeks, something like that? And we 

used every minute of that time. We actually wrote the report and rewrote it from the end. 
We set out--I guess I did--little sort of target reports that people could disagree with, and 
went through it that way. The members of the committee divided themselves into groups, 
not by discipline. 

 
Starn: By interest or by--? 

 
Brentano: By knowledge--if they had been graduate advisors, that sort of thing--and they wrote 

different parts. I should say, there were two outsiders, professors from other universities. 
One from Stanford and one from Arizona. 

 
Starn: Were they there just at the end or the whole time? 

Brentano: Yes--the whole time. 

Starn: Were they there to learn, or to be outside observers? 
 
Brentano: I think they were there because that’s the way in which committees are made up by our 

university. But I think they were to teach, to give us advice and help. One of them was from 
San Diego, which has a supposedly famously more successful ethnic studies program. He 
was to help advise us. And there was much talk, and still is, I think, that he might come 
here at some point. But we were very interested in what was happening at other places. 

 
Starn: I’m backtracking a bit, but there was a reported backlash to the settlement of the spring of 

’99, before the committee was formed and began its work. Did you have to deal with that? 
 
Brentano: No, not much. Fortunately for us, whether accidentally or not, the backlash mostly hit the 

other committee, the committee that was forming the Multicultural Center. That committee, 
for some reason, didn’t work peacefully. And its chair once said to me, “You’re so lucky 
you’ve got students who really work with you.” In the end it seemed to work out okay. It 
was a different sort of problem. It was one of those things in which you take a piece of 
geography on the campus and you make it into, somehow, an ill-defined institution which 
will help meet the needs of students and faculty in the departments, but particularly 
assuage the complaining graduate students and undergraduates. 

 
Ours was quite different, in that it was planned to figure out how we could use those FTE’s 
most effectively. So it was very practical, relatively--ours was. And theirs had to stumble 
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much more on ideological problems. And the problems included two things which are 
perfectly apparent: not gay and lesbian studies, which didn’t seem much to intrude 
themselves upon us; I’m not sure why, but women’s studies and the African-American 
department. Women’s studies was talked about almost as if it were a part of us--because, 
partly, of the overlap of personnel with ethnic studies. But the African-American is a real 
problem; I understand it historically perfectly. I observed the changes which made it turn 
into a department, and the others not. But it’s a gaping wound, if you have ethnic studies, 
not to have African-American studies. And on our committee, there was a member from 
African-American, Steve Small, who is a fantastically talented and effective sociologist and 
historian. His work, his teaching, everything was so closely integrated with ethnic studies 
and could give so much strength to ethnic studies, that at this point, it seems to me a flaw in 
our structure that it’s not included. I think both sides at the moment want to preserve, want 
to fight their own battles. 

 
Starn: At this moment? 

 
Brentano: Well, at the two-years-ago moment. Steve, for instance, has been away all last year, I think. 

And ethnic studies perhaps seems stronger and African-American is weaker than it was two 
years ago. [African American studies is a separate department in the College of Letters and 
Sciences. ed.] 

 
Starn: What was the report? Can you summarize that? What were the most important of the 

points? 
 
Brentano: Most of them were planning for the way in which replacements would come in order for 

there to be a sensible balance for the existing department. 
 

Starn: The way in which replacements would come? 
 
Brentano: The order. And to try to talk about what times would be best, when it would be best, to have 

them come, and to talk about replacements that were necessary because the incumbents 
were no longer, in the way that one might have hoped they would have been, effective. 

 
Starn: It was a very, very sensitive issue. 

Brentano: Extremely explosive. 

Starn: --that had to be worded-- 
 
Brentano: It had to be worded in a way that would convince the administration that it was sensible. I 

should say that throughout, the people in the administration with whom we dealt were 
extremely sensitive and helpful. That started out being mostly Carol Christ, who really 
planned what was happening, although she had been most violently attacked during the 
strike, and in her strength she managed to do very positive things. But the dean of the social 
sciences was certainly anxious to listen to us and helpful as much as he could be. In 
general, I feel the administration was very helpful, and Berdahl was. 

 
The thing about Berdahl, you know, I think--one of his qualities which is not very much 
appreciated is he generally does what he says he will do. He really is honest. That is a 
virtue that has very little weight. 
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Starn: Sadly. 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: Did this serve him well? 
 
Brentano: I think it made him able to survive, but without it, he might not have had a problem of 

survival, if that makes sense. But he has a sort of really quite homely integrity, which even 
in the little politics of the university is very, very rare. 

Starn: And where is this now? The ethnic studies department? How many of its places are filled? 

Brentano: Well, I think they’ve been given permission to fill essentially all five, but it’s not working 
out exactly. They negotiate the plan a bit, I gather. The last person I met was a guy in 
Chicano studies who was coming in to help the department’s chair. And they seemed to 
have no doubt that they were able to get these appointments. One of the appointments they 
were promised in the beginning was of a black woman who works with native Americans, 
who works with the Indians in Florida. And she came, and was very, very successful in the 
department, pleased almost everyone in that department. They all wanted her. She pleased 
the administration; she seemed, although she was just fresh out of her degree, a perfect 
choice. But she’s married to someone who is a psychologist and he has been offered a job 
at either Michigan or Chicago, and she’s going to go with him. They offered him a job in 
ethnic studies. The university was anxious to keep them both, or rather to keep him to keep 
her, but Psychology wouldn’t do it. They believe in independence--I do, too--so she’s 
leaving, and that’s a great blow to them. 

 
Starn: That’s too bad. So they’ll have to replace her. 

 
Brentano: But they also feel that they can attract strong people; people outside think things are 

happening in this department. 
 

Starn: Good things? 
 
Brentano: Yes. But it’s an ethnic studies department. That means that people don’t treat it as they 

would treat other departments. But people in ethnic studies feel that it’s an opportunity to 
do exciting things here. And I think that’s an advantage that Berdahl gives them, because 
they feel they can trust him--and partly because he comes from Texas, from that university, 
recently, he is more sophisticated about ethnic studies departments than a number of people 
are, because they are significant in Texas. 

 
Starn: I don’t know whether you can answer this question, but in the end, did you feel that 

intensity of the crises and the miseries entailing everyone from the students to the 
chancellor, were worthwhile? 

 
Brentano: Yes. I thought a lot of ugly things incidentally happened. But I thought that everybody 

came out at the other end in better shape. The people who seemed least in sympathy with 
me, and I with them, in the department--several of them I liked very much, and with several 
of them, I worked very closely. Elaine Kim, for example, who is powerful and who is a 
source of fragmentation in the department--but she and I worked together to get the 
strikers, particularly when it did seem a serious strike to us, to get the ones who were going 
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to be prosecuted to talk to us and to talk to the chancellor, because they both broke it off. 
And it was very pleasant working with Elaine in that situation. It was very clear that the 
students trusted her. It was a very interesting experience I won’t you bore you with at 
length. But we got them to meet through a graduate student in ethnic studies–got the 
students to come on campus, which they shouldn’t have done, to meet us in the lounge of 
ethnic studies, and talk about what was possible. It impressed me--her behavior in it, her 
skill, her intensity, and what seemed her integrity. 

 
A number of rather feverish meetings occurred, and one of them was--I, as you may or may 
not know, was very much in favor of our students being allowed to unionize, not because I 
think the union will make better teachers, but because I don’t think our position was legally 
tenable, and they had every right to unionize, and to pretend that they didn’t was wrong. I 
felt strongly enough to argue with the president about it and with the chancellor about it. 
Arguing with the president is arguing with the president. He’s the president; he’s clever and 
quick on his feet, and not burdened heavily by thoughtfulness, as you can see in his 
attitudes toward testing, I think. But the chancellor was angry, angry with me, and perfectly 
transparent, honest as far as I can say that word--. 

 
Starn: At what point? 

 
Brentano: When he said why he was opposed to unionization. And he was opposed to it because of 

the way it had worked at Oregon, the way it had affected him, an old union person, and he 
was blistering in his attack upon us. But it’s so reassuring to argue with people who get 
angry. Again, that’s not a kind of integrity that wins him much points on campus, and he 
has enemies--like Jack Citron. It’s just that he’s not got very good defenses against them. 

 
Starn: But his role in this was honorable and--? 

 
Brentano: And partisan, and sometimes I think misguided by advisors, and sometimes I think 

misguided by his own--he’s not a naïve man; but he’s naïve about Berkeley, or I thought he 
was. It was funny, but it was dear to have him worry about students catching colds because 
they were lying on the grass. [laughter] It was just lovable. 

 
Starn: Truly. 
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XII. MORE ON THE 1990s IN BERKELEY AND ITALY 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 12: July 21, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

Sharing Virtual Manuscripts 
 
 
 

Starn: Will you say something about an interesting-sounding experimental course, where the 
Bancroft Library and Columbia University’s manuscript library shared manuscripts, 
teachers, and students in virtual classrooms? 

 
Brentano: Yes. I didn’t participate very much in it, although I was extremely enthusiastic about it. 

What happened was that Charles Faulhaber, on our side, and a number of people I knew, 
not librarians but historians and comp literature Italianists, on the other side, brought 
manuscripts from their two libraries, and documents, and a little class in each case of 
graduate students. The graduate students, and the instructors, and the listeners--a number of 
people, like Bob Hanning and Joannie Ferrante, for instance, at Columbia--seemed to come 
each time to it, although I think it was Consuelo Dutschke’s real experiment on their side. 
And it was essentially as if we were in the same room. We looked at the manuscripts in 
both places, and then we talked to each other and we ‘saw’ the other classroom. I don’t 
know--it’s primitively described by me because I am so not-technological--but it seemed to 
me a tremendously positive breakthrough, in terms of teaching things like paleography, 
particularly for universities and colleges which don’t have very good collections. Ours is 
significantly less good than Columbia’s, but they worked well together. 

 
It was an extremely, I thought, successful experiment, and an example of the sort of success 
that Charles Faulhaber, the current director of the Bancroft, is having--that is, he came sort 
of quietly to that office, but he’s been quite explosive in it, in terms of the things he’s done. 

 
Starn: What other things would you cite? 
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Brentano: Well, I know that he has allowed to be reshaped--if he himself didn’t do it--the Latin 

American seminar element within the Bancroft, using our colleague Bill Taylor, very 
heavily. 

 
Starn: What is the Latin American seminar? 

 
Brentano: It’s a seminar of people who work on Latin America and look at the documents in the 

Bancroft. They have had this rich collection of documents for a long time, but somehow 
they seem not to have been so profitably used as they now are. And I believe Faulhaber was 
already director when that pretty intensely interesting papyrus show was put on. [The 
library] seems a very lively element in the community, in a way that it really hadn’t been 
before. But I only know it from this point of view, and it seems to me that among all these 
technological things with which I’ve been involved that have to do with teaching, it [the 
virtual classroom] was overwhelmingly the most interesting and startling--because we 
really were able to talk to each other at the moment, and watch each other’s responses. This 
sounds silly, but I could say to Bob Hanning, whom I admire very much, and I see once 
every three or four years--could say, “Bob, I’m going to see you today and you can 
respond, just as if we were literally in the same room.” 

 
Starn: Has there been a follow-up on this? 

 
Brentano: I really don’t know. I read about it in the Bancroft’s newsletter. But I don’t know much 

more than that. It unfortunately happened in a time when I was chair of the senate and 
extremely busy, and teaching, and I really had very little time to be imaginative about what 
we could show. 

 
Starn: Well, what did you use, particularly--can you remember? 

 
Brentano: I know some of the things. I did it--and my part was with Tony Bliss, who’s extremely 

talented and dramatic, and he had a manuscript which they used, which was made, I think, 
in the twenties, pretending to be medieval--and it’s an extremely interesting demonstration 
manuscript, because you can show the ways you look for validity, and ways you can check. 

 
Starn: To show a forgery? 

 
Brentano: Yes. And so part of it was his, and also the things I did were with his help, as my work in 

the Bancroft always is, because I took students to the Bancroft in paleography courses. And I 
used particularly a couple of thirteenth-century charters, interesting, although they are 
unimportant in terms of their matter, because the active person in each of the two charters is 
a woman. Interesting, but maybe doubtful because of this. And of course they were never 
published, and will not be likely to be published in the near future as part of the 
paleography collection, but it was pretty fascinating to work with them and show how they 
do work. 

 
Starn: And they televised well. 

 
Brentano: Yes, pretty well. Somehow our television--our televising of manuscripts on our side was 

less effective than theirs, and I don’t know why. 
 

Starn: How did they happen to pick the Bancroft? 
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Brentano: I suspect Consuela Dutschke and Charles Faulhaber probably knew each other. She’s the 

wife of Dennis Dutschke, the Italianist, at Davis, and she’s a medievalist who catalogued, I 
think, all the UCLA manuscripts; she’s done major catalogue work and now teaches and 
curates, I guess, at Columbia, but I know that our students who go to Columbia and do 
graduate work, work a lot with Consuelo. It was her sort of imaginative--that side of her. 

 
 
 
 

The College Writing Program 
 
 
 

Starn: You were director of the College Writing Program in 1999, and you’ve mentioned the 
teaching of writing in passing. Do you have anything to add about what you learned as 
director of this program? 

 
Brentano: I think so. I took the job simply as a favor to Carolyn Porter. I did it because she was 

insistent and unscrupulous in getting me to do it. [Laughter] She really was. But also 
because she had suffered just incredible indignity in a meeting which I ran with Carol 
Christ, in which one of the senate representatives on this committee behaved in a way that 
human beings don’t behave--personal in his attack and he wouldn’t shut up. And I felt very 
guilty because the side I was leading, as opposed to Carol Christ’s side--on which Carolyn 
Porter was--had been so badly treated. So I thought it was a present in response. 

 
It wasn’t too easy because there was real work involved, although I had been promised that 
there wouldn’t be, but how can that be? But it became increasingly fascinating to me, and 
also in a way upsetting, because the instructors, as I’ll say in a minute later, were so very 
impressive and worked so very hard and were actually doing things--and it’s obvious that 
this is important to me--but doing things that were helpful to the community more 
generally. They really were teaching people whose English was not good and who wanted 
it to be better, and teaching them in interesting ways to write. 

 
The thing that excited me about it was that it wasn’t at all a dull sort of language class of 
the sort that I’ve been exposed to, it seems to me, repeatedly. 

 
Starn: Exposed to? You mean--? 

 
Brentano: Which I taught in. But they really did interesting things with prose and with the 

relationship between prose and objects, and with what writing can do. 

Starn: Did they do that on their own initiative or were they following up some sort of program? 

Brentano: The way it worked as far as I could see was that they must have had lots of earlier programs 
which guided the senior lecturers, and they guided the temporary lecturers. But the way it 
worked that I could see was that there were weekly--or maybe that’s not correct; I don’t 
know how frequently--meetings of all the teachers at which they explained what they were 
doing in their classes and how they were dealing with certain subjects. They were 
extremely interestingly presented--intelligently and without jargon or without a kind of 
professional academician’s approach of the sort that, it seems to me, you sometimes hear 
when you talk about writing in Letters and Science. So they listened to each other, they 
visited each other--mostly they didn’t have time to visit each other-- 
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Starn: How many of them were in the meeting? 
 
Brentano: I guess, maybe about twenty, of whom five were the leaders. But there were lots of things 

wrong with it. For instance, if you were extremely good, as some of them were, you could 
only work a limited amount of time, because you were a lecturer and you would be danger 
of getting permanent employment--or the university would be in danger--and also the union 
was in some ways very careful about this. So people were just helpless; they would 
succeed wonderfully for three years in terms of student reaction and in terms of what they 
produced, and then were forced to leave. And that seemed something that people thought 
couldn’t be dealt with, but we questioned it and questioned it, and my successor has, I 
think, has been successful in doing something about it. I don’t keep in close touch because 
I think that’s a pain in the neck for the person who succeeds you, but Kevin Paedian is the 
person who succeeded me, and he’s worked very hard to do something about that. 

 
And also, they were paid less. They had no rooms practically--two people working in the 
equivalent of really, a broom closet. It was very, very cramped. 

 
Starn: Did they have small classes at least? 

 
Brentano: Yes. They had seminar-sized classes. And that means that they can only take a certain 

number of people, so there were other people who could get in, should get in, but can’t in 
any year, because they just can’t fit them in. 

 
Anyway, the way in which they talk about prose was not really very different from the way 
in which I do in my seminars. I make--frequently, at least--my students do all sorts of 
writing around texts, for various reasons. It keeps them alive, makes them see the text 
better, if they move it into drama or think they are making a film, any of those things. But I 
thought they [teachers in the program] were doing it as freely as I do and as imaginatively, 
but within the back of their minds without any jargon, with that sort of structure that I don’t 
have. So I felt in a way that I hadn’t felt before that there is a lot to be said about the careful 
training of teachers in writing, as there probably is in math. That is, there are things you 
learn to do, and then you can move out in a more informal-- 

 
Starn: Grammar, and such. 

 
Brentano: Yes. Well, recently, when I correct papers, I find in individual students a repeated 

intellectual error, which is not just a grammatical error, but the student doesn’t see what’s 
happening. It happens frequently with the use of the word ‘both’ in which people use ‘both’ 
instead of ‘each’. And it’s an intellectual problem, and yet I found that I didn’t have the 
vocabulary to describe that intellectual problem in a way that would make the student able 
to see it coming. 

 
Starn: Is the writing course voluntary, or is it replacement for Subject A? 

 
Brentano: If you flunk the Subject A exam, you have to take it, and if you don’t flunk the Subject A 

exam, you can’t take it. So I felt that lots of people I had in class would have been very 
lucky had they have flunked the Subject A exam. Because English 1A and 1B, which I 
know best, and which I think is less successful, from what people say, than Rhetoric 1A 
and 1B--maybe because it has higher goals. It doesn’t seem to be so successful because, of 
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course, the people who teach that are not taught. They are like me; they have not been 
taught how to deal with this. 

 
Also, almost all the people with whom I worked closely in that program were in fact 
creative writers. They wrote short stories, they wrote poetry and they wrote novels. And so 
they were more interesting to me than most of my colleagues are. 

 
Starn: Were the students--? 

 
Brentano: I saw almost none of them. The director doesn’t have much contact with the students. 

 
Starn: Would you know, just out of curiosity, for how many of them English was a second 

language? 
 
Brentano: I did know exactly, because, of course, that’s the sort of thing we’d know and you’re sure 

of. I would have guessed about half; in fact, it may have been more than that. It certainly 
was. 

 
Starn: And how many students in the program, about? 

 
Brentano: I think about four hundred would make sense in terms of the staff. But I really don’t 

remember. And it’s a very exact number; they’re not allowed to go over it. It turns out that 
there is another class. I think it’s called College Writing 120 or 121, which anybody can 
take, and it really is designed in a sense for people who are interested in creative writing. 
Within the last year, I had a couple of students who really thought and wrote and said 
extremely interesting things, but they killed them--not killed them; made them duller-- 
because of the way they wrote. And I think that’s frequently due, as a matter of fact, to 
over-teaching in the schools, in which people are forced to write things like introductory 
paragraphs, concluding paragraphs, steps in between-- 

 
Starn: So you thought it was a good program and wish that you could transfer some of the 

principles to teaching and writing within your courses. 
 
Brentano: Yes. And I’d always worried that teaching our TA’s how to teach was objectionable because 

I felt that it wasn’t the arid rules of teaching that was wanted. But I came to believe very 
definitely that both the TA’s and the students would benefit. A lot of this is under the 
guidance of a guy named Steve Tollefsen, who is a very interesting man in various ways. 
And Gloria Davis--she was a dean, an associate dean--in a number of programs with which 
I had to deal, or with which I have dealt--like re-entry. Oh, programs that are designed to be 
helpful to people from non-Caucasian backgrounds, things of that sort, are somehow 
connected with her office, as they’re connected with Padilla’s office. I don’t understand the 
structure of the administration, which is both dangerous and helpful to someone who works 
with the things I do--dangerous because I go through the wrong channels, helpful because I 
can in ignorance go to the person who knows. You understand. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. I see what you mean. 

 
Brentano: Can I say one thing more about the College Writing Program which I didn’t breathe to 

anyone at the time? Carolyn had said when I came that it was perfectly clear “he was only 
coming for one year. You mustn’t in any way try to tempt him to stay,” which they were 
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terribly polite about and were careful about. By the end of the program, if anybody had 
strongly tempted me, I probably would have stayed. 

 
Starn: You thought it was so worthwhile that--. 

Brentano: I think, in passing, I might have stayed. 

Starn: How much of your time did it take, do you think? 
 
Brentano: Well, quite a lot because my office moved over there. And I saw everyone there. I think in 

any program with that many people without very clear hierarchy, to have some people 
directing some things and some people others, there are a lot of complicated reactions of 
some instructors to other instructors. So a lot of time was really spent trying to see that 
things worked in a way that didn’t cause antagonism. 

 
Starn: I would have thought they would have worked fairly independently, and not had to interact 

so much, but that’s not the way it worked? 
 
Brentano: That’s one of the advantages--it was the interaction, because we had those kinds of 

meetings. For instance, people were encouraged to do things. And in spite of the fact that 
there’s no hierarchy, in a sense, as I was shown by one of the temporary people who 
became permanent afterwards, there was a great break between the people who were 
temporaries and people who were permanent. 

 
Also, we had to fight for every single cent that we got for the program, for things like 
salaries, because it’s not a department, and it’s not an organized research unit. So that when 
something came up, which would be very simple, like cutting the numbers slightly of a 
course, or allowing someone to do a little extra time, or getting normal promotion--all those 
things that chairs do--took a lot of imagination and effort. Even though the people who 
were just above us in the college were extremely sympathetic to our program, we were 
explosive because anything we got for our lecturers might have to go for lecturers--. 

 
Starn: Across the board? 

 
Brentano: In things like languages, and so that was considered very dangerous. And they are a very 

underprivileged part of the campus. 
 

Starn: Yes. I don’t think I understood when you said “permanent” and “temporary?” Who are the 
permanent teachers? 

 
Brentano: At a time, there are, I think, normally five senior lecturers. That means they have passed a 

three and six-year review, I believe. Certainly a three-year review. And they have security 
of employment if they fulfill their employment responsibilities. The others are limited, I 
think it’s to three years. I think it’s six terms, or might be. 

 
Starn: But they are not allowed to stay on. How does one get to be a senior lecturer in the first 

place? [laughter]. 
 
