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editorial

Transitions
The music industry is undergoing radical change. Album sales are
dwindling, the major labels are in crisis, retailers are closing their doors.
At the same time the internet is booming: digitalization has created unprecedented new channels of distribution for music. Perhaps most surprisingly, live music events are flourishing as never before.
For pop music in particular, the crisis is also an opportunity. The decline of global music corporations has made room for innovative independents. Online communities like MySpace and YouTube offer new strategies for self-promotion and for reaching potential fans around the world.
The Swiss pop and jazz scene has also benefited from these developments,
growing and multiplying in all directions. Even folk music – which has
not enjoyed a lot of cultural support – is experiencing a renaissance and
making effective use of the new technologies. The hootenanny has now
gone online.
Such wide-ranging transitions also pose new challenges for cultural
policy. The transformation of the music industry and the resulting shifts
in cultural support are the subject of this issue of Passages – while the
magazine has undergone its own transformation.
In its Dossier section Passages continues to focus on noteworthy
topics in cultural policy and to profile art and culture from Switzerland.
In addition, the magazine now includes some new features: coverage of
Pro Helvetia’s projects, extensive cultural reports, portraits of our partners, sharp commentary by outside observers, and visits to Pro Helvetia’s
liaison offices around the world.
This issue also marks a change in the Passages editorial office. Our
longtime senior editor Andreas Langenbacher is moving on to a new post
in Pro Helvetia’s Literature and Society department. With his fine intuition for new and interesting topics, he was responsible for the rich substance of Passages. We thank him for his achievements, and welcome seasoned editor Janine Messerli to the masthead. From now on she will supply
the multi-faceted look at the world that makes Passages so unique.
Pius Knüsel
Director, Swiss Arts Council Pro Helvetia
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Summertime:
Festival Time

Folk Culture for
the Future
The Alpine chant has
arrived downtown

“Loba, zuä Loba, i Gottes Name
Loba!” – Chanting to praise the Lord
and bless the cattle is a centuries-old
tradition practiced by herdsmen in
the Alps, who would call down from the
mountaintops each evening and be
heard across the valleys. Echoes of those
calls have now reached today’s urban
centres, as the Loba Town project
shows: rappers, performers, poets
and herdspeople have transposed the
traditional Alpine litanies into the
context of contemporary city life, blowing modern melodies into 15 oversized wooden horns.
Loba Town is one of 10 winning
projects from the “Echoes – Folk Cuture
for Tomorrow” competition, initiated
by Pro Helvetia to encourage the
mingling of tradition and innovation
and pave the way for the folk culture
6

www.pro-helvetia.ch/echos/
www.lobatown.ch

Evening scenes at Zurich’s
Theaterspektakel

When the days grow longer and
the evenings warmer, festivals bloom
all over Switzerland, showcasing live
performances of all kinds. These five
festivals offer audiences a broad spectrum of new works to discover in
theatre, music and dance. In Fribourg
the Belluard Bollwerk International
celebrates its 25th anniversary and
includes walking tours featuring glimp
ses into unexplored corners of the city.
The transdisciplinary and cosmopolitan
La Bâtie held in Geneva and neigh
bouring France boasts over 50 performances of dance, theatre and music.
A large variety of theatre productions
will be on view at the Festival des arts
vivants in Nyon, and Zurich’s Theaterspektakel features highlights from
Africa, Asia and Latin America. The
Zurich Festspiele kick off the festival
season in late June. For information
and programmes online:
www.batie.ch
www.belluard.ch
www.festival-far.ch
www.theaterspektakel.ch
www.zuercher-festspiele.ch

Photos: Alpine chant: Andri Pol; Theaterspektakel: Hans X. Hagen; Installation: Yves Netzhammer

Ethnokitsch or a revival of tradition? Yodelling, folk dancing, folk
music and old customs are experiencing a renaissance and entering into
contemporary artistic practice. The
winning projects from Pro Helvetia’s
“Echoes – Folk Culture for Tomorrow”
programme are prime examples
of a larger trend.

of the future. Chosen
from 133 submissions, the 10 winning
projects whet the
appetite for new cultural worlds and
close the gap between contemporary
art and folk culture. They will be
presented at the “Echoes” closing
festival from 19 – 21 September 2008
in St. Gallen. The festival marks the
conclusion of the two-year transdisci
plinary programme, which included
art projects, public debates and con
ferences. The discussion is far from over,
however: Where is folk culture headed?
What kind of cultural support does it
need? And what does the new flowering
of traditional folk music mean for
music sponsorship? See Franz-Xaver
Nager’s article on p. 25 and join the
debate online:
www.blog-volkskultur.ch.

Switzerland
Meets China

Installation by the Swiss
artist Yves Netzhammer

TRADUKI –
Literary Encounters with South
East Europe
Albania, Austria, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia,
Germany, Kosovo, Macedonia,
Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia,
Switzerland. These countries have
not been linked by a new railway net-

China’s arts and
culture scene is experiencing rapid growth.
Artists show great interest in new and experimental forms, while
audiences are eager to
discover Western art.
This October Pro Helvetia will launch a twoyear pilot programme
for cultural exchange
with China. With “China
2008–2010” the Arts
Council is seeking to
develop stable partnerships for long-term
cooperation, especially
in the thriving informal
sector.
A pre-event will be held in June
2008 in Beijing, with the opening of
the exhibition Synthetic Times – Media
Art China 2008 at the National Art
Museum of China (NAMOC). It features
50 installations in the areas of art and

work, but by TRADUKI, a multilateral
translation programme launched this
spring.
TRADUKI means “to translate” in
Esperanto. Selected works of contem
porary fiction, non-fiction, children’s
and youth literature are to be translated
into the languages of the participating
countries with the support of TRADUKI.
In addition, work grants and readings
aim to promote cultural exchange and
encounters between authors, translators
and publishers in South East Europe.
TRADUKI is more than just a translation

technology by established and upcoming of artists from over 30 countries. Synthetic Times includes art
works, performances, workshops and
symposia, and documents the search for
new artistic responses to a society
increasingly dominated by technology.
The exhibition will also facilitate contacts between artists from both countries and from Chinese universities.
Pro Helvetia supports 4 Swiss productions: Mission Eternity-Etoy, Yves
Netzhammer, Knowbotic Research and
Jeffrey Huang Design Lab.
www.prohelvetia.ch/china0810
www.mediartchina.org

programme: it is a project with European
political relevance, encouraging dialogue between South East Europe and the
German-speaking countries.
TRADUKI is a joint initiative of
Pro Helvetia, the German Federal
Foreign Office, the Austrian Ministry
for European and International Affairs,
KulturKontakt Austria, the Goethe
Institut and the S. Fischer Foundation.
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Cities Individual
and Shared
Sekhar Mukherjee is one
of three Indian comics artists
invited to visit Switzerland
while three Swiss artists spend
time in India. The graphic
stories inspired by this cultural
exchange project will be
published in a joint anthology
– forming a conversation
between New Delhi and
Zurich.
Susanne Schanda (Text)
Julian Salinas (Photos)
Sekhar Mukherjee walks around Zurich sporting a large backpack and a small
digital camera. He may look like a tourist,
but he takes a very different approach.
Quietly, attentively, he absorbs buildings,
plants and everything that moves, including the air in between. The artist is inhaling the city. It is his inspiration. The leafy
Lindenhof overlooking the river Limmat
is deserted on a cold sunny winter morning. “To me it’s one of Zurich’s most romantic spots,” says the 39-year-old and adds:
“What I like about the visual medium is
that it is a means of capturing the emotions of a place.” Then he walks over to the
edge of the park and gazes over the wall at
the roofs and the river below. “In my story,
I used this view for the scene where the two
friends jump off the roof of the TV tower
and fly, light as birds, over Zurich.”
On the way back to the train station
we encounter a Sikh wearing a traditional
turban. Sekhar watches him and takes a
picture of him. Not that he’s never seen a
8

Sikh before, but it’s different in Zurich. He
is struck by the fact that you see people
from every conceivable culture here, from
Africa, Asia and Eastern Europe. “Sometimes I think I’m hallucinating.” And the
cuisine, the variety: you can find everything here, even Indian food, Tamil shops,
takeaways. Nothing gives him culture
shock. We are at Hardplatz, in front of a
viaduct near the incineration plant. The
shape of the arch suddenly transports
Sekhar back to India – possibly because he
is more attuned to discovering things that
are familiar rather than alien.
“Travel is my subject,” the artist says.
It is part of his daily life, especially in India
where distances are vast. Sekhar comes
from Calcutta, and now lives with his wife
and small daughter in Ahmedabad. There
he is head of the animation department at
the National Institute of Design (NID). “I
visited my parents last year in Calcutta.
That means travelling by train for three
days,” he tells me. In Switzerland you can
cross the entire country in a couple of
hours.
The Camera, a Research Tool
This is not the first time that Sekhar
Mukherjee has been to Switzerland. It all
started with a workshop conducted at the
NID in 2002 by the Swiss animation filmmaker Rolf Bächler. A year later Sekhar
and his students were invited to the Fantoche Animation Film Festival in Baden.
He has been in touch with Rolf Bächler
ever since and has even incorporated
him as a character into his Swiss-Indian
graphic story.
While walking around Zurich, Sekhar
shows us the main locations for his comic
strip, like the square in front of the main
station. “I arrived here a couple of weeks

ago and I will be leaving from here again,”
he says laconically. He steps back and aims
his camera at the statue of Alfred Escher,
the people on the square, a streetcar passing by and the railway station in the background. Photographs will jog his memory
when he works on his drawings later. A
faithful rendition of the architecture and
its decorative elements is important to
him.
We take the commuter train to Hardbrücke station and walk over to the tower
of cargo containers that houses the warehouse and retail shop of Freitag, the trendy
Swiss handbag label. The artist from India took inspiration from the iron staircase inside the tower for a sequence in his
story. “To me stairs and ladders are a transition from one world to another,” he explains.
Sharing Local Worlds
Sekhar is well looked after in Zurich
and rarely alone. “Luckily friends invite
me for dinner on Sundays,” he says. The
city is so quiet and empty then that it’s
almost eerie. Sekhar is impressed with the
friendly, relaxed and yet hard-working
atmosphere at the large, shared studio of
Edition Moderne where the comic maga-

