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				INTRODUCTION

				A Dream-Dance on the Brink

				When asked which of his twenty books—novels, stories, poems, essays—is his favorite, Giovanni Orelli always replies: “Walaschek’s Dream.” It’s the book he enjoyed writing most; in truth, he’d written it more for himself than for others. Even now he precisely remembers the day that the idea for the book occurred to him. As a participant in a plenary session of the Swiss UNESCO commission, he’d been invited to visit the Klee exhibition at the Bern Museum of Fine Arts. In a neighboring room he’d stumbled upon the painting Alphabet I, which Klee had composed on a page of the National Zeitung from April 19, 1938—a sports page with a description of the Swiss Cup final match between Zürich’s FC Grasshoppers and Geneva’s FC Servette. Immediately he felt the desire to write a book based on this picture. And in doing so, to let himself be governed only by his fancies, his mental associations, his dreams, without a thought for the work’s eventual reader, its eventual readability, its ultimate significance. He’d known that something would emerge, but couldn’t have said what. He was in the same position as the painter in Cervantes’s Don Quixote, who, when asked what he was painting, replied: “Whatever comes out.” 

				Thus, not only is a significant part of the book concerned with an actual game of soccer, it resembles one too, in its haphazardness, its unpredictability. Yet at the very beginning of the novel, Orelli gives a hint as to what will lend the whole thing, in spite of this contingency, a specific trajectory. He records: “This work was written on the occasion of the 700th anniversary of the Swiss Confederation, with the support of Pro Helvetia.” In 1991, when the novel appeared, this simple comment carried a tremendous, even an explosive force. For that 700-year anniversary celebration would be boycotted by the lion’s share of Switzerland’s creative artists—most of Orelli’s writer colleagues, male and female, among them. In November 1989, as the Berlin Wall came down, it had been revealed that the Swiss state security apparatus had spied and opened dossiers on more than 700,000 persons—including almost all of the country’s artists—during the course of the Cold War. For the creative community, the celebration’s boycott was a settling of accounts with the entire Cold War era. 

				A Critical Panorama of Switzerland

				But in Walaschek’s Dream, Orelli settled accounts with Switzerland’s history in an altogether different manner. By beginning with Klee’s Alphabet I—and Walaschek, the footballer who emerges from it—and playfully unfolding a whole web of facts and fictions, Orelli was able to circumvent both boycott and celebration, revealing the contradictions of a Switzerland as cosmopolitan as it was parochial, as magnanimous as it was petty, founded as much on freedom as on constraint. In contrast with Frisch and Dürrenmatt, Orelli was as willing to stress his country’s good points as he was to criticize. Dürrenmatt, in his speech in honor of Václav Havel in November, 1990, likened Switzerland to a prison. In response, Orelli pointed out what Noam Chomsky had said about the USA, the frequent target of the latter’s criticism: That in spite of all, they’d never harmed a single hair on his head. 

				Like Chomsky, Orelli in Walaschek’s Dream, addressing Switzerland, uses precisely this freedom to mercilessly reveal, for instance, how reluctant his country was to absorb those pursued by the neighboring Nazi regime. He repeatedly cites Marc Vuilleumier’s 1987 study, Immigrants and Refugees in Switzerland, in order to demonstrate how the Swiss authorities, as early as 1933, sought to make Switzerland “a transit country rather than a land of asylum,” striving “to prevent the refugees from remaining by urging them on with strict sanctions, or even physically deporting them. The threats, boycotts, and acts of violence to which Jews as such were exposed weren’t sufficient for them to be considered political refugees.” And in 1938—the year Klee’s Alphabet I was painted—the Swiss implemented new entry requirements for Austrians in the wake of the annexation of that country to the greater German Reich, while at the same time smoothly granting business partners the same visas they denied the refugees. To characterize these policies of the Swiss in dealing with Jewish refugees, Orelli borrows the withering verdict of Sigmund Freud: “Switzerland is not one of the hospitable countries.” Thus, in its apparently playful wealth of associations, Walaschek’s Dream does indeed proffer a highly critical panorama of Switzerland and Europe in the era of Walaschek’s stardom and the creation of Klee’s Alphabet I—a panorama that retained its relevance during the political dust-ups of 1991, and continues to do so today. Yet Walaschek and Klee interest Orelli not merely because the former, a stateless half-Russian, had to be accepted as Swiss by the World Soccer Association before the Swiss authorities would do the same, and because the latter, though born in Switzerland, and granted asylum in 1933, was denied naturalization in 1934 due to a May 1933 treaty with Nazi Germany. 

