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How healthy is the Swiss literary
scene? One thing we can certainly
say: it is quadri-lingual and lively!
(Photo: Jean-Jacques Ruchti)
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Does it make sense to
(( talk of national litera-

ture in a country like
Switzerland counting four official
languages? The question is not the
more simple but nevertheless the
more necessary in the run-up to
the Frankfurt Book Fair to be held
on October 7t to 12t of this year:
an international event in the
framework of which Switzerland
will have to present the main lines
of its literary production. An
approach, that of the national lit-
erary reality, that it is necessary
by the nature of things to differen-
tiate amongst each of the various
cultures which make up the Swiss
mosaic. That may appear pre-
tentious, but in our country it
is essential to consider a Ger-
man, French, Italian and — though
to a lesser degree — a Romansh
literature. In spite of that it is pos-
sible to identify some common
points.

One of these is that, with the
exception of Romansh the dif-
ferent literary currents are affil-
iated to a cultural pole outside
our national frontiers. Germany,
France and Italy have left their
mark on Swiss literary particulari-
ties, which always maintain a
strong link with their respective
area of linguistic belonging.

The existence of political fron-
tiers has in fact not prevented
writers of the calibre of Max
Frisch and Friedrich Diirrenmatt
from affirming themselves first
at the German language level
and then also at the international
level.

But those writers are not so
numerous, who have the merit of
seeing their works translated into
the other national languages and
even into English, which enables
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them to gain access to the wider
public.

On the other hand, for the
majority of the volumes which are
not translated, we may ask
whether the national linguistic
barriers do not run the risk of
imprisoning the various cultures
in a ghetto. All
that naturally dis-
advantages  the
weaker — the Ita-
lian and particular-
ly the Romansh
minorities — : if
we return to the
consideration of
literature, the lin-
guistic minorities
are already penal-

ized in rela-
tion to German-
speaking and

French-speaking Switzerland, be-
cause they dispose of a much
smaller market.

However, the Swiss federalist
structure guarantees the survival
of the different cultural identities:
by coincidence each of the three
most widely used official lan-
guages are in the majority in at least
one canton, with autonomous
schools, media and — at the end of
the day — cultures. And they are
under the wing of German, French
or Italian. It is particularly Ro-
mansh which is threatened with ex-
tinction, since even in Grisons it is
relegated to the rank of third lan-
guage behind German and Italian.

The literary tradition within the
linguistic minorities plays a fun-
damental role not only as a vehicle
for spreading and defending the
minority language, but also as
irreplaceable testimony to the dif-
ferent Swiss realities, in-
cluding those that are ))
less known.
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