“Travel is my subject,” the artist says.
It is part of his daily
life, especially in
India where distan
ces are vast.
zine Strapazin is produced. And while he
lives in Christoph Schuler’s apartment
and works at Andrea Caprez’s desk, the
Swiss comics artists Schuler/Caprez and
Andreas Gefe are conducting their own
research in India. The cultural exchange
project funded by Pro Helvetia was initiated by the Indian writer Anindya Roy and
his comics label Phantomville. Roy explains the project: “We want to simulate a
natural conversation between a city in In-

Comics heroes flying over
Zurich’s Old Town

Sekhar Mukherjee as
guest artist at the Edition
Moderne studio in Zurich
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The Indian artist captures
places and moods with his
digital camera, as inspiration
for his drawings
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dia and one in Switzerland. The comics
artists tell stories about local worlds that
are both individual and shared.” The Swiss
comics inspired in India and the stories
drafted in Switzerland by Sekhar Mukherjee and his compatriots will appear in an
anthology, a collaborative publication by
the Indian Phantomville Press and Zurich’s Edition Moderne. For the director of
Edition Moderne, David Basler, who is
looking after the Indian artist in Switzerland, the project promises to provide fruitful, mutual inspiration. This year’s September issue of Strapazin, devoted to
travelling in other cultures, will contain
advance excerpts from some of the graphic
stories.
Stories with a Personal Touch
“My story is about the battle between
the conflicting forces of good and evil. The
good triumphs in the end,” Sekhar says.
In the studio on Eglistrasse, he shows us
his diary, a combination of words and pictures, and the sketches for his 20-page
graphic tale.
It starts in Ahmedabad. The hero, his
round face and large eyeglasses distantly
reminiscent of the artist himself, wakes
from a peaceful daydream to find himself
face-to-face with a giant in a McDonald’s
restaurant. “I tell contemporary stories
with a personal touch,” he explains and
adds, “This one is about the cultural menace of globalization, in this case junk food,
which causes people to abandon their own
traditions.” Then the hero walks past a
statue of Gandhi, which makes him pensive, then – still in Ahmedabad – we see
him with a friend from Zurich; they are
eating Indian food with magic spices and
suddenly they are standing in front of the
train station in Zurich. With their arms
spread wide they fly over the roofs of the
city, looking at the River Limmat and the
twin towers of the cathedral far below.
At night in a dark alleyway they are ambushed and kidnapped by evil forces. “I
purposely avoided making the bad guys
look like Islamic terrorists. That’s too simpleminded. You can’t assign evil to any
particular group, so I used aliens instead,”
the artist says. Through divine intervention the friends manage to escape and evil
is swept away on a tide of wild, loud carnival music. In the end – it’s night again –
crowds of people are joyously dancing in

the alley, including Gandhi, Charlie Chaplin, Mother Teresa, Romain Rolland and
Bob Dylan.
Inspirational Encounters
Sekhar Mukherjee is the second of
three Indian artists who have been invited
to visit Switzerland and its prolific comics
scene as part of this project. The intense
encounters with artists who represent a
wide variety of styles have been extremely
inspiring. “I’ve discovered new ways of

veloping and fostering the genre in his
own country. In his luggage is the new
graphic story that boldly jumps back and
forth between India and Switzerland.
www.phantomville.net
www.prohelvetia.in
www.strapazin.ch
Susanne Schanda is a culture journalist with
a focus on the Middle East and the interface
between cultures. Based in Berne, she works
for the internet platform Swissinfo and writes
for the newspapers Der Bund and Neue
Zürcher Zeitung
Translated from the German by Catherine
Schelbert

“We want to simulate a natural
conversation
between a city in
India and one
in Switzerland.”

Julian Salinas (b. 1967 in Düsseldorf) is based
in Basel and Zurich. His photographs and
videos have been published in magazines and
widely exhibited in Switzerland and abroad.
The books Metro.Tbilisi and Bruna/Bruno were
published by Christoph Merian Verlag, Basel.
www.juliansalinas.ch

telling stories.” Sekhar also met comics
artists from Lucerne and saw Georges
Schwizgebel’s most recent animated films
at the Solothurn Film Festival.
“In India there is hardly any awareness of comics as an artistic genre,” Sekhar
complains. So far illustrated stories have
been used only for historical events and
children’s books. In his youth, Sekhar was
fascinated by foreign comics like Tintin
and Asterix long before he started studying at the National Institute of Design in
Ahmedabad in 1992. Now he teaches there
himself, and also heads up the students’
animation film festival at the institute.
“The NID is the only institution in India
that teaches comics as a contemporary artistic genre,” he says. He started out making political cartoons and illustrating
books. “Now I want use pictures to tell stories.” That includes animated films as well
as graphic stories printed in books and
journals. For a newspaper in Calcutta he
produces a story about a family that appears in biweekly instalments; it is written
in his native tongue, Bengali.
The literary genre of the graphic novel is still a fledgling art in India. Thanks to
his stay in Switzerland, Sekhar Mukherjee
will return home with many ideas for de11
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Mountain of Death Heavy Metal
festival in the Muotathal
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DOSSIER

“We Need to Focus More on
Reaching Audiences”
The music world is going
through a period of trans
formation which poses new
challenges for cultural sponsorship. Thomas Meyer talks
to Thomas Gartmann, head of
Pro Helvetia’s Music Department, about some of the work
to be done: expanding existing
networks and developing the
right strategies for each branch
of music, from pop to classical,
jazz and folk.
Interview: Thomas Meyer
Thomas Meyer: Pro Helvetia’s
policies for supporting music have also
had to move with the times. Looking
back over the past decades, what has
changed in the funding of music –
which after all is one of the Arts Council’s core activities?
Thomas Gartmann: In the beginning, Pro Helvetia awarded composition commissions in honour of a life’s
work. Arthur Honegger received the
first such commission in 1946 for his
Symphonie liturgique. After some
twenty years the Arts Council began
considering a wider field, including
younger composers, and in the 1980s
more attention was paid to women.
Michael Jarrell and Jacques Demierre
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already received their first commissions
at age thirty. Later it became possible
to give a variety of commissions to a
single composer over a period of years.
At the same time other categories
arose alongside contemporary classical
music: first jazz, for the last ten years
pop, and finally also folk music.
The budget for composition
commissions has hardly changed over
the years. It still amounts to roughly
10 percent of support given in the
area of music, except that it is now distributed more broadly. In the beginning one “Honegger tree” was watered,
later a larger bed with many seedlings.
The so-called “watering-can” approach
is often criticized. What are its advantages and disadvantages?
When a large number of commissions are awarded, the importance
of each individual one decreases, and
public perception is not as great. It is
possible that quality on average also
drops somewhat. But – to pursue the
gardening metaphor – in this way
one can cultivate generally richer soil,
from which individual shoots can
develop more sustainably.
So it is regular watering that makes
a difference …
…and also targeted watering. One
invests funds where great potential
can be recognized, also from an inter
national perspective. We therefore
direct particular attention to exchange
across language borders, which remains
vital for cohesion in Switzerland. For

instance, we once gave the young
Ticino musician Nadir Vassena a composition commission for Zurich’s Ensemble Pyramide, so that he could establish
a foothold in German-speaking Switzerland. Today Vassena is co-director
of the Tage für Neue Musik festival in
Zurich, vice-director at the Conservatorio della Svizzera Italiana, and has
himself already launched composers

“In the beginning,
Pro Helvetia
awarded composition commissions in honour
of a life’s work.”
who have received grants from us.
Such initial sponsorship is crucial. Pro
Helvetia has occasionally even colla
borated in founding and building up
projects over a period of years. The
Klangforum Wien, for instance, whose
co-founder and director Beat Furrer
is Swiss, was launched with major support from Pro Helvetia.

Alphorn festival in Nendaz

15

DOSSIER

What are the criteria according to
which composition commissions are
granted?
There has to be recognizable
potential for development, a signature
musical style, and an extant body of
work. Debut works are not sponsored,
though a first symphonic work might
be supported if the composer has

and is therefore uninteresting. Sometimes we have provided initial support
for an artist who has gone on to a
successful career. We gave the SwissFrench rapper Stress a grant when he
was still unknown. Today we would only
support him if he were planning a tour
in a country in which he wanted to gain
ground. There is an initiative specially

“We commission a work for a particular
event, as the best way to see it take root
and gain notice.”
previously done interesting chamber
music. In the areas of pop and jazz,
artists should have already released a
number of convincing CDs.
Ten years ago we realized that too
many commissioned compositions
remained stowed in a drawer without
ever being played. As a result we started
collaborating intensively with musicians and organizers. We commission
a work for a particular event, as the best
way to see it take root and gain notice.
There are a lot of works composed in
Switzerland, but they don’t get enough
exposure: good pieces should be performed publicly several times. However,
there are some small international
successes. Rudolf Kelterborn’s Sextet,
which we commissioned eight years
ago for the Ensemble Opera Nova, has
now been performed by six different
ensembles. It is ideal if a work is not
bound to one performer but can make
its way independently.
Does the prospect of commercial
success play any role?
In the smallest measure. Naturally
if something is written for three spectators and doesn’t provoke a reaction, then
there won’t be a commission. On the
other hand we do not support mainstream work: it can be found in every
country, it sounds the same everywhere