				Deliver Me From the Limbo of Oblivion

				In both Klee and Walaschek, Orelli demonstrates how leading national figures emerge and endure—or fail to do so. For in 1991, the national heroes of the 700-year-old Switzerland were no longer William Tell and Arnold Winkelried—mythical figures—but rather athletes, artists, writers, and scientists. Yet the athlete Walaschek and the artist Klee were perceived quite differently: in 1938 Walaschek was the man of the hour, but today is in danger of being completely forgotten; in his own time Klee was barely known, but for our own generation, and those to come, his worth is uncontested. As Orelli writes, “The artist is generally a fire that burns slowly and can singe anyone who comes near for centuries. Not so the soccer player—he has to do whatever he can in a hurry, burning with a bright but short-lived flame, like the bonfires on Swiss National Day, August 1st, made with tree branches and dry twigs—fleeting.”

				Walaschek the footballer would have vanished from our consciousness today if not for Klee’s Alphabet I, in which his name is half-obliterated—and thus emphasized—by the O from Klee’s alphabet, whose letters are scattered wildly across the sheet of newsprint; and if not for Scribe O/17360, “orelligiovanni,” who investigates this O and half-obliterated name, as well as registry number 1736 in the crematorium at Lugano, and the life and work that lie behind it: those of Paul Klee. This is the core of Walaschek’s dream: that his temporary fame as a footballer will be eternalized, that he will persist in the minds of men. “So the dream was: would there be someone for me, will there? Please come! Oh Berkeley of the esse est percipi, deliver me from the limbo of oblivion. From the gray weight that keeps me down in this pit.” Because, “like a trail of snail slime,” sport leaves behind only “a few statistics, trophies, press reports like the one in the April 19th National Zeitung: a trivial heap of petty talk. It’s the herbarium, the museum of the banal, it’s death. Klee wanted to paint death.”

				Thus, one of the central themes of Walaschek’s Dream is the fundamental need—not just Walaschek’s, but everyone’s—not to disappear completely after death. According to the empiricist idealism of George Berkeley (1685–1753), however, only what is perceived can be said to exist: esse est percipi. So Walaschek must leave behind permanent traces, not merely the ephemeral trail—the “snail slime”—of statistics, trophies, or press reports. And Klee provided just such permanent traces. By means of the artist’s Alphabet I, and the text founded upon it by Scribe O/17360, Walaschek will be immortalized. Yet Orelli’s text doesn’t follow Berkeley quite so far as to suggest that Walaschek continues to exist only because he remains perceptible through Klee’s painting and the work of Scribe O/17360. To the idealist Berkeley, Orelli opposes the materialist Bertrand Russell, for whom the sensory data available to human perception signals the actual existence of things, even if these things are themselves situated in a space beyond our ken.

				The World as Will and Idea

				Orelli brings both Berkeley and Russell into play by means of facetious, ironic quotations, which mutually relativize each other. More serious are his references to Arthur Schopenhauer, who is taken up and pursued again and again over the course of the text. In fact, Schopenhauer’s philosophy in The World as Will and Idea allows the book to unite even Berkeley and Russell. Schopenhauer’s concept of the blind Will—continually driving onward toward existence, commanding all and binding all together—resembles Kant’s “thing-in-itself” insofar as it is veiled from direct human sensory perception, yet differs in being tangible as the common mainspring of every action of men and beasts. So that human perceptions of space, time, and causality are available, but not until the individuated appearance of the Will obtains subjective validity. We recognize the world in Schopenhauer as we do in Berkeley—that is, only insofar as we perceive it subjectively; yet, as in Russell, this representation is not exhaustive, but rather implies a force situated beyond space, time, and causality.

