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First Interview Session (May 10, 2004): Tapes 1-2
Tape 1/Side 1
00:00:27
Francis Gentry relates his early years and schooling in Massachusetts and 
highlights his enrollment at the Boston Latin School, where he began to be 
interested in German.

00:03:03
He recalls two influential German teachers.

00:05:22
FG discusses choosing between attending Boston College and entering a 
seminary.

00:07:20
He majored in German and English at Boston College; he speaks about some of 
his courses, professors, and the development of his interest in medieval German 
literature.  

00:14:19
FG received a B.S. degree in German and English from Boston College; this 
degree included his teachers' certification.  He describes his student teaching 
experience.

00:17:10
He relates his decision to attend graduate school at Indiana University.  He 
mentions receiving a teaching assistantship and, later, an exchange fellowship to 
the University of Kiel in Germany.

00:24:18
He discusses his study of medieval German literature at Indiana and describes some of his professors and a fellow graduate student.  He founded a group called "The Mendicants" in order to connect graduate students with faculty in the very large German department.  FG describes this group and its activities.

00:30:33
FG describes his teaching experience while he was a graduate student.

00:31:14
End of side.

Tape 1/Side 2
00:31:24
Francis Gentry describes his dissertation on the themes of loyalty and friendship in the Nibelungenlied.  He also mentions some personal and political unrest that kept him from finishing his dissertation earlier.

00:35:16
FG describes the campus sentiment at Indiana University during the 1960s, where 
he became involved in the black student movement.

00:36:53
He describes his decision to work as an instructor at SUNY-Albany.  He goes on 
to talk about his teaching experiences and the structural and administrative 
problems in the German department there.  He and other junior faculty were fired.  
He recalls being very depressed after being fired from Albany and even 
considered other lines of work.  

00:45:28
He relates his interview for a position at the University of Wisconsin.  A former 
colleague attempted to interfere in the process; nevertheless, Wisconsin hired FG.

00:55:18
He recalls his early impressions of the University of Wisconsin and disliked the politics in the German department, particularly among graduate students. He did, however, greatly enjoy support from numerous faculty in the department, particularly in the course of his research in medievalism in preparation for a workshop lecture.

01:00:18
FG talks about his relationship with Jost Hermand and Reinhold Grimm in the 
German department.

01:01:50
He discusses the facilities of the department and the tenure process.

01:02:35
End of side.  End of tape.

Tape 2/Side 1
01:02:42
Francis Gentry continues to talk about his tenure proceedings at the University of 
Wisconsin.

01:04:26
He describes his relationship with Grimm and medievalists from other 
departments.  He describes the Logos group of medievalist colleagues.

01:09:03
FG briefly evaluates departmental support staff while he served as chair and 
assistant chair.

01:10:27
He describes the departmental factionalism that nearly ousted the previous chair, 
Charlotte Brancaforte.

01:16:11
FG describes his tenure as chair of the German department, his administrative 
style, and some of his initiatives as chair (including German Day).

01:23:09
He characterizes E. David Cronon and Judith Craig.

01:26:31
FG felt that he lost credibility with some students because he continued to teach 
during the TAA work stoppage in 1980.  He talks about this work stoppage and 
his subsequent assignment to a committee on teaching assistant policy and 
procedure.

01:33:57
End of side.

Tape 2/Side 2
01:34:08
Francis Gentry continues to talk about his service on the Teaching Assistant 
Policy and Procedure Committee, the Graduate School Research Committee, and 
a divisional committee.  He discusses at length the Policy and Procedure 
Committee’s deliberations, his administrative style, and how he maneuvered the 
committee’s report through the faculty senate.

01:43:30
After the teaching assistants unionized, FG served on the negotiating committee 
on the management side.  

01:46:04
FG describes his teaching responsibilities, which included German language 
courses, graduate courses in Middle High German, and seminars.  He also started 
the PhD track in medieval German.

01:54:00
He discusses the evolution of his teaching style.

01:55:48
He identifies changes in college students over the course of his career.

01:59:33
He talks about some of his PhD students and their job placement.

02:01:24
FG evaluates the prospects for the study of German in American universities.

02:02:58
End of side.  End of tape.  End of interview session.