16

tailored to pop: Swiss Music Export,
through which we support commercial
acts – such as Stress or the singer-songwriter Sophie Hunger. As a matter of
fact many artists often gain notice in
other parts of Switzerland through their
presence abroad. For this reason we also
back tours or festivals in foreign countries.
The emphasis is not only on
supporting new works, but on helping
them reach an audience. Here CD
production also plays an important role.
We have the Grammont Series
with CD portraits of composers, ensembles and performers, which we’ve issued
in partnership with SUISA (the Swiss
Society for the Rights of Authors of
Musical Works), the SUISA Foundation,
the Migros Kulturprozent fund, the
Swiss Musicians’ Association STV and
the Swiss Broadcasting Corporation.
In the newly introduced “Sélection”
series we retain the most interesting
first releases of every year as documentation and promotion, in the hope
that these important pieces will later
be played by other ensembles.
For jazz labels we have seen a paradigm shift: from production to promotion. We support labels like Intakt
for their efforts not only in producing
recordings for Swiss musicians but
also for the distribution and promotion
work they do. Networking above all
needs to be improved. In New Music, it
is often the case for a work to be performed only once. Networks are there-

fore crucial multiplication factors.
The Swiss Chamber Concerts originated
in this way, with our conceptual and
financial support. Organizers in Lugano,
Geneva, Basel and Zurich work together,
creating common programmes and
sending the concerts on tour through
the regions. Each programme is performed four times and is also broadcast
on the radio. A similar initiative is Suisse
Diagonales Jazz, a decentralized club
festival.
In recent years, there has been
more emphasis on monitoring the
results achieved. Does that mean that
someone from Pro Helvetia goes on
location, or do you rely mainly on press
reports?
We do both. We are very well-connected within the music scene. We talk
to composers, performers and organizers, and request self-critical assessments. We do also look at the press.
If there is no press coverage, that is also
feedback. On the international scale,
we maintain contact with Pro Helvetia
offices abroad and embassies’ cultural
attachés, who send us reports on important events.
To what extent is Pro Helvetia the
public relations department for Swiss
culture?
In a certain sense that is what we
are. When organizers approach us
from abroad, we tell them what is most
promising and interesting in Swiss
culture. On a national level we are the
competence centre for Swiss culture;
we have the overview precisely because
we promote music from composition
and performance through to distribution. So we can also judge what would
be appropriate where. At the March
Festival in Berlin in 2007 there was an
Alpine programme with considerable
Swiss participation. The director and
I sat together and brainstormed. We
supplied him with documentation;
he visited festivals and organizers here;
and a wide-ranging programme came

together, from the Koch/Schütz/Studer
experimental jazz project Hardcore
Chambermusic to a yodel opera by Mela
Meierhans.
Because we have an overall perspective, we can counsel musicians on their
careers. For jazz we have a new strategy:
priority jazz promotion. We closely
support and coach young bands that
have already gained international
experience over a period of three years,
presenting them at music festivals
such as Willisau, Schaffhausen and
Lausanne, in the hope that they
will attract offers from other concert
promoters.
A main focus of current music
policy is folk music, an area which had
long been excluded from arts funding.
Folk music occupies a completely
different position today. The revival
can be seen most prominently at festivals
such as the Stanser Musiktage or the

“The better an
audience understands a work,
the more it
will get out of
the experience.”

semination is also of particular interest.
On one hand we have the question
of how to position ‘difficult’ works and
make them more accessible to audiences. Clearly, the better an audience
understands a work, the more it will
get out of the experience. On the
other hand, we want to reach a large
audience – in order to lessen the financial worries of organizers, composers
and performers.
The amount of New Music and
jazz on offer has greatly multiplied over
the past few years, and the quality
has also improved thanks to the good
work of the music academies. Unfor
tunately the audience cannot be similarly multiplied. The work of reaching
audiences will therefore be a central
focus in the coming years.
 tgartmann@prohelvetia.ch
Thomas Meyer studied musicology and literary
criticism at the University of Zurich. He is a
freelance music journalist for the Tages
Anzeiger newspaper and for Radio DRS 2 as
well as for newspapers, periodicals and other
radio stations in Switzerland and abroad.
Translated from the German by Andrew DeBoo

Alpentönen in Altdorf. Decades of
stagnation have given way to something
new. Even folk music associations and
traditional celebrations have become
more open. The singer Nadja Räss, who
was previously shut out of the yodelling
festival, now sits in the jury of the folk
festival in Stans. There is development,
and of course we want to foster it.
To conclude: what will your work be
like in ten years?
There will be shifts in emphasis.
Probably more will be spent on dis
tribution and promotion and less on
production and creation. Music dis-
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There’s Nothing More Serious
Than Entertainment
The boundary between
serious music and musical
entertainment is more
permeable than ever. An arts
sponsorship with no ear for
cross-over is missing out on
a “mega” trend.
John Wolf Brennan
Music is fed by passion, precision, and
obsession, and enjoys a venerable tradition here in Switzerland, especially in its
more innovative forms. Shouldn’t such an
activity, then, remain an exclusively private matter? What drives our evidently
unquestionable desire, as artists, authors,
dancers, and musicians, to be supported; indeed, our demand for sponsorship?
Wouldn’t we do our thing with or without
public money, notorious repeat offenders
that we are? Is it the squeaky wheel that
gets the grease – or is the grease required
to keep it squeaky? Could it be that we artists have come to require the promise of financial reward to get us in the mood for
adventure in the first place? Has Ulysses
ben reduced to a docile ferryman, unwilling to lose sight of the safer shore? According to August Everding’s malicious bon
mot, we artists specialize in the superfluid
– and thus should scarcely care a toss
about liquidity and cash flow as we inch
our precarious way across the flood.
Every penny of patronage, too, also
means potentially betting on the wrong
horse. But so what? More than half of all
start-ups go under without so much as a
murmur, which, in the US at least, is taken
as the sign of a dynamic economy. So why
not accept this risk in artistic evolutionary
theory as well, as a necessary propellant?
Now and then an artist will get stroppy
18

and strain at the leash of sponsorship,
stopping to pee against the wrong lamp
post or bite the hand that feeds her. Who
still remembers the big bad Hirschhorn
Scandal in Paris, blown out of proportion
under the helpful ministrations of the
Swiss Opposition Party Inc.? Provocation
has become the preserve of politics and
business. What is a preciously flipped artistic finger, after all, compared to princely
management bonuses and the worldwide
mortgage crisis?
Anyone who still believes it is possible to make a precise distinction between
serious music and musical entertainment
is a hopeless throwback to the 19th century. Such a distinction has always been a
symptom of Germanic Kultur, and has

fiable, since cross-over thrives in the anarchic interstices – Dadallying neither here
nor there. The rarefied atmosphere of the
categorical imperative can seldom sustain
life for long.
The letters used to label so-called serious music and musical entertainment in
German, E for “Ernst” or serious, and U
for “Unterhaltung” or entertainment, fairly
cry out for word play. The Austrian composer Werner Pirchner once dubbed a
project of his “EU”; the Swiss saxophonist
Jürg Solothurnmann called his group
UEpsilon. Cross-over – known scientifically, of course, as polystylistic transdisciplinarity – is something that the arts councils in their wisdom might have recognized
as a “mega trend” years ago, if they hadn’t

According to Dürrenmatt’s biographer Peter
Rüedi, the only worthy position for an artist
is neither here nor there.
more to do with hysterical pedantry than
with historical reality. Or, to put it paradoxically: there’s nothing more serious
than entertainment. A well-constructed
work of serious art is often entertaining in
the long term. Profundity is not necessarily tiresome. And masterpieces are rarely
to be found cringing at the door of the
confessional.
Indeed, according to Peter Rüedi,
Dürrenmatt’s biographer, the only worthy
position for an artist is neither here nor
there. Of course there are stylistic and
aesthetic differences: the barriers are permeable, but they exist. Like cell walls,
they permit osmosis: the precondition for
breath, and thus for life. Artists make deliberate choices to use populist or elitist
tropes in a given work; the result of such
cross-pollination, however, is not quanti-

been so busy with the latest hype. We are
witnessing the hybrid of varietals that were
never classified as distinct in the first place,
except in the most hard-bitten art-history
departments. It’s a culture that is veritably
crying out for fertilization. And Switzerland, as a non-EU member state, is in a
particularly enviable position: neither here
nor there, where the freedom is limitless.
John Wolf Brennan, born 1954 in Dublin,
lives in Weggis on the Lake of Lucerne.
He is the composer of numerous works,
most recently Night.Shift (2007) featuring
Noëmi Nadelmann, and SILK/ST/RINGS,
for the pipa player Yang Jing.
 brennan@gmx.ch
Translated from the German by Rafaël Newman

Posh summer festival at the Casino in Interlaken
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Sound-testing air conditioners at
the polytechnic in Lucerne
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Sounds from the
Digital Jungle
CD sales are declining
rapidly, as more and more
consumers download music
from the internet. While
the new digital technologies
threaten established structures, they also offer innovative
possibilities for discovering
new sounds – or promoting
one’s own.
Judith Wyder
For some years now the major record
companies have resembled drifting ships
whose captains appear to have lost sight of
where they were heading. Musicians are
also concerned about how best to reach
their audiences in the future. With the
backing of a record company? On their
own? By doing a lot of live performances?
Engaging in 360-degree marketing or
cross-marketing? What is clear is that in
times of change, those risking something
new, experimenting, or forging new alliances will hold the strongest cards, rather
than those clinging to the old ways of doing things. The music business and those
working within it must accept the fact
that CD profits are dwindling, while the
online download market has failed to grow
at the expected rate. According to the
Swiss interest group IFPI (Federation of
Producers of Phonograms and Videograms) CD sales have decreased by nearly
half since the year 2000, from 19.6 million
Swiss francs in 2000 to 10.5 million in
2007. At the same time, this loss has not
been fully compensated with an increase
in download profits. Downloading music
has become the most normal thing in the
world – especially for the new generation

of music lovers. For them, the internet is a
fun place to be rather than a dangerous
playground. A twenty-year-old internet
user explains: “I very rarely buy a CD. I’ll
spend money on Swiss hip hop, but otherwise I surf the net for about an hour a day
looking for good music. If there’s a hip hop
producer I find cool, I’ll sometimes look
around to see what else he’s produced. I
can be quite persistent. I download around
twenty albums a month.”
The CD’s Days Are Numbered
For some the current development is
threatening, while others see in the inexorable upheaval a new beginning. In 1989
the Austrian musician Hans Platzgumer
released a vinyl album of noisy songs
called Tod der CD (Death of the CD). The
songs that appeared on it are now enjoying something of a comeback on the net
as trashy MP3 downloads. Platzgumer believes that the CD’s days are now definitely
numbered. Today’s music consumers can
– from the comfort of their homes – download individual songs by an artist or group,
and use the iTunes Store or other specialized music websites to create their own
personal music archive. “For certain music projects one could consider a vinylonly release,” suggests Platzgumer. Vinyl
for the real connoisseurs, and the online
shop for the rest of the fan community.
Evidence suggests that sales of vinyl have
been rising again in recent years, while
CD sales have being going down.
Success With Free Downloads
Quite a stir has been caused over new
strategies by some of the major pop stars.
Madonna, for example, said goodbye to the
multinational Warner Music Group after
twenty-five years, before signing a deal
with concert promoter Live Nation that
was reputedly worth 120 million dollars.