Brentano: Well, in the first place, you have to advertise, you know. If there’s a place, it has to be 

generally advertised--although strange rules that we have, which seem particularly peculiar 
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in dealing with these people, because there are lots of very competent people in this area 
who have been temporary lecturers for a long time, and as a matter fact, I suppose it’s okay 
to say: one of the things that happened was that a committee was set up to choose a new 
senior lecturer for a position. And there were two final candidates, and the committee chose 
one of them, who was a male, from a Nevada program and was in many ways rather flashy, 
and a female who was a novelist who was a part of our program. And they chose the male, 
and then we all listened, and as chair, I had the right to overturn any decision, and I did. I 
thought it was a wrong decision, and in a strange way a sexist decision, not because--the 
place is full of women--but because they thought they needed more gender diversity. It just 
seemed to me wrong, and wrong in terms of the students, so I did change it. 

 
But that’s how it works. An advertisement is sent out, a committee is set up, a committee 
narrows down, and the committee is composed of outsiders and insiders and is narrowed 
down, and then their recommendation is given to me as chair, and the chair can decide. But 
the chair normally just represents, I think--. 

 
Starn: And senior lecturers can stay forever as long as they behave themselves. 

Brentano: That’s right. As far as I know, yes. They’re like us. 

Starn: At that point, the office was in the Dwinelle Annex or the John Galen Howard Building? 
 
Brentano: The Annex. And we had a campaign, because of a very, very charming and attractive senior 

lecturer who wanted desperately for it to have it have a name, not to be called the Dwinelle 
Annex, and have a name that would have to do with someone creative, so that the 
connection between creativity and this writing program would be emphasized. And she 
wanted the name John Galen Howard. So we worked as hard as we could, against much 
opposition by very right-thinking people who said we should always save the naming of 
buildings for somebody who will give you money, and who didn’t understand the 
importance that it seemed to have. And the dramatic arts department, which seemed to be 
willing to work with us, with the new chair was being too cautious. So what we did was, we 
splurged and had all those poster things which didn’t have much effect but which pleased at 
least some people. 

 
Starn: I think I have one, yes. 

 
Brentano: You probably have dozens [laughter] because they weren’t properly distributed because I 

was out of town. At any rate, that was something that would make people feel better. There 
are things about that building that do make them feel good. Benevolent administrators 
constantly suggest that the lecturers would like to move to a more spacious building, but 
one of the things that makes the job tolerable for some of them is that although they are 
terribly cramped, the views out the windows are wonderful in the end--and they like the 
building. At any rate, that didn’t come to much. That is, we didn’t get that new name. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] It’s still called the College Writing Program. 

 
Brentano: And I wrote meek, submissive letters and I wrote angry, bellicose letters. 

 
Starn: That’s hard to believe [laughter]. 
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 The Chancellor’s Award 
 

 
 

Starn: In 1999, you also received the Chancellor’s Award for outstanding community service. 

Brentano: Can I show you the award? 

Starn: Oh, please. The award itself is a work of art by a local schoolchild with a lot of references 
to your stellar qualities? 

 
Brentano: [Laughter] It’s an award where a staff committee selects the recipients, but also Meredith 

Minkler, a professor who is very involved in community affairs, is connected to it in some 
way I don’t know. Mine was very specifically for the Saturday School, and was quite 
clearly arranged, promoted by the senate staff, particularly by the MSO in the senate. 

 
Starn: What’s an MSO? 

 
Brentano: Managing Service Officer, I think. 

 
Starn: Thank you. 

 
Brentano: It’s what an AA used to be. She’s the senate secretary. She’s really the administrator of the 

senate, and it was her idea, I think, but I was terribly pleased. 
 

Starn: And that leads us to talk about the Saturday School. 
 
 
 
 

Saturday School 
 
 
 
Brentano: Saturday School got a lot of attention, rather surprisingly, until somebody said at a meeting, 

“I don’t ever want to hear about Saturday Schools again.” [Laughter] But it was appealing 
to some people in Sacramento, evidently, the idea, and it was meant to be appealing. That 
is, I thought, if there was all this talk about lack of communication between the community 
and the university and the campus, and all sorts of things, and the senate’s concern about 
that, why didn’t the senate just see what it would be like to teach a bit. So we started--three 
of us really, well, four--decided from the senate, from the divisional council, with my idea- 
-it was my idea--decided that we would offer Saturday courses with as attractive people as 
we could find--one bunch from the sciences and engineering, and one bunch (there were 
two bunches eventually) from everything from rhetoric to anthropology--most fields in the 
humanities and social sciences. And then we would collect a group of people who would be 
willing to volunteer from tenth grades in, generally, we had hoped, in not very successful 
schools, high schools. They would volunteer to come and then they would spend a 
morning-- 

 
Starn: Students? 

 
Brentano: Yes--spend a morning or part of a morning, with some reward. For instance, tickets to one 

Cal game, lunches, and things of that sort. 
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Starn: Incentives. 
 
Brentano: And the biggest incentive for the tenth-grade boys turned out to be to look at coeds, which 

they called the coeds. [Laughter] At any rate, the people gave--some of them did--very 
attractive lectures. I think that the science and engineering was much more successful 
because, particularly, I think, the boys were really pretty excited to be in the labs of 
significant people who offered courses and showed them their machines and things. And 
the vice-chair essentially ran those. 

 
My class had some, I thought, awfully attractive things, including the guy who had been 
the star of Raisin in the Sun--which had been produced by the dramatic arts department that 
year in the summer, or in the spring--who came to Saturday School and acted part of Raisin 
in the Sun and part of the Antigone for and with the kids, and that worked out well. 

 
I thought in the end it was an effective, in a muted sense, PR gesture. I think it made those 
students feel very much at home in Berkeley. It made them, the ones in my group, 
comfortable in the Berkeley Museum. Things of that sort. They knew what Berkeley 
academics were like. And some of them were extremely good and helpful, but not as 
successful as I hoped in terms of the actual connection. Ruth Dringham from anthropology 
gave a wonderful lecture class. I just don’t know if--although it was prepared perfectly, it 
seemed to me--for instance, how much it worked, how well it worked for tenth graders. On 
the other hand, Ken Jowitt in political science gave a feistily anti-affirmative action sort of 
talk, and it was loved. People cheered and cheered, and when asked later which lecture they 
thought was most effective, they overwhelmingly thought his was. He began by saying 
things like, “Look, I’m not a nurse. I’m not a babysitter. I come to teach things. I’m not 
interested in what your backgrounds are. I’m interested in what I have to say.” And they 
loved it. 

 
Starn: Very constructive, I guess. 

 
Brentano: Yes, and depressing for sweetsies like me. [Laughter] 

Starn: Not your style. 

Brentano: He’s a superb teacher, and he was very thrilling. 
 

Starn: Were the majority of the students minority? 
 
Brentano: Oh yes. I guess there were a couple of people who weren’t, but essentially--. 

 
Starn: How were they chosen? 

 
Brentano: I guess they were chosen essentially by wanting to take it, by their parents agreeing, and by 

being recommended by someone in their schools, I suppose. We did it, much more than I 
had intended to, through university offices which deal generally with the high schools and 
which helped us with them. It was extremely informative, and I thought among other 
things, I learned very disappointingly that I don’t think I’m a good tenth-grade teacher, but 
it’s a long way from tenth grade to freshmen in college. But also, of course, our freshmen in 
college, particularly the ones who are taking courses of ours, are so self-selecting. We 
wanted them to feel that they could come to Berkeley and that Berkeley was a friendly and 
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open place. They certainly felt that Berkeley was a friendly and open place. But we also 
wanted them to have the chance to go to a good college. And if they went to Stanford, if 
they were very successful, instead of Berkeley, that seemed to us swell. It wasn’t just to 
grab them for Berkeley, although it was also to show Berkeley as it is. It wasn’t a great 
success, but it was a great success in ideas, and it certainly pleased some people from the 
state that the senate was actually just then just talking about teaching. 

 
Starn: Was it just this one year? 

 
Brentano: I did it also in the summer, and I don’t think my successor carried it on, although he could 

very well have. But again, as in the case of college writing, when you leave your office, it’s 
just not your job-- 

 
## 

 
Starn: There were about twenty in each group you said. 

 
Brentano: That’s what I recall. And there were meant to be four groups, but Tony Long, from 

Classics, who helped plan the program, was away that year. And Jenny Franchot from 
English, who was a participant in the group, died the night before we started, so we met 
with those groups. Jenny was to lead one of the groups; she was to do what I did for my 
group, which, paradoxically, made it a more interesting group for me because people 
interested mostly in literature were not taken away. 

 
 
 
 

 The Jenny Franchot Berkeley Prize  
 

 
 

Starn: We’ve already talked about Jenny Franchot and the memorial program, the essay program. 
 
Brentano: That, in a sense, is something that seems to me to have worked in a way that I felt--can I 

just talk a little more about it?--that the Saturday School would; the fact that it does choose 
three to four people who take that news back to their high schools. They’re for highly 
achieving--I think it’s mostly three--students whose parents are terribly proud of their 
achievements, and whose teachers are, and they come. It is, I think, the high schools like, 
for instance, Castlemont which are affected by this, are really affected because--this sounds 
romantic, but I think it does give a kind of hope to people who are caught specifically as 
potentially good literature students at Castlemont. They know that they can have a future, 
they can go to places like Cal, and they are already so remarkable that one hopes they will. 
They, too, I think, have been almost entirely minority students. One student’s father is in 
jail, and she talked about that, and her writing was partly about that. And it was already 
remarkably mature, but it needed any encouragement that she could get, which she was 
getting from relatives anyhow and from her teachers. 

 
The teachers were very impressive too. It’s sort of interesting; another Minkler relative--Dr. 
Minkler was a local physician; he’s worked a lot in China, but he also was a professor on 
campus. It’s interesting that his family seems to spread through these programs, and one of 
them teaches at El Cerrito High, which I hadn’t expected to be one of the high schools 
because it seems to me it’s not underprivileged, particularly. 
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Starn: No. 
 
Brentano: But that’s not what they think, and that’s not what our university thinks. 

 
Starn: So the Minkler network tends to be literate and full of public service. 

Brentano: Yes. Very Berkeley out of Cambridge. I mean Cambridge, Mass. 

 
 
 

The Haas Scholars 
 
 
 

Starn: There was another aspect of your chairing the senate, I think. What about the Haas Scholars 
Faculty Advisor Committee? 

 
Brentano: It’s hard to tell when you’re something like chair of the senate whether you are being 

chosen because of being chair. I think in the Haas Scholars thing, I really was chosen 
because the people in the college who were interested in implementing it thought of me as 
somebody who was interested in teaching; I’m not sure. It’s a program in which--I think in 
this case about twenty--students are chosen each year from the junior year, because of the 
projects they are planning, with advisors in the college and in their own schools and 
departments, and which are judged by a committee, and read and presented to a committee 
that argues and talks about and presents them to each other. And the ones who are chosen 
are given money, presented by Bob Haas, I think, and his wife. The plan was worked out 
between them and the Haases, and Carol Christ, to give an internship to each of these 
students, which can be used in very different ways. That is, one student actually went to 
Italy and studied marionettes, or puppets, whichever they are. And they make movies, and 
have guided a translation of a French epic poem. They go to Latin America and work on 
insects. They just do all sorts of things. 

 
Then they come back. They present their research, which they’ve been carrying on during 
the summer, while they were supported, and they can be sent any place. Or they can work 
in Berkeley--and so they vary in amounts of money. They present those things as their 
senior papers in most departments, and they go on writing them as theses. And they are 
used by them as an introduction to their subject, and as an aid to getting into graduate 
programs, and things of that sort. 

 
They are not ethnically selected, but there is a financial thing. The students who get them 
could not, according to a normal calculus, have done these things and all with their own 
money. So it’s a sort of privilege to be underprivileged in this case, because there is no 
other way to get into the program. It’s run by Letters and Science and by UGIS, that is, 
Undergraduate and Interdisciplinary Studies, and it’s a beautiful program, I think. 

 
And at the end of the year, when that year’s scholars have been chosen, the last year’s 
group will come back and greet them. There’s a sort of banquet for them at the Women’s 
Faculty Club, to which the Haases come and various people who have been involved with 
them--their own instructors and [others in the program]. And at the same time, at the end of 
that year, the people who are coming back to greet them have a public presentation in the 
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Men’s Faculty Club, normally, of their papers to a general audience. So it’s a wonderful 
thing. 

 
Starn: That’s wonderful. They have enough support so they can travel abroad to follow their 

projects. 
 
Brentano: That’s right. It was set up by the Haases, and they may increase the amount they give it, so 

that there may be plenty for anyone who wanted to travel to Costa Rica or Brazil or Congo. 
 

Starn: And how long has this been going on? 
 
Brentano: I was doing it for three years. It must be about five years. 

 
Starn: And as far as you know, it’s continuing? 

 
Brentano: Oh yes. I’m sure it will continue. Even without Carol Christ, there are enough people who 

are deeply involved with it in the college for it to go on. 
 

Starn: Carol was deeply involved in it? 
 
Brentano: Carol really, with the Haases, planned it, as far as I know. Carol likes fundraising, she once 

told me. She just loves it. 
 

Starn: So lucky for Smith. [Smith College, where Carol Christ is now president] 
 
Brentano: Yes, exactly. Well, one of the real things she likes about it surely must be that she can 

imagine the way in which money could be used. She didn’t say that; she’s too modest and 
self-effacing. 

 
Starn: Yes, that’s true. Anything more about that excellent program? 

 
Brentano: It seems to me a model for us and for other universities. We don’t have very many, but one 

of the contrasts with Emory, where as you know I taught a term, was that Emory was not 
wildly rich but has all that money that it spends on professors and other things--but it does 
also spend a tremendous amount on undereducated and underprivileged students, in 
incredibly imaginative ways, which I can hardly remember to describe, including setting up 
little honors bungalows in which people who are very successful and people who are 
potentially successful are housed together--all sorts of things, it seemed to me, that were 
really quite wonderful, but dependent upon money and in a sense on being a private 
institution. 

 
Starn: Yes. But with sponsors like the Haas family, I guess these things can be done here. When I 

saw ‘Haas Scholars Faculty Advisor’, I immediately thought business school. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: I don’t think, while I was there, any applicant came from the business school. So maybe it’s 

always within the College of Letters and Science. No, because it can be within the 
engineering, I’m pretty sure. It could be, but it’s certainly not in any way business-like. 
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Faculty Center for Leadership 
 

Starn: And did you remember--we talked about this--what the Faculty Center for Leadership was? 

Brentano: If I’m correct in remembering if that was the title, or the end. [Laughter] The most active 
and imaginative members of the divisional council, with some other people who were 
particularly involved in this, from the special scholarships committee, tried to work a plan 
in which there would be a real harnessing of faculty and senate teaching and resources, 
which would be used either to help schools on the spot, or to bring people in. And it would 
be a group which really studied and used experiments, whatever information could be 
gotten, to see how best to do that. And it would really involve the senate in this kind of 
work, in the community. It was really the brainchild of Greg Aponte. But he was 
particularly helped by a group of people who were also in the committee on special 
scholarships, which I was a part of, too, later. 

 
Starn: This was ex cathedra, or when you were--? 

 
Brentano: Both. Before and after. I worked with Stan Prussin and Caroline Kane. They were like 

members of the family, practically. They were terrific. They worked and worked and 
worked. And they set this up to be in a way crossed by attractive, well-meaning people who 
wanted these jobs to be done administratively by the administration and controlled by the 
administration, which this wouldn’t have been. Or, on the other hand, who didn’t want the 
senate to do things that didn’t seem to them to be senate business. I’ve never been quite 
sure what senate business meant. But it meant things like, I guess, regulating the committee 
on courses, things of that sort. 

 
Starn: Could you give an example or a case study of what would have been a use of these special 

faculty teaching and resources? 
 
Brentano: Okay. It will sound terribly, as I say it, not terribly potentially effective and imaginative, but 

in a way it really was, in our context. In the first place, it had a seminar room. They’d 
collect all the material they could on this sort of teaching and research. In that room, also, 
in connection with people who were known to be very effective teachers in rather difficult 
subjects sometimes, like Chem 1, which is a notoriously difficult course--or now, I think, 
Chem 10, Chem 2, one of those has rather replaced it in terms of difficulty. It would have 
seminars in which actual courses and actual schools and actual problems were worked up, 
and research was done about them, and the facilities of the senate would be used. It was 
still constantly in terms of being imagined, and the three who really worked with the thing, 
who really were organizing it, were constantly being asked for a different sort of proposal 
or different sort of outline of what it could be. So it was still sort of unfocused; although the 
final statement was approved, what has happened to it, since, I don’t know--although I saw 
Stan and Caroline the other afternoon. They came to my celebration [at University House]. 
And Greg didn’t. I don’t know why. 

 
Greg, for instance, so cared about this, and in a way so cared because I gather he identified 
particularly with underprivileged students, that he sacrificed a lot of his chance of getting 
tenure, because he spent much too much time working on this and not enough on his work 
--in nutritional sciences. 
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There are a lot of young people who do that. It’s no surprise to you because you know your 
own children, when people say, “You’d better not do that. You’d better write and derive 
things that will be effective,” you really both scorn and despise that being said and feel that 
their lives are being cheapened by that. 

 
Starn: It’s worthwhile people who do that. I’m sorry to be so foggy, but I’m still not seeing this in 

action. 
 
Brentano: It never went into action as far as I know. So I don’t know if it succeeded. It really was just 

a plan for a collective on campus of people here expert or interested in, not from the school 
of education in particular, in the process of learning in high school and going from high 
school to the University of California, with emphasis upon the natural sciences, 
engineering and mathematics, but not exclusively that. There would be a director of the 
program, or a half-time job, and a seminar room and the facilities for having seminars and a 
library, and they would then proceed to an outline. It’s much more input than what I am 
giving you now--to see in what ways they could be effective. Some of it was based upon 
the work of Professor Leon Henkin in math, who spent his life working with 
mathematicians in school and mathematics and who for instance--he’s in retirement--was a 
big fighter of the oath, he’s a big left-winger on campus. But what he’d been doing in 
recent years was to go to high schools, or I think lower schools, middle schools, and listen 
to the problems that students were having with math and trying to figure out what in their 
minds wasn’t working in that way--a little bit like college writing in a sense, to figure out 
how you could--not make them get the right answer, but make them see what they were not 
seeing, and not see what they were seeing. I think he was a sort of model. He’s the heart 
and soul of special scholarship, which is really not about special scholarship but about 
teaching of calculus to students 

 
 
 
 

Eve Borsook--Expatriation; Art History 
 
 
 

Starn: In 1999, still--this is a.rather cheap way to organize questions but--[laughter]. 

Brentano: It’s perfectly fine with me. 

Starn: In 1999, you and Carroll and Randy Starn were Berkeley contributors to a festschrift for art 
historian Eve Borsook, who lives in Florence. Maybe you’d like to say something here 
about her and her work and her friendship. 

 
Brentano: It’s interesting. In the first place, it really seems that, like a surprising number of my closest 

friends, I got to know Eve through Gene Brucker, who knew her long before we did, 
although I can’t remember how that connection worked, because we have been so long so 
close to Eve, as the Starns have, that she just is a part of our lives. She’s terribly important 
to me, biographically. Her work is, in a way--although she is in a strange way more 
sympathetic with my work than I am understanding of hers. 

 
Starn: That’s interesting. How do you mean that? 
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Brentano: For example, I really, generally, don’t think that mosaics have so much of a political 

program as Eve sees in things. I’m not very interested in iconography; my interest in pieces 
of art, including mosaics, which are different because they have to be planned differently, is 
much more from the point of view of the artist than the point of view of the patron. I’m 
interested in the way paint is on canvas, not interested in the fact that it is a picture of Saint 
Lawrence. 

 
And also, I am for Eve much too, I guess, romantic as a historian. But she manages to see 
things in my writing of history with which she is sympathetic and which she does 
understand, so that she sent me an extremely unlikely book about a nineteenth and 
twentieth-century historian--which seemed not at all like me--a man who followed 
Stevenson on his travels with a donkey, which happened to be an extraordinarily important 
book to me when I was a child. It was sort of strange to have it come back. She sent it to 
me, saying, “This seemed so like you and what you’re trying to do.” And in a way that 
makes a lot of sense. And I don’t think that I’m that imaginative about her. 

 
On the other hand, when I am with her--I’ve spent a lot of time with her in recent years-- 
we’d go into funny little country churches, or castles with frescos and things--it’s thrilling 
to be with Eve in front of a fresco. And also, she’s good at translating other people’s work- 
-Christa Gardiner, for instance, who works on framing and frames, and Eve--where was it? 
it must have been in the Medici church--was it San Giovanni? 

Starn: San Lorenzo, I’d imagine. 

Brentano: Christa showed us and Eve translated. She also has a talent for putting people together who 
like each other, I think, so that we’ve gone on trips with people that seemed very unlikely, 
and just because of Eve’s magic, I think, everyone seemed so good and sympathetic. I’m a 
bad gardener, but I’m interested in gardening in the way that Eve is, and interested in 
plants, and she makes, although it’s very intricate and complicated, beautiful living spaces 
in a way that’s terribly appealing to me. Eve’s terraces are like nobody else’s terraces. 

 
Anyway, she is an important part of both of our lives. 

Starn: Does she represent any particular kind of expatriation? 

Brentano: For me? Yes. I wish you were describing this instead of me. She also represents someone 
who seems to me--this will seem ridiculous to Carroll if she ever hears it--she seems to me 
not at all totally American, as I think I’m not. I really am not at all patriotic. I have no sense 
of nationalism and I don’t want my children to have any sense of nationalism. And I feel, if 
anything, frequently much more European than I do American. Sometimes in the past I 
have thought, “Why did my ancestors come? It seems so silly to have spent two 
generations in America to have me go back.” [Laughter] 

 
Starn: A wonderful way to put it. 

 
Brentano: I have been over my life happier, I suppose, in England than anyplace. I don’t know--I’m 

equally happy in Italy, but I have no background that would take me back to England at all. 
It’s just, you know, that there’s a way in which Eve is simply not parochial, and that’s very 
reassuring. 
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Starn: Even though she’s stayed in Florence for over fifty years? 
 
Brentano: Well, that is a big parish. [Laughter] But also, she represents--you’ve said it exactly right; it 

took me a long time to get back to you. She doesn’t make me feel, when I’m in Italy, an 
expatriate of the sort that people so disapprove of--which I don’t--like the expatriates of 
Paris. It’s just a natural way of living. She does it, I think. 

 
Starn: A choice. 

