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“I was a child prodigy; I say this in all modesty, because I find that I have fulfilled any promise 
that was in truth out of the ordinary only extremely poorly.” Thus wrote Rambert in his later 
years about his youth. 
 
Eugène Rambert was born on 6th April 1830 in Sâles, near Lausanne. He sprung from a family 
of wine growers and inherited their birthright, that is, to be dogged in work and to remain 
attached to the soil. His father had already preferred books to work in the fields. He struggled 
at first in his existence and established a private school, whose proprietor and teacher he was. 
Even in his early years Eugène got to experience the harder aspects of life: for a short time, 
when he had scarcely left school himself, he was compelled to accept a teaching post. 
However, soon enough the situation changed, the school flourished, and the son was able to 
return to his father’s hearth. Then, Eugène Rambert took up, not so much out of conviction, 
the study of Theology, with a distinct feeling that he “would never make a pastor”. Even so, 
for a certain time he gave instruction in Religious Studies at a Protestant school in Paris. He 
used the leisure time that his position left him for further studies. He prepared himself for a 
professorship in French Literature. (His dissertation, clearly written but without much new to 
offer, dealt with Mme de Staël.) In 1855 he was elected Professor of French Literature in 
Lausanne. In his inaugural lecture he acclaimed the “enormous room for doubt in criticism” 
before an audience that was appalled by his freedom of spirit. In short, he came to experience 
in Lausanne the narrow-mindedness of his countrymen. Slowly the fight against pietistical 
doctrines grew too arduous for him. He had also to live in very modest circumstance, since 
his salary was in no way sufficient. Thus it was that he seized an available opportunity and 
moved in 1860 to the Federal Technical University in Zürich. Here he found a place of refuge 
for his inner freedom. He held this professorship for twenty years. While there he learned to 
understand the intellectual mission of Switzerland, which is called to mediate between 
German science and French spirituality. Rambert had the substance of a great writer in him. 
However, his work in Zürich was so demanding that it crippled this talent and turned him into 
an academic. Even so, it must be said that his stay in Zürich was of great benefit to him. 
 
In 1881 Rambert returned to Lausanne, on the agreed condition that, according to his nature, 
he could follow his own course without constraint. He had a distinguished name, he could 
defy his detractors. However, the joy of being able to work in his homeland lasted only a short 
time. On 21st November 1886 Eugène Rambert succumbed to a stroke. Death took him at an 
hour when a labourer like himself had earned the right to rest. But just then he could still 
have achieved his best work in the service of Swiss letters. His fatherland lost much through 
his untimely death. 
 
Rambert considered himself a born poet. “Every hour that I cannot devote to poetry is an 
hour lost to me”, he said once. But he misjudged himself in this regard. It happens often that 
great men set aside their critical powers in matters of their passion. His soul may have sung, 
but his verses did not rise to those of an artist. 
 
No, Rambert’s principal strength lay in his prose, above all in his great work, “Les Alpes 
suisses” (The Swiss Alps). The collection consists of five volumes: “Ascensions et flâneries” 
(Mountain Climbs and Wanderings) in two volumes, “Etude d’histoire naturelle” (A Study in 
Natural History), “Etudes historiques et nationales” (Historical and Patriotic Studies) and 



“Etudes de littérature alpestre” (Studies in Alpine Literature). The fictional work “La marmotte 
au collier” is appended to this last volume.  
 
How Rambert loved his Alps, how he wanders them this way and that! Even the most hidden 
away villages, passed over by everyone, were loved and dear to him, to seek out the wonders 
that they concealed. Thus, these five volumes represent in the first place a work of love and 
gratitude toward the mountains. Rambert carried alway an insatiable homesickness for the 
highland in his heart. In his “Ascensions et flâneries” he is himself a mountain climber. He 
provides extended portraits, which express his deep spiritual emotion in the face of the 
workings of Nature up above. The drama of solitary peaks, of mountain torrents, of moraines 
and glaciers, of lonely valleys, is always new for him. He wonders at the “great lonely silence, 
which preceded the arrival of Men on earth”, and which he discovers still in the highland. We 
wander with Rambert from the Dent du Midi to the Claridenstock. He is at the same time 
narrator, mountain climber, thinker and observer. Freedom is a magic word for him. And 
where could he find it better than on the peaks? He dedicates the three other volumes of his 
“Swiss Alps” to more academic branches of Alpine Studies. Especially noteworthy are his 
literary studies on “Schiller, Goethe and the Alps” and on Daudet’s immortal “Tartarin sur les 
Alpes”. 
 
