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ANTONIOBALDASSARRE

Picturing the Singing Nation:  
The Swiss Federal Singing Festivals  
in the Nineteenth Century

In their groundbreaking study Who Sings in the Nation-State?, Judith
Butler and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak articulated a vital question:
whohastheauthoritytodecideanddefineinclusionin,andexclusion
from,nation-states’collective“we.”1 While Butler and Spivak discuss 
singingthenationalanthemasacentralexampleinthisrespect,the
considerations in this paper scrutinize the source material of the Eid-
genössischeSängerverein (FederalSingingAssociation),withanem-
phasis on visual sources; the focus of the paper is how visual sources 
communicate meaning and what they tell about the promotion and sup-
port of nation-building processes and the formation of a nation-state’s 
collectiveidentitywithintheframeworkoftheFederalSingingAssoci-
ation. The inclusion and analysis of visual communication conveys the 
“understanding of the articulation, promotion and dissemination of
politicalarguments”2 andconcepts.Furthermore,visualobjectsreveal
specificmechanismsof the involvementofmusicactivities,andthey
canbecrucialfacilitatorsinthenation-buildingprocesses.Accordingly,
visual sources are not regarded as mere byproducts of nation-building 
processes;rather,theyareessentialallies.Thisisnottounderestimate
or dismiss the value of written sources but rather to critically assess 
and deconstruct their hegemony in the humanities. W.J.T. Mitchell re-
vealed this supremacy to reflect the sovereignty of iconophobia that
has permeated Western academic scholarship from the Enlightenment 
onward.3BasedonGottfriedBoehm’snotionthat“whatasentence(the

1ButlerandSpivak,Who Sings the Nation-State?,63–65.
2Landes,Visualizing the Nation,6.
3Mitchell,“ThePictorialTurn.”
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‘logos’) is able todo, that shall alsobe at thedisposal of the artistic
work,thoughinitsownway,”4 pictures are treated in this paper as ob-
jectsofknowledgeandreflectiononaparwithwrittensourcematerial.
Likewords, imagescanmirrorand illustrateeventsand intellectual
trends,andtheyhavethepotentialtocreateandcirculateideas,argu-
ments,andspecificagendas.Consequently,AntoinedeBaecqueargued,
withgoodreason,thatitispossibletointerprettheFrench“Revolution
onthebasisofitsimages.”5 This paper embraces the performative po-
tential of visual sources.6 For“imagesarenotminedlikeore;theyare
constructed for the purpose of performing some function within a giv-
ensocialculturalmatrix,”asRichardLeppertargued.7
Consistent with this view is replacing the highly logocentric concept 
of “discourse”with the term “viscourse,” a concept established by
KarinKnorr-Cetinatodelineatetheembedmentofvisualrepresenta-
tions in ongoing communicative exchange.8 The change in terminol-
ogy allows for the examination of nineteenth-century visual culture 
inanon-discriminatoryandequativemanner.Shiftingthefocusto-
ward the visual is not a new approach to articulating mechanisms 
andfunctionsofnation-formationprocesses.However,emphasizing
the long-neglected epistemological potentials embodied in non-ver-
bal representations enables sources usually condemned to silence 
in music history research to speak. Such silence envelops the vast 
amount of visual material preserved in the holdings of the Federal 
SingingAssociation,Aarau (Switzerland),aswellasothercantonal
orcityarchives.Thissourcecorpus,whichincludesawidevarietyof
mediaandprimarilyobjectsthatshapewhatMichaelBilligdefined
as“banalnationalism,”9stillhasnotbeenexamined.Inthispaper,
Billig’sconceptisstretched.Here,itrefersnotonlytoobjectsthatre-
mindcitizensofestablishednations“daily[…]oftheirnationalplace

4“WasderSatz (der ‘Logos’)kann,dasmussauchdembildnerischenWerkezuGebotestehen.”
Boehm,“DieWiederkehrderBilder”,31.Alltranslationsinthispaperarebytheauthorunless
otherwise stated.

5Baecque,“TheAllegoricalImageofFrance”,139,seefootnote9.
6Mitchell,What do Pictures Want?
7Leppert,Art and the Committed Eye,3.
8Knorr-Cetina,“‘Viskurse’derPhysik”;Knorr-Cetina,“‘ViskursederPhysik’:Konsensbildungund
visuelleDarstellung.”

9Billig,Banal Nationalism.
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inaworldofnations,”10butalsotoobjectsthat—almostunnoticed—
are inscribed in everyday social life as a fervent attempt or hope to 
establish community.
Inclosingtheseintroductoryremarks,itseemsappropriatetobriefly
clarifyhowtheterms“nation,”“state,”and“nation-state”areusedin
this essay.11Theterm“state”designatesaterritorywithitsowninsti-
tutionsandpopulation,while“nation”denotesagroupofpeoplewho
imagine themselves as a community that shares specific common-
alitiesbut,aboveall,acommonlysharedhistoryandculture.12 The 
morecommonalitiessuchagroupofpeopleshare,themorehomoge-
neousitis.Finally,a“nation-state”isanideathatfusesanationand
astate; that is,anentityconsistingofagroupofpeoplewhoshare
specificcommonalitiesandinhabitaterritorywithaclearlydefined
geography and institutions.

* * *
Giventhecity’sliberalleanings,itishardlysurprisingthatAarau(from
1798-1803thecapitalcityoftheHelvetischeRepublik(HelveticRepub-
lic)13andlaterthecapitalcityofthecantonofAargau)wascrucialtothe
foundationof theFederalSingingAssociation in1842.Thisorganiza-
tion vigorously pursued the coalescence of various local singing societ-
iesand,tothisend,devoteditselftotheorganizationofFederalSinging
Festivals.Thefirstof thesewasheldin1843inZurichandwitnessed
theparticipationof80singingassociations.14 The Federal Singing Festi-
val included two competitive events (folk and art song repertoire) from 
1856;thesewereexpandedintofourcategoriesin1893(seeAppendix).
Thedivisionofthefolkandartsingingcompetitionsignificantlypro-
motedchoralsinging,accordingtotheopeningspeechofFranzVinzenz
Lang(1821-1899),amemberof theCantonalCouncilofSolothurnand
presidentofthe25thcommemorationFederalSingingFestivalheldin

10Ibid.,8.
11IamreferringtoFlint,Introduction to Geopolitics,103–32.
12Anderson,Imagined Communities.
13TheHelvetischeRepublikwasinstalledbyFranceandproclaimedonApril12,1798.Furtherin-

formationonthistopicisprovidedinBöning,Der Traum von Freiheit und Gleichheit; Hildebrand 
andTanner,Im Zeichen der Revolution.

14Thomann,Der Eidgenössische Sängerverein,69.
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Solothurnin1868.15Onlymalechoralsocietieswereinvitedtocompete,
initially from the German-speaking part of Switzerland and later all 
over the country;16 the festivals were initially held biennially and at 
longerintervalsfromthe1870sonwards(seeAppendix).Thefestivals
alwaysincludedabanquetwithceremonialspeechesandtoastsanda
mainperformanceeventincludingthepresentchoirs;sometimes,sing-
ing societies from abroad participated.17

15Seeibid.,65.
16Atthe1868FestivalheldinBern,allfournationallanguagesspokeninSwitzerlandwere,forthe

firsttimeever,representedinthecompetitionprogram.Seeibid.,62.
17Atthe1864FederalSingingFestivalinBernparticipated,forinstance,thesingingsocietiesHar-

monie suissefromParis,Société choral from Strasburg and LiederkranzfromStuttgart;see“Cor-
respondenz.”

Figure 1 Federal Singing Festival Zurich, June 25 and 26, 1843, fairground, lithograph, 
signed J. Werner, printed Orell, Füssli & Cie., Zürich, image 19.4 x. 27.6 cm, folio 23.6 x 31.0 
cm. Aarau: Archiv Eidgenössischer Sängerverein.
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The Federal Singing Festival was a mass event that enveloped its few 
thousand participants within “the exclusive thought of the father-
land.”18 Indeed, by 1873, themembership of the Federal SingingAs-
sociationboasted92choralsocietiesand7,500individualmembers.19 
The expansive nature of the association’s festivals is impressively evi-
dencedbyavastnumberofvisualdocuments,includingalithograph
ofthefairgroundatthefirstFederalSingingFestivalheldinZurichin
1843(Figure1)andanengravingdepictingthefestivalhallofthe1856
St.Gallenevent(Figure2).Thislattereventwasattendedby55Swiss
singingsocietiesand14guestchoirsfromGermanyandAustria.20 The 
engraving depicts the overwhelmingly crowded hall during the center-
piece event and a huge choir in the picture’s foreground.

