Origin and Impact of the

William Tell Myth

Hardly any theme of Swiss history has
been as popular as what is known as the
"Story of Confederate Liberation",involv-
ing Tell, the Riitli Oath and the Burgen-
bruch (Storming of the Austrian nobility’s
castles). Time and again, the question has
been raised as to whether all these people
ever really lived and whether all these
events ever really took place. Sources
from the thirteenth and fourteenth centu-
ries contain nothing to this effect. The first
written record of the story of the founding
of the Confederation can be traced to the
Bernese chronicle by Konrad Justinger,
which did not appear until around 1420.
This source does not mention William
Tell, but views the insurrection by the
three forest cantons as legitimate resist-
ance to the Hapsburg Tyranny.! The

first fully developed version of the story of
liberation was set down in Das Weisse
Buch von Sarnen (White Book of Sarnen),
a volume compiled at a time between 1470
and 1472, in which the alliances and other
contracts entered into by the canton of
Obwalden are registered. Besides this
documentary section, the "White Book"
contains a report on the history of the
Confederation from its beginnings to the
time when the book was written. It in-
cludes stories that tell of oppressed coun-
try folk meeting on the Riitli Meadow, of
the oath they took there, of the expulsion
of the Hapsburg governors, and of Tell’s
deeds. The author, a country scribe by

the name of Hans Schriber, was probably
taking down an earlier version, since, until
then, the story had been disseminated
orally.? Another documentation of

Tell’s existence is the Lied von der Entste-
hung der Eidgenossenschaft (Song of the
Founding of the Confederacy). This song,
composed in 1477, incorporates another,
separate song about Tell that was worked
into it at a later date.? The two earliest
versions of the Tell story have in common
that Tell, upon entering the town of Alt-
dorf, failed to pay tribute to a hat—
belonging to the Hapsburg governor, Gess-
ler—that had been raised high atop a pole,
at which point Gessler forced Tell to take
up his crossbow and shoot an apple from
his own son’s head. Once he had success-
fully completed the deed, Tell was asked
why there was a second arrow in his quiv-
er. The marksman answered that, had he
struck his child, he would have shot Gess-
ler with the second arrow; whereupon the
governor had him arrested. Gessler was
crossing the Lake of Lucerne with his
train and his quarry when Tell managed to
get away by leaping up onto a flat rock. A
short while later, he killed Gessler in an
ambush along the Hohle Gasse, a roadway
near Kiissnacht.

The tale of the master marksman who was
obliged to shoot an apple, or another
small object, from the head of his child, or
of another close relation, is a theme that
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