 
Brentano: I think I will talk to her tomorrow, and I’ll be thinking about her. She is an extremely 

important part of our life, as you know, and this is so startling--I’ve traveled a great deal 
with Eve and Carroll, my wife. They seem to me extraordinarily compatible, but they 
disagree and fight from early morning until late at night, and it’s a sort of thrilling 
experience to be the other person. And Eve--in a way that would not perhaps interest 
anybody that ever reads this--for instance, you go into a perfectly nice restaurant, some 
place in a country town in the north of Italy, and you’re served a sauce on some sort of 
pasta, or a salad, and Eve will say, “This is not the right way to make this sauce. I’ll just 
have to go into the kitchen and tell them the mistake they’re making.” Anyway, there’s a lot 
of that, and it’s thrilling, exciting, embarrassing. Yet also, the fact that Eve remembers so 
much, and tells you so much, about what it was like to pick berries with her parents when 
she was a child, and that’s connected with what you’re doing at the very moment. It seems 
not only to connect countries but to connect times. 

 
Starn: Yes, she has a good memory. 

 
Brentano: She’s important also with connecting me with friends in America. Surely the Starns and the 

Brentanos are closer even than they would be otherwise because of Eve, or there’s 
something additional. 

 
Starn: She does have a connecting warmth, I think. 

 
Brentano: And also, it’s wonderful that she’s so unacademic. [Laughter] 

Starn: Although she’s now teaching, isn’t she? 

Brentano: When she teaches, I don’t think she’s academic. 
 

Starn: What about her early work on frescos? That must have been about at the time to make an 
impression on you, or did you not know it? 

 
Brentano: It should have and it would have, had I known it when I was at the right phase, and I think 

it is. That’s the Eve that’s so very thrilling as a scholar, in a way, because it’s so hands-on 
connected with painters and restorers. But I knew lots about Eve and knew Eve well before 
I read the frescos because, oddly, I went to a college which had very bad art history, as 
Caspary would tell you. I think one of the reasons that perhaps his uncle [Richard 
Krautheimer] was glad that he was there was that he wouldn’t be tempted to become an art 
historian [laughter]. And he wouldn’t have, although I guess we both took art history--at 
least I guess he did. But it was very light. It has taken Quakers a long time to live with the 
pleasures of the eye. But see how ugly the buildings at Bryn Mawr tend to be, not at 
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Haverford. But at Oxford, art history really didn’t exist. There was a great art historian, 
whose seminar I took, named Otto Pächt. 

 
Starn: I think we talked about him. 

 
Brentano: Yes. But I wasn’t in any way encouraged to look at thirteenth-century images, or 

fourteenth. But her eye does affect me. I’m lucky that I get to live with people who correct 
and enhance my eyes, because certainly what pleases me most is what comes at me through 
the eyes. 

Starn: Have you been with Eve to visit many restorations and hear her criticism of them? 

Brentano: Yes, but I don’t listen to her very carefully [laughter] when she’s criticizing other people-- 
now that I’m thinking of it, because she gets so rabid. 

 
Starn: [laughter] She does get angry. 

 
Brentano: But she seems to make sense. But I pay a lot of attention when we’re in front of something 

and she shows me. She certainly taught me enough so that when I looked at a chapel, 
exactly the San Giovanni Battista at Rieti, and I saw them restoring the paintings, it was 
really horrendous. They were just painting, dabbing gold on. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. You saw it in action. 

 
Brentano: Aagh! No, but I learned a lot from her. But that doesn’t do it at all for what she’s been to 

me. 
 
 
 
 

More about Kevin Johnson 
 
 
 

Starn: We did talk briefly about when you were connecting students in History 4B with St. Hope’s 
Academy in Sacramento. 

 
Brentano: I perhaps said everything I have to say, but Kevin [Johnson]’s in my mind because he wrote 

me recently. 
 

Starn: Is this Kevin Johnson, the famous basketball player? 
 
Brentano: Former Phoenix Suns star and before that, star at the University of California. Again, he 

sent me a card when he’d heard about my stroke, and prayed for me. He’s a real pray-er. 
Then he sent me about a week ago just a card from Sacramento saying he wondered how I 
was, and that came into my sight today because I’m trying to straighten my office here at 
home as a surprise for my spouse, and it came up. 

 
What happened was, Kevin called me up, or his secretary called me up, one day, and said 
that Kevin wanted to come back to Berkeley, and what he needed to do was to finish 4B; it 
was Western Civ, theoretically, but it’s medieval documents. He wanted to take 4B, and he 
wanted to finish his degree with that, and he needed to take it from me. And although we 
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didn’t know each other, although I had seen him play here--but I don’t like basketball 
much, but you shouldn’t know that; at any rate, it’s not football or baseball--he wanted to 
take it, and I explained to him at great length that he couldn’t, that it’s a course you had to 
take for a term, and it had constant meetings and you had to meet in sections and you had to 
do constant little subject/writing things. 

 
And he was, I think--not because so much necessarily he wanted to take 4B by that time, 
but he wanted to get his way, and succeed at what he was starting. So he said, ‘Well, 
couldn’t we concentrate the sections?’ And I was about to leave for the summer, and he 
said: if he came to Venice and we worked together for days and did nothing else, couldn’t 
we manage to do it? So I said, well, if he took the course by extension, and not as a normal 
course, and got it approved that way, if he was an extension student, and he was really 
willing to do it, it was okay for him to try. But I thought it would be very difficult. And that 
the first text we were reading was Augustine’s Confessions. 

 
It turned out that one of the real reasons he wanted to take the course was that he wanted to 
study Augustine’s Confessions and not just read them. 

 
Starn: Really? Do you know where he’d got this idea? 

 
Brentano: In a sense. Let me tell it though the other way. He came to Venice, flew to Venice, stayed at 

the Danieli [Hotel]. 
 

Starn: Not the most modest place to stay in Venice. 
 
Brentano: No. By the time we walked out of the hotel, he was better able to figure out which 

traghettos and vaporettos we should take than I was, because I was slightly confused, and I 
often am. We decided that the best place, and it had been offered to us, to work together, 
was in Joan Fitzgerald’s garden. We could just sit there, and both of us were amused by 
studying Augustine in a garden because gardens are so important to Augustine. I’d been 
expecting a sort of half-way feel for Augustine. That’s unfair, but we do teach athletes who, 
because they are so busy, don’t have much time to delve deeply into things. And I have 
never listened to anyone, except Peter Brown and Gerry Caspary, who are very learned 
about Augustine, anyone who was so engaged with him. 

 
## 

 
Brentano: [words lost in tape change]--not shown in the way that, say, Victorinus’s baptism is 

suggested and heavily dealt with in the text. But Kevin is a Baptist, and he’s very interested 
in baptism. He is an absolutely, as Louise Clubb would say, credente Baptist. He doesn’t 
come from a Baptist family. He in fact converted them. He was in high school; he turned to 
religion and it’s just become terribly important to him. And it’s in connection with his faith 
that he feels that it’s his job to educate, to help, to protect young people that he comes in 
contact with. And he was thrilling about Augustine; he was less interesting about the other 
people in the course, but better than anyone I’d ever heard as a student, as I said, in 
Augustine, and he seemed to me, in many ways, not only a terribly serious man but a 
terribly involved one in religion in this way, and in historical religion. 

 
He was very startling in Venice, because Venice, at that time at least, was much more 
interested in basketball than Berkeley is, and he was immediately recognizable to everyone 
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who saw him in the Giudecca because they had watched him on television and admired 
him, and I have never been so fêted in Venice as I was when Kevin was there. People 
whom I knew only slightly, or clerks in something like a stationery store said, “Would you 
think it would be possible to sign for my son or daughter” some little card or something 
that they could take home. The whole island was thrilled by him, and it was very exciting. 

 
He became very closely involved with Joan, and very much interested in sculpture and 
interested in her. They ate together, went places together, and he himself--the night after, I 
guess, our first stay together--he walked and ran around Venice, around particularly Venice 
itself, the Giudecca, and ended up in Harry’s Bar--and in Harry’s Bar, they all recognized 
him, so it was a very strange feeling. He handled that with such aplomb, that is, he didn’t 
shrink away. When he was with us, he was particularly nice to our Down son. He’s 
particularly interested in people who have weaknesses, I think. But he just simply assumed 
--I guess it was a kind of duty--neither to show off nor to shrink. It was very impressive. 

 
And he taught me a lot about his two hospices, or whatever you would call them: St. 
Hope’s in Sacramento and St. Hope’s in Phoenix. Sacramento because that’s where he’d 
come from, and Phoenix because that’s where he played, mostly, and made all his money. 

 
Starn: St. Hope’s is a hospice, not an academy? 

 
Brentano: Whatever it is, I’d rather explain what it does. It gathers students from after school and has 

them study, teaches them, and feeds them until it’s time for them to go home to bed. It’s 
very hardworking, I gather. And I met several of the students from it--and I was extremely 
impressed--including one of Kevin’s own brothers. They met me at a USC game--football, 
not basketball-- 

 
Starn: [Laughter] Of course. 

 
Brentano: --because Kevin brought them to meet me. Because I became interested in St. Hope’s, and 

that particular year, I had a very, very successful 4B class--I guess, the most successful I’ve 
had, which happened to be very, very mixed racially, particularly black and white. And 
through some of the students there, I connected that course with St. Hope’s, and four of the 
students went up and spent a day and sort of evangelized about the University of 
California. The people they talked to all were interested in it; again, like everything I do, it 
wasn’t carried on. It depended upon those students in that year, but there was that 
connection. And Kevin himself is obviously back at St. Hope’s at the moment, because 
that’s where his card came from, the one that came a couple of days ago. 

 
Starn: How strongly is he connected with it? 

 
Brentano: Oh, it’s his. He founded it, he runs it, he goes there, lives there. 

 
Starn: Does he run it on a daily basis? 

 
Brentano: When he’s there. His grandmother, it turns out, who’s very important to him, and his 

mother, I gather, who is now very important to him, cook and take care and are involved in 
it constantly. It’s very personal. And it’s from his part of Sacramento. 

 
Starn: Which part is that? 
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Brentano: I don’t know what part, but I know it’s where he grew up. It’s black and poor, and it’s very 

religious still. Oh, and afterwards, he came back, and he asked me to write a letter for him, 
when he was finishing with the Suns, to Harvard Theological [Seminary]. He applied to it 
and was admitted, and he’s postponed his admission. I don’t feel he’ll ever go. He doesn’t 
want to become a minister, but he just wants to know more and more about theology. He 
really is quite fascinating. 

 
Starn: Well, he sounds it completely. But he, in Venice, essentially read through your sources with 

you. 
 
Brentano: We spent three days together in Venice, and we spent enough hours for a course, but he 

hadn’t read them all. But he came back, and a young woman professor at Arizona State 
helped him, and I didn’t know that was particularly happening. (She’s the young woman 
who’s the new medievalist at Davis.) But he then worked through sources and then came 
up here. 

 
Starn: Quite an amazing story. 

 
Brentano: It is. He’s an amazing man. I guess you’d have to say he’s very charismatic, but that’s not 

exactly the word you’d think of. He’s terribly serious about life. 
 

Starn: I’m thinking about Arvand Elihu, is it? Are they in any way comparable? 
 
Brentano: Yes. They represent, I suppose, a kind of young man who exists in the world, who is 

terribly talented in a perfectly conventional way, in the sense that basketball and pre-med 
are conventional, and yet you have something stirring in them that makes them just not 
only have to work for a broader community, but it makes them really want to, driven to. 
And then, as I think I said in the case of Arvand, who calls occasionally from Baltimore, let 
himself be, in various ways, led into danger. That is, the Tupac Shakur family convention to 
which he went in the South, in Georgia, turned out to be a rather dangerous place for a 
Jewish young man, whose family had come from Iran, to be. And the people with whom he 
works in Baltimore--Baltimore, as everybody who has been there would know--has a 
particularly difficult set of racial problems, and class, if that’s the right word, problems. It’s 
a dangerous place, and Arvand’s work has been dangerous there, too. At one point, during 
his first year at Johns Hopkins--this must be his third year--it was so horrible that he didn’t 
know if he could be of any service, or if he could want to go on living in those conditions in 
which he was doing his volunteer work, but he’s changed. And now he’s back--. 

 
Starn: He’s got toughened. 

 
Brentano: Yes. He was very talented too. The work he did with Tupac was very, very interesting. 

 
 
 
 

Italian Studies, and Review Committees 
 
 
 

Starn: Is there anything interesting to be said about your service as associate director of the Italian 
Research and Study Program in 1999, or was that an honorific post? 
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Brentano: I think it was a post to have a certain assemblage of different kinds of people on the 

masthead. 
 

Starn: Yes. That’s what I meant by honorific. [Chuckles] 
 
Brentano: No, I did nothing of interest. I went to a couple of lunches. I guess one of them must have 

been with the ambassador, but I can’t remember anything else. 
 

Starn: But Italian studies seem to be doing quite well at Berkeley presently. 

Brentano: Oh, I think so too. 

Starn: Do you have some views about that too? Why or How? 
 
Brentano: I think it’s wonderful. Well, I can say “why” has a lot to do with Randy Starn as a person 

who took it seriously and took it over. I think the criticisms of the department which the 
review committee I was on the year-- 

 
Starn: The Italian department--. 

 
Brentano: Yes, excuse me. The committee of which Loren Partridge was chair, in which we heard 

evidence that was really pretty upsetting about the department, and then the committee of 
which, I guess, I was the chair, which tried to reorganize the department into the sort of 
thing it is now. I think they were important, but without the people to make it work, it 
wouldn’t have worked. And I think it’s wonderful what’s happened. It was really in very, 
very bad shape. There were seven undergraduate majors when we took over, although after 
we had been told that, and it was repeated, we had been told that had been an incorrect 
count, but it’s hard to incorrectly count seven people--even for me. [Laughter] And I think 
I shouldn’t say anything more public, but the change is wonderful. I think it’s very exciting. 

 
Starn: Do you think it has anything to do with factors outside of the university, that Italian studies 

seems to be doing well? 
 

Brentano: No, I wouldn’t have thought so. Why? What do you mean? 
 

Starn: Cultural things. 
 
Brentano: Well, certainly studies programs were relatively popular and attracted people, and a studies 

program can attract people as lower-division undergraduates too. No, I wouldn’t have 
thought so. That’s interesting; undoubtedly, I’m just historically blind in thinking about it. 
It seemed so internal to me. 

 
Starn: It may have been myopic of me to ask about it. 

 
Brentano: I’ll think about it, just for my pleasure of thinking about it. 

 
Starn: Well, I think we’ve come to a good place and we can “take a bridge” to the twenty-first 

century next time [laughter]. 
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Brentano: I’ll say one thing; I think the work with the Italian studies has certainly helped me with 

ethnic studies. I worked with three in a row: the Scandinavian department, the Italian 
department and ethnic studies--spaced a bit. The Scandinavian department taught me--I 
wasn’t chair fortunately, but taught me things not to do, which we didn’t do in the Italian 
department exactly. The Scandinavian review was very harsh, and it really caused deeper 
unhappiness to people in the department than colleagues have the right to impose on each 
other. 

 
Starn: But it was for their own good? 

 
Brentano: No, it was not for the good of the individuals who were hurt; it was for the department’s 

good. But a department is just a thing, not people. I have never so much felt enabled by 
duty to do something cruel as I joined in doing in Scandinavian--and I would never do it 
again. You can be so deluded by thinking you’re upholding the right. Being a radical all 
these years should make me feel that, because we radical Democrats say and do pretty 
inexcusable things sometimes because we’re so righteous, but I’ve never been quite in that 
position in which people, individual lives, were stunted by the things we did. 

 
I don’t think we did that in Italian, although in many ways the Italian department was more 
shocking than the Scandinavian department. But it made the ethnic studies department both 
seem better and made me seem wiser, too. That’s why it’s too bad I’m so old. 

 
Starn: I’m sure there’s room for another review committee in your life. That’s the danger of 

continuing on. 
 
Brentano: [laughter] No, I don’t think so. Okay, is there anything else we need to talk about now? 

 
Starn: Not today. 



319  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

XIII. HISTORICAL AND RELIGIOUS THOUGHT AND PRACTICE; ITALIAN 
MEDICINE 

 
 
 
 

[Interview 13: August 7, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

About Millennial Thought 
 
 
 

Starn: We think we finished the twentieth century, more or less, last time, and now we’re going 
into the first year of the new millennium. And you began as president of the Medieval 
Academy. You gave an address at the April meeting, which referred to the new book 
you’ve been working on--obliquely. Is there anything more to be said about that? 

 
Brentano: Well, I’m really not attracted to millennial studies or millennial thought; partly, I suppose, 

it’s hiding from the truth of it, or something of that sort. I really don’t like it. 

Starn: Does this have anything to do with not believing in the millennial divisions, and--? 

Brentano: Yes. But I may be wrong. Certainly there was an industry in the year 2000 to establish 
validity for millennial thought. It really doesn’t interest me, I don’t like it, and I don’t 
believe in it. Since what I am interested in history is very everyday and how people lived 
and that sort of thing, only insofar as it affects their diet or something do I like millennial 
thought. And I was startled to realize that a talk that had to do with the millennium would 
presumably be expected of me [laughter], and I figured out--because you know three years 
ahead of time--and I decided I really simply did not want to do anything that had to do with 
the millennium. Then I had to try to think of what I could do, and since just five years 
before I had given an extended plenary talk about the material in my forthcoming book, in 
a way that I liked a lot, because I treated it as a game--there were three things that I asked 
the audience to keep in mind and hold onto, things that didn’t necessarily go together, 
threads, of what I was trying to do in the book. I liked it and I thought it worked better than 
talks I’d given before, but it’s the sort of thing that doesn’t work well when it’s written out. 
But mainly, since I talked so much and so blatantly about what I was thinking about and 
doing, and there hadn’t been the sort of progress that one might have hoped in the actual 
construction of the book in between, I didn’t want to talk about it again. It would have been 
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too close, and I had done it once thoroughly, and with essentially the same audience, or a 
bigger audience, because my plenary was in Boston, and my president’s talk was in Austin, 
and people don’t come to Austin for the Medieval Academy unless they are terribly 
interested in barbecue or something--bluebonnets. At any rate, it did refer to the new book; I 
did talk about it. 

 
 
 
 

The Influence of Twentieth-Century Historians 
 
 
 
Brentano: I decided instead that I would talk about twentieth-century historians that I think are very 

important, but important to me doesn’t mean necessarily that they have followers, but 
rather that they thought and wrote and composed particularly interestingly, and that they 
have influenced me. I thought also of the possibility of talking about Jocelin of Brakelond 
who is the first figure in my book and whose work, whose chronicle, finishes in 1200, 
1201, 1202. It’s very sparse in the last two years, and it would have been a date, a kind of 
millennial date. But everything that there is a necessity for me to say about Jocelin in this 
first substantial chapter of the book I’m writing, I really didn’t want to do then and have it 
be old-hat. So I decided to talk about these people who have been influential to me. 

 
First of all, the Oxford historians at the time I was there, particularly Powicke and 
Galbraith, I guess, but also a number of other people whose name will be less familiar, like 
Kathleen Major, particularly. She, of the people who were not Galbraith and Powicke, was 
most important to me. Although a woman like Beryl Smalley--very important. It was just a 
cluster of historians who were thrilling for me, as were my colleagues in graduate school. 
And the sort of work they were doing is no longer very prevalent in Oxford, although more 
prevalent in the last ten years than it’s been before--this kind of return to empirical history, 
a history that’s not so strongly consumed with big ideas and big changes as Oxford history 
has tended a little bit to be in between--at least I think. 

Starn: This is a noticeable change in the trajectory even at Oxford? To the empirical--? 

Brentano: It was certainly away from the empirical, and I think it has returned, yes, at least among 
certain very prominent historians who represent a chain of thought that’s continued to exist. 
One of the good things about the college system is that once someone is appointed a fellow, 
he stays a fellow if he wants to for life, and so it can carry him through, as tenure can, 
through changes of style. 

 
The other two twentieth-century groups I talked about were the historians at small, 
particularly women’s, and co-educational, liberal arts colleges in the United States at the 
time I was at Swarthmore, who were the surviving heroines of the first Berkshire 
movement. And they were very closely connected with the Oxford historians whom I 
admire. But they were the first people who affected me. 

 
Starn: You were trained by them, is that right? 

 
Brentano: Yes. And everybody who was, I think, was extremely lucky, and most of the people who 

were had to have gone not to a major university, because they weren’t employed there. So 
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they were at Douglas, Bryn Mawr, Haverford, Smith, particularly Mount Holyoke, 
Swarthmore, a little bit Oberlin-- 

 
Starn: Where is Douglas College? 

 
Brentano: New Brunswick. It’s the old, female part of Rutgers, I think, like Pembroke and Radcliffe; 

it’s been probably absorbed by now. Maybe it has the sort of distinction Barnard does, I’m 
not sure. I think, like Pembroke and Radcliffe, it’s probably been absorbed by now. Maybe 
it has the sort of distinction Barnard does--I’m not sure. 

 
 
 
 

Historians in the Veneto: Padua and Venice 
 
 
 
Brentano: The third group were the historians that I got to know in Padua, starting with Giorgio 

Cracco but then moving to all sorts of people from the northeastern part of Italy, not in this 
case from Venice, because the Venetian school is distinct from the Paduan and northeastern 
school, so I don’t think historians ever came from Venice for our meetings. 

 
Starn: Can you explain that a little bit? The difference between the Venetian--? 

 
Brentano: I can explain what the difference seems to me, but I can’t explain why it maintains itself as 

a real difference. But I gather, in talking to people last year, that a change I’d hoped for-- 
because of the more relaxed relationship between people from both sides, since I feel I’m 
between the two sides--is now less likely because there’s going to be a competition for 
graduate students in the northeast, and they will, I think, emphasize their differences. They 
work in the same archives. The undergraduate theses that have been written in the last 
fifteen or twenty years, very, very frequently, are from the Venetian archives. And a young 
man that I got to know in an odd way, which will maybe come up later, who has just 
finished his undergraduate thesis--he finished it last year--worked in the Paduan archives, 
although he’s a Venetian historian. 

 
Also, it’s so complicated. He actually lives and works in the Paduan part of the Veneto, but 
he’s a student of Reiney Muhler’s in Venice, and he’s completely--in his approach, I guess- 
-Venetian, but he works again in the Paduan archives. Anyway, the difference, I think, as 
far as I can easily say, is that Paduan historians are in some ways more historiographically 
conservative. They are led, or were, by a man named Paolo Sambin, whose greatest skills 
were in definition, in paleography, in reading and finding sources, in careful scrutiny of 
those sources--and the precision of his work is particularly stimulating. He’s a stimulating 
man in a way that not many of the Venetians seem to, I think, really know, because he is in 
politics and in gender and in things of that sort so radical. He’s an extremely strong 
feminist, he’s a very left, left, left-wing historian, very pacifist, very active, bicycling 
historian. He’s been on the verge of death now for fifteen years maybe, but he keeps on-- 

 
Starn: Do you have any idea how old he is? 