18Keller,“AmMythenstein”,343.
19Thomann,Der Eidgenössische Sängerverein,37–40.
20Ibid.,52–53.

Figure 2 Federal Singing Festival St. Gallen 1856, festival hall, wood engraving. 
Aarau: Archiv Eidgenössischer Sängerverein.
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ThevisualnarrativeofthefestivalhallinSt.Gallen,whichwaspur-
posefullybuilttostagethefestival(aswasgeneralcustom),faithfully
represents the popularity of the event and is supported by many oth-
erdocuments.Forexample,imagesofthelayoutandexteriorviewof
the festival hall erected for the Federal Singing Festival held in Zurich 
in1858(Figures3and4)constituteimpressiveexamples.Accordingto
coverage in the Eidgenössische Zeitung,217,000peoplefilledthisfestival
hallontheopeningnight,while3,450individualsingersand111sing-
ing societies participated in the competitions.22

21“DaseidgenössischeSängerfest.”
22Thomann,Der Eidgenössische Sängerverein,53–56.

Figure 3 Federal Singing Festival Zurich 1858, layout festival hall, lithograph, printed J. Dre-
scher Zürich, image and folio 36.3 x 43.3 cm. Aarau: Archiv Eidgenössischer Sängerverein.
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OwingtotheprevailingliberalspiritofAarau,thecityprovedtobe
ideal for the establishment of associations with a patriotic and liber-
al mission. The city eventually earned the reputation of an enlight-
ening-liberal stronghold.23Thus,itisnosurprisethatthecityhosted
eventsthatplayedasignificantroleinnationalidentityformation.24 In 
additiontotheFederalSingingAssociationin1842,theFederalShoot-
ingFestival(1824)25andtheFederalGymnasticAssociation(1832)were
foundedinAarau.26
Theseandcountlessothersimilaractivitiesandevents,manyofwhich
perpetuatedanexplicitpatrioticandrepublicanagenda,contributed

23Lüthi,“Aarau”;Lüthi,Geschichte der Stadt Aarau.
24 Ibid.
25FurtherinformationabouttheFederalShootingFestivalandSocietyisprovidedinHenzirohs,

Die eidgenössischen Schützenfeste; Schmid, 1824-1999: 175 Jahre Schweizerischer Schützenver-
band.

26OnthehistoryoftheFederalGymnasticAssociationinthenineteenthcentury,seeEidgenös-
sischerTurnverein,Festschrift zum 75-jährigen Jubiläum;Capitani,“NeueForschungenzurna-
tionalenFestkultur.”

Figure 4 Federal Singing Festival Zurich 1858, festival hall, wood engraving,  
image 15.0 x 19.0 cm, folio 16.4 x 20.0 cm. Zurich: Zentralbibliothek,  
Graphische Sammlung, Feste Sänger- und Musikfeste 1858 Zürich I, 1.
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totheimageoftheSwissnineteenthcenturyasthe“centuryofasso-
ciations.”27Notably,morethan30,000associationsandsocietieswere
founded in nineteenth-century Switzerland that attended to a broad 
spectrum of concerns.28Numeroussocietiesandassociationscontrib-
uted to the establishment of new forms of predominantly male socia-
bility as part of the cultural assets of the newly emerging bourgeois so-
ciety;further,theyalsosignificantlycontributedtotheformationofa
nationalidentityandan“imaginedcommunity”29 respectively. Partic-
ularly,thenationwidegatheringsandfestivalsoftheshooting,choral,
and gymnastic associations and societies took on an explicitly national 
character.30
Accordingly,theFederalSingingAssociationfestivalswereregardedas
adecisivemeansofnationaleducation,nationalidentityformation,and
gender and cultural politics from their inception and throughout the 
nineteenthcentury.JohannJacobLeuthy(1798-1855),apoetandprolific
journalist,publishedanexpansivereportonthefirstfederalfestivalin
Zurichin1843.Hepraisedthisfestivalasthe“nucleusofthenation”31 
andthe“mintofthepublicopinion”32 and declared the event a national 
festival. Leuthy’s political rhetoric was far from unconventional or be-
yondtheken.Indeed,thispositionwasparticularlywidespreadinthe
intellectual circles of Swiss Liberals and Radicals. The liberal awaken-
ingfurtherexemplifiedthisduringtheso-calledperiodofRegeneration
after the1830 JulyRevolution inFranceand the subsequent rhetoric
andarmedconflictsbetweenthe liberalandconservativeSwissCan-
tons.Thisconflictinitiallyresultedinthe1847civilwar,calledtheSon-
derbundskrieg,andeventuallyinthe1848formationofaunifiedfederal
nation-state.Withinthiscontext,onemustexamineanewspaper’sin-
terpretationofthe1880FederalSingingFestivalinZurichasoneofthe
“most idealistic folk festival[s] thatwehave,”crucial formaintaining
thealwaysfragile“republicanharmony.”33

* * *
27ErneandGull,“Verein.”
28SeeEvéquozandCamp,Vereinswesen,2.
29Anderson,Imagined Communities.
30Capitani,“EidgenössischeFeste.”
31Leuthy,Beschreibung des ersten eidgenössischen Sängerfestes,106.
32Ibid.,55.
33“Eidg.SängerfestinZürich”,1.
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The entwinement of the emerging association system and national 
rhetoric featured in political disputes and confrontations but also 
hadalastinginfluenceonmusic,literature,andthevisualarts.34 In 
thiscontext,HansGeorgNägeli’s(1773-1836)achievementswerejust
as decisive in the construction and fostering of an imagined nation 
as, for instance, Gottfried Keller’s (1819-1890) literary output and
FerdinandHodler’s (1853-1918) contribution to thevisualizationof
a national identity.
Althoughtheroleofsingingingeneralandinschools,whichconstitut-
edtheprimaryfocusofthetheoriesofNägeliandHeinrichPestalozzi
(1746-1827)—theSwissreformerofpubliceducation—,hasbeenstudied
tothesameextentasthepoliticalinvolvementofNägeli’smusicwrit-
ingsinnineteenth-centurymusiceducationinSwitzerland,35 the recog-
nitionofthenation-buildingqualitiesandthecitizen-makingmecha-
nisms of these initiatives have been discussed only tentatively.36
TheinfluenceofNägeli’swritingsandcompositionsaswellaslasting
furtheranceofchoralsingingcanhardlybeoverestimated.Therefore,
it is no surprise that commemorations of his name and achievements 
pervadedtheFederalSingingFestivals’speechesandtoasts,asdidhis
musicandiconography.Nägeli’smonument,whichwaserectedinZu-
rich in1848,37 appears on the right side of the entrance card of the 
1858Zurichevent(Figure5).Thecardalsoincludesthefirsttwolines
oftheenormouslypopularsong“FreuteuchdesLebens”ontheleft.
This song was an icon of the nineteenth-century choir movement and 
persistentlyconsideredanoriginalcompositionbyNägeli.However,
hecomposedonlyanarrangement,whichwaspublishedinahighly
successfulprint,thatultimatelycirculatedallovertheworldinvari-
ous translations.38

34Forfurtherdetails,seeBaldassarre,“‘VaterNägeli’”;Roner,Autonome Kunst als gesellschaftliche 
Praxis;Staehelin,Hans Georg Nägeli.

35Tröhler,“DiehelvetischenSchulmeister”;Tröhler,“CurriculumHistory”;Tröhler,“Singenals
AlchemiezurmenschlichenTugend.”

36Tröhler,Popkewitz,andLabaree,Schooling and the Making of Citizens.
37Forfurtherdetails,seeBaldassarre,“‘VaterNägeli’.”
38TheextremelycatchyoriginalmelodyofthesongwascomposedbyIsaacHirzel(1756-1833),who

incorporatedmusicalmaterialofapiece for theflutebyFriedrichHermannGraf (1727-1797)
andacompositionbyLuigiBorghi(ca.1745-ca.1806).Forfurtherinformationonthesongandits
internationalreception,seeWalter,“Miszellenzu‘FreuteuchdesLebens’”;Baldassarre,“‘Vater
Nägeli’”,57–59.
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Somethirtyyearslater,atthe1880FederalSingingFestivalheldagain
inZurich,thepainterandillustratorJohannFriedrichBoscovits(1845-
1918)producedacaricatureforNebelspalter (a Swiss satirical magazine 
foundedin1875)inwhichaportraitofNägeliappears(Figure6).The
center-rightplacementcommunicateshisuniquestatusasthenation’s
“singer-father”39owingtohisenduringinfluenceonchoralsinging.
Nevertheless,in1850theactingchairofthejuryofthefederalfestival
inLucerne,thewidelyesteemedSwisscomposerFranzXaverSchnyder
vonWartensee(1786-1868),feltitnecessarytoremindthesingersnot
to neglect the humble and healthy songs, namely, the compositions
ofNägeli,andtoprioritizeunpretentiousyetartfulsinging.40 In line 

39Nägelihasbeenacclaimedthenation’s“singer-father” incountlessandnotonlymusic-relat-
edpublicationssincethenineteenthcentury,see,forexample:Fest-Comite,Das Eidgenössische 
Sängerfest zu Zürich 1858,14;Sieber,Karl Friedrich Zelter und der deutsche Männergesang,14;
“Correspondenz-NachrichtenausderSchweiz”,260;Zellweger,Der Kanton Appenzell,187;and
inKochvonBerneck’stravelguideNägeliisevenhonoredasthe“OrpheusofSwitzerland”(“Or-
pheusderSchweiz”),KochvonBerneck,In dreissig Tagen durch die Schweiz,107.

