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Karl David Uitti, The John N. Woodhull Professor of Modern Languages, died in Princeton on November 11, 2003 one month before his seventieth birthday. Karl came to the University as Instructor in Romance Languages and Literatures in 1959. He was promoted through the ranks and received his endowed professorship in 1978. His many years of service on the faculty, his eminence as one of the most distinguished medievalists in the country, the wide range of his learning, and his distinctive and outspoken scholarly convictions, to say nothing of his imposing physical presence, made him a figure of unusual authority in the Department of Romance Languages, which he chaired in the crucial years from 1972 until 1978, when he was largely responsible for reinvigorating it and establishing its reputation as one of the two or three best in the country. Thoroughly fluent in French and Spanish, comfortable in Italian and with a fair knowledge of Portuguese, deeply familiar with the literatures, the cultures, and the histories of all the peoples who speak and write in one or another of the Romance Languages, Karl Uitti was a true Romance scholar -- probably one of the last of that remarkable breed, whose family members included Ernst-Robert Curtius, Eric Auerbach, and his own teacher at Berkeley, Yacov Malkiel. For him there was no question that the various Romance cultures constituted a whole united by the special bond of their common origin and he worked hard to strengthen all four sections, as the four language areas were called, building up Italian and striving valiantly and persistently to expand and strengthen Portuguese. True to his background in Romance philology, he believed it was vitally important that scholarship in the Department also embrace the earlier states of each of the languages (Old French, Old Spanish, and the language of Dante). The Department's strength, he was convinced, lay in adhering to the principle that language is the best foundation for the study and eventual understanding of cultures and value-systems different from our own. 

Karl considered it a privilege to belong to a cosmopolitan group of men and women (at times more than 60% of the Department's faculty hailed from foreign countries), that he could address in their own language, be it French, Spanish or Italian. To him, there was no better way of expressing respect for cultural difference and being open-minded than addressing the other in his or her own tongue. He encouraged study of lesser known Romance tongues such as Catalan, Provençal, and hybrids like Caribbean Creole, and he was keenly aware from the beginning that the litertature of  Latin America was of such quality, richness, and vitality that it was destined to influence the literatures of many other languages and other parts of the world. As the Latino population of the United States began to grow in the later decades of the twentieth century, Karl also developed a keen interest in studying and fostering its still little known literature and culture. With Professor Arcadio Díaz Quiñones he organized in April 1988 a memorable conference at Princeton on "The Heritage of Faith: Dimensions of the Latino Religious Experience in the United States."    

           
Being the Department's prime Romance scholar gave Karl a special role and prestige among his colleagues. He bridged its four sections and retained his vision of a single Department of Romance Languages to the end. Though he said little about it, it broke his heart when the Department in which he had invested so much of his knowledge, his experience, his energy, and his passion was divided, three years ago, into separate departments of French and Italian, and Spanish and Portuguese Languages and Cultures. 

In his own scholarship Karl's range and versatility were remarkable. The first published works of this leading medievalist were on late 19th and early 20th century French literature. The Concept of the Self in the Symbolist Novel, which appeared in 1961, was followed a year later by La Passion littéraire de Remy de Gourmont, published by the prestigious Presses universitaires de France. Though he could be scathing about literary theory that had little to do with literature, he was himself a pioneer of literary theory. Thanks to his training in linguistics at Berkeley and his familiarity with the work of behaviorists, structuralists, and cultural anthropologists, he was able to write a masterly account of the problematical relation of linguistics and literary theory just at the point when Saussurian linguistics, Russian formalism and Prague school structuralism were challenging both the New Criticism, which had dominated English departments for a generation, and the idealist cultural approach represented in this country most forcefully by Leo Spitzer. Linguistics and Literary History appeared in 1969 in a distinguished series published by Prentice-Hall and known as The Princeton Studies on Humanistic Scholarship in America. It was republished in 1975 by Norton and translated into Italian and put out by the prestigious Il Mulino press of Bologna twenty years after its original publication. In 1973, four years after Linguistics and Literary Theory, Princeton University Press published Karl's provocative Story, Myth and Celebration in Old French Narrative: 1050-1200. Built on the theoretical foundations developed in the earlier book, this work elaborates a theory of interaction between literature and culture. Before the notion of "cultural studies" had become common currency, Karl argued for replacing the arbitrary identification of literature with aesthetics by a stringently defined concept of culture in which both linguistics and history have a role to play. 

 Karl was also a great editor of medieval texts. For several years, he worked closely with the late Alfred Foulet to produce the most accurate critical edition of the first French Lancelot, Chrétien de Troyes's Le Chevalier de la Charrette. This major accomplishment appeared in 1989 in the standard-setting Classiques Garnier series. In 1994 it was complemented by another critical edition of a work by Chrétien, Le Chevalier au Lion, in the prestigious Bibliothèque de la Pléiade series, with a revised edition in 1997. In collaboration with Michelle Freeman, his wife, he also published a general introduction in English to the romances of Chrétien de Troyes for the Twayne Series. In 1993, a dense, synthetic study of "The European Epic and Romance Narrative," written in Italian for the Enciclopedia europea, was put out as a separate volume by Jaca Book in Milan. Karl was the general editor of the Edward C. Armstrong Monographs on Medieval Literature and a member of the editorial boards of French Forum and Romance Philology. He was also a member of the council for the Dictionary of the Middle Ages (published by Scribners) and, as such, exerted a considerable influence on medieval studies in America. He regularly lectured to professional audiences on medieval literature and was invited to give key-note speeches at symposia in England, France, Italy, Spain and Switzerland. In recognition of his long and fundamental service to medieval studies, a group of his former graduate students presented him with a volume of essays, Translatio Studii. Essays in Honor of K D Uitti, in 1999.

Karl was one of the first scholars on campus to perceive and seize the opportunities offered to humanist scholarship by the new computer technologies. About twenty years ago, he launched the "Charrette project," an innovative collective effort to apply these technologies to the study of a complex medieval manuscript tradition. Characteristically, Karl involved several generations of graduate students in this project (as well as other young scholars from as far afield as Russia, who came to Princeton to work with him), for he was a superb and generous trainer of graduate students and continued to mentor them long after they had left Princeton and embarked on their own careers. They are all devoted to him, as are a large number of his undergraduate students, including Brooke Shields, who was his advisee and who has referred to him publicly several times with touching gratitude and respect.

While deeply courteous and compassionate, Karl was outspoken about the things that mattered to him. He was anything but smooth. It says much for both Princeton and Karl that they got along all the same and stuck together for almost 45 years. Though, like all of us if we live long enough, Karl sometimes complained about the changes that had taken place at Princeton in the course of his long career, he loved this university and was devoted to it.

Pietro Frassica, Professor of Italian and Romance Linguistics

Lionel Gossman, Taylor Pyne Professor Emeritus

François Rigolot, Meredith Howland Pyne Professor of French Literature

Madame President: For the Committee I move that this Resolution be spread on the records of the Faculty; that a copy be sent to Karl Uitti's wife, Dr. Michelle Freeman, of Princeton; daughter, Mrs. Maria McCabe, of Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania; sons, David and Jacob, of Princeton; sister, Mrs. Elizabeth Melzer, of Sherman Oaks, California; and to the Archivist of the University.

Copies of the Memorial Resolution to be sent to:

I Family: [...]

II. Professional or Honorary Associations: 

Société des Amis de Rémy de Gourmont,

Société des Palmes académiques,

The Medieval Academy of America,

Phi Beta Kapa,  

The Codrington Club, 

The Warden, c/o All Souls College, Oxford, England

