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EDITORIAL CONTENTS

On heroic Tell and the solemn
Riitli oath

On 17 March 1804, an important event took place in the city of Weimar: the
premiére of the play “Wilhelm Tell”, written by Germany's best-loved playwriter,
Friedrich Schiller, and directed by Germany's greatest poet, Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe. Over 200 years later, on 23 July 2004, yet another premiére will take
place when the drama about Switzerland's national hero is staged on the historic

Riitli meadow.
William Tell is the most powerful figure in Swiss history. Around 1440 Hans
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Schriber, an Obwalden clerk of courts, blended chronicles of central Switzerland eerda
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with an early Norse saga about a hero and a murderous tyrant, to create this im-
pressive legend of liberation. His “White Book of Sarnen” is the oldest version of POLITICS
the Tell story and was used by Schiller as a basis for his theatrical drama. If ever Results of votes 8

there were any documentary evidence that proved that Tell was a real person, it

no longer exists: important documents that may have provided such proof were OErIcIAL MEWS

destroyed in the great fire of Altdorf in 1789. Certainly, Tell's deeds were men- Platyour-mp wisely -
tioned by reformer Ulrich Zwingli and other contemporaries around 1500. And DOSSIER

even today, historian Jean-Frangois Bergier describes Tell as “scarcely a mere Legalisation of absinthe 16
fantasy figure”. Yet leading literary and historical experts have allowed his deeds

to become the stuff of legend, and in the process turned the brave man with a MAILBAG 18
crossbow into a hero of mythical proportions. Schiller’s play catapulted Tell R LAREEIRTIE I 1

onto the world's literary stage. The Tell monument in Altdorf by sculptor
Richard Kissling and the painting of Tell by Ferdinand Hodler turned our na-
tional hero into an icon. “The political will of Switzerland kept Tell alive. This
political will demanded that history be true, and so it became true,” explains lit-
erary expert Peter von Matt.

Is the Riitli oath also a myth? At the beginning of August 1291, the three con-
federates from Uri, Schwyz and Unterwalden swore their allegiance and solidar-
ity for all eternity. The Federal Charter of 1291 is kept in the Federal Manuscript
Archives in Schwyz, but the circumstances of the time give historians cause for
doubt. At that time the confederate oath was more of a
pledge sworn by three men from central Switzerland to
set aside their private feuds. They had no intention of
sharing their power either with the people or with for- |

State-of-the-art technology: a medi-
cal student reading the genetic se-
quences of a mouse.
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The political will of the Swiss
kept Tell alive.
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the Federal Charter. 1291 was designated the founding
date of the Confederation only 600 years later, in a tur-

Swiss Review, the magazine for the Swiss Abroad, is in its 315t
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