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Vreneli of Guggisberg

Few Swiss girls have ever won such universal

respect as Vreneli of Guggisberg. She
has become a symbol, printed indelibly on
the minds of the people, of the good and
virtuous girl, a model of fortitude and fidelity.
The name Vreneli is a diminutive of Verena,
which is a form of Veronica, the Latin root of
which denotes shyness and modesty. St.
Verena of Solothurn and Zurzach has lived
on in legend since the fourth century.
Veronica, also canonized, is said to have
accompanied Christ on his way to the cross
and to have handed him the holy handkerchief,

also known as the vernicle.
People have at all times needed symbolic
figures as guides and models. The lovers
who cannot stay together belong to this
fellowship. In the so-called Guggisberg song
Vreneli and her Hansjoggli are cruelly separated

by mercenary service. The young bride
spends her days weeping, torn between
hope and fear. A rich farmer-prince then
comes her way and woos Vreneli. But the
girl remains steadfast; she would rather die
than be unfaithful. Her words, in the dialect
of the old song, are: "And if he cannot be
mine, I shall die of sorrow."
This virtuous attitude is of course celebrated
in many other stories in the West. But the
fact that this example from Guggisberg was
put into verse and into a striking melody in

an emphatic minor key carried it out into the
world, perpetuating the memory of Vreneli
and attracting attention to the rather remote
area between the River Sense and the
Schwarzwasser. We do not know whether
Joggeli ever came home. Two contradictory
versions of the story have been passed
down. A similar couple appears again in late
eighteenth-century papers, but the text and
music of the song are no doubt much older.
The first evidence of it that we possess is
that it was sung by a schoolmaster at a

cheese repast in Wimmis in 1740. Tradition
also has it that soldiers in foreign service
were forbidden to sing it, because its sad
and moving melody encouraged desertion.
When in 1897 the Swiss Federal Mint
needed a suitable subject for a gold coin
worth 20 francs, the choice fell on the brave
and steadfast Vreneli, who gave her name to
the coin. The "Vreneli" coins are still being
struck and collected today, though now
worth far more than the original 20 francs.
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