Here it is perhaps in place to say a few words about his friend and pupil Emile Javelle (1847 – 
1883), who was born a Frenchman but regarded himself, during his long residence in 
Switzerland, as belonging wholly to the country. Javelle was a brilliant mountain climber and 
an inspired poet of the Alps. After his untimely death Rambert published, with a preface, the 
writings he had left behind, under the title “Souvenirs d’un alpiniste” (Memories of a 
Mountain Climber). The work was received with enthusiasm. Javelle was decidedly the man 
of action, a greater mountain climber than Rambert, as witnessed by his first ascents in the 
Mont Blanc region. Javelle was a kindred spirit of the Alpine champions of his time – men like 
Purtscheller or Güßfeldt. His work still lives today. In Switzerland he is read often and with 
pleasure, and he has remained fresh over the long years, both for his innocent enthusiasm 
and for the urge to action of an adventurer, who once again does not forget to go into the 
deeper background, which, in the final analysis, determines the merit (or lack or merit) of all 
mountain climbing. In contrast, Rambert’s more expansive Alpine books, which do not fizz so 
much with action, are hardly remembered today. It is true that much in him might now be 
dated, but it is a shame, even so. Yet there is an exception in “The Marmot with the Collar”. 
In this ingenious little work Rambert has far outpaced his time. His contemporaries failed to 
grasp his symbolism completely. It has fallen to his aftercomers to appreciate this book. 
 
The hero of this delightful animal story is a philosophizing Marmot, who would like to 
penetrate the mystery of his existence. Study is his purpose in life, his last aim and, ultimately, 
also his disappointment. He comes up against the boundary, which forbids further progress. 
As Mankind, we struggle over greater problems, gain some ground even, but for us too there 
are, at a certain point, observations that are inexplicable, since we can know no more, but 
must have recourse to belief. The Philosophical Marmot is a Doubting Thomas: he would like 
to see before he believes. But imperfection reigns not only in thought and study but also in 
Nature. How does the White Hare, the Marmot’s friend and example, put it? “… [I]t seems 
that [Nature] has too much to do to succeed in everything that she undertakes. She makes a 



start and not an end.” Even so, we cannot oppose Nature, her iron laws cannot be 
circumvented. Animals are subject to her, and we likewise. And it is fine that way. 
 
The philosophizing Marmot sets himself by nature in opposition to society, he feels that he 
does not belong there. Accordingly, he is shunned and persecuted by it. He constructs for 
himself a life that is solitary and lived for himself alone. As a true philosopher he calls 
everything into question, Being and Appearance, Reality and Phantasy, just as he says of the 
White Hare: “He is no liar but a dreamer. I catch myself thinking that I am also a dreamer, that 
we are all dreamers, that each one dreams in his own fashion, in his form or in his Burrow. A 
White Hare dreams that there is a Winter, that the Sun rises, that he sees it rise; a Marmot 
dreams that there is a Long Night, during which strange things happen. A White Hare dreams 
that he is awake, whereas I dream that I sleep.” 
 
The Marmot wanders his own paths. He ascends a high mountain, without the obligation of 
any practical reason. He would like to see the world. “The world allures me.” Is it any different 
for our mountain climbers? 
 
Even so, the Marmot’s principal problem is the mystery of the Long Night. He wishes to 
fathom the secret of his winter sleep. As a philosopher he arrives at the realisation that the 
Long Night is only an illusion of his sleep, that while he is asleep, extraordinary to think, the 
sun executes its eternal course and rises and sets over the mountains, without his knowledge. 
The world goes its way, even if one is elsewhere. But to see and experience this himself – in 
this he is unsuccessful. And what other mysteries of existence remain, even if the mystery of 
the Long Night were solved! Nature is indeed inexhaustible. 
 
Our philosopher looks for his friends among other races of animal, but eventually, he falls 
once again victim to society and to his own natural urges, that is, to love. It is droll how his 
wife brings home to him the realities of existence in the shortest possible time, so that he 
must write: 
 
“I have been married for only five days, and already I am asking myself if Philosophy be not 
simply a deception.” 
 
Thus, his dream – of seeking after wisdom together with wife and friend – melts away. His 
wife has a “different philosophy” from her husband. He is forbidden to have a friend any 
longer. What remains? After his hopes have melted, he must accept and content himself with 
life as a daily toil. He must return from the heights of soaring thought to earth, he must let go 
utopias of conjecture and theory and look reality in the face. 
 
Virgile Rossel writes in his book on Eugène Rambert as follows: 
 
“This Marmot with the Collar relates to some extent the story of all those who thought that 
they could wrest from the Sphinx her secret. Thus, for many of us, it is a nicely dressed up, 
autobiographical fragment. We dreamed that all veils would be rent before us. To the eyes of 
our spirit they have remained impenetrable. We surrendered in the end to our fate. We ‘live, 
since we must’, and we do not die from it.” 
 



Rambert possesses a romantic imagination. His contemporaries did not completely follow the 
train of his thoughts. However, H. Warnery, Rambert’s first biographer of note, places this 
little work on the same level as the famous “Candide” of Voltaire. 
 
For all his ability and all his qualities, Rambert has made little impression abroad, hardly any 
in France, less still in Germany. But in the Switzerland of the 1880’s he was a national poet, 
whose complete works were carefully published. To be called a national poet was Rambert’s 
highest aim. Eugène Rambert wanted nothing else than to be a Swiss. 
 
Zürich, March 1929. 
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