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Thematic excursion chtour 

 

Murten, Fribourg, Jaun  

Languages, dialects and confessional differences in Bern’s closest neighbouring canton 

Departure at 9.00 from Berne, return to Berne at about 19.00. Registration requested. Saturdays and Sundays. 

For the same tour on a weekday please register six weeks in advance.  

Bern und Fribourg have much in common. The cities were founded by the dukes of Zähringen in the 12th 

century in a bend of a river. Both cities are proud to have maintained a medieval part built in greyish 

sandstone. The views of both cities include bridges as a central element. Before the French Revolution, both 

cities ruled together over common territories: Murten, Schwarzenburg, Grandson, and Orbe-Echallens. Still, 

Bern and Fribourg are obviously different cities, and this can be felt not only when they compete, as happened 

recently, in the final play of the Swiss ice hockey championship. 

 

There are fundamental differences in language and confession. The Protestants 

were for long considered as a sect inspired by the devil. A painting in Fribourg’s 

Museum of Art and History shows Holy Mary herself piercing the head of a snake, 

she is surrounded by Jesuits proclaiming their readiness to undertake „everything 

for the major glory of God“. Fribourg participated in the civil war of 1847 on the 

side of the conservative cantons. For about a century, Fribourg was the only 

catholic university town in Switzerland and attracted the catholic elites from inside 

and outside the country. Conservative intellectuals planned to reintroduce a State 

based on the three estates (clergy, nobility, commoners) even in the 20
th

 century. 

The meeting with Fribourg starts with a ride on the 

old highway number 1 that leads us to the 

northernmost part of the canton, to Murten, capital 

of the Lake district. The lovely old town attracts 

tourists, the city gates look as if they could be easily 

closed in the evening. Murten/Morat is officially 

bilingual, but the majority speaks German since the 

15
th

 century, and the reformation was introduced in 

1530 thanks to Bernese influence or pressure. The 

dialect of the locals sounds Bernese. We visit the main 

church of the small city, climb on top of the city walls 

and enjoy the sight of the lake.  

Today, the canton of Fribourg is not a backward place anymore, but development has been uneven. 

Travelling to Barberêche in 

the southern part of the 

Lake district is almost like 

travelling back in time. The 

village is, from a linguistic 

and confessional point of 

view, in a border area, and 

far from traffic.   
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In the centre of the village (picture above): a church, a restaurant, a few farm houses, fields and orchards. Do 

the inhabitants enjoy the autonomy of their municipality? They look for possibilities to merge with 

neighbouring municipalities.  

 
We continue our excursion to the city of Fribourg / Freiburg, particularly to its lower part (Basse-Ville, 

Unterstadt) traditionally inhabited by a German speaking lower class. This lower town is where the famous 

Grand Prix racing pilot Jo Siffert grew up (1936-1971). His death during a race on the Brands Hatch Circuit in 

England on 24
th

 October is still remembered every year by his friends. The critical author Niklaus Meienberg 

(1940-1993) described the circumstances of his life in a controversial report at the beginning of the 1970ies and 

provided a disturbing picture of relations between German and French speakers in Fribourg. Lunch in Fribourg. 

The German speakers in Fribourg mainly had rural roots in the district de la Singine (Sensebezirk) where a 

German dialect (“höchstalemannisch”) is spoken that is definitely different from what is spoken in Berne. Even 

more particular is the dialect in the village of Jaun, the only German speaking village of the district de la 

Gruyère, a place that has been attracting linguists.  

Jaun is situated over 1000 meters above the Sea, meaning that the temperatures are pleasant even with hot 

weather. Jaun has thanks to its isolated location developed a special dialect called „Jaundeutsch“. Jaun is also 

famous  for its cemetry. The graves are not marked with stones but with wooden crosses, and woodcarvings 

portray the deceased. This rich local tradition has emerged as the result of poverty. Families could not afford 

stones for the graves of their beloved ones. Today, the tradition is followed by rich and poor alike. 

  

Woodcarving, Jaun cemetry. The Wise Virgins (reference is made to the Gospel of Matthew 25, 1-13) in the 

former church of Jaun, today used for concerts.  

Retired teacher Werner Schuwey will present Jaun, his village, in the local dialect (interpretation will be 

provided by chtour).  Return to Berne through the picturesque Jaun Pass road and the Simmental Valley.  


