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Summer in Berne — the Swiss capital is worth a journey

0f hears, fountains and
Burgundian wars

Berne was one of the most powerful members of the
old Swiss Confederation. Since 1848 it has been
Switzerland’s capital. It is worth a journey — particularly
in the summer. So it is the main subject of this forum.
We examine its name and its myths. And we begin by
talking to Professor Georg Germann, director of

the Historical Museum of Berne, about its past and its

significance.

Swiss Review: Professor Germann,
Berne is the capital of Switzerland.
Shouldn’t this really be the National
Museum and not “just” the Historical
Museum of Berne?

Georg Germann: When the new federal
state was founded in 1848 it was inten-
tional that federal bodies such as the
Federal Institutes of Technology, the
Federal Supreme Court and the Federal
Insurance Court were not all concen-
trated in Berne. Following this principle
thought was given to where the Swiss
National Museum should be. In 1891
the Federal Assembly decided on Zu-
rich. The central Swiss cantons had
originally been in favour of Berne, and
in order to swing them over to Zurich
one thing the Zurchers did was to
promise the Roman Catholic diaspora a
fine building plot for a new church.
Zurich’s main competitors, Basle and
Berne, both had important historical
collections, however, and in 1894 each
opened its own museum. The Historical
Museum of Berne was built to plans
which had been already submitted to the
Federal Assembly. This is why the
building — steeped in the historical tra-
dition which at that time was a strong
current in architecture — is a sort of
Swiss architectural encyclopaedia. The
main facade is dominated by a pavilion
whose design is taken from Avenches
Castle, a corner tower which reminds us
of Vufflens Castle in Canton Vaud, an
oriel like that of the Neuchatel Corn
Exchange and a round tower based on
the Capuchin’s Tower on the old fortifi-
cations of Zug.
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Returning to the subject of the capi-
tal, why did that choice fall to Berne
in 1848?

It seemed natural. After the ancien ré-
gime the Swiss Diet met alternately in
the capitals of the cantons of Zurich,
Berne and Lucerne, all of which were
possible capitals for the new federal
state. Apart from its central position and
tradition, however, there was a third rea-
son for choosing Berne which gradually
came into the forefront and which Ber-
nese politicians still like to emphasise:
the bridging role of this bilingual can-
ton. In the city itself by the way re-
sistance was fairly strong. Evidence of
this may be seen in the fact that in front
of the old Federal Council Building,
which is now Parliament West, stands
not a statue of Helvetia but one of
Berna — who has her back turned to the
building.

One of the jewels of your museum is
the Burgundian Room with all the
valuable pieces of booty captured in
the war against Charles the Bold.
What was the significance of this war
for Berne and the old Confederation
as a whole?

The 1476 surprise victory over the very
powerful and enormously rich Duke
Charles of Burgundy increased respect
for the Confederates throughout Europe
and gave them the reputation of being
excellent fighters and therefore poten-
tial mercenaries. It brought them a huge
amount of booty but almost no territory.
The riches were shared up amongst the
Confederates. The only things which

remain are the trophies: arms, stand-
ards, other symbols of state. Neuen-
stadt Museum has the canons, while the
Historical Museum of Berne has many
of the standards and as its most valuable
piece the Thousand Flower Tapestry
adorned with the arms of the Duke of
Burgundy, which had been made in
Brussels as part of a series. Only the one
in Berne has come down to us. Gold and
silver were not really admired for the
fineness of their decoration but were
mainly valued and used for making
coins.

The defeat of Charles the Bold
shattered his dream of a Middle
Kingdom. Did the victorious Bernese
and the other Confederates have
any ambition of becoming a great
power?

Not really at that time. Berne’s declara-
tion of war on Charles was already
strong stuff from a 15th century point of
view. But the happy outcome of the war
for the Confederates should not be seen
as great power policy, as if the aim were
to grab large chunks of territory. An-
other thing was that right up to 1798 the
Confederates always saw Berne as a bit
of a threat because of its size. The grad-
ual expansion of the eight-canton Con-

federation was conceded grudgingly by
the original central Swiss cantons.

