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France Honors Edmund White 
 
 
 

AUTHOR NAMED OFFICER OF THE ORDER OF ARTS AND LETTERS  
 
 

New York, April 23, 2008—On Tuesday, April 29, Kareen Rispal, Cultural Counselor of the Embassy of 
France, will confer upon Edmund White the insignia of Officer of the Order of Arts and Letters during the 
launch reception for this year’s PEN World Voices, Festival of International Literature. 
 
Following the publication of his first novel, Forgetting Helena, in 1973, Edmund White quickly met with critical 
and public success both in the U.S. and abroad. France, in particular, was quick to recognize his talents, which 
he drew on to portray French literary giants such as Marcel Proust and, in a soon to be published book, Arthur 
Rimbaud. Mr. White is especially well known for his authoritative biography of Jean Genet, which won the 
National Book Critics Circle Awards in 1994. In order to conduct the research for this ambitious work, he moved 
to France, where he lived for seven years while growing fond of the Provence countryside. Born and reared in 
Ohio, Edmund White was perhaps not a likely convert to French culture. As he himself wrote, he grew up in an 
America in which “no one drank wine or used garlic or even ate in courses.” Nevertheless, he soon became a 
passionate Francophile. 
 
As well as being a celebrated writer, Edmund White is also a prolific critic and reviewer, with articles published 
in the most prestigious U.S. papers (The New Yorker, The New York Times Book Review, The TLS, Time 
Magazine, Vogue;). A professor of creative writing at Princeton, he still finds the time to research his upcoming 
subject, Irène Némirovsky, and to pursue his activism against AIDS, a disease that has claimed many of his 
closest friends. 
 
The Ordre des Arts et des Lettres (Order of Arts and Letters) was created in 1957 to recognize eminent artists 
and writers, as well as individuals who have contributed to the furthering of French culture in the world. The 
Order is given out twice annually to only a few hundred people worldwide.  Among the  Americans who have 
received this award are Paul Auster, Ornette Coleman, Agnes Gund, Marilyn Horne, Jim Jarmusch, Richard 
Meier, Robert Paxton, Robert Redford, Meryl Streep and Uma Thurman. 
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