 
Brentano: I guess he’s about eighty-eight. But he’s been very unhealthy in recent years. 

 
Starn: Not too unhealthy to ride his bike? 
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Brentano: Yes, that’s right! [Laughter] Maybe he carries it, sometimes. 

 
Anyway, the Venetians are a faster group. Reiney’s not a terribly good example--Reiney 
Muhler--although closely connected with them, obviously part of them, because his work 
with coinage demands an awfully specific sort of care, and lots of stunning, small 
generalizations rather than big ones. Well, let me put it this way; maybe this will help. It 
seems to me that Paduan historians find themselves perfectly comfortable in Perugia; that 
is, with Perugian historians, although none of them practically comes from Perugia. And 
maybe other people would have a better sense of this; Venetian medievalists would find 
themselves more comfortable with Florentine medievalists. (I’m not doing this at all well.) 
There is a difference in their approach, but it’s a little hard to be sure about, to describe it. 
The titles of their books would be different. The titles of Paduan books would tend to be 
about a single figure, a single problem, that sort of thing. And I think the titles of Venetian 
books are more likely, at least than Paduan ones, to be about a kind of movement, a kind of 
change, a kind of interpretation. 

 
 
 
 

A Celebration in Venice 
 
 
 
Brentano: At any rate, they are all perfectly delightful people, and one of the nice things was--if we 

can skip for a second--when there was a sort of celebration for me and for Professor 
Shatzmiller -- 

 
Starn: Oh, I didn’t realize it was a double celebration. 

 
Brentano: Oh, it really wasn’t. It’s a combination. He spoke wonderfully, although he can’t speak 

Italian. I don’t mean that he can’t converse in Italian; he can’t pronounce Italian words. But 
he had to give it in Italian. 

 
Starn: Shatzmiller? German by some chance? 

 
Brentano: Yes, I guess so, Although I think he’s at Duke. He works on Jews in the Middle Ages and 

Jewish communities and medical communities and their connections. And he’s stimulating, 
funny, wonderful, but he had to speak in Italian, and he has no sense of the quality of--I 
don’t mean that he pronounces them badly, as I do--any vowel or where you’re likely to 
emphasize or stress a word. So his audience sat completely uncomprehending as he spoke. 
Then he was allowed to answer questions in any language he wanted to, essentially in 
English. And the audience, they were wonderfully--[laughter]. At any rate, he very nicely 
joined this group. And he joined Lester [Little] and me in speaking, but the fuss was made 
about me, and the fuss was made about me by Venetian historians, but also a group from 
Padua came and presented me with a book, and things of that sort. They came together and 
they seemed to like each other as well, a lot. We were taken to a wonderfully attractive 
dinner at the Riviera, which I couldn’t stay for all of, but they seemed to be having a 
wonderful time with each other when I left, at least. So I don’t know. It’s peculiar. 

 
Starn: But it was in your honor and I think, it was organized by Lester Little, I think. 
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Brentano: Lester, with Reiney’s help, so Lester obviously did most of the organizing. It was called, 

anyway, a study of different kinds of mestièri [trades]. And mine could be, which was very 
nice, the mestière of a historian. I didn’t understand it practically till it happened. And it is 
true that both Shatzmiller and I thought we were speaking in English because it’s not been 
our habit to think the American Academy speaks in Italian. [Laughter] But the last week, 
we were told that it had to be in Italian. And it was a sort of attractive chore to turn mine 
from English into Italian. 

Starn: Well, I should think, just at that time when you were recuperating from the stroke-- 

Brentano: It was just the right level of chore. [Laughter] And since I couldn’t walk at all yet, Reiney 
found one of his students, who’s a rugby player, who he thought would be very strong, who 
was working on the Casa dei in the Padovano, to take me in a wheelchair--a terrible time 
finding the chair. 

 
Starn: The Casa dei is a hospital--? 

 
Brentano: No, it’s the kind of thing that collects money for the poor into slums. You know, they had 

them in Siena, Pisa--at any rate, he finished it, sent me a copy, wrote me a wonderful letter, 
and I was his responsibility. He had to get me across bridges, and my wheelchair, and it was 
really just a mess. But he was very dear--this thesis writer on the Paduan orphanage, and its 
income and its outgo. And that’s how I got there. As a matter of fact, when we were going 
over the bridge, the final bridge, into the hall in which I would teach, which was a mess, 
that second day, he and the historians around him said, ‘How wonderfully strong your 
upper body will be when you finish all this,’ because I had to pull us all over the bridge to 
the other side. [Laughter] That part of the whole thing--it was scary, but it was sort of 
delightful. Okay, basta. 

 
Starn: And was this in your honor because you were seventy-five or--? 

Brentano: No, I don’t think-- 

Starn: You weren’t seventy-five yet, so that’s not right. It seemed like the best time. 

Brentano: I guess they decided it was time [chuckles] to do something. 

Starn: The idea of a mestièri conference-- 
 
Brentano: It was an attractive one for me. The book that the Paduans brought to me is one that’s called 

The Difficult Mestière of a Bishop, and because I had written about bishops before most of 
my younger colleagues had in Italy, it fluffs around about me. 

 
Starn: Do you have the talk that you gave on the mestière of the historian? 

Brentano: I’ve been searching for it because it was extremely helpful-- 

Starn: [Laughing] Oh, no! 
 
Brentano: I think it was all scribbled notes, so I may have delivered it without very significant notes 

because it was difficult to read. 
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Starn: Don’t you have a packet, a memorial packet from that conference? 
 
Brentano: I thought I did, but that speech is not in it. Getting back was really rather difficult. In the 

first place, I didn’t really stay for the whole dinner, and I wanted to leave as decorously as I 
could. In the second place, my caretaker had to get back to Padua, or nearby Padua, 
because what he does to support himself is, he serves beer, works as a barista in an 
English-type pub, in the Paduan countryside, and he had to be there by a certain time, so it 
was an excuse for both of us. And I think in sort of the rush to get back across, and just 
collapsing into bed for a couple of days, I don’t know what happened to it. 

 
Starn: Carroll wasn’t along to haul things? She was worrying about you. 

Brentano: She was, physically, yes--and also hoping that I wouldn’t behave badly. 

Starn: [Laughter] And this was held at a big hotel, and there were many of your colleagues sitting 
around a table--? 

 
Brentano: No, it was out at a building that belongs to Ca’ Foscari--you know, the University of 

Venice--in two buildings as a matter of fact, on the two different days, in the area around 
San Basilio, where the stop is. That’s where the talks were, and the discussions. A big hall 
the first evening, with a surprising number of people. And then, the day I gave the class, 
which was the second talk--which didn’t work well at all, because I couldn’t see my texts, 
and I was talking about the texts--was in a regular classroom of the San Basilio part, which 
is now the history part, I guess entirely, of Ca’ Foscari. The dinner was at a place called the 
Riviera, which they chose because it was very close. And it was a superb dinner and all 
arranged by Muhler and Little 

 
Starn: This isn’t done every year, I take it. 

 
Brentano: No, it was a special thing that the two of them thought would be fun to do. They are, both 

of them, quite blind to my true nature as a historian, and that’s very relieving sometimes, to 
have people who don’t have any real sense of what your flaws are, or what you haven’t 
done, and think that if you only worked on something that they cared more about, it would 
be wonderful. But then I’d be exposed. [Laughter] Reiney always wants me to work on the 
patriarch of Venice. I have nothing to say about the patriarch. 

 
Starn: You’re unwilling to go to look at the sources? 

 
Brentano: I don’t think they’re any good. And he’d be really a patriarch of Murano or Aquileia at that 

time, by name, you know. 
 

Starn: And what does Lester think you should work on, would you guess? 
 
Brentano: What would you guess? Something slightly more palatably economic than just endless lists 

of what people paid for what. 
 

Starn: Maybe the sort of thing that he did with his Brentano paper? 

Brentano: Maybe, maybe sort of the sort of things he does. 
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Starn: Fairly economically oriented. 
 
Brentano: Well, maybe of a more general interpretation of Franciscans. I think that might be what 

he’d choose. 
 

Starn: Well, in the meantime, you’re just going to do what you want to do. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: Well, I’d like to do it very quickly at the moment. But I’m in much better shape in terms of 

where I’m going than I was last week. 
 

Starn: That’s good. 
 
Brentano: But it is really--I bleat--it is incredibly hard to write or to read if you can’t focus. 

[Brief interchange about medical matters omitted here.] 

 
 
 

A Catholic in Italy and in America 
 
 
 

Starn: I was going to ask you when your Brentano ancestors became Catholic, as a lead into your 
own--but you said you weren’t too sure you wanted to talk about your Brentano ancestors. 

 
Brentano: No, I really don’t.  I would like to say something about the importance of being Catholic to 

me, because it’s not entirely clear. I don’t say rosaries or I’m not, in the way that Louise 
meant she was not, I’m not praticante. At least, I am not in America; I am in Italy. 

 
Starn: Is there a truly large difference between your practice in Italy and here? 

Brentano: Oh yes. An absolute difference. 

Starn: You go to mass in Italy? 
 
Brentano: Exactly. That’s a big difference. Go to mass, say the sacraments, listen with interest and 

approval to the sermons. I chose my church very carefully. Or it was chosen for me, really, 
by Laura Muhler, who told me its traditions, and its still-hanging-on traditions as being 
young-left Catholic in the past. 

 
Starn: Is this San Trovaso? 

 
Brentano: San Trovaso, yes. But also, of course, it’s easy to go to mass in Italy. It’s so complicated if 

you don’t drive in America, although Carroll certainly went as long as I did. But although, 
again, I’m a peculiar sort of Catholic, and neither my wife nor my bishop would say much 
about me as a Catholic, certainly the things I think of and believe are very much connected 
with Catholicism, at least the Catholicism of my old family, my nuclear family. The more I 
think about it, in some ways, the stranger it is. I think it would be difficult for people who 
grew up in a place like Berkeley, in which there is a sort of common set of values--that may 
be not the right word--to realize how distinct the values of one household can be and how 
inclusive of the people in that household. And ours was a very Catholic household, but in 
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spite of the fact that my mother did say rosaries and even went to novenas, it was a heavy 
emphasis on being Christian rather than Catholic, very non-sectarian, and she believed, as 
some people do, that every decision, practically, that you made, was a moral decision. And 
you had to decide at each step what was right or wrong, and you couldn’t be guided by 
anybody’s doctrine. 

 
Starn: Can you give an example of something that you might have--? 

 
Brentano: Well, the one that’s always in my mind, which is ludicrous, is that when one of my siblings 

said, “What should we do?” when we were going out someplace on Friday. “What should 
we do--if they serve meat?” And I’ve told you this before as a person, I’m sure. My mother 
said, “God would not want you to embarrass your hostess.” And that sort of decision came 
quickly to her mind. It was clear to her that it was none of her business if people who were 
living as neighbors were married to each other or not, and in those days, that was, in that 
sort of town, unusual. No sign of morality in our house, no talk about it, ever had anything 
to do with sex, which is not normally believed by Catholics. It had to do with how you treat 
people in the community, what your responsibilities to the community are, constantly being 
truthful, and a whole series of things; it could be equally Quaker or Presbyterian. The way 
in which they were formed was Catholic. 

 
And in a way, at Swarthmore--not as a Catholic, obviously; Swarthmore couldn’t have been 
less Catholic; one of my years we counted, and there were eleven of us in the college, and 
we knew each other because we took buses to another town because there’s no Catholic 
church in Swarthmore. Again, the professors who taught us never talked about being 
overworked, never implied that they couldn’t teach another course and never talked about 
money, but it may have been because in their case it was because they all had private 
incomes-- Then I was influenced by my Catholic schools. I hated my grade school because 
I was pretty badly treated there, I thought. I didn’t like the nuns much, and they were very 
uneven in their competence. But my high school really did impress me deeply and it 
impresses me more and more. I thought I was wonderfully taught, although I didn’t think 
so at the time. I just assumed that’s the way people taught. But when I got to Swarthmore 
and compared the things I had been taught, the way I had been taught with the way that 
most of my colleagues had, I was really very impressed. And I was impressed with those 
brothers because they were paid nothing at all, maybe ten dollars a month allowance for 
buying shaving cream, and they never, never said, “I have too much to do, I can’t accept 
another class, I can’t grade all these papers.” They just assumed that it was their duty to do 
it, and so it still startles me a little bit, after all these years, when I listen to some of my 
colleagues talking about being overworked or being asked to do things for which they are 
not paid, because I really did watch these people very carefully. 

 
Starn: Is that your view? That possibility? 

Brentano: I don’t know. That’s what people said. 

Starn: Did you ever, given how impressed you were with your teaching, did you ever think about 
entering the church and continuing with your teaching? 

 
Brentano: Oh, I did. Well, I didn’t think particularly about teaching. I thought about becoming a 

priest; I guess a lot of Catholics do. And for what it’s worth in this current atmosphere, I 
don’t think I would have been a good one and tossed out long ago. The idea of celibacy just 
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seemed to make it impossible, but really the celibacy would have been easier than obeying 
authority. But one of the nice [things] about the brothers, or at least some of those I had in 
high school, was that they themselves were awfully opposed to units within the church that 
demanded authority. 

 
Starn: It was a fairly independent order? 

 
Brentano: No, I don’t think so. Not even a very brilliant order. It was the Order of Holy Cross, which 

is Notre Dame’s order, and they were all brothers, that is, with impermanent vows, without 
any priestly functions. The priests who were in the high school were also secular priests, 
that is, not part of an order. And they too were very impressive. 

 
I’ve thought a lot about this recently because of the scandals in the church. As you know, 
the scandals don’t affect the way I feel about the church at all, except that I do think that 
married priests and women priests, which I was for anyhow, would help, although this sort 
of scandal that’s going on could perfectly be scandals committed by heterosexuals. 

 
Starn: Certainly. 

 
Brentano: I think talk about little boys is somehow more impressively corrosive to people who are 

outside the church. Nothing that I think is important in the church is connected with the 
personal behavior of individual priests, but I should say, I never had the tiniest sense of 
scandal of that sort in any of the religious who taught me--except that the bandmaster, who 
was really a musician, and who wanted to lead an orchestra and not a band (but he was in 
band country) behaved in way that was peculiar--not to us--but that I didn’t recognize as a 
specific kind of peculiarity, which connected perhaps often with people involved with 
drama. And I’m sure that at least one of the other brothers in the school was probably gay, 
although I don’t think sexual, just persuaded.  It was just unthinkable that any kind of 
sexual relationship would exist between any of us and any of those teachers. I don’ think 
that’s crucial to the church, but it has been surprising to me that all this exists, because, 
after all, I was an altar boy forever, an ineffectual one. 

 
Starn: I haven’t followed closely enough to see just how widespread the so-called abuses were. 

Brentano: It’s hard to tell. 

Starn: Indiana was not a major center, but there was some-- 
 
Brentano: Well, all those little German boys may not be terribly attractive [laughter]. At any rate, I 

don’t know that it is or has been, and it’s hard to tell how thick they are anyplace except in 
the diocese which is [most familiar]. 

 
Starn: Do you think that something will happen in the church as a result of this? 

 
Brentano: No. It seems to me that this pope--and those of us who live in Italy have seen him more 

doing this--has a great deal of personal charm. He can be effective and he can make 
connections with people. And he is not a racist, I think, or a snob, or any of those things. 
But I think he is really ludicrously antiquated in his views of birth control, and those things. 
So I think he is really very dangerous. I think he is also interested, or led to be interested, 
by his advisors, into having a pope like him succeed him. 
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Starn: How much influence does an outgoing pope have? 
 
Brentano: I think quite a lot, just constitutionally because he appoints cardinals, and they elect the 

pope. And Cardinal Ratzinger, at least, who is a tremendously intelligent medievalist as 
well as other things--seems to be extremely powerful. The pope does seem in some ways, 
rather like our president-- 

 
## 

 
Starn: You were saying that President Bush was-- 

 
Brentano: George W. was very impressive, I thought, in a PR sense at least, in dealing with the 

Pennsylvania miners. He knew somehow what to do, and sometimes he seems to know in a 
personal way what to say and to sacrifice his personal privacy to sort of just being one of 
the boys, or whatever it is--which I generally find extremely unattractive in the people I’m 
very much opposed to, to give you an example. The pope has a similar sort of gift, but I 
have never thought that the pope was infallible. I think it’s a really trumped-up idea in the 
late nineteenth century, partly working with Pius IX’s bitterness, and so I hope that in a 
sense these scandals aren’t going to do anything. Because the dissatisfaction, which I think 
is quite unfair, with the pope’s reaction, will cause people to think more about, as they are 
constantly saying in rather rabid little groups in America, the church as the community of 
all [rapists?] That’s what we believe. 

 
So I think it may have a positive effect in that sense, although it can only be after a 
revolution--if the pope is successful in planting a conservative like him after himself. I 
think--which has all my life been true--that Catholics in America completely ignore the 
condemnation of birth control. That is, I assume; I, my parents, because of the spacing of 
their children, did, and certainly my older siblings did. They did it without seemingly 
thinking to do it was an important thing. I think that’s rather destructive in a church to have 
rules that people just assume they don’t obey. That, it seems to me, makes the church 
weaker when it has important things to say--could have--about people in Third World 
countries, about war, about things of that sort. 

 
I should say for my mother, that her hero in the church was a pope, one that I never knew 
anything about until I went to college--it was old Leo XIII, because of his labor legislation 
which she thought was the most--. Okay. 

 
[Here, microphone seems to have been disconnected. In this section the dialogue is 
sometimes inaudible.] 

 
Starn: Did you have a hero in this--? 

Brentano: A pope? 

Starn: John XXIII? 
 
Brentano: That’s fair enough to ask. I was thinking of a different past. I admire Gregory I a lot. 

[Laughter] Yes, I dislike popes--I’ve probably told you this--dislike popes and not the idea 
of popes; I mean, after all, they do represent hierarchy, even if you don’t think they are 
infallible. Even though I am Catholic, I admire Catholics with positive qualities, with kinds 
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of rituals, and kinds of sacramental acts. I think ordination is a fight against Episcopalian 
religion. [Inaudible] I think ordination is a significant thing, a good thing, I think it reminds 
the man who is ordained that it’s quite a thing to think about. And that leads me to my 
pope, the pope I did admire tremendously, John XXIII--you introduced him. 

 
The sacrament that I’d like to talk about is confirmation--a really very relatively 
unimportant modern-day sacrament, very connected with vassalage in a sense because it’s 
like a step in the ladder towards knighthood, in marking back and forth. But it was one that 
impressed me quite a bit because the bishop of Indianapolis who confirmed me, a bishop 
named Ritter, hit me so hard when he slapped my face. That’s part of confirmation, and I 
don’t think I was in any way distinguished from the others. 

 
Starn: Also for females? 

 
Brentano: Yes. It practically knocked me off the altar.  I grew to admire the man a lot because--I think 

I’ve said this perhaps before--he desegregated our schools, which were segregated when I 
went to them. And he then became archbishop of St. Louis, and he desegregated their 
Catholic schools, and the state schools followed the Catholic schools, at least in southern 
Indiana. It’s incredible that they were segregated, but they were, and churches were too. 

 
Starn: This was Bishop Ritter? 

 
Brentano: Yes. So, at any rate, I admired him a lot for his bold stands, but because he came from the 

Ohio Valley too, which I approve of, as you know. And when he was archbishop of St. 
Louis, presumably partly because of his racial work, he was made a cardinal. And I decided 
it would be loyal for me to go see him made a cardinal. I went, was standing in the back of 
St. Peter, and a litter came in, and on that litter was John XXIII, and he was just 
overwhelming, like a little Indian wise man, small and glittering-looking eyes. Fantastic. I 
never really, really understood what charisma meant, I think. I understood it a bit in terms 
of John Kennedy when he came here, except I didn’t like John Kennedy. It was different. 

 
Starn: I saw John XXIII also, on a litter in a hall. 

Brentano: Was it like that for you? 

Starn: It was like that. I can confirm that. 
 
Brentano: Everything I knew he did, I approved of. When he was in Venice it was quite wonderful; 

that is, he’s not Venetian. You know, he’s from Bergamo, but he was such a hero, did good 
things in Venice, and so brave, and so good. He made Venice probably a better place; I 
never really knew Venice before this patriarch. But yes, he was a hero. And it just sickens 
me--but I don’t hear it any more--when I hear talk that you can’t canonize John if you don’t 
canonize Paul, for whom I have very little admiration. 

 
Starn: By what sort of rules? 

Brentano: Politics. 

Starn: How many of the College of Cardinals were appointed by John Paul? 
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Brentano: I should know. I don’t know. A lot of them are over the age of, I think it’s seventy, and if 

you are older than that, I think you can’t vote. So they’re safe from them--if that rule is 
true, in fact. 

 
Starn: When you were being educated--either at home, more or less, or at school, by Catholics--is 

that the most important effect that your religion had? 
 
Brentano: I guess so. I say this in a flip way, but I have said it all my life, that I think the normal, the 

only place that real Catholicism can lead--the sort that I understood but was never carried 
so far except by religion--is to communism. So in a sense I really do think I am 
theoretically a communist, and I think most of my decisions about things are connected 
with that. That comes from my understanding of what Catholicism is all about. 

 
Starn: Not Christianity but Catholicism is equatable with communism? 

 
Brentano: I think so. The only other kind of Christianity I really know much about is Quakerism, and 

kind of in the distance, Presbyterianism, but they don’t seem to have quite that dry, away- 
from-property--it would be rather hard [chuckles] to say of the Quakers, for all of their 
virtues, that they found property something disagreeable for them to own. 

 
Starn: It’s hard to say that for Catholics, I should think. 

 
Brentano: I think that they know it’s wrong. Maybe not.  Probably not. 

Starn: I’m just thinking of all the huge papal estates and wars fought to keep them-- 

Brentano: History doesn’t bear that out--but you asked the way it was important to me. My 
interpretation of Catholicism is that--and it’s very hard for me to give up paintings or books 
or gardens or anything, but I think that’s wrong--still, that man, rightly seen in existence, 
can really own nothing, and that anything that somebody else needs more than he does or 
she does belongs to that other person.  And that’s pretty orthodox; it’s just not carried out. 

 
Starn: It may be more orthodox more in some areas of Catholicism, or in some orders such as the 

Franciscans, for example? 
 
