
“The Nightingales of Troy: Stories of One Family’s 
Century,” published in July by W.W. Norton, has earned 
praise from the Irish Times, the Boston Globe and fellow 
faculty novelists Alison Lurie and Robert Morgan, among 
others. Fulton’s poetic command of language is evident 
in the book, rich with vernacular passages: “That fall 
was damp as a gravedigger’s skin … Before the winter 
zeros struck, I thought I’d better mend my lacy lung with 
Sister’s remedy.”

Fulton began writing the collection of short stories 
before she came to Cornell in 2000.

“It took me too long because I was writing other books 
[poetry and an essay collection] at the same time, which I 
don’t think is a good idea,” she said. “I started some short 
stories to see how I liked it. I wrote one, then another, 
and thought this probably could be a collection.”

With story threads and characters appearing through-
out, the book “is a novel in stories,” Fulton said. “The 
characters are all present in the fi rst story, and then read-
ers see them at different points in their lives.”

Intrigued with fi nding out more about her great-grand-
mother, she sought out an obituary in the Troy public 
library. “It was a long narrative, and I discovered a secret 

in her life that had never been mentioned 
in the family, a mystery really,” she 
said. “I then tried to imagine how this 
sad event came to be.”

That became the fi rst story she 
wrote, “Queen Wintergreen,” set 
in 1918. It was fi ction by necessity, 
spun from source material short 
on facts.

“I never knew my great-grand-
mother, so I had to completely 
make up the character,” Fulton 
said. “No one had any memo-
ries of her in the family. Fiction 
can start with an intriguing 
fragment or a fact, a secret or 
mystery, and work backward 
from it. It was interesting to 
create the milieu of 1918. 
I then thought of writing 
one story in each decade 
of a family based on my 
mother and her sisters.”

 “The Glorious Mys-
teries,” written next 

and set in the 1950s, had 
“characters based on my two great 

aunts, who I knew a little. They worked in 
the collar factories in Troy. In the story there are three 

sisters who live together, very eccentric people, and their 
niece gets caught in the middle of their wrangling.”

Writing them out of chronological order, Fulton based 
each story on an interesting character “whose life was in 
turmoil or at a point of change. I focused on the character 
who’d had the most upsetting experience in a particular 
decade.”

Fulton’s teenage passions included poetry and pop 
music – Emily Dickinson and The Beatles. This comes 
out in the 1960s story “The Real Eleanor Rigby,” in which 
Ruth Livingston and her mother meet The Beatles. As 
a college radio DJ in the 1970s, Fulton met John Lennon 
and George Harrison. Also like Ruth, Fulton had eclectic 
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Alice Fulton explores family-based 
fi ction in ‘Nightingales of Troy’
BY DANIEL ALOI

For her fi rst work of fi ction, poet and Cornell profes-
sor of English Alice Fulton had to look no further 
for inspiration than her own Irish Catholic family 

and her hometown of Troy, N.Y.

Cornell to host inaugural French studies conference
BY DANIEL ALOI

Cornell will host “Historiography, 
Theory, Literature: Franco-American Ex-
changes,” the inaugural joint conference 
in partnership with the elite Parisian uni-
versity École normale supérieure (ENS), 
Sept. 11-13 in the A.D. White House. The 
bilingual conference is presented by the 
French Studies Program at Cornell.

ENS was founded in 1794 and has 
produced scores of prominent writers and 
philosophers, such as Jean-Paul Sartre 
and Jacques Derrida; social scientists, 
including Michel Foucault and Claude 
Lévi-Strauss; and hard scientists includ-
ing Louis Pasteur, all the French holders 
of the Fields Medal in mathematics, and 
several Nobel laureates in physics.

“The ENS-Cornell conference is an oppor-
tunity to confront methods and viewpoints 
in the humanities,” said Laurent Ferri, acting 

director of French studies and adjunct profes-
sor of comparative literature. “It is important 
for Cornell to nourish a tradition of hospital-
ity and dialogue with scholars who work 
in different contexts and under different 
constraints, and yet are equally committed to 
an ideal of scholarship that excludes parochi-
alism and the delusions of self-suffi ciency.”

The setting is also appropriate, he noted. 
Cornell’s fi rst president, Andrew D. White, 
“had a deep love and interest for all things 
French,” Ferri said. In the 1860s, White 
was the fi rst to teach systematic courses on 
both French and German recent history at 
an American university – courses based in 
part on documents from his private collec-
tion, which are available in Kroch Library.

The conference will feature fi ve ses-
sions, each with two 45-minute presenta-
tions by Cornell and ENS faculty, followed 
by general discussion. Topics will range 
from “Being Historical in Literary Stud-

ies” by Cornell professor of English and 
comparative literature Jonathan Culler, to 
“Refl ections on Social History in General 
and Food Crises in Particular, Then and 
Now” by Cornell professor of history 
Steven Kaplan, who led the initiative to 
partner Cornell and ENS.

Cornell presenters will include Domin-
ick LaCapra, professor of history and 
comparative literature; Camille Robcis, 
assistant professor of history; and Laurent 
Dubreuil, a “normalien” (alumnus of 
ENS), associate professor of Romance 
studies and comparative literature, direc-
tor of French studies (2007-10) and a cur-
rent Appel Fellow.

ENS participants are Antoine Lilti, Na-
deije Laneyrie-Dagen, François Menant, 
Gilles Pécout and Laurent Pinon. Modera-
tors at the sessions will be Terry Turner, 
anthropology; Tim Murray, English (and 
director of the Society for the Humani-

ties); Diane Rubenstein, government; John 
Weiss, history; and Phil Lewis, Romance 
studies.

“Given the contrasted personalities of 
the participants, one can expect more than 
a few divergences and productive dis-
agreements, not necessarily along national 
lines,” Ferri said.

The French Studies Program at Cornell 
was established with support from the 
College of Arts and Sciences and from the 
Cultural Services of the French Embassy, 
designating Cornell as a “Centre Inter-
disciplinaire.” The program serves as a 
resource center for teachers of French in 
upstate New York and offers an academic 
concentration in French studies to Cornell 
students from all colleges.

For more information on the confer-
ence, see <http://www.einaudi.cornell.
edu/french_studies/calendar/index.
asp?id=10069>.

Alice Fulto
n
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Fulton’s aunts and mother at Lake George in the 1930s.
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The Phoenix Hotel, owned by Fulton’s father in Lansingburgh, N.Y., 
early 1940s, is a setting Fulton used in “The Nightingales of Troy.”
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Fulton’s Aunt Madeline at her high school grad-
uation circa 1923.
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tastes far beyond 
those of her 
Catholic-school 
peers.

“I think the 
story is about 
loneliness, and 
knowing people 
who are famous 
better than we know 
people we see every 
day,” she said.

Fulton said she’s never 
attended a fi ction workshop; she 
learned from writers she’d read and enjoyed.

“I tell students, ‘Try to write the kind of book you love 
to read.’”

During the writing, she discovered she needed to 
focus on narrative tension. “What was very hard was 
making something happen,” she said. “There has to be 
confl ict. There’s a great saying I learned from the writer 
Janet Burroway: ‘A story is a war.’ A poem certainly isn’t 
a war.”

Fulton will read from and sign copies of the book Sept. 
6 at 2 p.m. at Bookery II in downtown Ithaca and Oct. 17 
at the Cornell Store.
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