40AddressofFranzXaverSchnydervonWartenseeon theoccasionof theawardceremony, in
Central-ComiteEidgenössischerSängerverein,Das eidgenössische Sängerfest in Luzern,37–40.

Figure 5 Federal Singing Festival Zurich 1858, entrance card, lithograph, 9.2 x 14.4 cm, 
printed Orell, Füssli & Cie., Zurich. Zurich: Stadtarchiv Zürich, Männerchor Zürich,  
Vereinsarchiv, 7, 7.2.
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withNägeli’sconceptionofthecommunity-buildingpowerofsinging,
SchnydervonWartenseeclaimsthat,ofallthearts,onlysingingcan
“begraspedandmasteredbyanentirepeople.”41
In1861,GottfriedKellerpublishedDas Fähnlein der sieben Aufrechten,
aremarkable literaryportraitof theFederalShootingAssociationas
a vehicle of national identity and a vital instrument for preserving di-
rect democracy in the young Swiss federal state.42Inthesameyear,he
published the essay Am Mythenstein,43 written on the occasion of the 
inauguration of the national monument Schillerstein (also known as 
Mythenstein)onOctober21,1860.Thismonumentisarockthatrises
from Lake Lucerne and that the so-called three Urkantone (the found-
ing cantons of the Old Swiss Confederacy) endowed and dedicated to 

41Ibid.,38.
42Keller,Das Fähnlein der sieben Aufrechten.
43Keller,“AmMythenstein.”

Figure 6 Johann Friedrich Boscovits (1845-1918), Federal Singing Festival Zurich 1880, 
caricature, lithograph, printer C. Knüsli Zürich, 44.2 x 59.0 cm, published in Nebelspalter. 
Zurich: Zentralbibliothek, Graphische Sammlung und Fotoarchiv, CC0 1.0.
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Figure 7 Kaspar Ulrich Huber (1825-1882), Schillerdenkmal, steel engraving, lithography, 
32.0 x 23.0 cm, frontispiece of Eduard Osenbrüggen, Die Urschweiz. Classischer Boden 
der Tellssage verherrlicht durch Schillers Freiheitssang. Basel: Krüsi, 1872 (2nd ed.). 
Beromünster: Haus zum Dolder, library signature: D.HGs.303.
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FriedrichSchiller(1759-1805)onthecentenaryofhisbirth(Figure7).
Schiller, theGermanpoetwhoestablished theSwiss foundingmyth
inworldliterature,44 was eventually transformed and appropriated as 
a Swiss national poet in the mid-nineteenth century based on a rath-
er complex reception history45 in which also Keller played a major
role.46 Both the inauguration of the monument and the monument it-
selfplayedasignificantroleinstrengtheningnationalidentityandis
partofthenineteenth-centurydevelopmentofaspecificfestiveculture
whosecommongoalwas“thearticulationanddemonstrationofana-
tionalpoliticalwill.”47
In Am Mythenstein,Kellercreatesastunningimageofagroupofsinging
individuals transforming into a collective singing whole. The transfor-
mationprocessis—asKellerargues—notonlyanexpressionandmise-
en-scèneofa“sublimepatriotic festiveness,”butalso the foundation
ofa“nationalaesthetics,”whichheunderstandsasaworkofartthat
“goeshandinhandwiththepeople’sspirit”andsimultaneouslyarises
“outofthesame.”48ThevocalperformanceKellerwitnessedduringthe
inauguration ceremony triggered reflectionon the specificallySwiss
conditions of an “authentic” Swiss national theater festival freed of
the contemporary degenerate and corrupt theater culture as assumed 
byKeller.49 In Am Mythenstein,thesingingcommunityanditsperfor-
mance symbolize the imagined Swiss national and patriotic commu-
nity (as much as the crowds that gather for gymnastic and shooting 
events).50Inthiscontext,itisnosurprisethatKellercontributedtothe
1858FederalSingingFestivalinhishomecityofZurich.HispoemSän-
gergruß auf das Eidgenössische Sängerfest in Zürich 1858 (Singer’s greet-
ing to the Federal Singing Festival in Zurich 1858)(Figure8)wassetto
musicformalechoirbyWilhelmBaumgartner(1820-1867),aSwisscho-

44Schiller,Wilhelm Tell.ThedramawaspremieredattheCourtTheaterofWeimaronMarch17,
1804.

45Zeller,“Schiller-RezeptioninderSchweiz.”
46Locher,“DasSchiller-BildGottfriedKellers”;Fiedler,Konstruktion und Fiktion der Nation,215–

16.
47Fiedler,Konstruktion und Fiktion der Nation,183.
48Keller,“AmMythenstein”,344–45.
49SeeKeller,“PrologzueinerTheatereröffnung.”
50Interestingly,Keller treatschoralmusic inhis famousandpartlyautobiographicalnovelDer 

grüne Heinrich ina remarkably similarmanner.ThisnovelwasfirstpublishedwithVieweg
Verlagin1855,andagainin1879inaconsiderablyrevisedversionwithG.J.Göschen’scheVer-
lagsbuchhandlung.
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ralconductor,pianist,andcomposerwhowasoneofRichardWagner’s
closestconfidantsduringthelatter’sexileinZurichfrom1849to1859.51 
Keller’shighreputationamongtheFederalSingingAssociation,prob-
ablybecauseofhisliberalandcosmopolitanpatriotism,isstrikingly
evidencedbytheAssociationawardinghimanhonorarymembership
atthe1862festivalinChur.HethankedtheAssociationwiththeBecher-
lied (Cup Song),whichAgathonBilleter(1834-1881)settomusic.52
EquallyrelevanthereisFerdinandHodler,whouniquelyshapedthe
image and self-image of federal Switzerland in his paintings. Le Grütli 
modern (The modern Grütli,Figure9),1887-1888, for instance,consti-
tutes a striking example of nation-building imaginary.
Thecanvasdepictsthe1887FederalShootingFestivalheldinGeneva.
It references one of the core mythical foundation narratives of Swiss 

51ConcerningtheBaumgartner–Wagnerrelationship,seeWagner,Briefe an Willhelm Baumgart-
ner.

52Thomann,Der Eidgenössische Sängerverein, 61.Formore informationabout the1862Federal
SingingFestivalinChur,seeCherbuliez,Vom eidgenössischen Sängerfest in Chur 1862.

Figure 8 Gottfried Keller (1819-1890), Wilhelm Baumgartner (1820-1867), Sängergruß 
auf das Eidgenössische Sängerfest in Zürich 1858 gedichtet von Gottfried Keller für 
Männerchor componiert von Wilhelm Baumgartner. Zurich: Hug, 1858.
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nation-building,i.e.,theRütliOath,iconographicallydocumentedsince
the mid-sixteenth century53 in artifacts and artworks for which in-
stancetheso-called“Bundestaler”ofca.1546(Figure10)bytheZurich
medalistJakobStampfer(1505/06-1597)providesanexample.54
Itisassumed(or,better,imagined)thattheRütliOathwasperformed
at the foundation of the Old Swiss Confederacy by the representatives 
ofthethreefoundingcantonsUri,Schwyz,andUnterwalden.Thesefig-
ureswere,respectively,thelegendarytriooftheConfederatesofWerner
StauffacherofSchwyz,WalterFürstofUri,andArnoldvonMelchtalof
Unterwalden.Dependingon the source, it isbelieved that this event
occurredin1307or1291atRütli,ameadowaboveLakeLucernenear

53Further information about the iconographyof theRütliOath and its political narrative(s) is
providedinMaissen,“VonwackerenaltenEidgenossenundsouveränenJungfrauen”,286–90.

