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JOHANN CONRAD FI»CH R R 

AND HI$ T I 51 F S 

THE TOWN OF SCHAFFHAUSEN AT THE 

END OF THE OLD REGIME 

The town of Schaff hausen owed its existence and its economic 

prosperity to its geographical position. It had sprung up as a trans¬ 

shipment centre upstream from the Rhine Falls. The interruption of 

navigation at this point, due to the rapids, made it necessary to land 

goods here and have them transported by land past the Rhine Falls to 

the point where the river was again navigable. In addition to this, over¬ 

land roads from north and south played their part in turning Schaff- 

hausen into a small junction in the general system of communications. 

The trade thus created was the foundation upon which arose a class 

of craftsmen who, after long disputes with the local nobility, had 

organized themselves into guilds and had developed into the politic¬ 

ally influential section of the community. Craftsmen dominated the 

local council and were elected to the mayoralty. The general prosperity 

enjoyed by the town enabled it to purchase the rights of sovereignty 

over about thirty neighbouring villages, and the citizens claimed for 

themselves the monopoly of crafts and trades, leaving to the farmers 

the function of mere providers of nourishment. The town maintained 

its domination until the end of the eighteenth century, showing not the 

slightest understanding for the strivings of the rural areas for freedom 

and equality. 

In contrast to the political conservatism thus demonstrated, notable 

achievements were recorded in economic and cultural matters. The 

artisans had been wise and capable enough to maintain throughout the 

centuries the principle of quality workmanship; the products of the 

artisans of Schaff hausen, the goldsmiths, locksmiths, wrought iron 
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smiths and cabinet-makers never failed to bear witness to a high 
standard of artistic craftsmanship. The town itself was, in outward 
appearance, a work of art. Thanks to building regulations which were 

scrupulously observed, the layout of the streets was not marred by 

individualistic irregularities, and bay windows and decorated house- 

fronts gave the citizens’ houses a cachet all their own. 

The town of Schaff hausen, which had about 5000 inhabitants at the 

time, was still girdled by the ring of fortress walls, but although 

walls and gates shut the town off from the outside world and symboli¬ 

zed the political backwardness of Schaffhausen, the craftsmen had not 
forgotten that the quality of their work depended on contact with the 

world outside. It still was a general custom in the eighteenth century 

for the handicraftsman, after completing his apprenticeship, to tie up 

his belongings into a bundle and start out on his wanderings through 

Europe as a journeyman, though it is true that on his return the guild 

regulations protected him from any outside competition. 

The intellectual far-sightedness of a few leading Schaffhausen 
scholars stood out in strange contrast to the general political and 

economic narrowness which characterised the town in the second half 

of the eighteenth century. First among these savants we would mention 

the historian Johannes von Müller, who had taken up contacts with the 

intellectual élite of Europe. In the English colony at Geneva he had 

become familiar with the English way of life, and he had lectured on 

English history. Lord Clive wanted to take von Müller to England with 

him, but this plan did not materialise, although von Müller’s chef 

d’oeuvre, his «History of the Swiss Confederation», became known in 

Britain. The Secretary of the Royal Scientific Society at the British 

Museum, Joseph Planta, published in the year 1800 a two-volume 

«History of the Helvetic Confederacy» based entirely on von Müller’s 

work. 

Johann Georg Müller, the historian’s brother, was a theologian, 

educator and politician. He also was deeply involved in the happen¬ 

ings in Europe, and when, at the time of the Napoleonic tyranny, many 

in Britain were on the point of despair, he did not give up the hope 

that England would yet be successful in restoring freedom to the 
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Continent. In October 1800 he wrote to his brother: «Everyone is 

denouncing England. It seems to me a silly, stupid thing to do; where 

would Europe be now if England had not, with her wealth, held 

catastrophe at bay? What England has won from Europe by her trade 

is small payment for this, and it would almost seem as though Provi¬ 

dence had given her the treasures of Tippo Sahib to enable her to 

endure the war. I, for my part, am on England’s side, and that is why 
I await with apprehension the result of the struggle now beginning.» 

FISCHER’S ORIGIN AND EDUCATION 

It was in this town, small as it was, but awake to the intellectual 

happenings in the world around her, that Johann Conrad Fischer was 
born on September 14th, 1773. Following in the footsteps of his fore¬ 

fathers, he chose the coppersmith’s craft as his own. It is a fine testi¬ 

monial to the cultural level of the craftsman’s class of his time that this 

boy, apparently destined to be a coppersmith, attended the grammar 

school until he reached the age of 14, and there learned Latin and 

Greek. His years of apprenticeship he spent in his father’s business, 

and he continued his academic training when his day’s work was done; 

he learned French and English and received admirable instruction in 

mathematics and physics from Professor Christoph Jezler and Melchior 
Hurter. It was to the influence of these two outstanding teachers that 

Fischer owed, in great part, his general culture and his awareness of 

and awakeness to world affairs. 

Christoph Jezler was a pupil and friend of the great Basle mathe¬ 

matician Euler, who worked in Berlin. Jezler had already travelled 

through Europe as a journeyman furrier and had subsequently applied 

himself to the study of mathematics. In Paris he made the acquaintance 

of the leading French naturalists; in London the famous astronomer 

Nevil Maskelyne showed him over the Greenwich Observatory. Jezler 

moved entirely in the philosophical sphere of the writers of the English 

Age of Reason, who exercised much greater influence in Switzerland 

than their French counterparts. On the example of the English 
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