

SAn Francisco December, 8 2006

Dear Lawrence Ferlinghetti, dear friends,

It’s a real honor for me to welcome you tonight at the Residence of France on a very special occasion, AND A WONDERFUL MOMENT FOR ME WHEN PERSONAL PLEASURE COMES ALONG WITH OFFICIAL DUTY : we are gathered here to express the French government’s recognition of one of the most influential figures in American literature, an outstanding artist, A SAN FRANCISCO ICON, a person who has dedicated his life to the love of books.

A man of many VIRTUES and talents : poet, painter, publisher, bookstore FOUNDER AND owner, activist, cyclist – ONE CAN OFTEN SEE YOU STROLLING ON THE STREETS OF NORTH BEACH -, your life travels through the XXth century, and tells the story of a country, the United States, that will always remember the passion of your commitment, and the power of your writing.

San Francisco, the US, Italy, one of the lands of your ancestors, have already recognized you. It’s now time for France, which you call your second home AND WHICH IS THE OTHER LAND OF YOUR ANCESTORS, to celebrate you, and we’re thrilled to do so here, in San Francisco, among your friends. 

LET ME RECOGNISE ESPECIALLY MATT GONZALES : THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR BEING HERE. 

I won’t mention tonight all the stories they know so well, and that have gone to make you such an important figure not only for literature but also for the evolution of American society. I’ll just try to evoke a few facts, a few dates that could illustrate the strong links that connect you to France.

Your relationship with our country began early, since you were raised in France, IN STRASBURG, BY YOUR AUNT during the first five years of your life. And later, during WWII, you went back to France and participated in our Liberation during the Normandy landings. AND ONE OF YOUR COMRADES IS ALSO WITH US TONIGHT, YOU CROSSED PATH WITH HIM ON THE ATLANTIC OCEAN !

This experience with the US Navy is a key moment in your life. In a recent article in the SF Chronicle, you tell the story of your visit, with two other soldiers, to the ruins of Nagasaki, and how this vision made you a pacifist forever. After the war, you discovered the militant and pacifist atmosphere in the streets of Greenwich Village in New York, where you moved to study. You graduated from Columbia in 1947 and went to La Sorbonne in Paris on the GI Bill, doing a PhD you would complete in 1950. 

I have heard that, when you came back to the US, you taught French for two years, I hope you’ll tell us a few words about that.

Your strongest tie with France and French language might have been developed when you discovered Jacques Prévert’s poems; you read them for the first time, in Saint Brieuc, on a paper tablecloth. It was in 1944. Fourteen years later, in 1958, you would translate and publish “Paroles” at City Lights. This was the 9th issue of the legendary ‘’Pocket Poets Series’’ collection started in 1955 with your first book of poems, “Pictures of the gone world”. Since then, City Lights has published the highest standard and the most innovative of French literature, from Artaud to Bataille, from Manchette to Schuhl, to Deleuze or the situationists.

Beyond your encounter with Prévert’s poems, 1958 is a turning point in your work: that year, your book “A Coney Island of the Mind” was published in New York by James Laughlin at New Directions. It became the most popular book of poetry in the US and more than a million copies have been printed. It has been translated into nine languages.

DEAR FRIENDS,

WE ARE PRIVILEGED TO HAVE HERE TONIGHT SEVERAL MANUSCRIPTS AND ORIGINAL EDITIONS FROM LAWRENCE  THANKS TO THE BANKROFT LIBRARY AND ITS DIRECTOR ANTHONY BLISS WHOM I THANK WARMLY FOR HIS ASSISTANCE. THESE ITEMS ARE JUST BEHIND YOU IN THIS ROOM AND THEY ARE REALLY WORTH TO BE SEEN.

DURING ThAT same year 1958, you wrote an important essay on San Francisco Poetry for the « Chicago review » where, in a few lines, you articulate what is the true transformation of American poetry, what makes it truly new and creative :

“the poetry which has been making itself heard here of late is what should be called street poetry. … It amounts to getting poetry back into the street where it once was, out of the classroom, out of the speech department, and—in fact—off the printed page.”

I CANNOT OVEREMPHASIZE THE INFLUENCE of the City Lights bookstore, its independence and creativity throughout the years. This is the place where everything began, the place where a generation of artists, from Ginsberg to Kerouac, could always find a home, where some of the most IMPORTANT political issues of the 60’s, 70’s and 80’s WERE DEBATED; a place of activism, where poetry, painting – which is your other passion - and politics could, and still can, dialogue and create, certainly, ideas for a better world. I just want to remind EVERYONE how CRUCIAL was your decision to publish Allen Ginsberg’s ‘’Howl’’ in 1956 and its impact on the history of American literature and the evolution of society.

San Francisco can be proud to have, today, such a wonderful independent bookstore at a time when they are tending to disappear. With City Lights, and a few other places, North Beach remains a very European, allow me to say a very Parisian, neighbourhood. And WHO KNOWS, the city of San Francisco, WILL WITNESS that you’ll be able, dear Lawrence Ferlinghetti, to attain two other goals that you have been following for a long time : tilt the Coit tower and paint the Golden Gate bridge golden !

Let me just say, to conclude, A FEW words IN FRENCH BECAUSE I KNOW  that LAWRENCE HAS PREPARED ALSO SOME REMARKS THAT HE WILL MAKE IN OUR LANGUAGE.

CHER LAWRENCE,

JE VOUDRAIS REDIRE QUE NOUS SOMMES PARTICULIEREMENT FIERS DE VOUS RENDRE HOMMAGE CE SOIR, D’HONORER UN HOMME ANIME PAR UNE PASSION, UNE VISION EXEMPLAIRES, ET QUI A MIS SA VOIX, UNE VOIX INDEPENDANTE ET ORIGINALE S’IL EN EST, AU SERVICE D’UNE CAUSE, CELLE DE LA DEMOCRATIE ET DES DROITS DE L’HOMME, QUI N’A JAMAIS CESSE DE LUTTER POUR LA LIBERTE. C’EST L’HERITAGE QUE VOUS LAISSEREZ, ET NOUS SOMMES HEUREUX DE POUVOIR LE SOULIGNER SOLENNELLEMENT DEVANT VOS AMIS REUNIS PARMI NOUS  

Lawrence Ferlinghetti, au nom du Ministre de la Culture de la République Française, nous vous faisons Commandeur dans l’Ordre des Arts et Lettres.