The contract covers recordings, tours and
merchandising – a so-called 360-degree
deal. Before signing Madonna the company had never released an album. Another hot discussion topic has been the
new means of distribution embraced by
English group Radiohead, possibly one of
the most innovative and unpredictable
bands in the world. The band posted their
new album In Rainbows on their website,
making it available as a free download between October and December 2007. Instead of the usual command to “Pay!” Radiohead surprised their fans with the
slogan “It’s up to you.” In other words, the
artists allowed their fans to decide how
much Radiohead’s new songs were worth.
Approximately half of those who subse-

Vinyl for the real
connoisseurs, and
the online shop for
the rest of the fans.
quently downloaded the album are believed to have paid something for it.
People in the music business have
criticized Radiohead for this approach,
saying that it further undermines the
value of music. Yet one could argue equally
well that the opposite is the case: Radiohead have disempowered the record companies and successfully entered into a direct dialogue with their fans about the
value of their music. And despite offering
free downloads, Radiohead’s album reached
number one in the US charts. The plan
clearly paid off. Madonna and Radiohead
both enjoy a large fan base. Bands that are
just starting out have to find other chan21

DOSSIER

nels of distribution. Music websites are
booming. Web 2.0, the second generation
of web-based services and tools, helped
breathe new life into the internet after the
bubble burst in the 1990s. MySpace and
YouTube users were integrated as contributors. Thanks to the internet, bands, labels and managers now have new and interesting – and also inexhaustible – options
for sales and promotion. However, because

Instead of the usual
command to “Pay!”
Radiohead surprised
fans with the slogan
“It’s up to you.”
the potential is virtually unlimited, there
is a danger of failing to see the forest for the
trees.
Swiss Bands Go Online
New passengers on the Web 2.0 train
are the so-called “third programme” radio
networks: DRS 3, Couleur 3, Rete 3, Virus
and Radio Rumantsch. These broadcasters operate the common online platform
Mx3.ch that by September 2007 had hosted
around 6300 Swiss solo artists and groups.
Mx3 was responsible for discovering the
Swiss singer-songwriter Heidi Happy, who
lives in Holland. She made it onto DRS 3’s
playlist via Mx3, and has been playing regularly in Switzerland ever since.
But the biggest fuss right now is being made about the possibilities for posting music worldwide and free of charge on
the DIY network MySpace. It no longer
matters whether the songs are of demo
quality, in what language they are sung,
or whether a band is completely lame.
MySpace provides everyone with equal opportunity to showcase themselves. The
fans, in turn, have the chance to hook up
with new friends via their favourite group’s
fan list.
Web 2.0 means that suddenly tiny
Switzerland and the rest of the world have
moved closer together, that distances no
longer matter, and that tedious CD packaging, like expensive shipping fees, will
22

soon be a thing of the past. However, the
trouble with these brave new promotional
opportunities might be that musicians
and DJs are suddenly spending more time
in front of the computer and less time
working on new music.
The success stories of bands like Arctic Monkeys, Lily Allen and Clap Your
Hands Say Yeah that supposedly owe their
breakthrough to Web 2.0 are, and will
remain, exceptions. Getting a slice of the
pie still depends on being in the right place
at the right time, and inspiring the right
internet community with the right song.
In other words: Watch out! The most important thing to remember is not to lose
sight, in this dense digital jungle, of what
ultimately counts most: the music.
Judith Wyder is a freelance journalist living in
Zurich. She was a music editor at the news
magazine Facts and a founding member of the
music newspaper Loop. She is also a singer and
musician (Les Teenage Zabbadoing,
Wonderbrazh, Superbonbon and SueEllen).
 judithwider@yahoo.de
Translated from the German by Bill Gilonis

Sound engineer, Bollywood film shoot in Aigle
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Alpine chant at the Schwingfest in Brunig
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Between Hip Hop and
Oom-Pah-Pah: Swiss folk
music at the crossroads
Yodelling is enjoying a pop
revival, and beer-hall singing
has been updated for the
TV audience. And yet, Swiss
folk music remains largely
neglected by cultural policymakers. The result of a conflicted cultural attitude to
folk culture, or simply a mis
understanding?
Franz-Xaver Nager
Hip-hop-hurrah! Swiss folk music is
back, and with mass appeal: rapper Bligg
heaves the “Biräbirä-Polka” into the top
ten while the Wiesenberger Chörli yodel
their way onto the charts with the pop anthem “Ewigi Liebi” and Ruedi Rymann
steals the show from the assembled glitterati with his “Schacher Seppli” yodel on
“Switzerland’s Super-Hit” TV show. The
astonishment has spread beyond the confines of the media and into the halls of
power, with Federal Councillor Moritz
Leuenberger reining in radio reform and
stopping plans to banish folk music from
Swiss national radio’s first channel. This
executive crack of the whip has been underscored by the petition “Folk Music for
All,” a total of 33,069 signatures submitted to parliament by the association’s
president Jakob Freund. What does it all
mean? We might note that neither Pro
Helvetia nor the House of Folk Music lifted
a finger during these proceedings. The
conclusion seems to be: folk music is alive
and well, and is not in any need of cultural
support.

A Minority Affair
Or is it? Monotonous, backward, oldfashioned – that’s the way your average
Swiss tends to think about folk music, and
no amount of telegenic yodelling or hiphop fiddling is going to change it. Off the
TV, without the aid of designer dirndls or
beer chants with the stars, Swiss folk music remains a minority affair, and will stay
that way even if it maintains its prime spot
on public radio. And rightly so, since that
allows it to preserve its craggy authenticity instead of whoring after fickle popular
taste. Commercial considerations would
be the end of our folk music, in both its
traditional and new forms.
Let’s be optimistic for a moment and
assume that the folk music prized by connoisseurs and aficionados is of interest to
some five percent of the Swiss population.
Such a minority would be fully within its
arch-Helvetian rights if it were to demand
a form of cultural affirmative action, a
quota of at least five percent of all sponsorship funds, which, on the basis of a conservative estimate of half a billion francs
in public and private patronage of music
in Switzerland, would mean annual sup-

of its sponsorship budget. Which is not
all that bad, you might think. Until you
look closely at the actual recipients of this
funding, barely ten percent of whom would
make the cut as folk musicians by the
terms set out above.
But forget the figures: the real problem is with the funding criteria applied, or
rather, with the funding bodies that establish these criteria. For the most part, it is
members of my generation who have their
hands on the levers of cultural policy these
days, people with an ambivalent relationship to culture. Our continuing devotion
to the emancipatory ideal of 1968, which
held that any and every citizen produces
(or could produce) culture, is balanced by
our inheritance of a virtually unquestioned
belief in progress, which in cultural terms
translates into the imperative to innovate,
and in extremis results in the exclusive
privileging of the avant-garde.
Cultural Consumerism
Just how enduring this creed is can
be seen in the fact that Pro Helvetia supports work in the categories of of “serious”
or classical music, jazz, pop, musical thea-

Imagine Swiss cities demanding that their
symphony orchestras play exclusively “new”
classical music…
port of some 25 million francs. That would
be real money, and could be put to real use
– but of course reality is nothing like that.
Pro Helvetia funded “new folk music” in
2006 to the tune of CHF 60,000, or 2.04 %

tre, wind-instrument and miscellaneous
but refers to the genre under discussion
here as “new” folk music. Which in effect
excludes “old” folk music, and denies support to the traditional idiom. Just imag25
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ine, if you will, Swiss cities demanding that
their symphony orchestras play exclusively
“new” classical music…
In the interest of full disclosure, allow
me to make absolutely clear at this juncture that I do not mean to bite the hand
that is paying me for these observations. A
glance at the canton of Zurich’s cultural
policy reveals the very same situation.
Over the past several years, the canton has
funded exactly one dyed-in-the-wool folk

Tradition is that
which changes without our noticing;
and folk culture,
too, continues to develop, albeit slowly.
music project: the publication of Hanny
Christen’s collected ethnomusicological
materials.
Back to the matter at hand: the “cultural communism” of 1968 has been ousted by the “cultural consumerism” of the
present era, which views only High Art,
from opera to jazz, as worthy of funding.
The dilemma of folk music is clear: how
can it possibly be considered art when
even its most fervent proponents blushingly demur at the suggestion that what
they do is artistic?
Pro Helvetia has its ear close enough
to the ground to realize that something is
amiss here. An attempt at a solution was
its two-year programme “Echoes – Folk
Culture for Tomorrow,” which aims for
the most part at raising the consciousness
of (mainly urban) consumers of culture.
The habitués of Switzerland’s traditional
folk clubs, meanwhile, have been unanimous in politely acknowledging that they
are not the target group. Far from constituting a critique either of “Echoes” or of
Pro Helvetia, however, after half a century
of silence (and stinginess) on the part of
Swiss cultural officialdom, Pro Helvetia’s
move proves the bona fides of its vaunted
desire to “take the people’s cultural pulse”
(as Mario Annoni, president of the Board
of Trustees, put it two years ago in the
26

