Zeitschrift: Swiss review : the magazine for the Swiss abroad
Herausgeber: Organisation of the Swiss Abroad

Band: 18 (1991)

Heft: 2

Artikel: On the death of Friedrich Durrenmatt : the world - a labyrinth
Autor: Willumat, Heidi

DOl: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-907794

Nutzungsbedingungen

Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich fur deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veroffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanalen oder Webseiten ist nur
mit vorheriger Genehmigung der Rechteinhaber erlaubt. Mehr erfahren

Conditions d'utilisation

L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En regle générale, les droits sont détenus par les
éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. La reproduction d'images dans des publications
imprimées ou en ligne ainsi que sur des canaux de médias sociaux ou des sites web n'est autorisée
gu'avec l'accord préalable des détenteurs des droits. En savoir plus

Terms of use

The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. Publishing images in print and online publications, as well as on social media channels or
websites, is only permitted with the prior consent of the rights holders. Find out more

Download PDF: 26.03.2026

ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch


https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-907794
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=en

RERRERRE
Culture

On the death of Friedrich Diirrenmatt

The World - A Labyrinth

On 14 December 1990, shortly before his seventieth birthday and on the
eve of the 700th Anniversary of the Confederation, the writer Friedrich
Diirrenmatt died. His works, some of which achieved world fame during
his lifetime, are concerned with a critical analysis of Switzerland, the
world, the universe and of the people who have been thrown into these

worlds.

As soon as you start to study Diirrenmatt in
more detail, you soon find yourself caught in
a remarkable conflict. On the one hand you
are so fascinated by the writer’s almost inex-
haustible imagination and originality, that no
sooner do you think you can find your way
around a play or a thriller, that your are
thrown by a sudden twist in the plot. The
abundance of ideas, surprises and attempts
at alienation does not make his work easily
accessible, and often leaves your with the
feeling that there is nothing to take home
afterwards. Over and over again not only
Diirrenmatt’s themes but also his forms of
expression seem to slip away. It is typical that
his horridly grotesque comedies — for him
the only possible form in which to represent
the world adequately (except for a thriller)
— do not allow themselves to be forced into
one direction or technique. Diirrenmatt, who
himself often directed and, like Brecht, would
have loved to have his own ensemble, never
became a theatre routinist adhering to etab-
lished patterns and experiences. It is the
same with his language. Although he end-
lessly rewrote and polished up his texts, style

The Chamber of the
National Council!

On 2 May it finally happened! For the
Jubilee Session of the Federal Chambers,
so it had been decided, one did not wish to
listen to celebratory speeches but to take
the opportunity to “muck out” the Cham-
ber of the National Council — if only on
stage. Friedrich Durrenmatt’s comedy
“Herkules und der Stall des Augias” (Her-
cules and the Augean Stables), a satire on
the clumsiness of the democratic ma-
chinery, was performed on stage, after a
lot of to-ings and fro-ings and of course
not without the inevitable protests.
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was always less important to him than experi-
menting with new figures and situations.

Fundamental Tendencies

Despite all the contradictory impressions that
Diirrenmatt’s work create — which neverthe-
less also express the ambivalence of man and

Friedrich Diirrenmatt during the award of
the Georg Biichner Prize (1986)...

his time — some typical features can be drawn
out.

Firstly, Diirrenmatt always strongly resisted
the demand that literature should console, rai-
se hopes and preach morals. This would not
even have been possible for him. To him, the
world was too much of a labyrinth in which
he desperately sought a reason without ever
finding one. Neither religion nor patriotism
could help the son of a parson. Probably the
only thing he ever believed in was, like So-
crates whom he so much admired, his own
doubts.

Secondly, Diirrenmatt always defended him-
self against any kind of ideology, against
following the crowd. An example of this is
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Diirrenmatt’s life and Work

Friedrich Diirrenmatt was born in Konolfingen
near Berne on 5th January 1921, son of a Prot-
estant minister.

After taking his school-leaving examination in
Berne, he took up studies in literature, philo-
sophy and natural sciences in Zurich and Berne.
Undecided whether to take up a career as a pain-
ter or writer, he decided at an early stage on the
latter.

He married in 1947 and lived in the Neuchatel
Jura from 1952 until he died on 14 December
1990.

Plays

It is Written (1947)

Romolus the Great (1949)

The Marriage of Mr. Mississippi (1952)
An Angel Comes to Babylon (1953)
Hercules and the Augean Stables (1954)
The Old Lady’s Visit (1956)

The Physicians (1962) (?)

The Meteor (1966)

Achterloo (1983)

Radio plays often led to theatre plays and stories;
most of them have been frequently revised.