				Even if these conceptual conjunctions materialize in the text as if through free association, and are always ironically undercut, they are by no means mere intellectual gimmickry. That is to say, the text localizes the Schopenhauerian Will both in Walaschek’s dream—his unconditional drive to secure a continued existence for himself beyond his football career and his lifetime—as well as in the realization of that dream through Klee’s Alphabet I and the text of Scribe O/17360. For how did Walaschek and Klee cross paths with each other in the first place? They knew nothing about one another—were, as the text says, “two ‘constellations’ that hadn’t met.” It’s unlikely that Klee took any notice of the description of the football game, or even the name Walaschek: “he was only aware of having in front of him a page from the newspaper concerning sports.” The momentous branding of Walaschek’s name with Klee’s O occurred purely by chance. That accident, however, leads the text back to Schopenhauer’s blindly surging Will: “there the erasure of half the name is the product of Wille.” And blind Will lies behind the free associations of Scribe O/17360 as well: drawing, as Klee does, on wildly diverse materials, Orelli assembles them into complex collages, astonishing juxtapositions. Here blind Will gives rise—as in Darwin’s account of natural selection—to an abundance of unforeseen meanings, which either flourish in conjunction or founder again, so that what finally emerges is a finely nuanced and supremely organized whole. Orelli treats this seemingly Darwinian collaboration of accident and order with an almost mocking irony, for example, by using an excerpt from Abandonment to Divine Providence, by the French Jesuit Jean-Pierre de Caussade, to describe a successful center-shot in terms of the paradoxes of quietist devotion. But that description, in turn, is perfectly suited to the style of writing employed in Walaschek’s Dream: “Without method, yet most exact; without rule, yet most orderly; without reflection, yet most profound; without skill, yet thoroughly well-constructed, without effort, yet accomplishing everything; and without foresight, yet nothing could be better suited to unexpected events.”

				The Greatest Fortune that Can Befall an Author

				How readers should approach this unmethodically exact, irregularly ordered, unreflectively profound, and unexpectedly harmonious whole, the text leaves entirely to them. In a fictional dialogue set in an inn (which evokes a learned dispute of the Middle Ages) an innumerable succession of interpretive hypotheses—now contradicting each other, now confirming each other—are tabled in an attempt to get to the bottom of the riddle of the O branding Walaschek’s name. This sprawling allegorization points to the difficulty of any interpretation that attempts to extract a particular message from a single pictorial element, like Klee’s O: “Interpreting an O is like interpreting a note on a trumpet, a solitary note that breaks through a pastoral solitude, in a trumpet concerto or Christmas oratorio, spurted out by a tuba mirum spargens sonum per deserta regionum, by a Stravinsky; and a furious hand turns off the radio, and there it lingers, in the dark, that single note, all night long.”

				The interpretation of the O is all the more futile in that Klee applied his alphabet to the sports page “with swift hand, the hand of a divine thief . . . a few hieroglyphics with the appearance of masks: signs of a ‘language no longer known?’ The song of the birds, the flight of the sparrows, the language of the Spanish gypsies?” These signs are—in Schopenhauer’s terms—part of the representation, which remains individual, subjective, and does not allow us to recognize the world itself—the Will—in which it has its source. But as part of a work of art, they do let us understand, as it were, nature’s “half-spoken words,” (Schopenhauer) even if we’re unable to translate this understanding into conceptual knowledge. Hence, with Schopenhauerian sympathy, Klee lays his arm on the shoulder of Scribe O/17360, and consoles him: “My friend, don’t wear yourself out. You don’t have to explain my O. The greatest fortune that can befall an author is not to be read, a painter not to be seen, or to be seen with haste, like on those horrendous group museum tours: as long as the work is talked about, obviously. Or, if they see you, if they read you, you’re fortunate to be misunderstood. If they understand you, no one will think you’re right; if they don’t understand you, everyone will project onto you their inchoate desires, their secret dreams. And your success is assured. You have to be mysterious, like a witch or an astrologist, people have always had a need for magicians and sorcerers.” The plethora of interpretations of the O presented in Walaschek’s Dream is, above all, an invitation to the readers of this book to give their “inchoate desires” and “secret dreams” free rein, to let themselves free-associate, to form their own images of Switzerland, Walaschek, and Klee. 