54SeeHahn,Jakob Stampfer;Gerber,“MedaillenzurErinnerunganSchweizerBündnisse”,239–40.

Figure 9 Ferdinand Hodler (1853-1918), Le Grütli modern, 1887-1888, oil on canvas,  
100.0 x 131.0 cm. Geneva: Musée d'art et d'histoire, Dépôt de la Fondation Gottfried Keller 
(inv.-no.: 1911-0001).
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Seelisberg.55 The title of Hodler’s canvas refers to the federal shooting 
festivals named “themodernGrütli” in the nineteenth century, and
the painting’s narrative is intended to promote a sense of national con-
sciousnessintheyoungfederalstate.InHodler’scanvas,theRütliOath
is adapted for the modern age and renewed by the depiction of protago-
nistsofdifferentages,origins,andstatuses.Theirhandshakesinfront
oftheofficialmarksmen’shallpresentapatrioticandhighlygendered
act.AsinKeller’snovellaDas Fähnlein der sieben Aufrechten,themale
individuals shown in Hodler’s canvas are transformed into one part of 
acollectivewhole,symbolizingthenewSwissnationbyunmistakably
referring to the timeless and iconographic tradition of the solitary male 
trioofthefirstConfederates.Stampfer’smedalandthefamouscanvas
byJohannHeinrichFüssli(1741-1825)(Figure11)alsodepictthisscene.
InHodler’spainting, the trio is transformed intoamalecommunity

55Kreis,Mythos Rütli;Sablonier,Gründungszeit ohne Eidgenossen.

Figure 10 Jacob Stampfer, Bundestaler, 
front: Rütli Oath, ca. 1546. © https://
upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/0/0b/Bundestaler_IS_
obv.jpg (accessed December 23, 2021).

Figure 11 Johann Heinrich Füssli (1741-
1825), Die drei Eidgenossen beim 

Schwur auf dem Rütli, 1779-1781, oil 
on canvas, 267.0 x 178.0 cm. Zurich: 

Kunsthaus (inv.-no.: 1989/0015).

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/0b/Bundestaler_IS_obv.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/0b/Bundestaler_IS_obv.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/0b/Bundestaler_IS_obv.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/0b/Bundestaler_IS_obv.jpg
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thatisestablishinganewlawattheborderofthevalidlegalorderqua-
sibyasocialcontract,denotingtheconceptof“diversityinunity,”that
Kellerexplainedasfollows:

HowdivertingitisthatthereisnotonemonotonoustypeofSwiss,
butthattherearepeoplefromZurichandBern,Unterwaldenand
Neuenburg,theGrisonsandBasel,andeventwokindsofBaselpeo-
ple;andthatAppenzellhasahistoryofitsownandGenevaanoth-
er!ThediversityinunitythatGodmaypreserveforusistheproper
school of friendship.56

Notably, in the framework of nineteenth-century Swissmarksmen’s
fairs,notonlyshootingbutalsosingingplayedacrucialrole.Thissig-
nificancewasparticularlyattributabletosuchsinging’spsychological
dimension—confluence—anditsdirectlyfeltbodilyexperience.57

* * *
The emphasis on “diversity in unity” or imagined equality between
a nation’s citizens is central to nineteenth-century Swiss association 
movements and emerges from the political narratives in written and 
visualsources.ThesesourcesreflectvitalattemptstoexpresstheOld
Swiss Confederacy’s complex political structure within a European en-
vironment ruled by a hierarchically determined monarchist or eccle-
siastic sovereignty system. The most paradigmatic visual evidence in 
this respect is the new arrangement of the Wappenkranz,thedepiction
ofthecoatsofarmsforwhich,again,Stampfer’s“Bundestaler”consti-
tutesan impressiveexample.While the thaler’s front (Figure10) re-
veals—asmentionedabove—theRütliOath,thereversesidedepictsan
outer circle formed by the coats of arms of the then thirteen cantons 
oftheOldSwissConfederacy,whichenclosesasmallerringthatrep-
resents the coats of arms of the allied regions and the Swiss cross in 

56“Wiekurzweiligistes,dassesnichteineneintönigenSchlagSchweizer,sonderndassesZürcher
undBerner,UnterwaldnerundNeuenburger,GraubündnerundBaslergibt,undsogarzweierlei
Basler!DasseseineAppenzellerGeschichtegibtundeineGenferGeschichte!DieseMannigfal-
tigkeitinderEinheit,welcheGottunserhaltenmöge,istdierechteSchulederFreundschaft.”
Keller,Das Fähnlein der sieben Aufrechten,55.

57Hettling,“DasFähnleinderTreffsicheren”,109.
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thecenter (Figure12).Crucially, theSwisscross—whichStampfer is,
presumably,thefirstartisttouseasapoliticalicontosymbolizethe
Old Confederacy58—isnotsymbolicofa“centralpower,[…]buttheuni-
fyingideaofthe13cantons.”59

The persistence of the idea of “diversity in unity” and the unifying
power of singing in nineteenth-century Switzerland is visually evi-
dencedbyacoincommemoratingthe1875FederalSingingFestivalheld
in  Basel. On the reverse side it depicts a seated Helvetia (the national 
personificationofSwitzerland)holdingalyrewiththefollowingedge 
 

58SeeHahn,Jakob Stampfer,68.SeealsoMarchal,“Dela‘PassionduChrist’àla‘CroixSuisse’.”
59“Es[=dasSchweizerkreuz]istkeineZentralgewalt,[…]sonderngleichsamdieverbindendeIdee

der13Orte.”Maissen,Die Geburt der Republic,264.

Figure 12 Jacob Stampfer, Bundestaler, reverse: Coats of arms 
and Swiss cross, ca. 1546. © https://upload.wikimedia.org/
wikipedia/commons/e/ec/Bundestaler_IS_rev.jpg (accessed 
December 23, 2021).

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ec/Bundestaler_IS_rev.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ec/Bundestaler_IS_rev.jpg
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inscription:“VieleStimmen&Verstand,docheineLiebezumVaterland”
(“Manyvoices&minds,butoneloveforthefatherland”)(Figure13).60
In1893, themedal for the festival,againheld inBasel,bears the in-
scription“KunstderLiedereinigtdieBrüder”(“[The]artofsongunites
thebrothers”)(Figure14).

60See,inthisrespect,Ehrismann,“ImChorvereintfürStadtundLand.”

Figure 13 Bronze medal, 1875, Federal Singing Festival in Basel, dim:  
33 mm, 14.87 g; stamped F. Schwartz, Basel. Front: Basilisk with shield; 
Reverse: Seated Helvetia with lyre.

Figure 14 Aluminum medal, 1893, Federal Singing Festival in Basel, dim: 
33 mm, 4.39 g; stamped A. Burger.
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Johann Kaspar Zollinger (1820-1882), the State Councillor of Zurich,
similarlyexpressedthesentimentof“diversityinunity”inatoastde-
liveredatthe1880ZurichFederalSingingFestival:

Itistruethatwespeakdifferentlanguagesanddialects,andifone
hearssomeonefromBaselorBerneorZurichorSchaffhausenget-
tingexcited,onecouldargueaboutwhichof these languages,es-
peciallyinmusicalterms,isthemostbeautiful;butevenwhether
WelschorGerman,thereis,nonetheless,asecretsoundthatsounds
through,thereisafieldofthoughtsandfeelingsonwhichweall
understandeachother,onwhich,at thesamemoment, themost
beautifulspecificfeatureofourfatherlandisexpressed:diversity
in unity.61

Furthermore,itisprobablynocoincidencethatthe1848FederalSing-
ingFestivaltookplaceinBern,theso-called“federalcity,”i.e.,thede
factobutnotdejurecapitalcityofmodernSwitzerland.62 The choice 
ofBernmade the1848FederalSingingFestivalahighly symbolical-
ly charged,politicizedevent, given that thecity servedas thevenue
forthefirstmeetingoftheconstitutionalcommissiononFebruary17,
1848.Then,inonly31meetingsin51days,thecommissionprepared
a draft constitution for the modern Swiss federal state. The draft was 
presentedonApril8,1848,and—withonlyafewamendments—adopt-
edbycantonalpeopleandgovernmentalvotesonSeptember12,1848.
Thus,whiletherestofEuropewasengagedinrevolutionaryuprisings
or “failed revolutions,”63 the Old Swiss Confederacy was surviving a 
civilwar,i.e.,theabove-mentionedSonderbundskrieg,andbeingtrans-
formed into a federal nation-state with a unifying constitution.