What would be the main incentive for
Swiss Abroad to visit your museum?
The museum’s historical collections,
which are incidentally supported finan-
cially in equal parts by the canton, the
city and the citizens’ corporation, have
always been central to Swiss history and
culture. They are genuine collections —

In the capital the
interests of all
cantons come
together.

A city prohibits
the tarot and
draws its water —
the life element
par excellence —
from fountains
linked to the
tarot!

(Photos: Marcus
Gyger)

not objects just purchased and put
together — which bear witness to the
great deeds not only of medieval Berne
but of the old Confederation as a whole.
They cover the conquest of Aargau, the
Burgundian wars and the conquest of
Vaud, and they include all the famous
reconciliation pictures with which the
Berne City Hall was decorated in the
1580s when attempts were being made
to patch things up between the Roman

FORUM

Catholic and Protestant Confederates.
In addition to this, our museum gives an
insight into the development of the
Swiss industrial and consumer society
from the 18th to the 20th centuries. In
this way it reaches out towards the
present, just as the towers and oriels of
its architecture literally look out not
only over the Alps but also over con-
temporary Switzerland.

Interview: René Lenzin |

Esoteric symbols: Berne has an exciting past

Mysterious Berne

The townscape of Berne makes us wonder what the
magnificent facades, the courtyards difficult of access
and the rooms under the eaves really conceal. Scarcely
anyone who wanders through the streets of Berne can
escape the city’s mysterious atmosphere. This is no
coincidence, since a peninsula jutting out into a river is

always full of secret energy.

torical research people had a particular
feeling for places of energy. They
liked to make their settlements in such
locations so they could replenish their
own resources. The symbolic animal of

In earlier times not fully open to his-

Hans-Dieter Leuenberger *

Berne is ample evidence of this. The
bear played a special role for the Celts.
There are traces of this in the sagas sur-
rounding ancient Britain’s King Arthur.
His link with the bear takes him to the
centre of the myth of the Holy Grail.
Most probably there was a religious
shrine at the place which juts out into
the Aare long before the foundation of
the city.

In contrast to places like Chartres and
Stonehenge, Berne’s field of energy
cannot be measured with scientific pre-
cision. But it is obvious that the forces
which build up in a peninsula do not
disperse into the river banks but build
up and concentrate. Even if it cannot be
proved, there is no doubt that Berne is
subject to impulses of energy which are

* Hans-Dieter Leuenberger is a writer, bio-ener-
getic analyst and specialist in the esoteric
recognised throughout Europe.

particularly conducive to all that is
secretive and mystic and which are still
effective today. We have to put up with
the fact that the mystery of this energy is
something which we will never be able
to unravel. But this is typical of such
phenomena. Esotericism, or the occult,
is defined as “that which is hidden, not
accessible to all”.

Berne’s act of folly

One of the most important sources of
esoteric knowledge is the tarot. This
consists of 78 symbols which are drawn
on cards and which are known to be at
the origin of all today’s card games. It
was probably brought to Europe at the
beginning of the 13th century by nomad
peoples originating in the western Him-
alayan region and in India. Today the
tarot is commonly known as a means of
fortune-telling, but in reality it is one of
the great works of wisdom of mankind,
comparable in its significance to the
Bible, the Koran and the Upanishads.
But it is distinguished from these books
of wisdom by the fact that its content is
transmitted not by words but by images.

The tarot must have aroused lively in-
terest in Berne, for in 1367 the city
council issued an edict prohibiting use
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REVIEW 4/95 5



of these cards throughout the whole ter-
ritory of the state of Berne. Indeed this
edict is the first historical piece of evi-
dence for the existence of the tarot. It is
not known exactly why the authorities
saw such danger in it and condemned it
with such rigor. But it was probably due
to the fear of everything un-Christian
felt by the strict and mighty universal
church.