				Classical Poetry and Modern Sport

				And in those images, as in Orelli’s text, the most heterogeneous elements will come together: the pyramidal structure of the Swiss Cup and the conceptual pyramids of Aristotle; the Greater German team in the 1938 match against Switzerland and Wagner’s Lohengrin; the 4-2 victory of the Swiss team in that match and the great nineteenth-century writer Gottfried Keller; Walaschek’s disappearance into the archives of FC Servette and the eighteenth-century empiricist idealist George Berkeley. The text pushes its game of combining tremendously disparate fields especially far in the series of team lineups that appear to Walaschek in his dream, lineups that set sundry historical figures cheek-by-jowl with the greats of football: 

				Pulver

				Alcibiades Hannibal

				Lempen Socrates Aristotle

				Plotinus Walaschek Plato Vonlanthen Sulla

				When somebody in the text asks why the Roman dictator Sulla deserves to be included, the reason given is the mellifluousness of his name: “It’s a nice name, fast, for a winger.” These lineups are based on the laws of poetry, like the catalog of ships in Homer’s Iliad: the names of the Portuguese team facing off against the Swiss on May 1, 1938, roar from “a loudspeaker made of fascist alloy” in Milan like the prelude to a madrigal, in decasyllabic and enneasyllabic lines: 

				Azevédo     Simóes    Gustávo

				Amáro      Albíno    Pereíra

				Likewise, the names of Italy’s three fullbacks yield—according to Italian metrics—eleven syllables, with accents on the fourth, eighth, and tenth:

				Bacigalúpo

				Ballarín    Maróso

				binding them smoothly to verses by Dante, Ariosto, and Saba:

				mi ritrovaí           per una sélva           oscúra

				e per la sélva        a tutta bríglia          il cáccia

				mi stringerá         per un pensiéro        il cuóre

				Bacigalúpo          Ballarín                    Maróso

				This blending of classical poetry and modern sport has more than merely the comic appeal of burlesque, which transforms the sublime into the banal, the banal into the sublime. It is the manifestation of an artistic and literary vision with the power to effect the playful levitation of the extremes of dualistic thought—not merely the sublime and banal, but big and little, true and false, intention and accident. So that the joking can suddenly turn bitterly earnest, as for instance at Klee’s death, when the following lineup is given: 

				†

				†   †

				†   †   †

				†   †   †   †   †

				and for the opposing team, the mouths of cannons at the ready: 

				o   o   o   o   o

				o     o     o

				o    o

				o

				Walaschek’s Dream is a dream-dance on the brink: for all its playfulness, the book maintains its gravity, evoking the tremendous suffering of the era of 1938, and of those individuals who failed to survive it—for instance, the Austrian footballer Matthias Sindelar, the “Mozart of soccer,” a Jew who was found dead under mysterious circumstances following the Anschluss of Austria to Greater Germany in January, 1939.

				An Enduring Tension

				Alongside the many historical figures, Orelli brings forward a series of fictional characters, most notably the daughter of Walaschek’s coach in Geneva, and in Ticino one Giulia Sismondi, who befriends the crematorium employee Cesare Rossi and carries Klee’s ashes to his widow—a scene full of restrained poetry. Throughout the text, what captivates the reader is a parallelism and intertwining of caustic irony and pressing solemnity, sober precision and fantastical creativity, disturbing grotesquery and bewitching poetry. Which is why the book never allows itself to be pinned down to any particular genre: Is it a novel? An essay? A capriccio? A treatise? It has something of all of these, and in its density and plenitude fuses the cosmopolitan urbanity of a big-city novel with the alehouse tableaus of a village tale. 

				This tension between transgressive expansion and retreat into a manageable smallness reflects the career of the author, who hails from a tiny village in the high-lying Bedretto Valley, near the Saint-Gotthard Massif, and was trained as a philologist and historian in the Northern Italian metropolis of Milan. Orelli feels far more at home in both of these places—high-altitude village and bustling conurbation—than in the little city of Lugano, where for years now he’s taught in a high school and worked as a literary critic. 