Tages-Anzeiger newspaper). So there is
reason to hope that the experiences gathered in the course of “Echoes” may have
some effect on the national funding body’s
attitude toward folk music, and perhaps
even influence policy elsewhere.
“New Folk Music” –
A Misunderstanding?
Tradition, I was recently informed, is
that which changes without our noticing;
and thus folk culture, too, continues to
develop, albeit slowly and inconspicuously.
This tends to be overlooked, as in recent
years folk music has been reproached for
its decades of ostensible stagnation, and
diagnosed as suffering from acute sclerosis. Permit me to point out in this regard
that every cultural movement experiences
periods of consolidation, characterized by
the fine-tuning of details and the optimizing of established structures. In the case
of the Swiss folk idiom known as “Länd
lermusik,” this consolidation phase may
have gone on too long, partly because of
the genre’s exploitation during the Second World War in the service of patriotic
propaganda, and further aggravated by
right-wing appropriation and a concomitant lack of (financial) support. And yet
this phase has also seen a prodigious virtuosity develop off the beaten path by wind
musicians and accordion players who, in
terms of quality or quantity, can easily
stand up to international comparison.

If the Alpentöne festival had been
held 200 years ago, in other words, a certain Signor Rossini would have enjoyed a
smash hit in Altdorf with his “William
Tell,” which is of course a piece of Swiss
folk music the way Wisconsin Emmentaler is a piece of Swiss cheese. The same
goes for much of what currently passes as
“new folk music” but which is in fact nothing other than jazz, pop or classical music
lent a touch of Swiss “couleur locale.” And
of course there’s nothing wrong with that,
as long as Heinz Marti’s “Muotathaler
Nachtmusik” and Thierry Lang’s “Lyoba”
are not packaged as folk music, instead of
the neo-classical and jazz, respectively,
that their composers intended.
A Lack of Research
But what, then, may we consider
(Swiss) folk music, and provide with funding as such? We would need to begin by
looking at the idiom’s roots, for planting
depends on digging; in the case of folk
music, this work has been done until very
recently only in fits and starts, and almost
exclusively by devoted amateurs. As far as
academically sound research goes, I am
afraid to say that the field is a disgrace. Internationally, Switzerland comes dead last
in this regard, which is odd considering
that Swiss officialdom otherwise misses
no opportunity to trot out our folk culture. Nor does it seem that anyone is particularly interested in seeing an improve-

Rossini’s “William Tell” is a piece of Swiss
folk music the way Wisconsin Emmentaler
is a piece of Swiss cheese.
I come now to the crux of the matter,
to a mounting suspicion that the term
“new folk music” is in fact a misunderstanding. A central piece of evidence is
supplied by the Alpentöne festival: or rather, by its reception. By its own admission,
the Altdorf Biennale is not a festival of folk
music, but of music from the Alpine region, or connected to it in some fashion.
The false conclusion is thus the function
of a false premise, the assumption that
“Alpine Music = Folk Music.”

ment. For its part, the University of Zurich
has evidently thrown in the towel, eliminating the only remaining study programme in Swiss-German ethnomusicology as of mid-2008.
This is bad news for the funding in
stitutions: with scholarship still in its infancy, and an active musical scene unaccustomed to self-reflection and lacking in
proper objective criteria, since the standards used to evaluate classical music and
jazz apply only conditionally to folk music.

Love Mobile at the Zurich Street Parade
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Musical interlude at the Hirzel
Swiss wrestling festival
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What is to be done? There can be no question of simply waiting for reinforcements,
what with the MP3 generation having discovered folk music and begun to play with
it, driven by the pleasure principle to a
wide range of experimental forms, though
never without respect for their inheritance. The situation is analogous to that of
jazz 30 years ago: the scene is manage
able, at least in terms of linguistic regions;

“old.” Nor is the distinction between amateur and professional of much use, considering that the appropriate professional
training is only just being developed, and
it is as yet virtually impossible to earn a
living with folk music the way one can
with classical or jazz (including by teaching). What is needed therefore is a form of
cultural support addressed to both the
genre’s structure, and to its talented prac-

What we need today is a basic decision
on the part of policymakers.
meets in rehearsal rooms and a few seminal clubs; is taking the first steps towards
professionalization and looking for guidance abroad, in countries where folk music has been flourishing for decades.
The available channels have changed,
however, with hot concert tips relayed by
cell phone, the computer used as a private
recording studio, and products broadcast
in the form of audio or video clips on the
internet. This last medium, by the way,
turns out to be just right for your average
hillbilly eccentric, who shies away from
public appearances altogether and instead
uploads taped performances to YouTube,
as if to say, “I play what I like. Give a listen
if you like (and who knows, maybe you’ll
discover something).”
Like jazz 30 years ago, this “new” folk
music lacks almost everything: organizational structure, vested interests, promoters, media sharpies (and thus media in
general), funding institutions, CD distribution and, most of all, the chance to
make money by playing live. Most folk music clubs paying halfway decent money
(mainly stumped up by an idealistic owner)
serve an unadventurous public, keen only
to hear stuff it already knows. As for the
legendary subsidized clubs alleged to exist
in all major towns in Finland, the Swiss
folk music scene probably shouldn’t hold
its breath...

titioners. And at the moment these latter
are probably the only experts capable of
setting the standards for Swiss folk music
(as well as for new forms of musical expression authentically derived from it),
and thus also for its funding. Such people
must be given the means to progress,
as well as to make mistakes, regardless
of whether their particular orientation is
“new” or “old.”
More than anything else, what we
need today is a basic decision on the part
of policymakers. Will they continue to fob
off folk music with a patronizing pat on
the back, or will they take the current
Zeitgeist to heart, shaped as it is by the
forthcoming Swiss Law on the Promotion
of Culture and the UNESCO Convention
for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, and invest seriously in
maintaining and fostering our folk-musical heritage, thus equipping our sadly
backward folk musicians with the means
to compete internationally? We’ve got the
seedlings – it’s time to start cultivating
our garden.

Setting the Standards
By way of an extremely provisional
conclusion I offer the following: for a musical genre only just assured of its own tradition and international network, the
“new” is in fact in large measure also the

Translated from the German by Rafaël Newman

Franz-Xaver Nager worked in education,
journalism and politics before studying (ethno)
musicology. In 2001 he became director of
music education at the Lucerne School of
Music, where he developed a study programme
in folk music. Since 2006 he has headed the
House of Folk Music in Altdorf.
 volksmusik@gmx.ch
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Artists’ Grants for Pop Music:
A Contradiction in Terms?
While international music
conglomerates are in crisis,
locally-produced pop music is
booming. But does “pop”
automatically mean “popular”?
A music critic makes the case
for funding pop musicians:
sustainably.
Markus Ganz
In 1987 Carlos Perón, a founding
member of the electro-pop music group
Yello, had an ironic retort for an avantgarde pop musician who had stated on
television that she found money matters
utterly bourgeois, but who then had no
trouble accepting grants totalling 36,000
Swiss francs from the city of Zurich. Perón
declared that if she were a true revolutionary, she would have run off to the Bahamas and delivered a lousy tape.
This anecdote illustrates the contradictory attitudes of pop musicians that
prevailed in Switzerland in the 1980s and
to some extent can still be encountered
today. These artists saw themselves as carrying on the rock and roll tradition and,
in the wake of the early 80s youth rebellions, as being part of the counterculture,
in opposition to the establishment. At the
same time, however, they expected to be
supported financially. Many funding bodies, for their part, regard pop music as intrinsically popular and therefore commercial and successful by definition, thus
calling into the question the need for
funding. The aforementioned group Yello
demonstrated that even avant-garde pop
could enjoy worldwide success without
artists’ grants.
30

The Musician as Entrepreneur
Of course, Yello would have had a
much harder time of it without Dieter Meier’s financial resources. However, the key
to the group’s success was its outstanding creativity: a quality that must be fostered, especially nowadays when commercial considerations prevail. Those whose
creativity is limited have to compensate in
other ways. The Swiss rock singer Steve
Thomson, who had international ambitions around 1990, admitted at the time
that he spent a mere five percent of his
time on music, while his business concerns
accounted for the rest. Back then people
in the scene were outraged; these days he
seems like a visionary.
For the last decade or so a new gene
ration of musicians has been less suspicious of the business side of things, regar

Many pop musicians are becoming
entrepreneurs
who want to control every aspect of
their careers themselves.
ding it as a natural part of the profession.
Increasingly, such pop musicians are effectively becoming entrepreneurs who want
to control every aspect of their careers
themselves. They manage their own business affairs and recruit friends with specialist skills. Accordingly, they invest a lot
of money not only in musical development,

but also in training courses, such as marketing or cultural management. A pioneering step was the establishment by Paul
McCartney of the Liverpool Institute for
Performing Arts, which was followed in
Germany by the Popakademie BadenWürttemberg in Mannheim. Music conservatories in Switzerland are also adding
programmes of study in pop music to their
curricula. Promotional techniques, marketing, media skills and Web 2.0 have long
ceased to be buzzwords, and are now studied assiduously.
A Swiss Pop Boom
How does this development relate to
funding for pop music? The pop musician’s new self-image has not only resulted
in an overall professionalization of the
Swiss pop scene. It has also – alongside
other factors – brought about a commercial boom, and this even without the artificial boost of radio quotas such as those
imposed in France. Never before have
there been so many Swiss CD productions,
some of which are landing straight in the
top ten. Never before have there been so
many concerts by Swiss artists, an astonishing number of which are selling out.
This growth is all the more surprising, considering that it coincided with the
dramatic crisis affecting the major record
companies, some of whom reduced or
even dropped their repertoire of Swiss
artists. But small specialized labels, distri
butors and promotion companies, often
formed of networks of friends and fans,
moved in to fill the void left by the majors.
They have shown that by concentrating
on fewer artists they can optimize their
impact. In addition, many musicians no
longer shy away from contact with the
business world. The Basel duo Myron, for
instance, launched their debut album with