61“WirredenzwarverschiedeneSprachenundDialekte,undwennmanetwaBasleroderBern-
eroderZürcheroderSchaffhausersichereifernhört,sokönntemandarüberstreiten,welche
dieserSprachen,besondersinmusikalischerBeziehung,dieschönestesei;aberobsogarWelsch
oderDeutsch,esgibtgleichwohleinenheimlichenKlang,derhindurchtönt,esgibteinFeldder
GedankenundGefühle,aufdemwirunsalleverstehen,aufdemzugleichdieschönsteEigenart
unseresVaterlandeszumAusdruckkommt:inderMannigfaltigkeitdieEinheit.”“Eidg.Sänger-
festinZürich”,2.

62SchweizerischeBundeskanzlei,Bundesstadtstatus der Stadt Bern;Holenstein,“DieHauptstadt
existiertnicht.”

63AsHeinrichHeineputitwithregardtothe1830revolution:“EineRevolutionisteinUnglück,
abereinnochgrößeresUnglückisteineverunglückteRevolution.” (“Arevolutionisamisfor-
tune,butanevengreatermisfortuneisafailedrevolution.”)Heine,Ludwig Börne,book3,74.
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The1848FederalSingingFestival symbolized thesalvagedandre-
newed federal brotherhood, “the settlement of the Swiss people in
a new confederacy.”64 This agenda was articulated in the event’s 
speeches, toasts,andmusic.For instance, theprogramof themain
performance included two compositions for male choir by Felix 
MendelssohnBartholdy;thesewereinfusedwithapatrioticagenda:
the famous Bacchus Hymn from the incidental music Antigoneop.55
performedunderthetitle“SchwurderMänner”(“OathoftheMen”),
andthe“FestgesangderSchweizer”(“FestiveSongoftheSwiss”).65 The 
mergingofpolitical,patriotic,andartisticagendasattheBernfesti-
val is particularly evident in the words of Jakob Christoph  Schenkel 
(1820-1867),aninfluentialpoliticianfromSchaffhausenandperson-
ificationofthecloserelationshipbetweenmalesingingandliberal
politics in the state and church of the period. When handing over 
theflagoftheFederalSingingAssociationtotheBernesecoloneland
festival president Karl FriedrichGerwer (1805-1876), Schenkel em-
phaticallyuttered:

Proclaim it loudly, thou Swissmen’s singing, this victory of light
againstdarkness!OutofthedifficultstruggletheunionoftheSwiss
emerges new and rejuvenated, the old rotten building collapses,
may its falling ruins cover a gloomy past forever.66

Insuchacontext,itishardlysurprisingthateventheMarseillaise—the 
epitomeofWesternfraternizingmusic—wasperformed,asconveyed
in the report of the festival’s central committee.67
Themanifestation and affirmation of brotherhood, community, and
nationwerealsoontheagendaofthenextfestivalin1850inLucerne
(Figure15).

64“…dieEinigungdesSchweizervolkes imneuenBund.”Thomann,Der Eidgenössische Sänger-
verein,44.

65SeeCentral-ComiteEidgenössischerSängerverein,Das Eidgenössische Sängerfest in Bern,37.
66 “Verkünde ihn laut, du SchweizerMännergesang, diesen Sieg des Lichtes gegen die Finster-

niß!AusdemschwerenKampfegehtderBundderSchweizerneuundverjüngthervor,dasalte
morscheGebäudesinktzusammen,mögenseinestürzendenTrümmereinedüstereVergangen-
heitaufimmerbedecken!”QuotedinElben,Der Volksthümliche deutsche Männergesang,129.

67Trümpy,“DerFreiheitsbaum”,121,footnote81.Concerningthecomplexreceptionhistoryofthe
Marseillaiseasrevolutionarymusic,nationalanthem,andforbiddenrebelliouspieceofmusic,
seeRichard,Les emblèmes de la République,197–224;Luxardo,Histoire de la Marseillaise.
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ThechoiceofLucerneasthehostcityissignificantfortheperiodimme-
diatelyfollowingthelastSwisscivilwar,theabove-mentionedSonder-
bundskrieggiventhatLucerneplayedacrucialroleinthisconflict.The
SonderbundwasfoundedinLucerneonDecember11,1845,asaprotec-
tiveassociationaimingtosafeguardtheinterestsoftheCatholic,rural,
andconservativecantonsagainsttheincreasingpoliticalinfluenceof
theProtestant,urban,andliberalforcesthatwerestrivingfortheuni-
ficationoftheSwissConfederacyunderafederalstate.Indeed,thevi-
sual narrative of a propaganda poster issued from the Englin brothers’ 
studioinLucernein1845leavesnodoubtabouttheintentionsofthe
Sonderbund(Figure16).68

68Thevisualnarrative is accompaniedbyanunequivocal explanatory comment: “Sie erfüllen 
eineheiligeBundespflicht,welcheihnengebeut, jedenArtickeldesBundesvertragesmitglei-
cherTreu&Beharrlichkeitaufrechtzuerhalten&dafürGutundBlut,LeibundLebenherzu-
geben,diebundesgetreuenKantone.”[“Theyfulfillasacredfederalduty,whichcommandsthem
toupholdeveryarticleofthefederaltreatywithequalfidelity&perseverance&tosacrificegood
andblood,lifeandlimbforit,thecantonsloyaltotheConfederation.”]

Figure 15 J. Zimmermann & R. Wallis, Festplatz, eidgenössisches Sängerfest Luzern 
1850, ca. 1850, lithography, image: 17.8 x 26.3 cm, folio: 22.2 x 33.2 cm; print: X. Meyer, 
Luzern. Zurich: Zentralbibliothek Zürich, Feste Sänger- und Musikfeste 1850 Luzern I, 1.
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Figure 16 Propaganda poster of the Sonderbund, lithograph, Studio 
Eglin Bros., Lucerne 1845. Lucerne: Zentral- und Hochschulbibliothek, 
Sondersammlung.

Atemple-likeedificeprotectsastelewiththecoatsofarmsoftheseven
Catholic and rural cantons that had allied to defend cantonal sovereign-
tyandtheCatholicChurch.Furthermore,atiara,thePope’scrown,is
depictedatopthetemple,abovewhichtheChristogramglistens.Inthe
foreground,alionholdsthefederaltreatyof1815andthebrokenfasces
withthetwoimportantdatesofthe“Aargaumonasterydispute,”which
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resulted from the1841abolitionofmonasteries in cantonof Aargau
thatwascreatedin1803withAarauascapitalcity.Includingthebro-
kenfascesisparticularlyinterestingasfascesfunctioned,followingthe
Skilurosparable,asapoliticalsymbolofunityandstrengththrough
united forces since the sixteenth century.69 The reference to this par-
ablecanbe found“onnumerouspopular representations,paintings,
stainedglass, stove tiles,Neujahrsblätter andmedals”70 well into the 
seventeenth century. In addition, theprotective lion (generally sym-
bolizing both Jesus Christ and monarchist sovereignty and courage)71 
conveyed a conservative and counter-revolutionary image of Switzer-
land,whichcouldeasilybeperceivedasanaffrontorprovocationin
liberal circles. It is likely that the Englin poster deliberately alluded 
to the Löwendenkmal (Lion Monument)erectedinLucernein1821on
the initiative of the Swiss GuardOfficer Karl Pfyffer von Altishofen
(1771-1840)incommemorationoftheSwissGuardsmassacredduring
thestormingoftheTuileriesPalacesinParisonAugust10,1792(Fig-
ure17).72ThismonumentcausedsignificantindignationamongSwiss
liberalforces,leadingthemtodisruptitsinaugurationandattemptto
damage it. Alongwithmany other liberals, Ignaz Paul Vital Troxler
(1780-1866),thefamousandhighlyinfluentialliberalSwisspolitician,
philosopher,andferventchampionoftheSwissfederalstate,regarded
themonument“astheembodimentoftheoldmonarchicalorderanda
senselessglorificationofmercenary.”73
ThechoiceofLucernetohost thefourthFederalSingingFestival, in
which 1,200 singers from 55 societies participated,74 symbolized a 
formofnationalreconciliationunderstoodasa“celebrationoffederal
brotherlylove.”75IntheofficialrequestletteroftheCentralCommittee
of theFederalSingingAssociation to theboardofLucerne’s singing

69FurtherinformationisprovidedinMaissen,“VonwackerenaltenEidgenossenundsouveränen
Jungfrauen”,271–73.

70 “… auf zahlreichen populären Darstellungen, Gemälden, Scheibenrissen, Ofenkacheln, Neu-
jahrsblätternundMedaillien…”,ibid.