® The Judge and the Hangman (1952)

® The Suspicion (1953)

® Greek Male Seeks Greek Female (1955)

® The Trouble (1956)

® The Promise (1958)

@® The Tunnel (1964) )

® “War in Winter in Tibet”, “The Eclipse of the
Moon”, “The Rebel” (1981)

® “Building a Tower” (1990)

one of his best portrayed heroes, the “ironi-
cal” hero Romolus the Great, who appears in
the play of the same title. The last Roman
Emperor does not understand why he should
defend the remains of the Roman Empire
against the Teutons and prefers instead to
breed chickens in peace.

In another play, probably the most famous,
“Besuch der alten Dame” (The Old Lady’s
Visit), Diirrenmatt’s inclination towards an-
cient ideals of justice and humanity become
clearly apparent. The multi-millionaire Claire
Zachaniassian returns to her home town of
Giillen to avenge a wrong done to her long
ago. At that time, when she, Klidri Wascher,
became pregnant, she was defamed by her
lover Il as a prostitute and driven out of town.
Now she is willing to use her wealth to help
put bankrupt Giillen back on its feet, but only
on the condition that “her” justice is carried
out, which for her means “total revenge” and
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nothing less that the death of her former lover,
At first thoroughly outraged, “in the name
of humanity”, which they now suddenly re-
flected upon, the people of Giillen reject this
proposition. Gradually however, they yield to
the temptation of money and decide to sacri-

Death of Max Frisch

On 4 April 1991, only a few months after
the death of his writer colleague, Friedrich
Diirrenmatt, Max Frisch died from cancer,
shortly before his eightieth birthday. In its
next edition the “Swiss Review” will dedi-
cate an article to this world renowned au-
thor, and, beside Diirrenmatt, the most
important representative of Swiss con-
temporary literature.

fice their morality by killing Ill. The latter is
ready to sacrifice himself to atone for the
injustice he has done. Thus in this tragicome-
dy the decline of humanity and its morals and
the ridiculous corruptibility of a town on the
one hand, and the acceptance by an individual
of his everlasting guilt on the other, run side
by side, the whole, typical for Diirrenmatt,
grotesquely distorted.

Diirrenmatt’s Paintings

Friedrich Diirrenmatt had already been paint-
ing before he started to write and did not stop
until the end of his life. His final decision

..and in a self-portrait of 1982.

For decades only insiders knew that
the dramatist was also a talented
painter. (Photos: Keystone)

about whether to be a writer or an artist (see
insert) was not an easy one for him as he was
afraid of failing as both. In 1946 he gave up
his literary studies suspecting that the theatre,
to some extent the link between writing and

A new Swiss Literary Archive

In 1988 Diirrenmatt promised to donate the
literary rights of his works to the Confeder-
ation, craftily imposing the condition, how-
ever, that the money should be used to create
a Swiss archive for literature. Did the writer
want to test the Confederation’s speed in re-
acting to such a generous gesture? (It is said
that these works would have been worth one
million Marks to the German literary archive
in Marbach/Neckar). For once, it was demon-
strated how quickly (so untypical of the
Swiss) one could act if necessary. Already at
the beginning of this year the new Swiss lite-
rar archive was opened, despite the unfavor-
able conditions which prevailed in 1988.
Shortly before, the people had rejected the
addition of a cultural article to the Federal
Constitution which would have allowed the
then Federal Office for Cultural Affairs to

construct a national literary archive. By af-
finating the archive with the Swiss National
Library has at last experienced its long over-
due increase in importance thanks to the sig-
nificant growth in the Diirrenmatt inherit-
ance, the Federal Office for cultural affairs
came up with an elegant solution.

The peculiarity of the new literary archive,
which is however neither the first nor the only
one in Switzerland (there is, for example, al-
ready a Robert Walser archive and a Max
Frisch archive), lies in its commission to take
literature in all four of the national languages
into consideration and to build up a central re-
gister to ease the access to the estates of
literary works scattered all over Switzerland.
Just as important will be the evaluation of the
archive’s works, as not only exhibitions but
also publications are being planned.

painting, could be the way out of his dilem-
ma. He would most probably have preferred
to have been an artist than a writer because
“you can hold a sheet of paper away from you
to see what is wrong but you cannot do so
with a text”. It has already been mentioned
that he subsequently re-wrote almost all his
comedies.

Thus fine arts are not only a by-product but a
very significant part of Diirrenmatt’s overall
work, after writing the means of expressing
one’s thoughts. It is from these thoughts, from
the invention and not from the observation of
reality (except for in an few cases) that Diir-
renmatt’s pictures derive. They are gloomy
and expressionist and depict, just as in his
writing, a distorted, caricatured anti-world.
Of course, not all his subjects are pure fanta-
sy. Many figures are to be found in the Old
Testament and above all in Greek mythology
which is a central theme for many of his
books and paintings — Atlas desperately try-
ing to carry the world although he is too tired,
Sisyphus attempting in vain to roll the rock
up the mountain and the lonely Minotaur
searching for a way out of the labyrinth...
And from behind these masks the individual
being steps out, confronting a world which, in
Diirrenmatt’eyes, is no longer comprehen-
sible and therefore no longer to master.

Heidi Willumat
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