Getting ready for a musical performance, Zurich
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Bar and pub festival in Emmental
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the support of a car manufacturer and a
hamburger chain.
One might ask whether the emergence of such synergies between artists
and the business world is having an adverse affect on the music. Thomas Gross
expressed his misgivings in the German
newspaper Die Zeit: “When the business
world swallows up its opposition as a key
resource, not much will remain of the utopian surplus of art. Art becomes functional, devoid of any magic.” However, as
far as mainstream pop is concerned it has
long been the case that the music is primarily functional and targets the needs of
as wide an audience as possible. And yet it
is by no means inevitable that the resulting music will lack magic and depth.
Supporting “Serious” Music
The artists’ tendency toward pro
fessionalization and independence does
not mean that funding for pop music has
become unnecessary. This development
should instead be seen as an opportunity
to allocate funding in a more targeted way.
If commercially oriented bands can make
it on their own, more money can be made
available for “difficult” pop musicians, who
have just as hard a time of it as their less
“accessible” colleagues in the fields of jazz
and “highbrow” music. The problem for
musicians engaged in more “serious” pop
music is that they are often not taken seri-

only superficially realized. Is a rapper worth
funding only if he appears with an alphorn
player? Do pop musicians have to rely on
tributes to established cultural figures in
order to be eligible for grants?
On being asked why they do not apply
to Pro Helvetia for support, several musicians replied that the arts council only
provides grants for avant-garde tendencies
or for working with the most exotic partners possible, preferably throat-singers
from Tuva. In spite of this exaggerated assessment, Pro Helvetia’s discerning attitude does make sense – not least in setting
it apart from other funding programmes.
Dreams of Stardom
The pop genre is also tricky because it
is perceived exclusively as a youth culture
phenomenon. There is more than enough
support for young artists, in the form of
TV shows, talent competitions, grants for
CD productions or demo-tape clinics. Often overlooked are serious and hard-working musicians for whom pop is more than
just a hobby alongside a well-paid day job.
These musicians would like to live from
their songs – unlike the young hopefuls
with their short-lived dreams of stardom.
In the case of musicians with longterm professional aims, targeted artists’
grants – such as those provided by Pro
Helvetia to bands like Polar, Greis and
Velma – still make sense, particularly as

websites have finally been brought together
under a central platform serving the Swiss
music scene. Just how attractive such a
platform can be is demonstrated by the
French equivalent www.french-music.org.
Furthermore, this kind of structural support – such as the grants for labels provided by the Migros Kulturprozent fund –
is much more sustainable than the funding of individual artists and CD productions
according to the so-called “watering can”
approach.
Markus Ganz (b. 1961 in Zurich) is a freelance
journalist who specializes in pop music. He
writes mainly for the newspaper Neue Zürcher
Zeitung. Together with the Basel-based artist
Betha Sarasin he created the multimedia book
Die Reise zu den Seen, a modern-day fairy tale.
 ganz@gmx.ch
Translated from the German by Bill Gilonis

If commercially oriented bands can make
it on their own, more money can be made
available for “difficult” pop musicians.
ously by funding bodies that equate pop
music with the popular and banal.
Long-time musician Markus Schönholzer says that he has always found it relatively easy to get funding for projects that
fall into the category of avant-garde or
theatre music, whereas it has generally
been more difficult to attract sponsorship
for his current project Popfood. Grant committees often consider pop music as worthy of support only if an original concept
is clearly discernible. This increases the
danger of projects being artificially tailored
to comply with funding requirements, and

such support has come to be scorned by
other funding bodies. These musicians
are virtually forced to tap into foreign
markets in order to survive, unless they
are local stars singing in Swiss-German
dialect. Help of the kind provided by Swiss
Music Export (an organization partly
funded by Pro Helvetia) – such as supporting appearances at foreign festivals and
professional events – is thus a sustainable
approach.
Another new development in providing international support for Swiss mu
sicians is that existing music organization
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Recording sound for an Indian
film shoot on the Titlis
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Supporting Emerging Talent
Whether jazz, pop or experimental: young musicians
must be somewhat well-known
in Switzerland before they
can seek international success.
Pierre-Jean Crittin spoke with
Marc Ridet of Swiss Music
Export and Christian Steulet
of Suisse Diagonales Jazz
about strategies for supporting newcomers at home and
abroad.
Interview: Pierre-Jean Crittin
Marc Ridet and Christan Steulet
stand out from the pack in the SwissFrench music scene, which has been
dominated by lack of experience
and a certain naiveté. The two men
are hands-on, committed music lovers
known for their candour and their
expertise. Both have managed music
clubs: Marc Ridet the Dolce Vita in
Lausanne, and Christan Steulet the
Fri-Son in Fribourg as well as the AMR,
the association for experimental music,
in Geneva. With Swiss Music Export
and Suisse Diagonales Jazz they have
been untiring in their efforts, and have
achieved some remarkable results.

Pierre-Jean Crittin: Suisse
Diagonales Jazz and Swiss
Music Export, like everything of
cultural value in Switzerland, are
the results of personal initiative.
Christian Steulet: Our initiative
began on a grassroots level. Suisse
Diagonales Jazz was created to foster
exchange between music clubs in the
French part of Switzerland. There
had already been some exchanges in
the 1990s, but with too few resources to
establish a real network. Everything
was done on a volunteer basis. Of the 10
clubs that joined together in 2002, only
3 or 4 could afford to maintain permanent staff. The rest were run by volunteers. Suisse Diagonales Jazz made it
possible to create a national festival for
up-and-coming Swiss music groups.
Marc Ridet: At the beginning I was
running the FCMA (the Swiss-French
foundation for vocal and contemporary
music) which was aimed at promoting
our musicians abroad. French-speaking
Switzerland needed such an agency
even more than the German-speaking
regions did. At the same time, Pro
Helvetia was providing aid for exporting
music, and the Migros Kulturprozent
was making contributions as well. At
music industry events we found ourselves working together on an informal
basis. And so the idea emerged of combining all those forces to pursue more
proactive strategies on a national level.
In 2001 things came together, and Swiss
Music Export was created with support
from Migros, Pro Helvetia, the SUISA
foundation for musical copyright, and
the FCMA. This year we opened a new
office in Zurich and acquired two new
partners: the Swiss Society for Performing Artists (SIG) and the Federation of
Producers of Phonograms (IFPI).

Suisse Diagonales Jazz operates
on a domestic level, while Swiss Music
Export focuses on sending artists
abroad. How does this difference affect
your respective ways of working?
Steulet: We provide young musicians with the opportunity to perform
in other linguistic regions within
Switzerland. That might seem somewhat provincial, but you must understand that within the field of jazz and
improvised music it is difficult for
newcomers to tour outside the country.
Artists must be reasonably well-known
at home before they can be discovered
abroad. Recently we have seen this
happen with Colin Vallon and Lucien
Dubuis, who received support from
Pro Helvetia to tour abroad. In concentrating on clubs within the country,
we have been able to help more isolated
regions like Ticino join the network
and participate in our concert series.
Until recently, that region was quite
cut off from the rest of the scene.
Ridet: We pursue different goals,
but have come to the same conclusion:
Artists must be known in Switzerland
before they can achieve success abroad.
It is very rare for musicians unknown
at home to be discovered abroad first.
At what stage do you consider your
work done?
Ridet: Take the example of the singer Nicolas Michel, alias K. He now has
a recording contract, he’s touring
abroad – so we are starting to withdraw.
He still needs some assistance from
us in certain areas, but overall our work
is done. Our goal is to help the artists
ultimately stand on their own two feet.
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Steulet: We have given ourselves
a very strict framework: there is an
enormous pool of emerging talent, and
we focus exclusively on that. Making
choices can be very difficult. For our
2009 festival programme we had to turn
down one band, because we felt that
the artists were already too well known,
that they did not really need our help
to advance further.
Are you satisfied with the means at
your disposal?
Ridet: Things are better than they
used to be, but there is still room for
improvement. Pro Helvetia pursues its
own strategies for supporting musicians and projects. So does the Federal
Office of Culture and the Cultural Com-

How do you feel about the music
market?
Steulet: I argue for a reasonable
understanding of the market, without
being totalitarian or exclusionary.
There has to be a certain basic solidarity.
It is obvious that those who have been
hit hardest by the crisis in the music
industry are the ones who practiced a
logic of exclusion. Standards of quality
must not be thrown overboard. It’s a
question of having the courage of one’s
convictions.
Ridet: Music history has always
been made by the smaller players, the
independent labels who discover new
talent. Later some of them may join
bigger partners. I think it’s important,
for instance, that record producers