Amongst the greatest and the most
famous attractions of Berne are the
fountains which are dotted all over the
city. These are usually crowned with fig-
ures of artistic significance, and those
knowledgeable in the tarot immediately
notice that without exception they are
tarot subjects dating from the Middle
Ages. A city prohibits the tarot and
draws its water, which is the element of
life par excellence, from fountains
linked to the tarot! This is evidence
enough that the drive towards spiritual
freedom could not be halted amongst at
least part of the population of Berne.

Fertile ground

It was two Bernese authors of modern
times who first acquainted a wider read-
ership with the tarot. In 1975 Sergius
Golowin wrote a book called “The
World of the Tarot”, and this was fol-
lowed in the 1980s by the three-volume
“School of the Tarot” by the author of
this article.

The Weyermann bookshop near
Berne’s railway station is another conse-
quence of Berne’s mystical and esoteric
field of energy. In incredibly cramped
premises Hans-Jorg Weyermann found-
ed in 1966 the first specialist bookshop
for esoteric literature in the German-
speaking world. It remains today a trea-
sure trove of valuable books and a
magnet for those interested in and
moved by the esoteric. In addition,
Weyermann has repeatedly succeeded
in persuading spiritual leaders such as
the Dalai Lama to visit the federal
city. 2]

How Berne came upon the bear

The mighty Bruin

of Berne

The bear is supposed to be
huge, strong and intelli-
gent. Its wild elemental
force laughs back from
gingerbread, handkerchiefs,
T-shirts, scarves and ties.
There are many reasons
why the city of Berne so
much honours its heraldic
animal symbol, the bear.

rama in the bear pits: female bear
Dpoisoned”. How was it possible for
a serious Berne daily newspaper to
splash such a tabloid headline above

one of its stories? It is quite simple
really. When anything happens to a bear

Alice Baumann

in Berne the place erupts. The murder of
a prominent person would not have
been described in such emotional terms
as the accidental poisoning of 18-year
old Pyrenean brown bear Carmen in the
winter of 1994/95. She ate some highly
poisonous yew twigs which someone
threw into the bear pit. Another bear
sicked them up in time and survived. It
is true that tourists fling all sorts of
things into the bear pit along with the
recommended carrots, but this must

Summer in Berne — the Mediter-
ranean sun reaches north.
(Photo: Marcus Gyger)

have been the first time that a bear ac-
tually died from it.

A storm of indignation whips threw
Berne when mongrel cubs have to be put
to sleep. This has to be done when there
are too many bears romping about the
bear pit. The reason for the culling was
explained by zoo director Max Miiller:
“A bear-pit bear is something which
does not exist in nature. It has been
specially bred. And it has to be as huge
as possible. That is how people saw
bears in the 19th century. The shape of
the bear pit is adapted to this idea: the
huge savage beasts far below, defence-
less, with the crown of creation looking
over the edge high above. In addition,
bears of course have to be a natural
brown like a chocolate bear or a teddy
bear”. Too little used to be known about
the genetics of bear breeding, but things
are different today: “All European zoos
work together. They make genetic deci-
sions, catalogue the bears in captivity
and work out which couples should
breed. It is all done in the supposition
that the animals may one day be let
loose”.

A wild courageous animal

Bears living free attack humans, tear up
calves and sheep and destroy whole fish
stocks, someone complained in the Aus-
trian press not long ago. The bear is as
fascinating as it is terrifying. As a beast
of prey dangerous to humans, it releases
irrational fears and prejudices. Its na-
tural habitat has been increasingly
restricted over the millennia. At one
time it roamed over large parts of the
northern hemisphere, while today it has
been intentionally wiped out in some
countries. But at the same time it is often
thought of as a sort of reflection of
mankind run wild. In this way its repu-
tation moves from one extreme to an-
other, from hairy brother to evil beast.
But history also relates how it can degen-
erate into the foolish dancing bear. It is
supposed to be a lazy loner with a sweet
tooth. In Kipling’s Jungle Books, it is
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