Brentano: I guess so, in the way they [inaudible] themselves, and their bare feet. Yes, I think that’s 

true, in its own time. Even after the church had become political, obviously the pre- 
Constantinian church, which I know very little about, was a whole different and more 
elevated sort of place before Christianity and imperial government became connected with 
each other. 

 
But I’m foggy and I should be foggy about this, but when you just asked me the question, 
what is Catholicism’s greatest importance for me, it’s that it made me think that 
possessions are wrong. And so it made me think, when I found out about Franciscans, 
when I was at least a college adult, that I had found someone who represented what I 
believed was true. It made me think when I was in college--which I don’t think anymore 
because I know unfortunately too much about this--it made me think that the Peasants’ 
Revolt was right [chuckles] although not necessarily the French Revolution. 
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A peculiar thing about Catholicism in schools is that, at least in my grade school, we were 
taught that Franco was right, and that all the bad Fascists were Germans, or Italians, but 
Spanish ones were on the right side. And it’s a peculiar combination, the set of ideas 
together. But you know, in my high school, that’s what politics consisted of. 

 
Starn: Would it be fair to call your Catholicism ‘Roman Catholicism?’ 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: What do you think about Catholicism in Latin America--that that’s the biggest new front 
for--? 

 
Brentano: It sounds wonderful to me: I gather that it’s in considerable danger now because of 

evangelical Christians working there. Victor, whom you know I’ve talked to, is a 
Guatemalan. He thinks, unlike the papers, that talk a lot about a quarter--he is positive, he 
thinks about of Guatemalans have fallen away from the Church. [Inaudible.] I just read in 
the Times, about Chiapas and how there’s a strong movement away, but your family 
worked down there. Is there a strong movement away from Catholicism in Peru? 

 
Starn: I think Peru and Columbia have fewer believers than they did before all the violence, this 

particular violence. 
 
Brentano: Have they moved to Protestantism or not? 

 
Starn: I’m not sure; I’ll ask my sources about this and report back to you. 

 
Brentano: Chiapas was for a while, I thought, very exciting, because the church seemed to represent-- 

and so did certain other Central American governments--the church seemed to represent a 
sort of [omero?]a kind of deeply moral Catholicism, a set of values which I find, insist on, 
what seems to be right, which was good at accepting, as Gregory I was, Gregory the Great, 
accepting those things in the community which were not inconsistent with what was 
important in Catholicism, and building an amalgam that had to do with people, their lives 
and beliefs. That’s seems very, very attractive to me. 

 
Starn: Was it in any way hard for you to make the transition to Quakerism at Swarthmore? 

Brentano: No. 

Starn: You just amalgamated? 
 
Brentano: No. Yes. I think that that’s not at all unique. I have discovered over the years at 

Swarthmore, when I taught there and when I was first there, that a number of people in the 
town of Swarthmore are both Episcopalians and Quakers; they go to morning meeting, and 
then they go to an Episcopalian mass. The Episcopalians are quite high, some of them are-- 
and it seems to me almost like Buddhism and Shinto, the two [go together]. So I think it 
wasn’t very hard for me, no. 

 
I did from the beginning sometimes find Quaker pretensions embarrassing in people. That 
is, you wear an old, green knit dress and you don’t pay your taxes, but you’re awfully 
pretentious anyhow. But the absolute resistance to war, the really hard resistance, so even 
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fighting World War II, which was hard for Quakers not to do, was something they thought 
about and worried about. The deep concern of the total community and the absence of 
pretense--Quaker meetings are beautiful when they are beautiful--physically--people 
living, very gravely inside gray buildings, specifically Swarthmore’s, and a bunch of fresh 
olives branches on the table. It’s a wonderful thing. 

 
It can be rather boring and pretentious, on the other hand. An hour of silence can be rather 
--but no, to go back to your question, it was not a difficult thing. And of my children, 
Margaret’s very much involved in that amalgam, and I don’t think it’s a bit difficult for her 
either. She was very lucky in her introduction to serious Catholicism, which I don’t know if 
I’ve talked about before, but it was in the garden of San Clemente, and a friend of Leonard 
Boyle, less worldly than Leonard, agreed to give her instructions, and they sat, sometimes 
with Robert with them, in that garden, and talked about what was right and what was 
wrong, and what that had to do with official rules and things. It affected her very strongly, 
and although Bryn Mawr is even less Quaker than Swarthmore is--and Swarthmore is less 
Quaker I think than Haverford--Bryn Mawr was an easy amalgam for her in its Quakerism, 
too. 

 
Starn: This was in preparation for confirmation, that she was in the garden? 

Brentano: Her first communion. 

Starn: So Margaret is raising your grandchildren--? 
 
Brentano: No. Unpredictably. They go from church to church. They’re, I can guess, old-fashioned 

Unitarianism, where they just move around. 
 
 
 
 

Parents and Children 
 
 
 

Starn: That broaches an area which we might have time to talk about a little bit, if you are willing, 
which is your family. 

 
Brentano: Well, I can talk about that. 

Starn: Your children--you’ve talked about them all the way through, but not specifically. 

Brentano: They are, I guess with every parent, but I think sometimes more for fathers than mothers, 
they’re the most important things in our lives. And I found that when James was born, my 
first child--tremendous surprise. I looked forward to it with perfectly conventional 
pleasure--and suddenly there was this person. A man is deprived of all those months of 
carrying a child. It seems an odd thing to think about. And then just suddenly the explosion 
of who you are, and the kind of relationship that you can have, and for the first couple of 
years of James’s life, and this is frequently true of one parent--in our case, because we had 
had another child so quickly and because we traveled so much: Carroll had to take care of 
Margaret and carry her around, and James and I were isolated together; I had never had a 
relationship like that with anyone before-- 
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Starn: You were very attached to each other-- 
 
Brentano: So much so that I found I really had to distance myself from him. I didn’t want him to grow 

up with my personal characteristics. And it was a mistake. 
 

Starn: Certainly he did, anyway, many of them-- 
 
Brentano: Well, I think he always saw the distance between us. And Margaret has been for my whole 

life--since she was born--in a way the closest normal person to me, although there’s always 
the closeness to one’s mate, to one’s spouse. I shouldn’t say it that way; that is, the children 
together are connected in their relationship to her, like her husband, I think. But she has--as 
you know; I guess everybody who knows her knows--been in a way the most myopic, 
focusing, and meaningful and pleasure-giving relationship in my whole life. And then, my 
third child, Robert, is a Down child. Partly I didn’t, in the beginning, guard myself from too 
smothering an affection for him. I immediately thought that my two older children were 
more-- “Someday, this son is going to marry somebody else and have a family of his own, 
and just remember that,” and I thought that about my daughter, too. This wasn’t likely for 
Robert, wasn’t one of the things that hold you back, at least after the first few years, and we 
became so close that at times I felt that we were sort of indistinguishable, that I was the 
normal and he was the Down half of the two of us. He was named Robert after me, 
immediately. We knew immediately that he was Down, and that was a way I had of coping 
with it--I’d never realized quite, but in our family we are now the two Roberts; we are 
crutches to each other now. 

 
No. My children are the most important things in my life. One of the problems is that 
sometimes this summer I have to decide how much time I want to spend with Robert. It 
might be the last summer we have together. And how much time I want to spend on this 
book, which may be the last, certainly it will be the last book I write of a medieval sort. 
And I really can’t possibly think it’s more important than--. Every [moment you have--] 
That’s surely true. 

 
Starn: Certainly for me. It is possible to do a balance, too? 

 
Brentano: But it’s perhaps particularly difficult, if you think your time is very limited and if you get 

very dark quickly. I don’t really focus, it’s not really easy at all, until ten in the morning. 
Then I’m starting downhill again. And also, part of our whole relationship, which may or 
may not be strange to fathers and sons--but it’s a strange father-son relationship--is my 
feeding Robert. And lousy as my cooking is, a great deal of time is spent on it. I’m at this 
very moment wondering if the pork steak, or whatever you call those things, that I made 
last night, is what’s causing him trouble. I’m not sure. [Laughter] 

 
We’re very fortunate. We visit our children. Another thing is that, at least I--I shouldn’t 
speak for anybody else--have awfully easy relations with our in-laws. That does make life 
easier. 

Starn: And at least some of your children have the same--if not value system, similar values? 

Brentano: I’ve always felt about Margaret, my daughter, that if you could comb away the really ugly, 
mean residues of me, from a childhood that was more difficult than hers, sort of what I 
would like to be is she. And our values are like. But you know this; surely this happens in 
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your family. I can call Margaret up to find out not what her values are, but what mine are. 
She’s very good. And in spite of her wayward ways, going from church to church, her 
formation is very Catholic. 

 
Not all Catholics are formed in the same way. I don’t think that you could guess that Bill 
Slottman or Martin Malia--that’s only ‘cradle’ Catholics, I think--were formed as I was. On 
the other hand, I think Louise Clubb you can tell. Of course, her father was a quarterback, 
as mine was. 

 
Starn: What about young Catholics like Andrew Barshay and Kimiko--? 

 
Brentano: He’s a convert, and that always makes a difference. As in Gunther--for instance, my very 

close friend, Gunther Barth, and Ellen--they are in a sense better Catholics in a Catholic 
sense, than we cradle Catholics are. It’s something they’ve chosen, it’s important to them in 
a specific way, they know what it’s like, they choose it. We just fell into it. John Noonan is 
like me, although our views of abortion are very different. 

 
 
 
 

A Praticante Writes About the Church 
 
 
 

Starn: I can’t even imagine how it reinforces and how intense it is that you are doing such close 
and, one could say, passionate, I think, work on the early church. 

 
Brentano: Can I just say one thing about that? 

 
Starn: Even two. 

 
Brentano: I think it’s fair to say now--whether it was when I wrote my graduate thesis, about how an 

ecclesiastical entity which has as its ruler the bishop of Durham, a person stronger and 
more important and with more independence than his ecclesiastical superior, the 
archbishop of York. And I was interested in how secular and ecclesiastical went together in 
a rather governmental way, until I started working with the documents, which told me 
different things. Not that both--they just weren’t very pertinent to the things that I thought I 
was going to do. It was surprising that [inaudible] sent me. 

 
But since then, constantly I’ve been thinking of--I look at these people in a Catholic world, 
in which everyone is in a sense Catholic--sects in the West hadn’t really started yet--and 
what I really think is, I’m looking at the people, and in a way, religion, not so much 
Catholicism, religion opens their minds to me. I don’t like having students, for instance, 
talk about Catholics in the thirteenth century [inaudible]. It doesn’t seem to me appropriate; 
they were Christians, and that sectarian division really is later. So I think I’m looking at 
them in a way in which they expose themselves, because I think people’s spirituality is 
more exposing than anything else about them. And what I’m really interested in, as you 
know, is in trying to capture people from the past, and I think I best do that in looking at 
them through, and how they express themselves in, their religion. 

 
But I think Catholicism is often a disadvantage for many of us--at least, for the students-- 
because they go in believing they know what confession is, believing they know what 
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everything is, and they’re wrong. I mean, it’s seventeenth, eighteenth, nineteenth and 
twentieth-century accretions that are really quite different. I don’t, on the other hand, I 
can’t stand it when people talk about pagan remnants in certain kinds of Christianity in the 
Middle Ages, or in places like Latin America. (I don’t know enough about Latin America 
to talk about it.) But when Gregory I does create a kind of church in England, and accepts 
lots of things that come from before, I don’t think that that’s wisely thought of as dealing 
with pagan remnants, or finding them. I think it’s accepting human beings, and those 
humans are doing human things when they don’t walk under a ladder; even superstitious 
things are particularly human, I really think. I think walking under a ladder, whether we 
want to, is not because of some pagan belief--I’m not saying this well. 

 
Starn: How is pagan not human? 

 
Brentano: I think pagan is human. That’s the point. But I think when people say, “That’s a Christian 

part of that man, and that’s a pagan part of that man,” that’s generally a mistake. There’s a 
woman--she must be dead--named Diane Clemente who works on the Regno, in the 
southern part of Italy, who used to say over and over again, at least said it loudly enough so 
it seemed over and over again, “Ah, but you must remember the pagan elements.” I think 
that’s just wrong. It’s true that they really believed a number of things, but if a child loves 
his mother, is that a pagan element too? 

Starn: You mean, that everything which is not Christian should be labeled as pagan, is wrong. 

Brentano: That’s what I think, yes. If people mean by pagan the worship of Roman gods, it’s pretty 
hard to make something very substantial out of it. 

 
Starn: What is the etymology of the word pagan? 

 
Brentano: I think it comes from something--pagani--like farmers who live in the country--. 

 
Starn: I never thought of that before. 

 
Brentano: I think so. I could be wrong. Don’t ever believe a word I say. 

 
Starn: [Laughter] You did live on the Piazza Paganica for a number of years. 

Brentano: Yes, I did. Across from St. Valentine’s house. 

Starn: [Laughter] Exactly. The most suspect saint, isn’t he? 

Brentano: Big in the fifties. 

 
 
 

Medicine in Venice 
 
 
 
Brentano: I would like to say every time I get a chance that the care I got when I had a stroke in 

Venice was superb. 
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Starn: The best you could have hoped for, is that right? 
 
Brentano: And the greed that I guess exists in American hospitals--everybody says so--did not exist in 

the Civile [hospital]. 
 

Starn: And also you felt that the medical part, aside from the civility-- 
 
Brentano: And also there was lots of sense of humor. Could I just say this--you don’t need to hear a 

lot--that for two nights and a day, or two days and a night, the guy in the bed next to me 
was a Russian who couldn’t speak Italian or English or anything, and couldn’t understand 
what the nurses thought were universal symbols of things like urinating. [Laughter] It was 
wonderfully funny to watch a young male nurse trying to explain what the guy needed to 
do. Well, he had a bottle. [Laughter] 

 
At any rate, they all--I found out later--all the young nurses, who were mixed gender, were 
just delighted to think that in their little ward, a Russian and an American in a joint room-- 

 
Starn: ---making world peace. Do you have any time or wish to talk about recuperation and how it 

came about and how you managed to get back--? 
 
Brentano: Well, I have a devoted family who came to me one right after the other, and took care of 

me. I had neighbors who were terribly good to me, and the people in Venice who carted me 
around. I couldn’t walk by the time I came back; I’d never put my feet even on the ground, 
practically, until I got home from the hospital. 

 
Starn: How long were you in the Civile? 

 
Brentano: Just two weeks, although I think partly because they enjoyed it--they did like me-- 

 
## 

 
Starn: To get from the Ospedale Civile--. 

 
Brentano: --it took a very fast and very choppy ride in a fast motorboat, not in a normal ambulance, 

and went around pretty much the outside of Venice. The Civile is exactly across from St. 
John of Zinipero. That is a Roman church. And the hospital’s La Zenarotta Friary, and we 
had to go around, or they did, around the southern tip of Venice, and they were cutting 
across waves. It was very, very rough. We got to our pontarella, and to get me off wasn’t 
too bad because they could take a wheelchair and sort of half-carry me. But we got into our 
actual house on the outside, got the elevator, and we couldn’t put any conveyance in it. So 
from there to my bed in our actual house, I had to be like a sandwich. I was put between the 
two attendants, so my feet didn’t touch the ground. [Laughter] And they were tremendously 
jolly about it. It was a really very pleasing thing. 

 
As you know, we’ve always gotten along very badly with Harry’s Dolci [a bar restaurant on 
the Giudecca], which is not just because it maybe attracts cockroaches but because it 
tinkles all the time. You know--it‘s not why we came to that part of Venice. But when the 
guy who was taking me to lecture at the Ca’ Foscari was having trouble getting over the 
bridge, one of the headwaiters of Harry’s Dolci rushed out, threw down his things and lifted 
the [wheelchair] a big part of it was handled in a most generous and attractive way. I should 
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say he was a North African Muslim that did it [inaudible]. Everything about my treatment 
was just wonderful. The doctor who came to see me, the therapist who came to see me, the 
way I was treated, the nervousness, I suppose, of Lufthansa, which wouldn’t let me get on 
their plane until I had a clearance, which it took me a month to get. 

 
Starn: What kind of clearance did they require? Brentano:

 To say that I wouldn’t die on the way, I guess. 

Starn: You promised not to die. 
 
Brentano: But then they made me go business-class, but in fact they put me in a tiny first-class 

instead. Something like five passengers and six attendants, it was. 
 

Starn: With reclining chairs-- 
 
Brentano: Also, to get into the plane, I couldn’t walk at all, and they had to carry me up to that little 

top part of a big plane, on those narrow little stairs, and they were very jolly about all that. 
It was very impressive. 

 
Starn: They took you right from Venice, then? 

 
Brentano: No. We changed planes in Zurich. And I was put into the plane in Venice on a thing--the 

thing that puts food into the plane, so I could be put on it and raised to it, and then carried to 
my seat. I was met by people from that plane, which was easy, flat. I was met by a 
wheelchair and taken to the new plane, and the new plane was the one from San Francisco, 
the one that I had to be carried into, the stairs. It was just superb. 

 
I was considered a good patient, but it’s easy enough. All you have to do is smile. I wasn’t 
a good patient in terms of not doing the therapy I should have done here. But that wasn’t 
really my fault. 

 
 
 
 

Recuperating through Teaching 
 
 
 

Starn: But when you came home, you then decided to go right ahead and teach four courses in the 
new semester. 

 
Brentano: Well, I had counted on those courses.  I had planned four of them for that year, because I 

knew I must be getting near retirement and there were things I wanted to teach, and I 
thought in some ways needed to teach, like paleography. I had taken a sabbatical and been 
wasteful of those class times, I thought, so I felt that I really wanted to get back to them. 
Once I had started, really, I was much better off, particularly that term, in class. I think it 
was the exhilaration of teaching very many courses at one time; the sort of bravado of it 
made it more attractive than the last term when I taught for the [department]. 

 
Starn: And you taught with Susanna Elm, which was probably also fairly invigorating. 
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Brentano: It made it a lot easier. It’s rather odd. I think I liked best teaching the course I was to teach 

again, England and Normandy, Angevin England. I thought it would be a great strain, but it 
wasn’t, partly because of the people who helped. The graduate students who came in 
helped me a lot. At first, I really thought I enjoyed the 103, our seminar, most. In the 
beginning I didn’t, but I grew to enjoy it a very great deal. I don’t believe in religions being 
taught in universities. I’m a lay Catholic in that sense. I don’t believe in the confusion of-- 

 
Starn: History of religion can be taught? 

 
Brentano: It can be. Oh, it’s certainly legal, but I don’t like doing it. But Susanna is a good friend, and 

her father is a friend. 
 

Starn: Kaspar Elm. 
 
Brentano: And she needed someone to teach. And I read through material so alien to me that I 

couldn’t believe I was sitting as an instructor in a section about the gospels of Thomas, 
things of that sort. That apocalyptic or true world of early Christianity was completely 
beyond my comprehension or interest. Well, I really like it when they settle down and have 
popes. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Before that, you can’t take it seriously. 

 
Brentano: And the New Testament, and the New Testament. 

 
Starn: But you liked it--. 

 
Brentano: She was a stimulating, wonderful teacher. 

 
Starn: I should think so. I’ve heard her talk. 

 
Brentano: Just thrilling, but scary as hell. Because when she’d ask questions, sometimes you’d think, 

the most terrible questions, she’d turn to the T.A.’s or me and ask us. And if we had been 
wrong, it would have been very bad. 

 
Starn: What terrible questions? 

 
Brentano: Well, questions like, “Is Paul an apostle? Is he?” “I don’t know.” “Is he?” “Yes.” “Is he?” 

“No.” “Is he?” “Yes.” “You who said no have not been paying attention to this.” 
 

Starn: [Laughter] Hard to imagine, but if you report on this, it must be true. 
 
Brentano: But it was thrilling. It was the kind of teaching that I’d always thought I’d like to do if I 

could. I just don’t have that kind of [inaudible]. 
 

Starn: What was the title of the course? 
 
Brentano: It’s called History of Religion 1, Christianity, something like that. It went up into the later 

Middle Ages side. I got a little more comfortable as time went on. I think we went to 
Margery Kempe but I really can’t remember; it’s just absurd. Gregory of Tours was the first 
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person I knew better than Susanna. It was a tremendous relief. [Laughter] And it was all 
about things that happened. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Documented. 

Brentano: Yes. 

Starn: Well, that was the most amazing part of your recuperation, that you were doing all of these 
courses and-- 

 
Brentano: It was important. 

 
Starn: --it apparently didn’t do any harm. 

 
Brentano: No. I don’t think that’s what does people harm. 

 
Starn: Not you, anyway. 

Brentano: No. 
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XIV. AFFILIATIONS, JUDGMENTS, PREFERENCES, 1926-2002 
 
 
 
 

[Interview 14: October 3, 2002] ## 
 
 
 
 

Loyalties and Connections 
 
 
 

Starn: Bob, you’ve talked off and on throughout our interviews about the intensity of your 
connection with Newburgh and the Ohio Valley, but you’ve said that you don’t feel 
particularly American. Could we talk a little about your feelings about other affiliations 
and loyalties--to place, to institution, to groups, and whether they are permanent or 
shifting? 

 
Brentano: Yes. I think, incidentally, my not feeling particularly American--although always realizing 

that I’m an American, with an American accent, with American attitudes when I’m not in 
America--is partly because I’ve never felt so much at home, in larger groups, as I did in my 
years at Oxford, so that may have made me feel more detached from any specific country 
than I had been before. 

 
Also, I was in Oxford during Attlee’s rule; I was very much not attracted by Churchill, 
hadn’t been. Very attracted by Attlee who was, in my view, in my mind, the almost perfect 
prime minister, although I know more about him now because of Carroll’s having worked 
on him and talking about him. But it was a strange situation because America was at its 
least attractive in the McCarthy period and England was at its most attractive, with its 
successful Labour government, in which all the people around me, for instance, at the 
universities were supported, it was assumed, by scholarships and grants-in-aid; education 
was beginning to be a normal thing for every Englishman. Heating and medicine and 
everything--it was a socialist state. 

 
Starn: It was political--. 

Brentano: Yes. It was. 

Starn: Education was political-- 
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Brentano: The education of us by each other was, and the clubs that were important were political 

clubs. 
 

I was about to say that I’m interested in local history, generally, of different localities--not 
nearly so much in national history except in English constitutional--and it may be that for 
me reality is very local indeed. That’s true in history, and in life, and it also is perhaps one 
of the reasons that in some ways I’m much more attracted to poetry than to most prose, 
because poetry almost by necessity has to be zeroed in, has to be specific about a single 
bird, a single tree, something of that sort, a single feeling. It seems to me it may be true of 
me: I’m not interested in broad, general ideas much. 