“Pop, jazz and classical music are fundamentally part of the culture industry.”
petence Centre of the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs. We could all
become more efficient if we eliminated
these redundancies; the existing funds
would be better distributed. In other
countries the concept of a “culture industry” is accepted, but in Switzerland
it is still a dirty word. Music is at the
core of that industry. Of course certain
kinds of music need support more
than others, but pop, jazz and classical
music are fundamentally part of the
culture industry.
Steulet: We are satisfied. We have
achieved our goal of creating solidarity
among the clubs. The next step could be
to turn Suisse Diagonales Jazz into a
music label. The advantage would be
that we’d stay in touch all year long.
Ideas could circulate on a permanent
basis.
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reinvest some of their profits in innovative new projects. That’s why we have
teamed up with the Federation of
Producers. If they don’t invest in this
sector, they have no future.
Taking it one step further, do you
anticipate synergies on the European
level? Is that something you might work
toward?
Ridet: They already exist. The fact of
not being a member of the European
Union is not an obstacle. We can obtain
access to the Brussels networks – for a
price! Participation there is a question
of political will. Aside from cultural
exchanges run chiefly by the embassies,
it is clear that our politicians, whether
from the left or right wing, are not
used to cooperating with the rest of
Europe.
Steulet: For Suisse Diagonales Jazz
it is clearly a handicap that Switzerland
is not part of the EU. We are in per
manent contact with European networks but we do the work on a charity
basis without reaping any benefits. A
Swiss musician like Manuel Mengis
benefits indirectly from the European

Jazz Network. He has a German agent,
and when he plays in Paris he is presented as a French artist. Meanwhile,
Switzerland misses out.
Ridet: Our European colleagues
have also understood the need for
new attitudes. In some countries, like
Finland or Holland, jazz and pop
are not separated. Music today needs
open, flexible structures.
Steulet: We see the same phenomenon everywhere: among the new
generation of musicians, the barriers
between musical genres are breaking
down. Countries like Denmark or
Finland have managed to create one
association for musicians of all stripes,
which has the power to approach
politicians and unite forces for protecting the entirety of the music scene.
It would be fantastic to see that kind
of cooperation here too. Ultimately
that should be our goal.
www.swiss-music-export.com
www.diagonales.ch
Pierre-Jean Crittin is a music critic and
has worked in many capacities within the
music businesss. He is editor in chief of
Vibrations magazine, which he helped found
in 1991. He currently teaches courses on
pop music at the jazz school in Lausanne.
Translated from the French by Marcy Goldberg

Ski stands at the Corviglia in St. Moritz
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Mountain festival on
the Engstlenalp
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Pro Helvetia, the Swiss Arts
Council, maintains offices
around the world in order to
promote cultural exchange
with Switzerland and to
expand cultural networks.
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The Culturarte dance company
performs Há Mais by Thomas
Hauert. On tour this year in
Mozambique, South Africa and
Switzerland.

The Pro Helvetia Liaison Office in
Cape Town celebrates its tenth anniversary this year. Matthew Krouse
talked to director Jasper Walgrave
about projects and ideas to come, and
the unique role that Switzerland can
play in cross-cultural cooperation.
Matthew Krouse – Driving from
Johannesburg to Maputo, the capital of
Mozambique, takes less than five hours,
but culturally the two cities seem to be
on different planets. The spectacular
political shifts that have occurred in
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South Africa and Mozambique over
the last fifteen years have meant that a
steady stream of working people from
all classes now flows across the border
east of the Johannesburg metropolis,
yet cultural collaboration is scarce.
There is a certain irony in the fact
that the role of intermediary and sponsor of the cultural dialogue across
Southern borders has largely been left
to government agencies from culturally
sensitive European countries. On this
note, Jasper Walgrave, head of Pro
Helvetia in Cape Town for over a year
now, speaks of cross-cultural production
as “an important aspect of contemporary democracy – and one of the ways
in which people can express their
critical views of society. It is connected
to how people feel, on a daily basis,
about the person sitting next to them.
It makes society more human.”
“At the same time, for Pro Helvetia
cross-cultural production is a means
of promoting and internationalizing
Swiss arts,” Walgrave explains. Switzerland is a small country, but it has a
surprisingly wide array of artistic
expression of a very high calibre, and
with a very strong sense of contemporaneity. “In the current context of
globalization, the arts must be international. Pro Helvetia thus supports the
distribution of Swiss art and cooperation with the Swiss artistic scene, to the
benefit of both African audiences – who
get to see more international work –

Photo: Jorge Gonçalves

The Challenges of Cultural
Cross-Fertilization

and Swiss arts practitioners, who also
benefit from this cultural cross-fertilization.”

until now. We want to spread out more
evenly in the region and to further the
development aspect of our work.”

Knowledge of the Other
The role of cultural producer in an
environment with a brutalized past, like
most countries in the Southern African
region, is complicated by the different
interests and entry levels of participants.
As an example, agents like Pro Helvetia
and the Swiss Agency for Development
and Cooperation (SDC) promoted the
recent electronic music festival Unyazi
in mid-March, where musicians from
across Western Europe and South Africa
came together.
“You cannot always think you will
reach a rural community with your
contemporary art event,” Walgrave says,
“but I don’t think that is the objective.
I do not think that happens in Europe
either. In Europe many people prefer
watching game shows and listening to
cheap pop music instead of participating
in the contemporary cultural movement. But in a political sense it is very
important to society that we create

Tolerance and Curiosity
He would also like to see the launch
of “a series of discussion papers, folders
of four to eight pages which this year
would include four editions around
controversial issues in the development
of contemporary art in the region – including regional cooperation, and cooperation with Switzerland. They must
be concrete issues, because the idea is to
spark discussion, to put certain issues
on the table. Issues like cultural infrastructure: how can it work, even though
it has been inherited from the previous
regime?”
When asked why the Swiss approach is compatible with the needs of
local audiences now, Walgrave says:
“The Swiss have four language communities and a tradition of living together.
They are an old confederation of cantons, but there is not one single dominant Swiss identity. The Swiss identity
also relies on innovation, being edgy. So
Swiss artists can push the boundaries.”
And he adds: “In Southern Africa
and in contemporary art in general
our work is inspired by a question of
tolerance and curiosity. The two always
go together.”

“The Swiss identity
relies on innovation, so Swiss
artists can push
the boundaries.”
the kinds of encounters that surprise
people who are not used to them. I think
the knowledge of the other is always
something that makes you more educated, so that you can make better
decisions, just being more human and
respectful towards your kin.”

The One, collage by Johannesburg
artist Lawrence Lemaoana

A project with the capacity to bring
together diverse individuals from
diverse backgrounds: this is the SDC
mandate under which Pro Helvetia
allocates grants for local Southern
African arts projects involving regional
exchange. This goes for art works in
all disciplines and is probably the first
grant of its kind to be awarded in the
region.
In this context it is important that
those operating on the ground have
knowledge of local conditions. Walgrave
is an English and Portuguese speaker
now familiar with major township and
city venues in Cape Town, Johannesburg, Maputo and Luanda. In this region
it is rare to find individuals, in the cultural arena particularly, familiar
with these areas and their networks.
Walgrave also worked together with
the late dancer-choreographer Mxolisi
George Khumalo, who was killed in a
motor accident in 2006. And although
he continues his friend’s legacy by
endeavoring to facilitate dance in
Soweto, his focus is on Pro Helvetia as
it celebrates ten years of operations in
Southern Africa.
Walgrave says, “I think we want
to work more toward integration, with
more residencies than we have done

Jasper Walgrave, head of Pro Helvetia’s Cape
Town office.
Matthew Krouse is the Arts Editor of the Mail &
Guardian newspaper in Johannesburg.
www.prohelvetia.org.za
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The choreography
of the city: Salome
Schneebeli in Cairo

The Swiss dancer and choreo
grapher Salome Schneebeli spent six
weeks in Cairo, absorbing the pulse
of the Egyptian metropolis into the
rhythms of her own body. In her
“Dance Diary” project she transposes
lived experience and impressions into
choreographed performances.
Salome Schneebeli – Hebba Sherif,
director of Pro Helvetia’s Cairo office,
heard of the “Dance Diary” project I’d
premiered in Bacau, Romania and
invited me to Egypt. Her acceptance of
my work-in-progress incited me, full of
enthusiasm and respect, to leave for a
stay in Cairo in October 2007.
Cairo was unbelievable, at once a
shock and a revelation. The city hit me
unprepared: the very image of abundance, conveying a sense of chaos,
disintegration and, at the same time,
great calm. It felt like much that had
long sunk into oblivion – in the city
and in myself – kept striving to break
through into the present.
*

I spent the first two days in a trance.
Coached by Muhammad the chauffeur
and Muhammad Elvis, in no time flat
I learned much about bantering and
bartering, and also a bit about Egyptian
men. Playing his fading Omar Sharif-like
charms for all they were worth, Muhammad Elvis took to cooking for me as if I
were many, serving me a rather strangetasting but undeniably hearty dish he
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called “camel kneecap soup,”
which he promptly sat down
to share with me, holding
forth for hours on end and
finally dancing for me –
the highlight of his overlong
visit, in spite of my fatigue.
What’s more, it was Ramadan. Only
after sunset did everyone pour into the
streets. At first, I felt better staying inside:
outside was full of honking cars, loud
shrieks and screeching whistles.
The second day I dared go out on my own
to the market. It was like an anti-project
to everything I had seen until then.
I returned home trembling, yet having
adored it all.
*

At some point I needed to establish
a daily rhythm, to experience “everyday”
life, in order to dive into the city’s endless
charms with my senses fully attuned, and
without bobbing back up to the surface
to catch my breath. Hebba introduced me
to the artists Mahmoud Hanafy and Doa
Aly. Mahmoud was my guide to the city,
revealing to me its enormous spaces.
We walked daily, marvelous walks off the
beaten track, where his artistic knowledge and insights helped me see behind
the city and its walls. Likewise, Doa
unreservedly chauffeured me around
the neighborhood in her little car,
discoursing at length on various cultural
and social issues. A modern, well-traveled
and analytical woman, Doa replied to my
personal questions without being on the
defensive, contrary to many of the men
I met. She would explain, reveal different
links, while still maintaining a critical
distance to the city of Cairo.
And thus “Dance Diary” began
taking shape in Cairo, continuing to

