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I. Dialogue on literary representations of
“catastrophe” and their cultural differences:
Online workshop featuring Prof. Emeritus Dr.
Peter Utz from Lausanne University

The theme of the “German Literature Exercises
A” class in the spring semester of the 2022
academic year was “German literature read in State
of Exception.” The class read theoretical works by
Giorgio Agamben and literary works by German-
language writers such as Heinrich von Kleist,
Georg Biichner, W. G. Sebald, and Yoko Tawada
that depict earthquakes, revolution, war, and
nuclear accidents, and discussed the possibilities of
literary representations of “catastrophe.” In the fall
semester, the initiative culminated with an online
workshop comprising a special lecture and
question-and-answer session by Prof. Emeritus Dr.
Peter Utz of Lausanne University on the topic
“Swiss Catastrophe Culture and Its Spaces of
Remembrance (Die schweizerische Katastrophen-
kultur und ihre Erinnerungsorte)” on October 5th.

The workshop began with a 30-minute lecture

by Prof. Utz, followed by a 60-minute question-
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VU LTITOND L) 7 BTER#EFZ1T 5  and-answer session in German. We were aware that
ZLEIIREETH D, D= 9 A% F-LIKED it would be difficult to have a smooth discussion
BETIT. LTFTO XD R ¥EH{EHE%A21T>7-, befitting an international symposium considering
T H A a7 O FEG A U 72~— undergraduate students’ German language abilities
By VEFFOEE [HHZ A ST 7DOX and, therefore, had conducted the following
= preparations in class in the second half of
Die schweizerische [ § September.

Katastrophenkultur und ihre ol We took turns reading and translating into
Erinnerungsorte . Japanese excerpts from Prof. Utz’s work
Kultivierung der Katastrophe: Literarische
Untergangsszenarien aus der Schweiz (Culturizing

Catastrophe. Literary Scenarios of Destruction and

Collapse in Switzerland [2013]), which discusses

literary representations of catastrophe.
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AAR-F—m v @O, <HFA a7 >
2 & B SAVIE R SV T OB . & B were distributed in advance, and thus, the students
R WEETIE L. ¥ S S E O FAR had an overview of the lecture ahead of time.
REI%4T 5. Furthermore, Prof. Utz and Niimoto had a

W o O S B G E A TR Zoom meeting beforehand to confirm the workshop
L. SN AOEEEIZ ST, 357 Ui procedure and share information about the spring
R4 semester seminar study material and the students’

Peter Utz %% & -1 < H4 5B 5 A oo 1anguage proficiency, as well as points to note
| ~ 1= =
P CHATT ZOOM S —F 1> 7547\, U regarding communication, such as avoiding using

gy FOED S AERT S L LB, expressi.ons uniﬁue to Swiss (?erman. .
FEEAY T TR NG S DIEE S B Owing to these preparations, we were able to

DIEH . 2 A A B AV FMA DL 20T have a productive and lively discussion during the
N rE T
AP A a0 EOEE A I workshop. The following is a brief introduction of

We also took turns reading and discussing in
Japanese Friedrich Diirrenmatt’s Der Tunnel (The
Tunnel [1952]), later discussed in detail in the

on the cultural differences between Japan and
Europe regarding catastrophe, and lead seminar
instructor Niimoto reviewed them.

Materials to be used on the day of the lecture

its contents.
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Prof. Utz’s lecture confirmed that while
catastrophes are great disasters that surpass
ordinary comprehension, they are recognized,
described, and interpreted according to respective
cultural models. He introduced the history behind
catastrophe’s role in reinforcing national identities
even while being a threat to the modern nation-state
system; moreover, using specific works such as
paintings, novels, and films, he shared the history
of dangerous avalanches and landslides in the Alps
that contributed to reinforcing a sense of national
unity in 19th- and 20th-century Switzerland.
Finally, he indicated that Diirrenmatt’s short story
Der Tunnel could be interpreted as a work that
ironically criticizes this collusion between
catastrophe and culture.

Regarding the question-and-answer session,
below are some of the questions the students asked

Prof. Utz.

= “Since European countries are contiguous,
unlike the island nation of Japan, I imagine
that when a catastrophe strikes, they often
cooperate with each other to deal with it.
What are the types of cooperation taking
place in Switzerland or Europe and in what
context?”

* “In modern Japan, it is rare for people to
associate religion with catastrophe.

