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16  Literature

The literary stimulus of riding a bicycle

Genevan Charles-Albert Cingria lived in Paris for 39 years, his highly idiosyncratic short-form writing

style bearing testimony to the life of a tireless traveller.

CHARLES LINSMAYER

On 19 March 1911, a fist fight took place in front of Saint-Jo-
seph Churchin Geneva. It was the talk of the town for weeks.
Charles-Albert Cingria (28) knocked down Gonzague de
Reynold (31) with a single punch. Cingria, stocky in phy-

sique, had taken offence at a letter that the slenderly built
de Reynold had written to the local newspaper.
The son of immigrants from Dalmatia, Cingriahad had
areputation for getting into trouble ever since abbey school.
A propensity for violence had always been his Achilles heel
—alikely symptom of denying his own homosexuality. The
ideas that Cingria espoused were often abstruse, but his
prowess as a musicologist and historian was unsurpassed.
Contemporaries profoundly admired his writing— so much
so that, when the author was jailed for paederasty in Italy
in 1926, it was none other than arch-enemy Gonzague de
Reynold who secured his release.

“Talking Cingria”

In particular, Cingria made aname for himselfthrough his

ubiquitous short-form writing - now known as “Talking

Cingria”. Always rendered in the present tense, these

first-person narratives consistently give the impression of
someone speaking directly to the reader. In almost every

case, they owe theirimmediacy to the author’s personal ex-
periences on trips across Europe. Despite being a citizen of
Geneva, Cingria lived in a Parisian one-room apartment —
the starting point for each of his itineraries — between 1915

and his death on 1 August 1954. The eccentrically attired

Cingria, the archetypal dandy of his era, nearly always did

his tours on bicycle.

Lodging with friends

After the family fortune was exhausted, Cingria had to lodge

with a variety of friends, for whom it was both a curious and

an unforgettable experience when the writer turned up at
their door. Cingria always took a foldable leather bath tub

on his bicycle. He would bathe in this contraption as soon
ashe gotinto hisroom-then join his hosts at the table, bath

towel wrapped around his head like a turban. Eventually,
he would retire to scribble down his short texts — works

which essentially were nothing more than a perpetual con-
versation with an imaginary person.

Cingria writes about his beloved bicycle, about the joy of
travelling in a restaurant car, and about the station buffet
in Berne. He eulogises tobacco, refers to a naked female an-
imal tamer, and expounds on the peculiarity of speaking
machines. Besides his keen observational eye and virtuos-
ity with words, it is his humour and intelligence that lend
something profound and often even anarchic to the seem-
ingly innocuous patter. The wacky cyclist and wordsmith
was very aware that people would also remember him for
his oddball personality as well as his literature. Otherwise,

he would not have conveyed the

following ambiguity to his friend

Abdul Wahab in Paris, while he

wasbeing detained in Switzerland
in 1940 on account of the war: “If
yousee the charlatans, make them
think I am in Paris and have sim-
ply moved to a different neigh-
bourhood.Iwant to get them toin-
vent legends about people and

show that the weaknesses of these

people arein fact strengths.”

BIBLIOGRAPHY: Available in German:
Charles-Albert Cingria, “Ja, jeden Tag neu
geboren werden ...” (Yes, born again every
day). Reminiscences, glosses, theories and
polemics. Biographical epilogue by editor
Charles Linsmayer. Reprinted by Huber
(no. 18), Frauenfeld, 2001,
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“In particular, | must insist that

a bicycle is in no way unbecom-
ing of a literary author. On the
contrary, my bicycle is a tre-
mendous intellectual stimulant.
First, it is aesthetically pleasing
as well as practical in its own
right. Then we have the handle-
bars, around which sulphur-yel-
low, black and reddish sticking
plaster is rolled. If this fails to
stir your heart, you may be un-
comfortable when the conversa-
tion turns to art, but you will
also never appreciate the high-
est points of a Greek tragedy.”

Excerpt from “Lob des Fahrrads” (In praise of
the bicycle) in “Ja, jeden Tag neu geboren
werden” (Yes, born again every day); Huber,
Frauenfeld, 2001.
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