				This fusion of cosmopolitanism and provincialism is on display in Orelli’s manifold work as a translator. Along with the Latin classics, he has translated Emily Dickinson and Dylan Thomas into his native dialect, that of the Bedretto Valley, rather than into standard Italian—not out of verbal conservatism, but a delight in experimentation, and because certain basic motives for human existence are better preserved in dialect’s archaisms and turns of phrase than in orthodox speech. Thus, in Walaschek’s Dream, the reader will rediscover numerous dialect expressions, the traces of an individuated manifestation of the Will—an enduring tension that, in its translation to a world language, will certainly not be lost.

				DANIEL ROTHENBÜHLER, 2012

				TRANSLATED BY AARON KERNER

			

		

	
		
			
				AUTHOR’S NOTE

				Genia Walaschek’s biography comes directly from the forward of the 1940s Swiss national soccer team himself. I thank him, as well as another national player, Franco Andreoli, for the information they shared with me, and especially Sergio Grandini for providing me with the documents regarding Klee’s death. This work was written on the occasion of the 700th anniversary of the Swiss Confederation, with the support of Pro Helvetia. It’s almost superfluous to add that there are numerous invented characters (such as the coach’s daughter, Silvia of Silenen, Giulia Sismondi, etc.) living (or trying to live) alongside the “historical” figures (from Walaschek to Klee, from Schopenhauer to . . .) mentioned in this book.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				But Pardon, gentles all,

				The flat unraisèd spirits that hath dared

				On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth

				So great an object. Can this cockpit hold

				The vasty fields of France? Or may we cram

				Within this wooden O the very casques

				That did affright the air at Agincourt?

				O pardon: since a crookèd figure may 

				Attest in little place a million, 

				And let us, ciphers to this great account, 

				On your imaginary forces work.

				Shakespeare, Henry V

				Attendi attendi,

				Magnanimo campion (s’alla veloce

				Piena degli anni il tuo valor contrasti

				La spoglia di tuo nome), attendi e il core

				Movi ad alto desio.

				Giacomo Leopardi, “A un vincitore nel pallone”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The 1938 Swiss Cup final took place on April 18 in Bern. At the time, the unwritten rule was that the final had to be played on Easter Monday, and always in the capital of the Confederation. Christ was still risen on April 17, 1938, and so hearts could open (as they say) to hope, even if on that April 16 (Holy Saturday!) the newspaper reported that in the last three weeks, there had been 140 suicides in Vienna.

				Naturally, not everybody chose suicide. Many people led (as they say) normal lives, or nearly. Others lived on in the prisons. A correspondent from the News Chronicle reported that 12,000 people were still imprisoned in Vienna alone, and 40,000 others in the various provinces of the former Austrian state. That is, more than could fit in Bern’s Wankdorf Stadium, where the National Cup final was held.

				This digression on Vienna isn’t due to the fact that Vienna, unlike London, had made itself a virtual Academy of Soccer, as the cradle, the roost, the home of the famous Wunderteam, that sublime model of classical soccer, which the provincials (and that includes the Swiss) couldn’t take their eyes off of. Vienna was finished being capital of the Hapsburg Empire, home of the imperial eagle. Austria was finished, an appetizer for Adolf Hitler’s Germany. And the great Matthias Sindelar, star of the Wunderteam, was finished too.

				Before going back to the final in Bern, one last note about Vienna. The prisoners there were diplomats, members of the aristocracy, or Jews. And yet, with nary a trace of irony, a “Letter from Vienna” dated April 29, published as an “editorial” in a respected Italian-Swiss newspaper, the Corriere del Ticino, ended by saying: “Nationalism gives the Austrians panem et circenses. Isn’t that enough to ensure their welfare and inspire a sense of boundless gratitude for their liberator?”

				Yes, before returning to the green oasis that is the Wankdorf, we mustn’t fail to mention that, at least for those who weren’t yet born in 1938, on April 10, Palm Sunday, there was a plebiscite (called by Hitler) in Germany and Austria (excluding, of course, the Israelites) on the Anschluss to ratify public approval of Germany’s annexation of Austria, which had taken place that March. In the German Reich, out of 99.452% of all voters, 99.06% voted yes, and 0.94% no. In Austria, out of 53,996 voters of the ex-army, 53,872 said yes, 76 no. Hitler, the papers reported, was “satisfied.” On April 3, General Zehner, ex-head of the ex-Austrian army, killed himself.