 
Starn: And there’s hardly anything broader these days than being an American. 

Brentano: Yes. Yes, that’s true. 

Starn: For better and for worse. 
 
 
 
 

Importance of Family 
 
 
 
Brentano: I have been thinking about it, and it’s been, in a sense--this will sound bathetic--but since 

I’ve had my stroke, I’ve constantly had dreams about different parts of my past life. 
[adjustment of tape]. And those dreams--in them, I essentially walk--I guess this is 
generally true of people as they get very old--but it’s not just a recurring path. It’s specific 
places and times and days, and so I have a sense of the places to which I’m most strongly 
attached. And as I’ve said to you before, I realized how really very much I have been 
enclosed in nuclear families all my life. It had to do with a specific dream--I won’t bore 
you--I’ll just say quickly what happened. I dreamed that I was going home, in Newburgh, 
up the way that led to our sort of back fence, which led to a grove of trees, into the house 
and through a wildflower gardens, with wildflowers that were gathered from the local 
woods. And I fell, and I fell with my face into a Greek valerian, one of the kinds of 
wildflowers that we brought home. 

 
Starn: A Greek valerian? 

 
Brentano: A Greek valerian. It’s what we call bluebells, Virginia cowslips, one of the things we 

brought mostly into our garden. And I realized that in general my life--until I got married, I 
suppose--my life was a series of incidents in which I would go home and return to the 
living room of our family where I had, I thought, some special way of speaking, way of 
thinking, and in a joking way, tell the experiences of the army, of my term at school, that 
sort of thing. In a sense, I lived my experiences so I could go home and talk about them, or 
so I could write home about them. In the dream, I was saying, “Well, I have now gone out 
and lived a life, and now I can come home and tell you about it.” 

 
It’s very much the way I feel about this family, too. I suppose all the people we know well 
and approve of are attached to their children. I’m terribly attached to mine. In a very 
special way, my reality is connected with them, and as I’ve said to you before, for years in 
Italy, in our neighborhood, in both Rome--except at the Vatican--and in Venice, I simply 
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identified myself as Robert’s father, and I really did think that’s who I was--that same sort 
of thing. 

 
 
 
 

A Catholic Upbringing 
 
 
 
Brentano: In the past, I didn’t talk about Roman Catholicism as an identifier for me, and my wife 

would laugh heartily at that, because in America, I now never go to church. I do go 
regularly in Italy. But I think that people who are raised Roman Catholic are not always 
quite similarly--I’m not a bit like Martin Malia, for example--but they’re recognizably 
similar in some sort of structure. I think, for instance, Louise Clubb and I are not a bit alike, 
but it does seem to me that our Roman Catholicism affected us both. Also, in her case, we 
are both affected by the fact that our fathers were quarterbacks in college, and that does 
make a sort of connection. 

 
Starn: But your differences with Martin Malia aren’t limited to [laughter]-- 

Brentano: There would have been many-- 

Starn: --being Roman Catholics. 
 
Brentano: When I was chair, I made him my vice-chair because I thought he was the most unlike me 

person that I could imagine. 
 

Starn: Really. Interesting. 
 
Brentano: It worked out just not well at all, [laughter] because we couldn’t talk. 

 
 
 
 

The Quaker Colleges 
 

 
 
Brentano: Anyway, to go back to the other places and things with which I identify myself, I really--in 

spite of the fact that I don’t like very much what’s happened to Swarthmore--I’m very 
much a Swarthmorian and feel very much connected with the other two Quaker, or once- 
Quaker, colleges that Swarthmore’s attached to. I feel that people from Haverford and Bryn 
Mawr and Swarthmore form a sort of identifiable group in America. We can sort of count 
on similar reactions to things--not entirely true, but-- 

 
Starn: Politically and-- 

 
Brentano: And morally similar. That is, our politics were always moralistic, tedious as that may be to 

other people, but they are always are. 
 

Starn: I suppose that you know that Margaret Anderson of the department and Barbara Metcalf 
were in the same class at Swarthmore. 
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Brentano: I do know, and that interests me, because I don’t feel, except in [historic] preservation, very 

much like or close to Margaret, and I don’t know Barbara very well, although I’ve known 
her a long time. But yes, I do know that, and it seems to me to bring a closeness to them. 
I’m not like Tom Laqueur at all, but I feel that Swarthmore is so apparent in both of us in 
the most obvious way, and in Gerry Caspary too. 

 
 
 
 

The Oxford Connection 
 
 
 
Brentano: At any rate, I am, I feel, connected with Swarthmore and with other Swarthmorians. I feel 

very closely connected with Oxford. It’s just the Oxford of the years I was there, but when 
I’m with other people from Oxford, particularly from my own college, from Oriel, I feel 
the connection that results in being perfectly relaxed. I don’t feel at all connected with 
other Rhodes scholars. 

 
Starn: Have you looked into that? Why you in particular felt relaxed in that situation? 

Brentano: When I’m back here? When I was there? 

Starn: When you were there. 
 
Brentano: Yes. I think I always seemed sort of a strange child, even rather extremely strange in some 

ways, for Swarthmore--not at all hearty. Somehow, I seemed distinct in a way that wasn’t 
pleasing to be distinct. When I got to Oxford, I didn’t at all. In the first place, people didn’t 
immediately know I was American if I didn’t speak much, and I didn’t seem in any 
particular way unlike the other people at my college. I guess it was when someone who was 
intellectual in the way that I was--I’m not an intellectual--but interested in the sort of things I 
was interested in-- 

 
Starn: At that point, you were literary, and-- 

 
Brentano: Oh. Poetry and novels. Any kind of history. I perfectly happily fit in there. Now, I can’t 

think through in a sensible way to explain it, although I could if I were with a therapist, or 
something, I suppose, deal with it more securely. I just felt free. The things I wore, the way 
I walked, the way I thought, the way I ate, except I was eating wrongly with my fork. I 
didn’t stand out at all. 

 
The other extreme was in the army--not when I was in the infantry but when I was at 
Chicago in the ASTC, I was extremely uncomfortable and really disliked intensely by most 
of my colleagues. It was partly something that was just geographical. Almost all of my 
colleagues were from New York. Almost all of them, with the exception of my roommate, 
who was my friend all his life, a television and radio journalist named Bob Shackney, for 
CBS--all of them really hated people who were not New Yorkers, who were not obviously 
poor, and who were Christian in some way. It was a very strange feeling, and I somehow 
seemed the most extreme to them. 

 
Starn: How did it happen, do you think, that you were so isolated? 
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Brentano: I think it just was a matter of ninety percent of the people being New Yorkers. And then 

there were a few--there was one San Franciscan, one Georgian, me, and a few Germans. 
 

Starn: Your affiliation then in Oxford must have been even more intense after that. 
 
 
 
 

The Swarthmore Connection 
 
 
 
Brentano: That’s right. I think so. Then, a long time in between, I was much more at home, obviously, 

at Swarthmore, and in my last years at Swarthmore, there I was very successful. It’s 
interesting. I never really was very interested in doing well in school or in college, but 
doing well in school without trying was not an endearing trait when I was a child, while 
doing well at Oxford without trying, or sometimes trying very hard, was an endearing trait 
to other Swarthmorians. Very peculiar. They liked people to get ‘A’s and they liked people 
to get highest honors. It’s very strange. I didn’t have much feeling one way or the other, 
except I really didn’t want to get high honors. Gerry Caspary, who was a year after me, felt 
the same way. There was something about high honors that was middle-class intellectual. 

 
Starn: But, as you said [earlier] the ne plus ultra-- 

Brentano: Exactly. [Laughter]. 

At any rate, what else? Family, Oriel, Oxford. I am loyal to people who are left-wing 
radicals, and I do feel about myself, which is absurdly romantic, that I’m a communist, 
because if I were a communist of the sort I believe in, I wouldn’t have a house with 
paintings in it, or a big garden. 

 
We talked about Indiana; my being an Indianan is important to me, but not really. It’s 
because the part of Indiana north of the hills is so alien from us that we didn’t seem close. 
We seemed much closer to Kentucky, so Kentucky often seems more important to me. 

 
 
 
 

Other Places; Other Times 
 

 
 
Brentano: I’ve talked about Newburgh because it is the place that’s most important to me and was 

when I was a child. But Evansville, the city in which I was actually born, a city of a 
hundred thousand then, as opposed to Newburgh’s twelve hundred, was in various ways 
important to me, too, and I’m aware of that in dreaming of the city. At first, oddly, after the 
stroke, I dreamed--after I sold my house in Newburgh, I dreamed of it every night. Now I 
dream repeatedly of things that happened in the Evansville house, a different sort of house, 
a Victorian house, with different sort of relations with its neighbors. I loved the street on 
which I grew up in Evansville. It was Victorian. The most exciting houses were what I’ve 
learned since are called--what are they called? Italian Revival? I don’t know. Those houses 
with towers and wisteria and stuff. In the summer, when nobody was there on that street, 
and I was in town, I used to, in the evening just walk down to the end of the street and back 
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because it seemed to me so beautiful, it was so attractive. At any rate, so there is a lot of 
Evansville in my memory. 

Starn: But not as much as Newburgh. 

Brentano: No. And my happiness in Newburgh was much greater. From the house in Evansville, you 
could see the Ohio, too, although you had to go to a specific window. But I just lived with 
that river. My best friends as a child were dogs, and rivers, and trees-- 

 
Starn: Some part of your attachment to Berkeley and Venice is part of your connection of place 

and water? 
 
Brentano: That’s right. We can talk about it. When I wake up--I’m sure I’ve told you this in real life 

outside--still, but much more until the last five years, I guess, when I’d wake up in the 
morning and look up between the trees and see the bay, I always felt I was looking out 
between trees in Newburgh and seeing the river. It really just affected me. My whole taste 
for beauty, for what is beautiful in hills and trees and things probably was formed then, as 
people’s are, I think. So when I look at Tuscany or Campania, I do think of California 
rather than of Indiana. Still, my appreciation is from then. 

 
When I came here, at first it just seemed fine to me. Life at that particular moment, when I 
had just gotten out of Oxford, it seemed to me just full of funny delights. Everything was 
surprisingly pleasant. 

 
Starn: Would you go so far as to say “bizarre,” or just “funny?” 

 
Brentano: Funny as if pointing toward bizarre, but not really bizarre. Although some--Carl 

Bridenbaugh’s behavior as a professor in the department was bizarre. It was awful in lots of 
ways. In lots of ways it was sort of endearing. But it was terribly funny. Department 
meetings were just hilariously funny, I thought. Department dinner parties, in which people 
seemed on the surface to be sort of one-upping each other by the number of nicknames they 
could give to prominent American historians not at Berkeley--just howlingly funny. 
[Laughter] The people I knew, who mostly were graduate students--whom I knew well, and 
who had mostly come, oddly, from small colleges, like maybe Pomona, and mostly western 
ones, maybe Carleton--shared, I think, just delight in the funniness. 

 
Starn: It wouldn’t be--not to be mistaken for snobbery, or backbiting? 

 
Brentano: Well, it sounds sensible that it would, but it didn’t have that particular effect; that is, we 

only thought of ourselves as happening to come from Pomona or Swarthmore or 
Haverford, or someplace like that, and it was easier for us maybe to be friends with each 
other because we were accustomed to that sort of friendship--but I don’t think it was 
snobbery. But it was very much the sort of snobbery, on the other hand, that students have 
when they are dealing with faculty, that there is something sort of degraded about a faculty 
member automatically when he makes that transition. And I also had never had been a real 
graduate, in an American-type graduate school. So I lived it and learned attitudes through 
them, and as I probably told you earlier in this meeting, I think through my whole life here I 
have looked at the department from a graduate student’s point of view, and always from the 
youngest member’s point of view. It’s very odd to be the oldest one because I was for so 
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many years the youngest member of the department, and they all seemed people playing 
grown-up. 

 
Starn: What did you mean specifically when you said that graduate students tended to see 

becoming faculty as automatically a degrading process? What aspect? 
 
Brentano: Well, when we were young--graduate students are different now because here, at least, 

they’re so professional, and so already faculty members, but then--when you were a 
graduate student, you were free; you [could] have any kind of life. You were not committed 
to being a big guy who stands at the front of the class and dominates people. You were free. 
And you were not professional, in the sense that we weren’t, and we seemed to be people, 
while the people who were faculty members seemed to be faculty members who did 
faculty-member things and sat in the front rows of lectures and who asked pompous 
questions, you know, that sort of thing. 

 
Starn: So you have managed to project your graduate student perspective on the department. 

Brentano: Unfortunately, I think so. [Laughter] 

Starn: Many-faceted? [Laughter] 

Brentano: Yes, I think so. 

 
 
 

The University of California 
 
 
 

Starn: [Inaudible]--How does this fit with your affiliation with the university and your feelings 
about that, and the many positions of authority and honors you’ve received here? 
[inaudible]. 

 
Brentano: Before I was married, a woman with whom I was very close, once said to me, “You have a 

lot of adventures, but they’re all such tiny adventures.” My honors were on the whole very 
tiny honors--you know, nothing grandiose. 

 
Starn: Relative to the institution, I don’t think that really holds true. 

 
Brentano: Well, okay. About California--my daughter-in-law says about both me and James, my son, 

that we’re so peculiar--but I think she thinks this about her own mother, too, because we are 
so loyal to the University of California and so constantly critical of it. And I am constantly 
critical of it, particularly since I’ve worked more broadly and in more recent decades 
around the campus, and not just in the department, I feel more connected in some ways 
with the whole campus than I do with the department. I’m not very close to the department 
now. And I think I’m very proud of what the University of California does in educating 
undergraduates. I think, again paradoxically, I’m proudest of what the history department 
does because I think it’s exceptional. A bunch of strange people gathered together, not 
entirely likable or attractive, but they do, I think, share--all, every one of my colleagues is 
interested in undergraduate teaching. On the whole, I think they are in very different ways 
very effective undergraduate teachers and in a way that lots of their students won’t 
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appreciate for twenty or thirty years, maybe, almost without exception. No. Almost without 
exception, they are. And I’m proud of that. I’m proud to be connected with it and I’m very 
pleased with it. It makes me very angry when people criticize our undergraduate 
educational system, or when people criticize Cal as being in some way factory-like because 
I think it’s so the opposite of that. 

 
I’m much more sympathetic than I would have ever been before with our administrators, 
having seen them close. I appreciate what’s hard for them. I appreciate why they’re led into 
falsification. And I think it would have been fun to have been an administrator before an 
administrator had mostly to spend his time getting money for the college. I think being the 
president of a small college would have been a delight. When I almost went to Indiana, I 
would have become an administrator, if not a very grandiose one, but as dean of the 
graduate schools of the Indiana universities--but I am in many ways sorry that I didn’t do 
that. I really am in many ways very sorry I didn’t go to Indiana in the seventies when I 
could have. 

 
Starn: But that cuts you off from writing, or does it not--being an administrator? 

 
Brentano: I think it does--I don’t know. What does our president do? He must write [laughter]; he 

must do something. Anything. I don’t know that it does any more than teaching. But if I 
were an administrator, I’d also be a teacher. But I think I would have liked to have had a 
hand in it, but I disliked authority so much that I couldn’t even consider being something 
like an assistant dean. 

 
 
 
 

The City of Berkeley 
 
 
 
Brentano: Okay, my attitude toward the university is paradoxical. Toward the city of Berkeley it’s not 

at all. I think the city of Berkeley is just perfect. I love it, and I think-- 
 

Starn: From the city council on down? 

Brentano: Oh indeed, every bit. 

Starn: What aspects do you like? 
 
Brentano: Mostly people’s assumed opinions about things. What the assumed opinions will be. When 

my godson [Gwomina, Nigerian taxi driver] lost an eye, I told you in the past I’m sure--this 
is Oakland, not Berkeley; I’m pretty attached to Oakland, too, to the East Bay--I called up 
the motor vehicle people in Oakland, anonymously, to see, if you have lost an eye, could 
you go on being a taxi driver, and the woman at the other end said to me, essentially, “How 
dare you ask that question? How could you possibly conceive of us dealing unfairly with a 
handicapped person?” [Laughter] And it seemed to me just thrilling, and I think that’s an 
attitude that is pretty common in Berkeley. I think Berkeley is just perfect. 

 
Starn: You don’t find any self-righteousness involved. 

Brentano: I love self-righteousness. [Laughter] 
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Starn: Well-founded, you mean. 
 
Brentano: No, no.  Without self-righteousness, would the world ever improve? No. I admire my self- 

righteous neighbors and colleagues, yes. 
 

Starn: Yes, interesting to hear. 
 
Brentano: I may be incapable of living anyplace else in America other than Berkeley now, because 

I’m so spoiled by it. Even Newburgh would seem to me--though in every physical way 
wonderful--I think I couldn’t live with my neighbors who have shotguns under their beds. 

 
Starn: Still? 

 
Brentano: No, not so much. No, that’s true. Not so much. There’s been a social revolution in many 

parts of the country, I think, which has made shotguns come up and sort of reading George 
Eliot go down. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: Those two are not necessarily so opposed--? 

Brentano: They’re pretty opposed--don’t you think? 

Starn: I’m thinking about that. 
 
Brentano: Well, we can talk about that--in another life. 

 
 
 
 

Identifiers 
 
 
 

Starn: To move on to something I wanted to ask you about: I found in the notes I took from your 
4B lectures in March, that in fact as a teaching mode, you were encouraging your students 
to find some identifying words for themselves and Galbert of Bruges, and you gave them a 
list for yourself as an example--and at the top of it, you put “a person from the Ohio 
Valley,” and the other ID word, historian. Was that next--? 

 
Brentano: I was doing that partly because they’d recognize me as that, because there I was, teaching 

them history, and so they’d understand that that’s a category that they might have given me. I 
thought about that in the last few days. I do in a sense think of myself in a sense as a 
historian, but not very--that is, I’m perfectly capable of saying “I’m an historian and I think 
so-and-so,” the way people do. I do think of myself as an English historian, a local 
historian, a historian of religion, maybe, but I think I don’t see a lot of other historians who 
fit in the same category. And I’m not at all sure that I made, as you know, that I made a 
right choice. I wish--if I hadn’t enjoyed Oxford so much, at least, and Berkeley--I wish I 
had gone, as some of my classmates did from Swarthmore, straight to New York to start 
trying to write, and see if I could succeed. But I think people who are really significant to 
the world do--besides politicians and some of them, just at the moment, the ones who are 
brave, seem terribly significant--I think they paint, or they write novels, or they write 
poetry. I suppose if I had a different kind of ear, I’d think they also wrote music, but I don’t. 
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I think painters give more to the world than anybody else, and I would most like to have 
been a painter but I’m just too inept. 

 
 
 
 

Drawing and Painting 
 
 
 

Starn: You mentioned early on--I wanted to ask you about that--that you were researching and 
drawing. Was this while you were writing the Rome book? 

Brentano: I suppose it was. 

Starn: We didn’t go into that; I don’t know why, but what--? 

Brentano: I was drawing. 

Starn: --it could have been Matthew Paris. 
 
Brentano: Ah, thank you. That’s a nice thing to think about. In the first place, I like drawing out the 

windows of archives and things of that sort. I said in something I wrote that what I pay 
attention to is the way in which arcs are cut by straight lines, things like grape trees or 
bridges, and I draw those things. I draw when I’m listening to lectures, partly to stay awake 
but partly because I like to draw the people, although I’m not a good portraitist at all. I’m 
not terrible. But I trained myself really mostly when I was younger, doing graduate work. 
For instance--I grew up in America; it was during the war--I took a vacation in which I 
went for some days to each of the major gothic cathedrals in le-de-France and just spent 
three or four days there, in each of them, and mostly I just drew, because I thought the way 
that I could appreciate what I was seeing was drawing. I do do a lot of drawing. I think 
photography, even my bad photography, gets in the way, so the things I could have drawn 
for the Rieti book, I could photograph and draw them later too. But when I’m in hotels, in 
archive towns, I spend a lot of my time drawing outside the window. I like to draw although 
I’m not very good. 

 
Starn: You had all this time…you used pen or charcoal? 

Brentano: A little bit of charcoal, mostly with pen and pencil. 

Starn: You keep the drawings? 
 
Brentano: Some of them, I do. I have a drawing of the--I guess you’d call it a drawing, yes--of the 

plum tree that’s just outside the northeast corner of Wheeler, which has been there all the 
time I’ve been in Berkeley, and I particularly like it. I liked it every year that I’ve been able 
to go down there. And I drew it without its blossoms or its fruit or leaves last year, and I 
liked that drawing enough so I reproduced it a number of times. I thought I’d even, you 
know, fold over sheets of paper, write on them and send them to people. I didn’t in fact do 
that. But I do sometimes send them, but normally they are not that attractive. 

 
But in our family, I guess, everybody does draw; I guess that’s true in most families. But 
Carroll was a painter before she was an art historian. She doesn’t like her paintings. Many 
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of our closest friends, particularly in early parts of our life, were painters. I tried to and did 
succeed, I think, often, in seeing the things we looked at with a painter’s eye, as well as 
with an art historian’s eye. Painting is just terribly important to me. I find one of the 
deprivations of living in California--although I don’t go much to museums anyplace except 
in Italy--that we don’t have paintings here, of a sort that I would find particularly moving, 
around much. 

 
Starn: It’s improving. 

 
Brentano: It is certainly improving. My friends have beautiful paintings in their houses. 

 
Starn: Paintings by themselves. 

 
Brentano: [Laughter] In some of them. Or by partners of graduate students. 

 
Starn: So it is a regret, but not really a strong regret in that you are able to use this talent. 

 
 
 
 

Prose and Poetry 
 
 
 
Brentano: Well, the real regret is not writing fiction and not writing poetry. I only really thought 

seriously of poetry when I was young, and that’s characteristic of a lot of people. I think 
I’ve said someplace, but I think it’s fair, that most historians that I know who write, thought 
of themselves as poets at some point. It’s a natural thing to do when you’re--. 

 
## 

 
Starn: You’ve begun a novel, though, haven’t you? 

Brentano: Several, yes. And I have pieces of it. 

Starn: Not the same one over and over, but at different stages? 
 
Brentano: Sometimes, yes, I incorporate--I think you’ll sympathize with this, even if you disapprove 

of it--but I’ll incorporate the old ones into the new ones. As a matter of fact, the pieces I’ve 
written in general appeal to me; I think they look good. And I think a lot of my problems 
with writing history have to do with the fact that I want history to do things you simply 
can’t do with it. You don’t have the freedom to create things that you do in a novel. You 
don’t have the freedom to take an extra step toward creating a character. I like history 
because you have little shards of things and you can suggest, for instance, a character, a set 
of attitudes, with those shards, but you never can be sure, and you start from outside, while 
with the novel you really can. 