*

For six weeks I opened myself up
to the city, paying close attention to
what was happening to me and my body
on our daily, seemingly aimless wanderings around Cairo. Later, in solitary,
time-intensive processes of work and
reflection, I was able to transpose my
impressions and physical experiences
into choreography.
To me, creating choreographies
means exposing layers – layers of times
past and present, with everything
simultaneous and interwoven: my life
in Cairo, life here, being a woman,
religion’s entry into the public sphere,
myself as a foreigner understanding
nothing, or at any rate not much. At
times infinitely happy to be alone and in
the silence of wordlessness, and at other
times exceedingly forsaken, no longer
knowing why I came in the first place.
*

Dance and its choreography as a
forceful challenge to the diary of Life
itself and its movements: I experience
spaces, seek out rhythms and sounds and
stories. Conversations are restaged in
movement; what has been left unsaid
finds bodily expression. Because
recollections of encounters with people
and with the city are recollections of
movements, and are recalled to mind
through movements.
Salome Schneebeli, born in 1962, has been
working internationally as a dancer, performer
and choreographer for twenty years. She began
creating works of her own in 2003. Her “Dance
Diary Cairo” with Mahmoud Hanafy, Ahmad el
Sawy and Anna Tenta will be performed in Cairo
and Alexandria in the autumn of 2008, and in
Zurich and Berne in the spring of 2009.
Translated from the German by Margie Mounier
www.prohelvetia.org.eg

Photo: Mahmoud Hanafy

Can Dance Be Nourished
By Camel-Knee Soup?

evolve in an exchange of outer and inner
influences. My work in the studio – in
this case my room with its now-open
windows – inspired me to open myself up
entirely to the outside, all the better to
then withdraw inward. Public and private
experiences flowed into my encounter
with the city and its people, making my
choreography resonate. Sometimes I felt
like my body itself was Midan Talaat
Harb, one of Cairo’s major traffic hubs.
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Esox (2007)
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PARTNER P ROF ILE: THE BRITISH CO U NCIL

How do other countries
promote cultural exchange?
The British Council is active in
education, culture and human
rights around the world.

Illustration: Raffinerie AG

Lilo Weber
The British Council is situated in the
heart of London near Whitehall Ministries, housed in its own building with
magnificent top floor views over the city.
Maintaining an overview and being in
close proximity to the seat of power while
keeping a safe distance: this credo has
served the British Council well for over
seventy years. During that time employees have sometimes been forced to work in
very trying circumstances, with operations abroad occasionally having to be
shut down. Earlier this year the Council,
whose focus is on culture and education,
was dragged into the political dispute over
the London murder of former secret ser
vice agent Litvinenko and as a result was
forced to close several Russian regional
offices. Despite these setbacks however,
the work continues. Around the globe.
Kathryn Board is the Geographical
Director responsible for coordinating the
7,900 employees in 250 offices spread over
110 countries divided into 12 global regions. She also oversees the changes that
have sent shock waves through the organization. Last year libraries and information offices in several European countries
were closed to free up funding for projects
in the Middle and Far East, North Africa
and Central and South Asia. “Strategy
2010” marks a fundamental change in
the way the Council goes about its work.
“We’re trying to focus more rigorously on
our priorities,” explains Kathryn Board:
“Intellectual dialogue, the knowledge economy and climate change.”
These are clear political themes for
an organization that views itself essentially as politically independent. Since it
was created in 1934 by the Foreign Office,
the culture and education institute has
had its own executive board, its own policies, and defined its own activities. When

Britain entered the war in 1939 the government attempted to merge the British
Council with the newly founded Ministry
of Information, testing the organization’s
resolve. Its then president, Lord Lloyd,
fought decisively against the motion, arguing that the Council’s independence
was precisely what made it an invaluable
partner in building up long-term relationships. Still, for the duration of the war the
offices in most European countries had to
stay closed.
The doors were also shut in Iraq in
1990 but reopened in 2003. A tough task,
as the British weren’t exactly welcomed
with open arms. “In countries like these

“When things
break down in
the world, cultu
ral relationships
can keep the
channels of communication
open.”

we try to concentrate on providing exactly
what is required locally. And the Iraqis
desperately wanted to be re-connected
with the rest of the world. For that they
need English and we have seen a massive demand for English tuition.” Can the
British Council achieve results where the
army has failed? “Oh yes, absolutely. When
things break down in the world, cultural
relationships can keep the channels of
communication open.” That is why the
closing of regional offices in Russia is so
saddening. “If cultural relations are misused as bargaining chips in political struggle, there is no way to reopen dialogue.”

Despite the Council’s political independence Kathryn Board emphasizes:
“We work for the good of the United Kingdom.” The British government subsidizes
its activities with GBP 195 million (EUR
245 million) per annum. The largest percentage of the annual GBP 551 million
(EUR 692 million) budget however, comes
from English courses and examination
fees. The British Council concentrates on
what it has offered and supported for decades: English tuition, education, cultural
exchange, sport, science, governance and
human rights. For the future, larger
projects and increased multilateral work
are foreseen. One example is the “Road to
Davos” programme: 60 young people from
43 countries were trained in teamwork,
professional presentation skills, drafting
political statements and rhetoric. Six of
these participants were then sent to
present their concerns at the World Economic Forum in Davos.
Cultural exchange remains important, but the job of simply presenting
British art has shifted to an exchange in a
much more literal sense. The British
Council recently co-produced the Akram
Khan Company’s work with the National
Ballet of China. “Sending the Royal Ballet
or the Royal Shakespeare Company around
the world is not one of our more pressing
tasks,” explains Kathryn Board. “In our
globalized world internationally renowned
institutions are in constant contact with
each other. If they want to go out on tour,
they’ll find a promoter and go.” The British Council would rather facilitate the development of relationships. “We want to
give artists with completely diverse backgrounds the opportunity to be creative
together and to encourage creative dialogue. For example, how can the performing arts allow people to express themselves freely? Particularly in societies
where self-expression is only possible
through the arts.”
Lilo Weber studied German and English in
Zurich and London and has a doctorate
in German literature. From 1995 to 2002 she
reported on dance and local culture for the
Neue Zürcher Zeitung newspaper. Today she
is a freelance journalist based in London.
Translated from the German by Andrew
Rushton
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V IE W POINT

Publishing
Without
Editing
Isabelle Rüf
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I realize that financial constraints make it
difficult to hire copy editors and proofreaders. Some publishers make a point of
doing so anyway, or do the work themselves. But all too often they sacrifice quality for quantity, putting out one mediocre
new book after another. “Publishing without editing,” as the Gallimard editor Eric
Vigne calls it in his new book Le Livre et
l’éditeur.
“What right do editors have to interfere?” I can hear my young novelist asking. I doubt that Jérôme Lindon corrected
Samuel Beckett or Claude Simon. I am
not proposing cutting original talents
down to size to make them fit pre-fabricated norms. But it is irresponsible to
flood the market with half-baked products, written as if their authors had never
read a book in their lives and doomed to
drown in a sea of indifference. The result is
nothing but frustration.
Claude Frochaux was the long-time
editor for Swiss-French literature at the
Editions de l’Age d’Homme. When I reproached him for not being stricter, he
would always tell me it was important
to prepare the soil, however mediocre, in
which a great work might one day grow.
I believe, however, that when the soil is

too dense it discourages growth, that sometimes a good weeding is necessary. Today
it is very easy for writers to self-publish the
works they consider indispensable for posterity: on the internet, for instance. Editors and publishers, on the other hand,
would do well to be more selective, more
attentive, in a word: more professional.
Following studies in anthropology in Paris
and a stint as a secondary-school teacher in
Switzerland, Isabelle Rüf has been a literary
critic for twenty-five years, writing for the
magazine L’Hebdo, for Radio Suisse Romande,
and since 2000, for the daily newspaper
Le Temps. She is a member of Pro Helvetia’s
Board of Trustees and lives in Lausanne.
 i.ruef@gmx.ch
Translated from the French by Marcy Goldberg
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At a dinner party, the conversation
turns to the relationship between writers
and editors. A young novelist claims her
editor would never ask her to change a
word. “And anyway, I would never accept
it. I would change publishers!” So sure of
herself that she interprets the merest suggestion as censorship, the abuse of power.
I am reminded that in the 1980s, a number
of fledgling writers including Jean Echenoz, François Bon and Jacques Serena had
their manuscripts refused multiple times
by Jérôme Lindon, the legendary director of the prestigious French publishing
house Les Editions de Minuit. Whether
hurt, shocked or simply modest, the writers went home to work on another set of
revisions.
Publishers everywhere are on the
lookout for fresh talent. Even if the literary landscape is already saturated, new
authors enjoy a nimbus of goodwill. Each
season, the critics devote pages upon
pages to reviews of first novels. In Frenchspeaking Switzerland, Pro Helvetia sub
sidizes the publication of first works (and
second ones too). As a literary critic and a
member of Pro Helvetia’s Board of Trustees, I am a first-hand witness to the flood
of manuscripts and galley proofs. I read
them with mixed feelings: interest, anticipation, apprehension... There are some
pleasant surprises but on the whole they
make dreary reading. All these confessions lacking distance. Clichés, glibness,
wordiness, empty phrases – why? Did anyone seriously reread these texts before deciding to publish them? It seems not! Even
syntax and spelling are often off-kilter.

From the book Holzkopf (2006)
Photo: Lukas Wassmann
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We want to simulate a
natural conversation
between a city in India and
one in Switzerland.
Cities Individual and Shared
Susanne Schanda, p. 11

Rossini’s “William Tell” is a piece of Swiss
folk music the way Wisconsin Emmentaler
is a piece of Swiss cheese.
Swiss Folk Music at the Crossroads
Franz-Xaver Nager, p. 25

If commercially oriented bands can make it on their own,
more money can be made available for “difficult” pop musicians.
Artists’ Grants for Pop Music: A Contradiction in Terms?
Markus Ganz, p. 33

There’s nothing more serious than entertainment.
www.prohelvetia.ch/passages/en

Pro Helvetia supports and promotes Swiss culture in Switzerland and throughout the world

John Wolf Brennan, p. 18