However, when we read pre-19th-century

European literature depicting

catastrophes, above all else, we observed

that thought

influenced the interpretation of events. Is

Christian had greatly

it safe to say that this tradition has

disappeared from Europe in modern
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times?”
*  “InJapan, the 2011 Fukushima disaster led
to a strong awareness of the danger of
nuclear power plants. However, such
plants are still being operated to secure
energy resources, with the term ‘green
transformation’ being used to defend
nuclear power generation. In contrast, a
country as far away as Germany changed
course and shut down its own nuclear
power plants after the Fukushima disaster.
Though

unstable due to the energy crisis caused by

things have since become
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Germany is
sticking to that nuclear power policy. Is
this

Germany in the sense of danger regarding

difference between Japan and
catastrophes rooted in a so-called national
character, or is it due to the state of media

reporting?”’

In response, Prof. Utz explained that the

development of an international cooperation
system had to do with the history of modern
Switzerland as a multilingual and permanently
neutral country, and that in reports on catastrophes,
religious terms continue to be used unconsciously
even now, such as “Sintflut” (“the great flood,” i.e.,
“Noah’s flood”).

Furthermore, regarding German-speaking
countries’ seemingly excessive reaction to the
Fukushima disaster, ridiculed at the time as being
“German angst,” he explained that this was deeply
connected to the history of the anti-nuclear power
countries,

movement in  German-speaking

stemming from the common knowledge of
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profitability in the industrial world, and therefore,
it was extremely unlikely that the policy of giving
up nuclear power would be changed. He then asked
us why Japan had not stopped nuclear power
generation even after experiencing the worst of
nuclear weapons in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

As planned, the workshop was conducted
entirely in German. Prof. Utz, who fully understood
this goal, answered the students’ questions clearly
and concisely. In terms of the content that could not
be assimilated that day, Niimoto gave explanations
over the course of several weeks during the fall
semester seminar and set aside time for the students
to discuss with each other. In sum, though the
workshop was no more than 100 minutes, we were
able to formulate a comprehensive plan with in-
depth content. I would like to extend my heartfelt
gratitude to Prof. Utz and the 21 seminar
participants.

II: Weaving memories between Poland and
Germany: Workshop featuring cross-border

writer Artur Becker

On November 2nd, 2022, the graduate school
of literature course “Modern German Literature
Exercises III D held a workshop featuring a face-
to-face conversation with German-language writer
Artur Becker, who hails from the Polish province
of Masuria. Born in 1968, Becker is a cross-border
writer who has gained attention in the German-
speaking world since winning the Chamisso Prize
in 2009. This year, his novel Drang nach Osten
(Drive to the East [2019], not yet translated into
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Japanese) awarded the Kakehashi-
Literaturpreis (Kakehashi Literature Prize) by the

Goethe-Institut, and he visited Japan for the award

was

ceremony. Cross-border literature researcher
Niimoto took the opportunity to invite graduates
(three students) and undergraduates (four 4th-year
and three 3rd-year students) of the German Course
to take turns reading Drang nach Osten and the
essay collection Kosmopolen (Cosmopoles [2016])
over the course of five weeks to prepare for the
workshop with Becker.

On the day, Becker started by reading aloud

excerpts from the above mentioned works as well

as poems from various volumes. He then explained
in simple language his own stance toward creative
work, writing in his non-native language of German
while inheriting the legacy of Polish literature.
Subsequently, the students asked him various
questions, including the similarities between the
current state of affairs under Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine and the situation in former East Prussia
following World War II as depicted in the novel, the
relationship between ‘“communicative memory”
and “cultural memory” in this work, and German

literary and ideological traditions in former East
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Prussia. Becker answered all questions openly and
enthusiastically, sharing his own theories based on
his Polish minority background. Professor Manabu
Watanabe of the German Course and Fumi
Takayanagi joined in the discussion, and 100
minutes went by in a flash. The students who could
not get enough of the chat went with Becker to a
Chinese restaurant in Jimbocho, where they were
able to get better acquainted with him. With an open
format different from the October workshop, this
was an opportunity to get a feel of the current state
of literary activities in the German-speaking world.
Sincere thanks to Becker for engaging in an honest
dialogue and to the students for their active
participation.

Becker’s fellow winner of the Kakehashi-
Literaturpreis Tsuzuko Abe plans to translate
Drang nach Osten and publish the translation in the
coming years. Furthermore, to engage in an even
deeper discussion going forward, we plan to invite
Becker to Meiji University again in the second
semester of the 2023 academic year.

Finally, note that the above workshops were
supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number
C20K00482.
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