 
The novelist whom in a sense I admire most is someone who is not very much admired by 
most of my friends, I think, is Virginia Woolf, and particularly To the Lighthouse. I think in 
the first section of To the Lighthouse--not the way I would write, but it is the way I would 
most like to write prose, I think. I just looked at its beginning again the other day and 
thought: I really want to use in history more that sort of beginning sense, that beginning 
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structure, in which Mrs. Ramsay and James are at the window looking at Mr. Ramsay--it 
seems almost perfect. 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: And the way in which she incorporates the things that I like, even though it’s in the right 

place--not in southwest England or up in the islands, theoretically--the way in which she 
deals with nature and color, it seems to me just perfect. I don’t think the other things, 
except her journals, for me have the same quality. The only one I’ve read really recently, 
relatively, is Mrs. Dalloway, and I think it’s a very impressive piece of work, but it doesn’t 
have-- 

 
Starn: It doesn’t stand up to--. 

 
Brentano: --To the Lighthouse, I think. The other person who is not much respected and is dallied 

with, I think, who was very important to people of my generation, is E.M. Forster, and I do 
think that there are parts of E.M. Forster that not only are terribly impressive--I guess 
particularly in A Room with a View and A Passage to India, but some parts of Where Angels 
Fear to Tread, it seems to me, are really stunning. I think some historians have used a tone 
which is like Forster. I was thinking about it recently because I have to talk about Southern 
next, this year, in the Medieval Academy, how I remember Southern. I looked over parts of 
The Making of the Middle Ages; now, it wasn’t published until ’53, so it’s a good forty or 
fifty years after the most intense expression of the Bloomsbury people. But a way in which 
he writes which is attractive and open and yet with much beneath it, sounds very much like 
Forster. I think you could stick passages of it into Forster. 

 
 
 
 

Southern and Other Historians Reconsidered 
 
 
 

Starn: That is one of the things you admire in Southern and in particular--? 
 
Brentano: It interests me about him. I don’t admire him as much as other people. I do admire him 

tremendously as a man. There’s something about Southern writing, generally. I think he’s 
at his really best in his book about Anselm and his biographer, but there is something soft 
and cuddly--I don’t mean cuddly; I mean bracing about Southern. 

 
Starn: I have heard it said that he is pretty ‘sunny’ in his views. 

 
Brentano: I think that’s sensible. I also think he doesn’t make his evidence come out when you read, 

let you see him battling with it, even though he works with very difficult evidence and 
works well with it. There is not that sort of tough hardness in him that I like a lot in 
historians and try to achieve, as a matter of fact, and Southern is not like that. That’s why I 
think he writes about things he shouldn’t write about, or did. I don’t think he should have 
written about Grosseteste. I don’t think he understands, and it’s very arrogant of me to say 
this, but associations and connections in the mid-thirteenth century very well at all. He’s a 
twelfth-century historian. And it’s often true for historians, and not at all particularly 
located in a time, but I think he is. I think he constantly sees in his characters a kind of 
psychology which is really rather limited to the twelfth century, and doesn’t work well for 
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the thirteenth century. But maybe all thirteenth-century historians are guarding the borders, 
I don’t know. I’m a thirteenth-century historian. 

 
Starn: Stylistically, though, you do appreciate how literate he is. 

 
Brentano: Yes, he’s incredibly--literate, he is wonderfully literate. The people he worked with, who I 

worked with too, at a different distance--he was nearer their age a bit--Powicke and 
Galbraith, are both literarily very interesting to me in lots of ways. The Oxford historians of 
my youth, as I guess I’ve said before, wrote in a way that fascinated me, partly because 
they wrote so little. There was none of that awful counting of pages that you sometimes see 
today; rather the opposite, because it seemed showy to publish too much. But the way in 
which they connected language and ideas and perceptions was very good, and the way in 
which the toughness of the problems of just establishing what existed was brought forth 
into their prose. 

 
Ever since, and I’d not thought about this in this way exactly before, they did internally a 
lot of what ‘po-mo’ historians do, and some of them very different from each other, do; that 
is, they make you terribly aware of the difficulties and the distances that are being covered 
in paragraphs, as post-modern historians do and as modern historians almost don’t at all. So 
it’s strange to see it all out in the open, because it’s been my experience that more recent 
contemporary historians say, ‘Look, this is the difficulty, look, this is the difficulty.’ The 
people I admired most didn’t do that, but somehow by the way the sentences went together, 
they made you see the difficulty of moving from somebody’s statement to your statement, 
that sort of thing. 

 
Starn: You think that’s pretty much lost now? 

 
Brentano: Oh, I don’t know. I don’t read enough historians to have a clear sense of it. I read for prizes 

now; it’s one of the strangenesses of old age, that you’re put on boards to read for prizes, 
and I am in a three-year period of reading the best medieval first book. Not everybody 
submits them, so it’s a small group, and they on the whole--the ones are awfully interesting 
that are submitted--they really do it. But sometimes in a too, for me, overtly ideological 
way or just too crabbily cracked way. But, no, I wouldn’t like to say it’s lost. I think it’s not 
dominant in American historiography. 

 
Starn: We talked a little bit about the direction it’s leaning… 

Brentano: Si, si. 

 
 
 

Berkeley and Italy 
 
 
 

Starn: On this list, where you were revealing yourself to your class, partly revealing yourself, as 
connected to Berkeley and also to Italy. I wonder how do you maintain that double--? 

 
Brentano: Feeling of those things? Well, I guess everybody does, partly at sleep, partly in reading. 

And it has been so double for us over the years. That is, we’ve spent part of each year, 
almost every year for the last forty-five years, in both countries. Not always in America, 
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but always part of the year in Italy. I don’t know. I guess it’s just that my group of 
neighborhood-type friends exists in both countries. My academic friends exist in both 
countries. Again, as in Oxford, I feel awfully at home in Italian cities. We both know how 
easy that is, in a sense. I realize now, since I didn’t go to Venice this year, how much I miss 
that sort of relaxed involvement in a small community. 

Starn: Aesthetically, I suppose it’s easier to come back to California than to many places. 

Brentano: Yes. Well, it’s true. At night, if you looked out our window, particularly when the trees 
weren’t quite so high, you really could think you were living in Amalfi, which is still a 
significant part of my life. I remember it and when I go back--as you know, I would like to- 
-if I could choose ten places, it’s one of the places I’d like to live in retirement. When I 
think of it most is when I look out the front window and see lights on the Marin headlands, 
going into Marin. It looks so much like looking out from an Amalfi window and seeing the 
lights on the way to Positano. So it is an easy transition. Also, even things as elementary, 
elemental, as climate, make it easy to go from one of these to the other, and the same things 
grow, or can grow. You can take redwoods and magnolias from either to either. 

 
Starn: I’m pushing toward an unsustainable generalization. Maybe there is something about 

Californians--temperament, openness, confidence--that is similar to, maybe, Italians? 
 
Brentano: I think that’s true. I think, as you probably do, but Florence may be even more extreme--the 

[Italians] who are simply educated, not particularly--not novelists nor painters nor even 
academics--move, it seems to me, at a rather higher level than we do, even at Berkeley, 
because the ordinary newspapers--maybe a sign, maybe it’s a result--expect them to 
understand what they’re talking about when they talk about Petrarch, for instance--they 
don’t have to [explain] anything about him. On the other hand, I suppose they know, from 
the reading they do, about what people who read the New York Review of Books would be 
expected to know, and that’s an easy transition from one to the other, it’s true. 

 
I think the openness, also. I find after living in California that, unlike most of my close 
friends, that being in New York or even Boston, and certainly for instance in Philadelphia, 
and certainly Rhode Island, is like being in a closed society, in which there are unpleasant 
edges between classes of people and a kind of rudeness on the street. There’s lots of talk 
about New York rudeness on the street disappearing because of the tragedy; really not 
existing and only being superficial. I find superficial rudeness just almost unbearable, and it 
doesn’t exist here in general. You walk into a store--you know, that sort of obvious thing. 
And that’s true in Italy as well. 

 
Starn: Yes. Do you have problems keeping a political sense or sensitive interest alive between 

Italy and the United States? 
 

Brentano: It’s particularly easy this year because in Berlusconi and Bush we have a matched pair. 
 

Starn: Yes. [Laughter] 
 
Brentano: It is true on the other hand, I do feel here that every single vote of every single citizen in 

Berkeley counts in terms of--say, if not nationally, then locally. And that’s exciting, and it 
makes it worthwhile. In Venice, that’s certainly not true. 
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Starn: How so? 
 
Brentano: Most of my friends don’t think it matters how they vote. 

 
Starn: They don’t have party voting any more, or the black mark you get on your record if you 

don’t vote--? 
 
Brentano: I don’t think there is, unless you’re a soldier. I don’t think there is, is there? 

 
Starn: It used to be there. 

 
Brentano: Used to be required, and maybe that makes a difference in both ways. 

 
Starn: Or was at least rewarded and noted. 

 
Brentano: Again, the people I know, almost without exception, except a few very serious Christian 

Democrat leftists, are sincere communists, and they’ve managed to choose one or another 
branch of the new communist party, and not to like very much the other one. But I don’t 
think they are much disturbed when they are ruled by Forza Italia, in the way that we really 
are disturbed, when they think Berlusconi is worse than Bush--at least the people I know, 
some of them, do, and he really is quite terrible--but it doesn’t seem to affect the way they 
eat their pasta. They just go right ahead. But it really does affect us every day, it seems to 
me, and so that is a real difference, I think. 

 
Starn: Yes, yes. 

 
Brentano: I feel more at home in Italian politics because I can find--or at least I could until the break- 

up of the Italian communist party, I could find a party with whom I really identified and 
with whom I would clearly vote each time, if I were there. I have never voted for a 
Republican. Well, I voted in a Republican primary to get Kuchel, nominated-- 

 
Starn: Thomas Kuchel? 

 
Brentano: Yes, he was a liberal Republican. I can’t remember who his opponent was, but someone 

really that seemed to our group very bad, so it seemed worth changing registration. And I 
certainly haven’t always registered Democrat. I’ve registered Peace and Freedom 
repeatedly, but I meant to say that there’s not a party in which I feel particularly 
comfortable here. Democrats do seem to me an awfully moderate and conservative group 
of people on the whole, and so there is not a party in which I feel-- 

 
Starn: The Greens-- 

 
Brentano: --and the Green Party, particularly after the last election, I do not feel any sympathy with, 

although I may vote for this Green Party governor now, but not with enthusiasm. But on the 
other hand, I feel much more involved here. 
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Pacifism and War Crimes Tribunals 
 
 
 

Starn: Where can you, or where do you take your pacifism? 
 
Brentano: Since the war, since the Vietnamese War, not any particular place--voting, sending e-mails. 

Not doing anything. If there were a demonstration against the war in Berkeley, I would join 
the demonstration, pretty effective with a cane, but I don’t do very much with it, no. Bring 
up my children to be pacifists. 

 
Starn: But it does motivate your feelings toward activism? 

 
Brentano: Oh, absolutely. Yes, absolutely. It makes me--which I can say in this closed place, makes 

me intensely anti-Israel, intensely anti-Israel. I mean, it does almost all my friends, but I 
can’t talk to them about it, because anti-Israel has a sense of being anti-Semitic--which it 
often does. It will hurt them, so I can’t. But I think Israel is a terrorist state, and I think that 
there is only one major power which has ever used weapons of mass destruction, and that 
destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

 
Anyway. But it means that I go to the churches that are most pacifist. I admire my friends 
who went to jail because they were pacifists, but no, I don’t do anything valuable with it. 
But it certainly is what I am, and of course, being a historian I think is a superb way to keep 
your pacifist feelings strong, because you watch all that blood running everyplace. And of 
course, being in War Crimes has really sealed me as a pacifist, as I may have said earlier, 
because if you read record after record slowly, if they have to be translated by you, you do 
believe that it’s not possible to come out ‘better’ after having been in a war. One of the 
horrible parts of Vietnam--and I think we’ve made it worse by glorifying the people who 
fought in it rather than the people who refused to fight in it--one of the worst things is that 
it’s destroyed those people’s lives in some senses forever, the people who’ve actually killed 
other people. If you looked at Kerrey [Bob Kerrey, Senator from Nebraska] for instance, in 
his examination of himself after having shot civilians--his life has been tortured since then. 
Yes, I do think I’m a pacifist. I don’t think I would have been a pacifist--I think I’ve said 
this to you, perhaps, earlier--about the war against Germany after we knew what Germany 
was doing in the Holocaust, but I think one could rationalize that. I think it was a police 
action in Kosovo. 

 
Starn: How do you feel about the War Crimes tribunals? Do you think they are--? 

Brentano: The ones that exist now? 

Starn: Yes. 
 
Brentano: Well, I think since we pulled out, it makes them a charade. I think they are a good thing if 

they don’t execute people, because I think all death penalties are really wrong. I think 
they’re good. I think the people in Serbia should be punished, but that’s--I don’t know very 
much. I think the Nuremberg trials were on the whole a good thing. I don’t think our trials 
in the [Far] East were nearly so good. 

 
Starn: Because you didn’t have adequate personnel or--? 
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Brentano: Oh no, we had plenty of personnel. 
 

Starn: --Format? Why was it inadequate? 

Brentano: Because we were dealing with-- 

Starn: Was there racism involved? 
 
Brentano: Yes, overwhelming, and no one would ever doubt that who had anything to do with any of 

the wars in the East. The word ‘gook’ is used from one war to the next, and nothing could 
be clearer than the racism involved in it, or the propaganda in the Japanese war. It was 
racism, and racism of an anti-historical sort, in a sense, of a sort that racism perhaps always 
is, because there wasn’t time or possibility to stop and examine how things looked in 
another context. 

Starn: There was an attempt at a sort of racism in the anti-Germanism during World War II. 

Brentano: Yes, there was. Mostly in World War I, I think. I don’t know, really. In Evansville, which is 
a very German town in some senses; they were all Germans, practically, but the people who 
identified as Germans, the people who lived in certain--in west Evansville--suffered 
persecution of that minor sort; that is, ugly things were left on their driveways, and things 
of that sort. 

 
Starn: You weren’t born. 

 
Brentano: No, I wasn’t born. I’m just adding to the endless tales of the ‘shame’ of my parents. Things 

were not left in our driveway, certainly. The people who went to the German-speaking 
churches, the people who went to German-speaking schools, people who had inescapably 
German names, like ‘Kriegelhofer’, were treated badly. 

 
 
 
 

Brentanos 
 

Starn: Maybe we should mention the last thing that you put on your list, that you were a Brentano. 

Brentano: Now, what did I mean by that? It’s certainly true. I think of myself as being one all the time. 
And it’s partly connected with the nuclear family, but it’s a name that pleases me. I like it. I 
feel about it a little the way I feel about Kentucky. It’s romantically reassuring, but I think 
everyone is. 

 
Starn: It doesn’t go any deeper, farther back, in terms of--? 

Brentano: Not in this part of my life. 

Starn: --not the Austrian Brentanos? 
 
Brentano: I think that’s true; it doesn’t. But on the other hand, I am oddly pro-Austrian. I didn’t 

realize it, really, until I saw about five years ago--I didn’t realize it in my adulthood. I saw 
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an Austrian ship--which is always sort of amusing because Austria has not really harbors 
any more--outside our window [in Venice], with an Austrian flag flying, really felt quite 
emotional, almost tearful, looking at it, and Austria right now could not be worse in some 
ways. But my grandfather, who came from Austria, was tremendously loyal, not so much 
to Austria, I suppose, as to the empire and to the Hapsburgs. 

 
Starn: Why, do you think? 

 
Brentano: He was twenty-one. I should know because he kept a very detailed journal of his trip. 

 
Starn: Was there an older brother? 

 
Brentano: No, he was the older brother, and they almost all came to America. I’m not sure why he 

left; my mother wasn’t really quite sure. She was much more interested in my grandfather 
than my father was interested in his father, and she talked to him a lot, and she read his 
journal to my brother when my brother was young and sick. I knew about it, but I was too 
young to pay much attention. So they thought about him all the time, but I don’t know 
whether he described--I don’t think he did describe why he left. His daughters went back, 
but he never went back. 

 
Starn: He was just a Hapsburg loyalist. 

 
Brentano: You know, people who loved the Hapsburg empire really did. In recent memory, people in 

Trieste--I’m sure we both know people from there--really are tremendously nostalgic, 
although they themselves were not born when he was. I never knew my grandfather; he 
was dead before I was born, but I lived surrounded by his possessions. He was the ninth 
August Brentano in a row. I lived surrounded by his books, his effects, his various things. I 
thought about him a lot. 

 
Starn: Is this his table? 

 
Brentano: Well, I don’t know. It came from his house, but it may have been my grandmother’s table. 

It was a library table, and in our house, when I was young, it was a dining room table, 
because it has four leaves. 

 
 
 
 

The Public and Private University 
 
 
 

Starn: I wanted to ask you this earlier, but we moved on in another direction. We have this great 
public university here which is somewhat besieged-- 

 
Brentano: I saw the question. I thought about it and examined what I think and feel, and I think; I 

spent a lot of time in the last few years in little meetings saying how important it is for us to 
stay public, and how much danger we are in, and how dangerous things like the Novartis 
contract could be if we just slipped into being a private university and became--I think 
Stanford is a great university, but we shouldn’t be like Stanford. We should have two, like 
Northwestern and--Chicago seems like a public university. At any rate, but when you say 
what future do you see, in spite of all my wailing about it, I think it’s a tremendously bright 
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future. I don’t think it can be avoided. I think its standing, its background, its constituent 
parts are so splendid that it can’t fail. When there is a slight change, even, in public opinion 
about education, which is already existing I think, people will treasure this university and it 
will treasure itself. I think it has a brilliant future. I know that sounds facile but I do. 

 
Starn: You don’t think it will make too much difference to the quality and character if we shift 

from public funding to private funding? 
 
Brentano: Well, I certainly thought so, and I said so at length, but I was sitting on Tuesday at the 

Women’s Faculty Club next to two people who were talking about things that they 
shouldn’t have talked about so loudly in public, but they assumed nobody would be paying 
any attention. It was a member of, I think, the development part of the university 
administration, talking to someone in I don’t know exactly what field, about how they 
could manage to cadge professors on straight non-state money, on non-19900 money, and 
was it possible to do that at all, or did they all have to be partly on 19900 still. They talked 
about the business school, which is something we argued about a lot when I was in the 
Senate. And then they would say there was one anthropologist who’s just on it completely 
--but they overlapped just tremendously three years ago. I think now, and maybe it’s just 
because I’m getting old and relaxed, I don’t think it would hurt us terribly if we had a few 
of those people. I don’t think they do much for it; I think it’s a shame. I think we should be 
a straight public university and we should be free. 

 
Starn: You mean, for the chairs--? 

 
Brentano: Well, it would be under the guise of a chair, but it would be--. Chairs in the past had the full 

income, the normal income of their chair, which was state money. The [endowed] chair 
money is additional, but it could be stripped away and it wouldn’t affect the actual salary of 
the chair holder and wouldn’t affect his support. So if, for instance, Novartis set up a chair, 
gave it to the university, it would go under our nominal rule. If they could appoint the 
person, of course, it would be different, but again, that whole problem seemed to me very 
serious five years ago, but then I had to deal with it. It really didn’t seem upsetting to me to 
hear them callously talking about how they’d use the system. It even really rather pleased 
me that they were so indiscreet, because it seems to me that if you are indiscreet, you are 
not so dangerous. [Laughter] 

 
Starn: What about the Korean community’s demand for a Korean historian? It seems to me that 

was looked at with some distrust. 
 
Brentano: You want my reaction? 

 
Starn: Yes. 

 
Brentano: I think it’s shocking that we don’t have a Korean historian. I think it’s an important part of 

the world; it’s a part of the world that’s been snubbed by China and Japan, and I think we 
carry that snobbery sort of down into us. I think it would be wonderful to have a Korean 
historian, but I don’t think we should, insofar as you can say these things and mean them, I 
don’t think we should lower our standards just to get one. I think it’s, as you would guess, 
just terribly shocking that we don’t have a Chicano historian, but I think honestly the 
department has tried to find one, has tried to and feels it would be a helpful person, but I’m 
not upset by that. 
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Starn: Doesn’t Margaret Chowning do--? 
 
Brentano: Chicano? I don’t think so. I think she does Mexican history. Well, of course, we do it in 

ethnic studies,--and maybe the ideal thing would be to share some part of a position, but it 
does seem to me the history of California--and in this I’m with the popularizers, I suppose 
--can no longer be looked at without looking seriously at its Chicano population. I think, 
and I say this to ears that I know have heard the other side, I think paying so much attention 
to Native American populations and so little to Chicano populations is strange, so antique, 
relatively. 

 
Starn: But for instance, you could say there is a Chicano in the history department because 

Richard Candidá Smith’s ancestors were Californios. 
 
Brentano: I also think it would be wise to have a Chicano--and I think it would be convenient if the 

person who taught Chicano history was a Chicano--but I really mean a concentration of 
field more than a person who is that. I’ll take a step back. I think that Beth Berry, for 
example, when she demands more Japanese history and more Asian history, is walking on 
very dangerous ground, because it seems to me that that demand could easily turn into a 
demand that people who teach it be Asians, and we’re not very strong in that direction. But 
that’s not what I think is important; I think what is important is covering the field, and 
getting the best person and realizing that if you are dealing with Chicano history, someone 
from inside the community has additional qualifications, but they are not the only 
qualifications. Does that make sense? No. 

 
I do think that if you are going to teach women’s history--which I think is as problematic as 
Chicano history, at just about the same level--I think it doesn’t make sense to pretend there 
are no things that a woman would know better than a man in teaching women’s history. I 
think it shouldn’t maybe be decisive. I think it would be exciting to get a male teaching 
women’s history, in a sense, but I don’t think you can really pretend that it doesn’t matter, 
that there aren’t some things that a woman would bring to it that a man really can’t. 

 
Starn: I think you have a bright view of the future of the university. 

Brentano: Yes, I really do. 

Starn: What would you have done differently in your life with the university? What might you 
have done differently? 

 
Brentano: I think personally, selfishly, I would have tried more seriously to get myself split between 

departments so I wasn’t just in history. I thought a lot about it earlier, because I’ve taught 
really almost more people, both graduates and undergraduates, in English than in history; I 
thought it would be sensible. But always, in a way, the language of the English department 
among my contemporaries would have made it difficult, but that’s not any longer true, I 
think. I would like to have been in comp lit, or something else, something that just 
indicated that I didn’t have to be a ‘history’ historian. But instead, I’ve just done what I 
wanted to anyhow. 