71Jäckel,Der Herrscher als Löwe;Rubenson,“TheLionoftheTribeofJudah.”
72MeyerandStüssi-Lauterburg,Der sterbende Löwe.
73“GemeinsammitvielenLiberalensahTroxlerindemMonumentblosseineVerkörperungder

altenmonarchischenOrdnungundeinesinnloseVerherrlichungdesSöldnerwesens.”Furrer,
Ignaz Paul Vital Troxler,238.

74Thomann,Der Eidgenössische Sängerverein,47.
75Ibid.,46.
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association Harmonie (today Luzerner Chor),thefollowingmeaningful
statementwasincluded:“ThereisnomorebeautifulwayforLucerne
to celebrate its concluded peace with the Confederation than with this 
festivalofharmony.”76Inaddition,intheofficialannouncementofthe
festival that circulated among the Swiss singing societies, not only
was love for the fatherland and the imagined national brotherhood 
emphatically stressed, but also—in the spirit of Nägeli’s education
policy—thespecialsignificanceofmusicasavehicleforcommunity
formationandnation-building.Consequently, “every federal singer”
not only “knows that theart ofmusic from time immemorial […] is
themost beautiful educational tool of mankind” but also “that the
Swiss folk song is one of the most powerful bonding agents among the 
Confederates.”77Inthisspirit,thesingingcompetitionattheLucerne
Festivalturnedouttobeaneffigyofademocraticcivilsocietyanda
glorificationoftheunifiedfatherland.

76“SchönernichtkönneLuzernseinengeschlossenenFriedenmitderEidgenossenschaftnach-
feiern,alsdurchdiesesFestderHarmonie.”Central-ComiteEidgenössischerSängerverein,Das 
eidgenössische Sängerfest in Luzern,5–6.

77“JedereidgenössischeSängerweiss,dassdieTonkunstvonjeher[…]dasschönsteBildungsmittel
derMenschheitist[…]dassderschweizerischeVolksgesangeinesdermächtigstenBindungsmit-
telunterdenEidgenossenist.”Ibid.

Figure 17 Bertel Thorvaldsen (1770-1844), Löwendenkmal, 1821, sculpture carved in sand-
stone rock, ca. 1000.0 x 600.0 cm. Luzern, © foto: Beat Brechbühl.
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Asoutlined,theFederalSingingFestivalswere,alongwiththeFed-
eralMarksmen’sFairsandtheFederalGymnasticFestivals,regard-
edasa“meansofnationaleducation”anda“democraticpartofthe
people’slife.”78Inthefestival’sframework,singingwasnotintended
to be part of an aesthetic education program but rather part of a so-
phisticated political plan to preserve the high educational standards 
ofPestalozziandNägeli.ThestatuesoftheFederalSingingAssocia-
tionclearlydeclarethattheassociation’sprimeobjectiveispursuing
“theawakeningofsublimefeelingsforGod,freedomandthefather-
land,andtheunificationandfraternizationofthefriendsofartand
the fatherland.”79 Conveying andperforming the “genuine republi-
canspirit”80wasthefundamentalpurposeofmusicmaking,notthe
music’saesthetics.Consequently,ananonymouscorrespondentofthe
German Neue Zeitschrift für Musikfelt,inareviewonthe1846festi-
valinSchaffhausen,compelledtoreportonthefestival’sfriendlyand
folksy elements as well as the patriotic aspects of the repertoire that 
the correspondent considered even more prominent than in the con-
text of German singing festivals.81 This may explain the reluctance 
towards and criticism of highbrow culture that prevailed in many 
Swisssingingandothersocieties,andthepromotionof“naturalness”
as an expression of the people of a free country blessed by God with 
numerous sublime natural wonders.82

* * *

78Leuthy,Beschreibung des ersten eidgenössischen Sängerfestes,17.
79See§1,“DerZweckedesEidgen.SängervereinsistAusbildungundVeredelungdesVolksgesan-

ges, ErweckunghöhererGefühle fürGott, Freiheit undVaterlandundVereinigungundVer-
brüderungderFreundederKunstunddesVaterlandes.”Niggli,Geschichte des Eidgenössischen 
Sängervereins,21.

80Weber,“DasschweizerischeMusikfestzuSchaffhausen”,24.
81“EidgenössischesSängerfestinSchaffhausen.”
82SeeLeuthy,Beschreibung des ersten eidgenössischen Sängerfestes,84.Thecoalescenceoftheidea

of freedom and the particularities of the Swiss natural topography also played a decisive role 
with respect to nation-building processes and strategies of demarcation from the neighboring 
countries;onthissubject,see,forinstance,Zimmer,“InSearchofNaturalIdentity”;Zimmer,
“ForgingtheAuthenticNation”;MathieuandLeoni,Die Alpen! Les Alpes!
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Rituals are an essential part of nation-building and community forma-
tion.Theycontributesignificantlytotheorderingoflifeandtheworld;
thatis,everycommunitycontinuouslyreassuresitselfofitsvaluesand
norms and its existence as a collective body through symbolic actions. 
AcentralritualperformedattheFederalSingingFestival,asatallfed-
eralfestivals,wasthedeliveryoftheFederalSingingAssociationflagto
arepresentativeofthefestival’shost,theentryoftheindividualsing-
ing societies and the erection of the Fahnenburg.83
The entry of the individual singing societies represented a highly sym-
bolicprocessoftransformation:theindividualsocietiesarrivedwith
theirflagsandbannersandgatheredonanoftenclearlydelimitedfair-
groundthattheyenteredviaatriumphal-likegate,asshowninnumer-
ousdepictions(Figures18-21).Theaquatintofthe1856FederalSinging
FestivalheldinSt.Gallen(Figure21)illustratestheentryceremonyon
July13,1856,anddepictsmarksmenandcannonsontheleft,spectators
ontheright,andthehugesinginghalldecoratedwithflagsintheim-
age’s center.84
The ritual of gathering in one place and merging into a single group 
symbolizes the discarding of individual identity. In this symbolic 
transformation,thepreviousmotifofthehortusconclususappears(or
isupdated)inasecularizedform,asitistransferredfromthereligious
context of the sixteenth century to a form of political iconography.85 
The concept of the hortus conclusus is symbolized in the fairground by 
thefestivalhall,whichwas,generally,clearlydifferentiatedfromthe
“outside”byasconce-likeconstructionorothermeansofdemarcation,
such as a fence.

83FurthertheoreticalreflectionsonthecentralritualsoffestivecultureinSwitzerland,theirre-
ceptionandtheircontinuedexistenceinthetwentiethcenturyareprovidedinSchader,“Eid-
genössischeVerbandsfeste”,particularly360–84.

84Thecannonshootingformedatraditionalpartoftheceremonies.Atthe1864Festivalheldin
Bern,22cannonshotswerefiredduringthefestiveprocession—oneshotpercanton(seeWei-
bel,“BreitenwirksamesmusikalischesFesttum”,42).Cannonshootingwas,however,notalways
welcomed.TheChurchCouncilofZurich,forexample,submittedin1858apetitiontoprevent
disturbing cannon noise during Sunday services to which the organizers of the Singing Festival 
had to comply under the threat of police measures (see Gesuch des Kirchenrathes, 14.07.1858,
StaatsarchivZürich,MM2.141RRB1858-1889).

85SeeMaissen,Die Geburt der Republic,259–62.
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Figure 18 Festplatz eidgenössisches Sängerfest in Bern 1848, 1848, lithograph, 
in Das eidgenössische Sängerfest in Bern am 13. und 14. August 1848. Bern: 
C.A. Jenni Vater. Aarau: Archiv Eidgenössischer Sängerverein.

Figure 19 Das eidgenössische Sängerfest in Olten. Die Basler mit dem Gnom 
Uto, 1860, newspaper image, zincography, after an original drawing by Heinrich 
Jenny (1824-1891), 14.9 x 13.9 cm. Solothurn: Zentralbibliothek (call-no.: a0506).
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Figure 21 Eidgenössisches Sängerfest St. Gallen, 1856, aquatint, 14.8 x 20.8 cm. 
St. Gallen: Staatsarchiv.