Second Interview Session (May 11, 2004): Tapes 3-4
Tape 3/Side 1
00:00:19
Francis Gentry explains the place of research in his career and the way in which 
the German department evaluated faculty research.  He received informal 
mentoring and support for his research from numerous members of the 
department.

00:04:37
Funds for his research came primarily from the Graduate School Research 
Committee, in addition to a Humboldt Fellowship that allowed him to travel to 
Germany.  He also describes a fellowship from the Institute for Research in the 
Humanities; this funding allowed him to study Middle High German religious 
literature.

00:08:01
FG describes how he received the Alexander von Humboldt Fellowship.

00:13:03
FG describes the substance of his research.  He considers himself a pioneer in 
studying literature by relating it to social and historical background.  The other 
major strand of his research analyzes the reception of medieval literature in 
modern times (“medievalism”).  He goes on to discuss depictions of the Middle 
Ages in American films, and how these depictions express contemporary politics.

00:22:48
He talks about the development of the annual medieval studies meeting at 
Western Michigan University in Kalamazoo.

00:26:39
FG traces the fortunes of medieval studies programs and research in the US; by 
the mid-1990s, he no longer accepted graduate students because of the scarcity of 
jobs for medievalists.  He attributes the earlier boom in medieval studies to John 
F. Kennedy’s elaboration of his vision of “Camelot” and to the popularity of 
J.R.R. Tolkien’s novels.

00:30:57
End of side.

Tape 3/Side 2
00:31:21
Francis Gentry mentions some of his most important publications, including 
Companion to Middle High German Literature to the 14th Century, his 
dissertation, and a paper on the concept of work in the Middle Ages.

00:35:08
He notes some of the major changes in his field over the course of his career, 
most notably the multiplication of areas for research (gender and cultural studies, 
e.g.).  He and Barry Teicher discuss Monty Python’s portrayal of the Middle 
Ages.

00:39:25
FG discusses faculty governance and his membership of the Faculty Senate.  He 
describes in detail the structure and responsibilities of the Graduate School 
Research Committee, on which he served.

00:45:38
He talks about the Institute for Research in the Humanities and his attempts to 
reform its policies while serving on an evaluating committee.

00:50:23
FG describes the Medieval Studies Program, his tenure as director of the program, 
and hosting a national conference in Madison.

00:55:19
Barry Teicher lists the professional associations to which FG belongs.

00:56:30
FG mentions some of his honors and awards, including the Seal of the Universitat 
Freiburg.

00:58:03
End of side.  End of tape.

Tape 4/Side 1
00:58:06
Francis Gentry explains that he chose to leave the University of Wisconsin 
because he wanted to work further in an administrative capacity.  After failing to 
become an associate dean in Madison, he accepted a position at Penn State 
University.  Another major factor in FG’s departure was his dislike of the central 
administration of the University of Wisconsin:  he felt that faculty in European 
fields of study were not respected by Donna Shalala.  He also mentions salary 
issues as a motivation to leave.

01:04:35
He recounts the many difficulties he faced as head of the German department at 
Penn State.  He also discusses how he sought advice from Judith Craig, David 
Ward, and others in attempting to thwart the cancellation of the PhD program in 
German at Penn State.  The dean later demanded his resignation and “bought off” 
FG by giving him a position at the Max Kade Institute.

01:16:10
FG continues to talk about his difficulties as head of the German department at 
Penn State.  He retired in 2003.

01:18:12
He describes his Distinguished Emeritus Research Teaching Professorship at 
Penn State and the seminar he teaches.

01:20:37
FG looks back on his life and thinks that his attendance at Boston Latin School 
and his Humboldt fellowship were crucial events in his career.  He thinks that 
faculty salaries were a problem during his career at Wisconsin, but otherwise he 
greatly enjoyed the collegiality among UW faculty.  He compares and contrasts 
his careers at Wisconsin and Penn State.

01:26:21
FG discusses strategic planning while he was head of the German department at 
Penn State.  He thinks that such planning is little more than a “numbers game.”

01:29:20
End of side.

Tape 4/Side 2
01:29:21
Francis Gentry continues to talk about his skepticism about strategic planning.

01:33:34
End of side.  End of tape.  End of interview.
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