 
Starn: It didn’t hold you back much. 
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Brentano: I think I would have been more involved in senate activities. I have been involved in the 

senate. 
 

Starn: Yet more! 
 
Brentano: Well, earlier, because I think I was a very active, and in some ways creative chair of the 

senate, but the fact that I was about ready to retire, and that I was old, made me less 
effective, and the fact that I didn’t continue--and the senate-- 

 
## 

 
Brentano: There was a tremendous amount of change in the way in which--to me it was successful-- 

groups like executive committees, divisional councils, viewed academic planning. It was 
particularly effective in one year in which I was chair, because we had a very good 
undergraduate representative on the committee, a very good and effective graduate 
representative, and Carol Clover. Together we worked out a plan that was really quite 
remarkable for establishing precedents in the way in which buildings would be built, and 
what we would require of them visually, aesthetically, but much more, academically. It was 
a very active committee, and it changed people’s vocabulary considerably. That is, whole 
new words were used. When I came back from the divisional council-- 

 
Starn: For example? 

 
Brentano: For example, Carol worked out a plan which would be an academic impact report, which 

would have to be presented before any building could be approved for building, and that 
would be a report on how it affected the physical campus, how it affected teaching rooms, 
what the necessity for it was, as compared with other buildings, how its presence would 
affect positively or negatively other buildings and other academic programs. She worked it 
out very well and it was very impressive. 

 
People used the terms of the very careful plan she worked out, and we all worked out, but it 
was really her imagination. But it just went away. When I came back--not very long 
afterwards, because the divisional council had only been going about twelve years when I 
came back--because I was moving toward the chair, people repeatedly said, “There’s never 
been an active academic planning committee.” It was sort of tragic in a sense because we 
had been so effective, with no continuity. I would like to have been involved in more 
continuity, but I don’t think I could ever have been part of a party of administrators. I just 
don’t believe in submerging what you believe into a group plan, but any sort of authority 
implies that-- 

 
Starn: --authority requires-- 

 
Brentano: Yes, that Haverfordian approach. No. I think a team player I could not be. It’s just 

repugnant to me, the whole idea. 
 

Starn: But you were able to manage to lead the Academic Senate. 
 
Brentano: That’s right. I don’t mind at all being the head of the team. [Laughter]. 
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Starn: No contradiction there. Speaking of heads of a team--sorry--my transitions are so awkward. 

Brentano: We’re going to talk about football. [Laughter] 

Starn: You should say something about football, since you and Carroll have been lifetime fans of 
the Cal football team. No, but--. 

 
[Laughter] 

 
 
 
 

On American Hegemony and Armageddon 
 
 
 

Starn: Are you willing to consider a question which seems meaningful right now, and you now 
have enough perspective on the world to have the right to say this. Do you think it’s valid 
or useful to compare American hegemony today with the late Roman Empire? 

 
Brentano: No. I’ve thought about it, and I don’t think so. I don’t see much in common. No. I don’t see 

it. But on the other hand, I read a letter by one of our colleagues, by Carla Hesse, the other 
day. A letter that she was sending off to the Times, which she didn’t, she said, expect to 
have published, in which she started out with the fact that we do imagine ourselves now as 
being sort of like the British Empire of the nineteenth century, insofar as it was successful, 
but that what we should compare ourselves with is Napoleon, and Napoleon’s advance 
through war to power. And I think we probably are comparable, if our president is 
successful--but I know nothing about the Napoleonic empire. I think things seem so 
different between us and the Roman Empire that there’s hardly a way of touching it. I think 
the fact that, three or four generations earlier than ourselves that I know of--one of my great 
grandmother’s textbooks which came from Minnesota [was] in our library when I was 
young, including her Greek and Roman history--I think Americans grew up thinking of 
themselves in Greek and Roman terms. Maybe everyone always has since Rome, but--. So 
that gives a kind of shape to everything we do that has a sort of Greek/Roman, not just 
Roman empire, and not just empire, maybe more republic, tone to America. But no, I don’t 
think we’re similar. I don’t think we face the same dangers; I don’t think we have the same 
intellectual diseases; I don’t think we are surrounded by nut-mystery religions; I don’t think 
we have the same problems or successes of assimilation of various peoples. No, I don’t 
think it’s really the same. 

 
Starn: Similarities in terms of prevalence of English and the domination of the Internet and of 

American pop culture, food, as being similar to the Roman-?. 
 
Brentano: Well, it’s unitary in that sense, but I guess I think it’s (casually, not having thought deeply 

about it) more like the empire that Carla is discarding. I think our influence is much more 
like the British influence under Gladstone and Disraeli. They did influence the whole 
world, and all those parliaments, in places where parliaments are really, perhaps, absurd, 
and diets and things, and English gradations of things like knighthood and baronage, places 
where you have to adjust the local situation to fit them. I think that’s like, in many ways-- 
and the prevalence of English writing, of English speaking seems like it. I think the 
electronics makes things very different, but I don’t know how, because I don’t know a thing 
about them. [Laughter] 
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Starn: Do I think we’re nearing Armageddon? An English musicologist asked me that the other 
night. 

 
Brentano: Really? What did you say? 

 
Starn: Could be. What would you say? 

Brentano: No. 

Starn: What makes you think that--? 
 
Brentano: Oh, you mean English? The English comparison, or the Roman comparison? 

 
Starn: What you think of the danger-- 

Brentano: Of Armageddon? 

Starn: Yes. 
 
Brentano: I said no, two nights ago; then I listened to [Congresswoman] Ellen Tauscher talking on 

television, and I thought, maybe. [Laughter] I really desperately wanted to call everybody I 
knew in Contra Costa County and say, “Do not vote for Ellen Tauscher ever again. Better to 
vote for a Republican. Don’t let her get by with it.”  [Laughter] As a matter of fact--can I 
just say this? It doesn’t matter--we were in the middle of dinner and we got one of those 
phone calls you get every five minutes, and it was for gun control, and it was for Carroll, 
and I asked if I could take the message because I said she’d likely be more sympathetic if 
she weren’t called to the telephone, and I knew she was a strong backer of gun control. But 
the guy wouldn’t let me go; you know, they go on, and on, and on. Finally I said--well, oh, 
he said, “It will make us able to influence congressmen in their elections because it will 
show what people think about gun control.” And I said, “Will it show what Ellen Tauscher 
thinks about gun control?” And he said, “Well, I of course can’t talk about specific cases.” 
And I said, “Do you think it matters whether we have gun control or not if we are in a way 
of the sort that Ellen--.” He said, “I’m very sorry,” and hung up. 

 
I thought yesterday was just a horrible day in terms of everybody caving in. 

Starn: [Congressman Richard] Gephardt led the way, didn’t he? 

Brentano: Oh, but he’s so--characteristic of him. And not meaning charming. 
 

Starn: What, do you think, can stop this all from exploding, imploding and exploding, from 
‘regime change’ to regional war--? 

 
Brentano: Well, if the constraints on our president are what the people who want to pretend they’re 

strong--if they are that--I guess they could stop things. If the United Nations strongly 
objected to what America is doing, if the president were convinced that the world isn’t his 
plaything to destroy, I don’t know. I think it’s such an awful thought, that is, an awful 
forethought to think that we are going into the sort of war that he seems to be leading us 
into, it’s hard to believe it won’t be stopped. I suppose the assassination of a few leaders in 
America would stop it. I think it is just terrifying, and I didn’t think that two days ago. But 
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somehow--I listened to those two congressmen, Bonior and the other person who went with 
him--the guy from Washington and the guy from Michigan--how sensible and calm-- 

 
Starn: McDermott? 

 
Brentano: Yes. I thought, as I listened to them, yes, we’re not going to let us destroy ourselves. People 

are going to go out and look at things empirically. They had just gotten back. But what has 
happened to Mr. [Scott] Ritter, incidentally, in the last few weeks? 

 
Starn: He was quoted on the radio this morning. 

Brentano: He was? So he’s still talking. 

Starn: Yes. 
 
Brentano: I thought he might have been just locked away. That does sound paranoid. I don’t know. 

But I did think: Armageddon, no the world’s not having Armageddon, but then it seemed to 
me that this is just the war that could essentially do it. 

 
 
 
 

Arts of Choice 
 
 
 

Starn: So let’s say there is going to be a terrible war and you’ve decided there is nothing you can 
do about it, and the upside is that you’re going to enjoy your golden years on an 
uninhabited island. What books, art, music, would you bring with you? 

 
Brentano: Oh, that sounds awfully nice. Well, music is a much harder thing to think about. You know, 

I’m not very musical. I have not a good ear, although I listened to music constantly until I 
had a family, because I worked with the old-fashioned KPFA, which was one of the 
delights of Berkeley when I came here. It was also a big pain in the neck, because it had 
those Berkeley quasi-Oriental-Anglo philosophers talking all the time. I mean, really, well, 
specific people. You know, it was full of attitudes that were tiresome, but I just kept it on all 
the time, and it really was the best musical station I had ever heard, although I had come 
from, you know, pretty good BBC. The change to BBC was very enlightening. But I did 
listen to music a lot; I haven’t since, although I would like to take some music with me--. 
but I’m not sure what--I’d like some popular music. I’d like some opera. I’d like Turandot 
and I think Don Carlos and Rigoletto and Otello from opera. I’d like some Beatles. I’d like 
some Beethoven piano music and some Schubert piano music, and I guess that’s enough. A 
few quartets by someone, maybe by Bach. 

 
What could I take in paintings--things that I could possibly have, or paintings that I just 
want? 

 
Starn: Hmm. Anything that was available to you. 

 
Brentano: Okay, fine. Then I’d take a couple of Cézannes, a Fantin-Latour, about three Vuillards. I 

think I’d like a little Mantegna and a little Masaccio. Oh, I’d like a Van Gogh--popular, 
obvious tastes. But I’d like things I could look at forever, and I got sick of Van Gogh when 
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I was a graduate student, and then, it’s like somebody with whom you’ve had a fight; I was 
just overwhelmed by him. I was particularly overwhelmed by his letters. I don’t know how 
other people feel about him, but his letters to his brother just moved me tremendously. I’m 
just nuts about the way Fantin-Latour paints, but that’s particular--and Vuillard. The 
paintings that are in the Phillips, at DuPont Circle, or near it--I’d just like to take the 
Norton Simon from Pasadena and the Phillips and put them on the island and just go every 
day. I’m trying to think--. 

 
Starn: Bonnard? 

 
Brentano: Maybe, yes. That’s sensible. And, if we could go on forever, either Pissarro or Sisley, but 

one--because I didn’t realize, until I went to a Sisley show, how many Sisleys there are that 
I don’t want. I would I think, unfortunately, I would not take any Venetian paintings-- 

 
Starn: Oh really? 

 
Brentano: --because I see them so much. I can just close my eyes and imagine them. In one case-- 

well, in two cases, I guess--in Tintoretto and Veronese, I’ve seen them so much that I’ve 
grown a little tired of them, except they are for me the very best--that is, there is a 
Tintoretto Last Supper in San Giorgio that I’d like very much anyplace I am. But there was 
a huge Tintoretto-and-Tintoretto’s followers show in Venice about five years ago, and I 
thought I could happily never, never see-- 

 
Starn: [Laughter] You were satiated. 

 
Brentano: I used to be nuts about Piazzetta, and there was a Piazzetta show. I didn’t even go to it. I 

just read the catalogues and I thought, he belongs in the minor status, because I’ve loved 
him. 

 
Of medieval things, I’d like to take the Book of Echternach with me. 

Starn: What is that? 

Brentano: It’s the very geometrical, around 670, Bible--it’s Hiberno-Saxon, but it was taken by 
missionaries to Echternach. It’s a beautiful thing. But I really--I could be perfectly happy 
the rest of my life, I think, with three Cézannes and not see anything else. Oh, also, I would 
like to have a Jackson Pollock. 

 
Starn: Hmm. I can’t help but notice how you are omitting the quattrocento Italians. 

Brentano: That’s true. I like very much being in their presence and seeing them. 

Starn: But you don’t need them. 
 
Brentano: Not in quite the same way, no.  Does that make sense? 

 
Starn: Uh-hmm. 

 
Brentano: Also, there are people, there are painters, whom you can close your eyes and see. It’s in 

Venice; it’s rather particular for me. It’s not Florence or Rome, particularly not like 
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Florence, where--if you can get into the Uffizi, which I gather you now can, it seems to me 
you are just overwhelmed. Oh, I’d take a Pontormo or two, yes. In Venice, you really can, 
in a sense, close your eyes and see every painting in the city. That sounds silly, but it’s true. 
So you feel--you normally feel, “I’d like to go take a look at the Bellinis in”--whatever it’s 
called--? 

 
Starn: The Accademia or a church? 

 
Brentano: I can just close my eyes and see them. Well, that’s silly, particularly for someone like me 

who is very interested in brush strokes, and looking at brush strokes. It must be similar to 
look at prose in the way I do, I think. But the brush strokes of Italian, and Venetian 
paintings, are on the whole not very interesting. 

 
Starn: I see what you mean. 

 
Brentano: I guess I could be perfectly happy if almost everything but some Impressionists were taken 

away--what I like of them. I’m very conventional, I think, in my generation. Woolf, Forster. 
 

Starn: Not for a medieval historian. Nothing English or German. 
 
Brentano: I would not take anything that wasn’t French or Italian. No, I don’t think I’d take any 

American--well, Whistler, oh yes, provincial of me. I don’t think of Venice paintings in the 
same way. It’s interesting, isn’t it? A little Midwestern. I guess I would take a couple of the 
Hokusai prints. I think that’s what I’d do. 

 
Starn: What about printed works? 

 
Brentano: Well, that’s incredibly difficult, and I’ve thought about it a lot, and I keep thinking, I really 

wouldn’t like to live without--oh! And I want to talk a little bit about movies. Oh, and 
music--can I go back just for a second? I left a few things out. I really would like some 
Rodgers and Hart, some Cole Porter-- 

 
Starn: Anything particular of Rodgers and Hart? 

 
Brentano: Well, I thought about it. I think--what’s the Rodgers and Hart from which ‘Mountain 

Greenery’ comes? I think I’d like it. And I don’t distinguish very much among Cole 
Porter things, but I like just that sort of taste. 

 
I’ve thought about films in connection with what I’d take, and I tell you they are not very 
surprising, but some of them may be. I’d like to take a copy, a reel, whatever you call it, of 
Semi-Tough, which is a Burt Lancaster movie about, partly about, football. I’d like to take 
Brief Encounter. I’d like to take Hitchcock’s The Letter and another Bette Davis--I’d like to 
take Jezebel. I’d like to take the film, the original film, of The Importance of Being 
Earnest. And maybe some Audrey Hepburn. Maybe, I don’t know--Roman Holiday. It’s 
hard to tell which one. Maybe Sabrina. But I would like films. I’m so out of--no cutting 
edge films recently. Sort of borghese films. 

 
Starn: No Italian films? 
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Brentano: Yes. Thank you. Isn’t that odd, not to think of them. I like particularly to take--I will not 

remember its name in either language. It’s about a crime by a person above all suspicion. 
 

Starn: Un Indagine su un Cittadino al di sopra di ogni sospetto? [An Investigation of a Citizen 
Above all Suspicion] 

 
Brentano: Si, si. That’s what I think. Anything else Italian particularly? Yes, I’d like to take--I don’t 

know what it’s called. The de Sica movie? It’s like Commissario D. 
 

Starn: Umberto D? 
 
Brentano: Umberto! I think I’d like that. [Inaudible]. It is de Sica, isn’t it? It’s just a heartbreaking, 

wonderful movie. 
 

Starn: Yes. 
 
Brentano: I guess that’s enough. Movies are things I would like to take. 

 
Okay, I’d like to take a collection of poetry from the nineteenth century, and it should have, 
as full as possible--no, selected Coleridge, selected Arnold, all Tennyson, all Browning, 
all--going over into the next century--all Hopkins; partly for sentimental reasons I’d like to 
take Auden. And a complete Shakespeare. Let me just go through. I’d like to take an awful 
lot of English poetry. And I’d also like to take Marianne Moore and Josephine Miles, but 
I’d also like to take Donne and Herbert, and pretty fully both of them. And Paradise Lost. 
At least Paradise Lost and maybe more Milton. I don’t read Shakespeare much, although I 
think I should. I read carefully Lear last year. But if I just had to have one book of English 
literature, I think I’d take a complete Shakespeare, because it easily lasts you--well, ‘it just 
lasts you so well, you know’. It’s so surprising by the time you get back to the beginning, 
although if I had to have just a few plays, I think I’d take Romeo and Juliet. I don’t think I 
want to select any more--I think I’d take The Taming of the Shrew. I think those are 
surprising and would last a long time. I wouldn’t take Macbeth. I don’t think I’d take Lear. 
I think I could remember enough Lear. 

 
Starn: Hamlet? 

 
Brentano: Well, I think I should. [Laughter] But I don’t know whether I would. Maybe Henry IV, Part 

I, but I’d like to take all Shakespeare; I’d go through that whole thing. 
 

About history--I would like to take some history, but I’m not sure beyond Maitland what I 
want, really would take, or which Maitland I’d take. I think I’d like to take Maitland’s 
letters, and I’d like to take--give my memory a second-- the journals that are so upsetting 
and so important, I thought. You know, he wrote Wapshot Chronicle. 

 
Starn: Wapshot Chronicle? Cheever. 

 
Brentano: Yes, I think Cheever’s journals. I haven’t spent much time with him since. I would take 

more history. I just can’t think right now which history it would be. I think I would take 
Ranke, History of the Popes. And I’d take medieval--how stupid of me! I’d take Bede and 
I’d take William of Malmesbury. I’d take Jocelin of Brakelond. I’d take Jocelin of 
Brakelond the way I’d take Shakespeare, I think, first of all. 
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Starn: Really. I must read him. 
 
Brentano: Well, read him after I’ve written about him. I want to push you in certain ways. And I 

would take, if I can keep on, a few novels. I would take some Henry James. Just at the 
moment I’m excited about The Europeans, but that seems a superficial choice. But I’m 
thinking of assigning it next year--I’m going to teach a seminar, graduate/undergraduate, in 
comparative history, and I think it’s a nice piece for getting the taste. I’m going to do--you 
don’t need to know, but I’m going to do Burton’s Goa and Dana’s Two Years Before the 
Mast as a pair, in practice. 

 
Starn: Goa? I haven’t heard about that one. 

 
Brentano: Well, it’s just republished and I read it because of that. But they’re contemporary, and they 

have an Englishman going down the coast of India and an American coming up the coast of 
California. I think that would be interesting to compare, to get people to have a taste for it. 

 
And then I’m doing something I’ve never done before. I’m assigning a book of mine. I’m 
assigning Two Churches as an example, and then its contemporary, which is Geertz’s Islam 
Observed. These are not as models but as examples. And I think I can do it--I can get 
across more easily what I want to in a course by using myself. I’m ashamed, but at least I 
won’t be ashamed of making money. 

 
Starn: What are you ashamed of? 

 
Brentano: Assigning a text of my own. Just plain tacky. 

 
Starn: A common practice. [Laughter] 

 
Brentano: I would take To the Lighthouse. And if I could just take one novel, I’d take it. And just 

after--I suppose, The American of James, I might take. I wouldn’t take Daisy Miller. I can’t 
stand Daisy Miller. No, and I wouldn’t take--. 

 
Starn: Roderick Hudson? 

 
Brentano: No. I would take some Henry James because--oh, what do I like best? I’d take Wings of the 

Dove, but I’d be willing to accept just the first chapter. 

Starn: That wouldn’t fit into your course. 

Brentano: It could easily, if I wanted it to. But the other things are sort of fun because they’re short, 
and they’ll come back and they talk about their reactions all the time. 

 
Starn: Is this going to be a graduate course? 

 
Brentano:      It’s going to be a graduate and undergraduate. It was planned as a graduate course, but 

since there are so many graduate seminars in Medieval this year, I may not get enough 
passengers, and so do it for undergraduates, so it’s going to be open to both. 

 
That’s enough. I’d take everything I could get my hands on that I like. 



369  
 
 

Starn: Well, it should be some comfort that if you don’t go to the uninhabited island, you can have 
all these available to you. 

 
Brentano: It’s true, although I don’t know if this happens to you?--I find at either house, either Venice 

or here, if I want to read something, the house is full of novels, some I haven’t read and 
some that I read long ago, and I don’t find a single one that I actually want to read. 

 
Starn: That’s common in our household also. 

 
Brentano: You, too. Because there in Venice, people say, how wonderful you have all these books 

when you come and visit. But none that I want to read. Because you can remember them 
like paintings, also. 

 
Starn: One of the good things about exchanging houses, of course. 

 
Brentano: That’s true. I’d certainly take some Forster too, but about Woolf--oh, about Henry James 

and the beginning of The Wings of the Dove: it’s so interesting to see how those words are 
put together, and those sentences, because you never, never get tired of reading them, I 
think. 

 
Starn: Which edition would you take? The early, or the New York edition? 

 
Brentano: I don’t think I’m sensitive enough to know the difference. Which do we normally read? 

 
Starn: I think, the original. The New York edition, is much elaborated--. 

 
Brentano: I don’t even know any of the differences. I just read the ones that are on the shelves. I won’t 

do that anymore. 
 

Starn: You’ll just read all the time. I’m tentatively going to say that we might, on this happy note, 
with all the editions there are to read-- 

 
Brentano: It’s a nice thought, isn’t it? 

 
Starn: It is. We may have finished our interviewing. 

Brentano: I’ll miss it. 

Starn: If anything comes up-- 
 
Brentano: --I don’t think I have anything else to say. 

 
Starn: --that we paid no attention to and you remembered-- 

 
Brentano: I’ve got a piece of advice for posterity, and that is that you should do what’s dangerous for 

you, economically and institutionally, that you really want to do when you’re young, and 
not do what’s comfortable and easy, which I have done. 

 
Starn: What about doing the dangerous and difficult things when you are older? 
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Brentano: It’s very difficult. 

 
Starn: When you have better judgment? 

 
Brentano: Better judgment but less freedom, and you have less force in the community when you are 

old, I think. 
 

Starn: Hmm. I think I don’t agree with that. 
 
Brentano: Do you? Really? In America? In China, maybe. In Nigeria, maybe. At any rate. 

 
Starn: Interesting and sound advice. I thank you very much. 

Brentano: You’re welcome, my dear. 
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