Figure 20 Johannes Weber (1846-1912), Der Festplatz des eidg. Sängerfestes, 
1880, wood engraving, 9.7 x 14.8 cm. Zurich: Zentralbibliothek Zürich, Graphische 

Sammlung, Zürich B1, Alte Tonhalle I., 4.
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Theritualizationof“diversityinunity”wassubsequentlyheightened
by thedeliveryof theFederalSingingAssociation’sofficialflag from
the representative of the former festival to that of the current festival 
(a ritual still alive today)86 and the erection of the so-called Fahnenburg 
(Figure 22; see also Figure 1).Here, the participating societies’ flags
were implanted—a performance perceive as a solemn act.
On the FahnenburgwasenthronedthesymboloftheunifiedSwissna-
tion,eithertheFederalSingingAssociationflagortheSwissflag—the
whitecross in theredfield.Again, theflagwith theSwisscrossrep-
resents“diversityinunity”andnotthepoliticaldominanceoffederal
institutions.
Thus,singing,masculinity,andthefatherlandwereinseparablycon-
nectedandfusedbyfeelingandtheconsciousnessofaunifieddiversi-
ty.Theleitmotifsofthisunificationwerethefatherlandandfraterni-
ty,whichcomposedatestosterone-drivenandimaginedunityofmen
withouta“libidinalbond.”87Interestinglyenough,MaxWeberconsid-
eredthisspecific“libidolessness”ofone’saction—thatis,thesinging
within the framework of singing societies—to be one of the most signif-
icantcontributorstotheformationof“goodcitizens”:

aperson,whoisaccustomedtoletdailypowerfulfeelingsflowout
ofhischestthroughhislarynx,withoutanyrelationtohisactions,
withouttheadequatereactionofthisexpressedpowerfulfeelingin
correspondingly powerful actions – and this is the essence of sing-
ingsocieties–becomesapersonwho,inshort,veryeasilybecomes
a‘goodcitizen,’inthepassivesenseoftheword.88

* * *

86Thisisevidencedbyallreportsonthe2023FestivalheldinGossau(SG).Seeforinstance,Bolt,
“GossauerTrommelwirbelfürdieFahne:DasGesangsfestkannkommen.”

87Hettling,“DasFähnleinderTreffsicheren”,103.
88“einMensch,dertäglichgewohntist,gewaltigeEmpfindungenausseinerBrustdurchseinen

Kehlkopfherausströmenzulassen,ohneirgendeineBeziehungzuseinemHandeln,ohnedaß
alsodieadäquateAbreaktiondiesesausgedrücktenmächtigenGefühlsinentsprechendmächti-
genHandlungenerfolgt–unddasistdasWesenderGesangvereinskunst–,daswirdeinMensch,
der,kurzgesagt,sehrleichtein‘guterStaatsbürger’wird,impassivenSinnedesWortes.”Max
Weber’s speech at the first German sociology congress, Frankfurt/Main, 1910, published in
Weber,“RedeanlässlichdesErstenDeutschenSoziologietages”,57.
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Figure 22 View of the Fahnenburg, Federal Singing Festival Zurich 
1843 ca. 1843, lithography, image: 17.6 x 10.1 cm. Zurich: Zentralbiblio-
thek, Graphische Sammlung, Feste Sänger- und Musikfeste 1843 I, 1.
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The agency of the Federal Singing Festival remained a utopia despite 
the emphatic written and visual declarations of nationhood and na-
tionalunity,anddespitetheconstantlyverballyandvisuallyinvoked
“diversity in unity.” Indeed, the Federal Singing Festival formed an
imaginednationofamasculineorder,of chosen individuals,during
thetwoorthreedaysoftheevent.Onlyfrom1868inSolothurnwere
women included in the musical activities and allowed to perform an 
active and public singing role in the festival’s opening ceremony.89 
The primary role women were assigned was that of silent spectators 
orbackgroundsupportersinchargeof,forexample,thedecorationof
thefestivehallortheproductionofflagsofhonorfortheawardcere-
monies and giveaways.90Firstandforemost,however,womenoccupied
thesameroleasinanyotherfederalassociation:aswivessupporting
the male members as well as mothers and educators. These roles were 
unambiguouslydocumented,forinstance, inthetoastdeliveredbya
certainW.KüpferontheoccasionoftheBernFestivalof1848.91
AlthoughtheFederalSingingFestivalprovidedtheframeworkforac-
quiringcivicqualitiesandbecomingagoodcitizen,itneitherdesired
nor could overcome the inherent contradiction between the unifying 
and utopian moment and the exclusion experienced in reality. Social 
utopias can rarely withstand social realities. The proclaimed demo-
cratic spirit in the Swiss association system appears to have been more 
ofanillusionofsocialconditionsthanareflectionofreality.92
TheFederalSingingAssociation,includingitsfestivals,likethenine-
teenth-centurySwissassociationculturemorebroadly,wasamascu-
linizedalliancecharacterizedbymalesolidarity,abastionofthepo-
litical system. Swiss politics was dominated by men until well into the 
twentiethcentury“notinspiteof,butpreciselybecauseofexcellently

89SeeCentral-ComiteEidgenössischerSängerverein,Programm & Text zum 13. Eidgenössischen 
Sängerfest in Solothurn,15–16.

90See,inthisrespect,thehighlyelucidatingcollectionofpoemsascomposedbytheBaslerLieder-
tafelforthe“DamenSolothurns”(“LadiesofSolothurn”)toexpresstheassociation’sgrateful-
nesstotheladiesawardingtheperformanceoftheBaslerLiedertafelwiththeirflagofhonor.
Thecollection,entitledDen Damen Solothurns die Basler Liedertafel(1868),ispreservedinthe
holdingsoftheEidgenössischeSängervereininAarau.

91“TrinkspruchdesW.Küpfer,HandelsmanninBern”,Central-ComiteEidgenössischerSängerv-
erein,Das Eidgenössische Sängerfest in Bern,45–47.

92 For more information on this topic, see Baldassarre, “Der bürgerliche Wertehimmel über
Zürich”,157–77.



 Picturing the Singing Nation 165

Figure 23a Commemorative sheet published on the occasion of the introduction of the Fed-
eral Constitution of September 12, 1848, lithograph: C. Studer Winterthur, print: J. J. Ulrich 
Zurich. Bern: Burgerbibliothek.
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developeddemocraticmeans.”93Againstabackdropsodefinedbyso-
cio-politicalconcerns,itcomesasnosurprisethatthesovereignSwiss
people depicted on the commemorative sheet produced on the occasion 
oftheintroductionofthenewfederalconstitutionof1848consistedof
malecitizensonly,namely,militarystaffontheright,and,ontheleft,
meninmiddle-classorbourgeoisattire(Figures23aand23b).Equal-
ly remarkable is the fact that the allegoric Helvetia is crowned by a 
manwhoisidentifiableasarepresentationoftheOldSwissConfeder-
acy,94whereby theOldConfederacyandtheNewFederalStateenter,
asitwere,intoamarriage-likerelationship.Withinthisrelationship,
thefemalepersonificationofSwitzerlandembodiesthepolityinitsab-
stractmanner.Atthesametime,themanormen,respectively,repre-
sent the concrete political and military practice within the polity. This 
constituted a visual topos well-known since the early Western modern 
period.Forinstance,thismotifisfurtherexemplifiedbyanillumina-

93BlattmannandMeier,Introduction to Männerbund und Bundesstaat,7.
94AsfarasthehighlycomplexdevelopmentofHelvetiaasthepersonificationofSwitzerlandis

concerned, see Kreis, Helvetia; Maissen, “Von wackeren alten Eidgenossen und souveränen
Jungfrauen”,286–90;Maissen,Die Geburt der Republic,253–77;Maissen,“InventingtheSover-
eignRepublic.”

Figure 23b Commemorative sheet published on the occasion of the introduction of the 
Federal Constitution of September 12, 1848, detail, lithograph: C. Studer Winterthur, print:  
J. J. Ulrich Zurich. Bern: Burgerbibliothek.
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Figure 24a Anonymous, Representation of Helvetia courted by the European powers, ca. 
1612, oil on canvas, 127.5 x 195.0 cm. Schwyz: Schweizerisches Nationalmuseum, Forum 
Schweizer Geschichte (inv.-no.: LM-65151).

Figure 24b Anonymous, Representation of Helvetia courted by the European powers, 
detail, ca. 1612, oil on canvas. Schwyz: Schweizerisches Nationalmuseum, Forum Schweizer 
Geschichte (inv.-no.: LM-65151).
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tionof1485showingtheDogeMarcoBarbarigo(1413-1486)accompa-
niedbyafemalefigurewhoholdsabannerwiththeLionofStMark
andpersonifiestheRepublicofVenice.95
The abstraction of Helvetia as the personification of the Swiss state
functionsasthesymbolicalbodyofthestate-formingideaof“diversity
inunity,”inasimilarwaytothe,visually,extremelyforcefulexample
ofanoilpaintingbyananonymousartist(ca.1612).Thiscanvasshows
awoman(Helvetia)courtedbymalefiguresrepresentingtheEuropean
powersofthetime,asindicatedbytheindividualcoatsofarms(Figure
24a). The woman herself is wearing a headwear composed of the coats 
of arms of the thirteen Old Swiss Confederacy’s thirteen cantons and 
the allied regions (Figure 24b).