				On April 18, the day of the Swiss Cup final in Bern, there was a strong wind, but the field was in excellent shape. Is it wind that ruffles flags, or is it flags that, like women’s skirts, stir up the wind? 1938 seems like a golden year for flags. Even on February 6 in Cologne (Köln), at the Germany-Switzerland game (soccer, of course! final score 1-1), “countless” Nazi flags “fluttered in the sun.” For Hitler’s visit to his great friend, Italy, planned for that spring in Rome, “the pillars on Via Nazionale were to bear sheaves (fasces) of flags, as would the tall pedestals on Via dell’Impero.” Flags everywhere, to accompany the notes of Lohengrin, Act Two:

				Der Rache Werk sei nun beschworen 

				aus meines Busens wilder Nacht!

				(May the work of revenge be conjured up

				from the wild night of my breast!)

				Yes, the twentieth century is a century of flags. Later, long after 1938, a Russian said, “I think that the country would do a hell of a lot better if it had for its national banner not that foul double-headed imperial fowl or the vaguely masonic hammer-and-sickle, but the flag of the Russian Navy: our glorious, incomparably beautiful flag of St. Andrew: the diagonal blue cross against a virgin-white background.”

				Switzerland, too, came to learn the importance of flags. Studying dividual and individual structural elements, the painter Paul Klee carefully examines the Swiss cross. He says: “I shall show you some cases, in which the problem is posed both concisely and cogently,” and then observes: “The individual pattern, called a cross, now agrees quite well with the structural aspect. The two mesh. Is this indeed an individual pattern? Yes, an individual pattern of the character of a regular cross. Structure has been shifted into a cross.”

				Even back in 1914, during a speech in Zurich on December 14 (remember that, unfortunately, World War I, as they call it, had broken out a few months earlier), Swiss writer Carl Spitteler—who would go on to win the Nobel Prize in literature—astutely noted that we Swiss “have in common neither blood, language, nor a ruling dynasty that could attenuate our contrasts and unite us on a higher level; we don’t even have a real capital. These are elements of political weakness, let’s not fool ourselves. We need a symbol that can help us overcome, help us transcend these elements of weakness. Fortunately, we have such a symbol. I don’t need to tell you: it’s the flag of the Confederation.” On a higher level: honor to Carl Spitteler.

				On the highest pole at Wankdorf, one flag would wave above the flags of Geneva and Zurich: the national flag.

				One year earlier—that is, in 1913, and this time in Zurich’s rival city (in terms of sports, economics, esprit), Geneva, home of Calvin and Rousseau, another bard, a member of a minority within a minority—in other words, a writer from Italian Switzerland—Francesco Chiesa, was asked to share his thoughts on that complicated mosaic that is our little land, speaking there in Helvetia’s main “Roman” city. He didn’t discuss the 3,000 plus pieces of that mosaic, our inherent resistance to everything that comes from the capital, or the conservatism in our blood. Instead he spoke—to great applause—about the camaraderie among the confederate peoples as a model for Europe and for the world. He ended with an analogy destined for posterity: the confederate peoples of Switzerland are like the columns of a Greek temple: “they all lean slightly, each imperceptibly tilting toward a single axis, in such a way that, seen alone, they seem straight on their bases, free in their bearing, just and perfect in their individuality; seen together, they appear—as they are—of one mind, in harmony. The eye doesn’t notice how those marble lines slant; yet following them upward, it unconsciously rises to the ideal vertex where the entire temple converges . . . The Greek temple is a pyramid whose tip we cannot see.”

				How high up is the tip? That ideal vertex? How far above the clouds? Up there with the astronauts? Next to God? Some Catholic newspapers, in fact, criticized Chiesa for sounding Platonic, not Christian. Tu platonicus es, non christianus.

				The Swiss Cup is more Aristotelian than Platonic.
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