Thevalueofthevisualobjectspresentedanddiscussedinthispapercan
hardlybeoverestimated.As“banal”objects,includingthemedalsand
badges(Figure25),theywereineverydaycirculationand,thus,served
asconstantreminderstothecitizensoftheirbelongingtoadefinedyet
imaginednation,particularlyduringtheperiodbetweenFederalSing-
ing Festivals. Each citizen was reminded of their place and social role in 
theimaginedcommunitybyessentiallycommonplace,yetnonetheless
highlyinfluential,objectsthatpossessedanemotionalpower—paradox-
ically—notdespite,butpreciselybecauseof,theirbanality.

95Panegyric on Doge Marco Barbarigo,1485,fol.1.London:BritishLibrary,MSAdditional21463.

Figure 25 Federal Singing Festival badges. Aarau: Archiv Eidgenössischer 
Sängerverein.
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Appendix

The Festivals of the Federal Singing Association, 1843-189996

1843,25-26June Zurich
 80associations,2,100singers
 1stPrize:SängervereinamZürichsee;2ndPrize:Limmattal-Gesangsverein;

3rdPrize:LinkesUferdesZürichsees97

1846,14-15June Schaffhausen
 65associations,1,500singers,includingfourguestassociationsfromGermany
 1stPrize:StadtsängervereinWinterthur;2ndPrize:SängervereindesKreises

Küsnacht;3rdPrize:notawarded

1848,13-15Aug Bern
 80associations,1,400singers

96InformationisbasedonThomann,Der Eidgenössische Sängerverein,37–101.
97 Throughout the nineteenth century, the prizes were, in general, not awarded to individual

choirs but to associations.
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 1stPrize:SängervereinHarmonieZürich;2ndPrize:SängervereindesOber-
aargaus;3rdPrize:notawarded

1850,28-29July Lucerne
 55associations,1,200singers
 1stPrize:MännerchorFrohsinnSt.Gallen;2ndPrize:StadtsängervereinWin-

terthur;3rdPrize:notawarded

1852,11-12July Basel
 40associations,1,400singers,andSociétéchoraledeStrasbourg
 1stPrize:SängervereinHarmonieZürich;2ndPrize:MännerchorFrohsinnSt.

Gallen;3rdPrize:BernerLiedertafel

1854,16-17July Winterthur
 80associations,over2,500singers
 1stPrize:SängervereinHarmonieZürich;2ndPrize:SängervereinderStadt

Zürich;3rdPrize:notawarded

1856,12-14July St.Gallen
 55associations,1,700singers,and14guestassociationsfromGermanyand

Austria;thefestivalhallhadacapacityof10,000
 Folksongrepertoire—1stPrize:MännerchorConcordiaWil;2ndand3rdPrize:

not awarded
 Artsongrepertoire—1stPrize:BaslerLiedertafel;2ndPrize:Sängerverein

HarmonieZürich;3rdPrize:SängervereinderStadtZürich

1858,17-19July Zurich
 111associations,3,450singers,and500participantsofguestassociationsfrom

Germany,AustriaandFrance
 Folk song repertoire—no prizes awarded
 Artsongrepertoire—1stPrize:BernerLiedertafel;2ndPrize:BaslerLieder-

tafel;3rdPrize:notawarded

1860,7-9July Olten
 48associations,1,400singers(thereductioninthenumberofparticipantswas

probably a result of the introduction of more stringent rules concerning the 
competition regulations)

 Folk song repertoire—no prizes awarded
 Artsongrepertoire—1stPrize:SängervereinHarmonieZürich;2ndPrize:

BaslerLiedertafel;3rdPrize:BernerLiedertafel

1862,19-21July Chur
 47associations,1,800singers
 First participation of a singing association from Italian-speaking Switzerland
 Folksongrepertoire—mentionofexcellentperformance:LiederkranzBurg-

dorf,SängervereinHorgen,TalvereinEngiadina,andMännerchorAußersihl-
Zürich

 Artsongrepertoire—1stPrize:BernerLiedertafelandBaslerLiedertafel(ex
aequo);3rdPrize:notawarded
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1864,16-18July Bern
 100associations,3,000singers,firstparticipationofachoirfromtheReae-

to-Romanic speaking part of Switzerland
 Folksongrepertoire—1stPrize:MännerchorHorgen;2ndPrize:LigiaGrischa

Illanz;3rdPrize:LiederkranzZürich;mentionofexcellency:Männerchor
Altdorf

 Artsongrepertoire—noprizeswereawarded,asnochoirconvincedthejury

1866,21-23July Rapperswil
 55associations,2,000singers
 Folksongrepertoire—1stPrize:LiederkranzGenf;2ndPrize:Männerchor

Thun;3rdPrize:SängervereinHorgen;4thPrize:BielerLiedertafel;5thPrize:
Männerchor Harmonie St. Gallen

 Artsongrepertoire—1stPrize:SängervereinHarmonieZürich;2ndPrize:
BernerLiedertafel;3rdPrize:LiedertafelSolothurn

1868,11-13July Solothurn
 80associations,3,000singers
 “…moreassociationsfromFrench-speakingSwitzerlandparticipatedthan

everbefore”98
 FolkSong—1stPrize:MännerchorFrohsinnGlarus;2ndPrizeMännerchor

Langenthal;3rdPrize:SängervereinHorgen
 Artsongrepertoire—1stPrize:BaslerLiedertafel;2ndPrize:Männerchor

FrohsinnSt.Gallen;3rdPreis:MännerchorRapperswil

1870,9-11July Neuchâtel
 54associations,2,800singers
 Folksongrepertoire—1stPrize:StudentengesangsvereinZürich;2ndPrize:

MännerchorAußersihl-Zürich;3rdPrize:notawarded
 Artsongrepertoire—1stPrize:MännerchorZürich;2ndPrize:ChoraledeLa

Chaux-de-Fonds;3rdPrize:notawarded

1873,5-7July Lucerne
 82associations,3,600singers
 Folksongrepertoire—ofthe57participatingassociations,19wereawarded

therating“excellent”and30therating“good”
 Artsongrepertoire—1stPrize:BaslerLiedertafelandMännerchorZürich(ex

aequo);3rdPrize:notawarded

1875,10-12July Basel
 75associations,3,200singers
 Folksongrepertoire—1stPrize:LiederkranzBurgdorf;2ndPrize:Männerchor

Thun;3rdPrize:notawarded
 Artsongrepertoire—1stPrize:MännerchorZürichandSängervereinHarmo-

nieZürich(exaequo);3rdPrize:notawarded

1880,10-12July Zurich
 90associations,3,900singers

98Thomann,Der Eidgenössische Sängerverein,65.
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 Folksongrepertoire—19of68choirswereawarded“excellentachievement”
 Artsongrepertoire—8of14choirswereawardedalaurelwreathwithout

ranking

1886,10-12July St.Gallen
 96associations,4,500singers
 Folksongrepertoire—1stPrize:MännerchorChur;2ndPrize:Männerchor

Richterswil;3rdPrize:MännerchorAußersihl-Zürich
 Artsongrepertoire—1stPrize:MännerchorZürich;2ndPrize:BaslerLieder-

tafel;3rdPrize:BernerLiedertafel

1893,8-10July Basel
 89associations,4,600singers
 Giventhevariousdiscussionatandafterthepreviousfestival(St.Gallen1886),

thejurywasexpandedtothreepanelsandanewcompetitionconceptwas
introduced:1.Easyfolksongrepertoire(1stcategory);2.Difficultfolksong
repertoire(2ndcategory);3.Easyartsongrepertoire(3rdcategory);4.Difficult
art song repertoire (4th category)

 Awards—1stcategory:1stMännerchorFrohsinnZürich,2ndMännerchor
Pfäffikon;2ndcategory:1stMännerchorConcordiaWil,2ndMännerchorWie-
dikon-Zürich;3rdcategory:1stBielerLiedertafel,2ndMännerchorSt.Gallen;
4thcategory:MännerchorFrohsinnSt.Gallen

1899,8-10July Bern
 95associations,6,500singers
 Awards:1stcategory:1stMännerchorKüsnacht,2ndSängerbundWetzikon;

2ndcategory:1stStudentengesangsvereinZürich,2ndSängerbundUster;3rd
category:1stBielerLiedertafel,2ndMännerchorChurandMännerchorLuzern
(exaequo);4thcategory:1stMännerchorZürich,2ndBaslerLiedertafel




