
 

 

 

 

 

"A Swiss Robinson. 1725" is the name of a book printed in 1725 by the publisher Lindinner 
(Zurich, Switzerland) [1], existing only twice (one exemplar stored in Swiss national library, one in 
the Archives of Canton of Zurich), and thus being quite unique. In 1966 the book was published 
anew with comments by Michael Jeremijev [2]; a Russian translation of it was published in Paris in 
1971 [3]. Those editions, however, have a lack of detailed comments.  

"A Swiss Robinson. 1725" is the "true" report of the adventures of Christoph Gassmann, a mason 
from Albisrieden near Zurich. He participated at the battle of 'Pultawa', felt into prison and 
consequently was several years in Russia as a prisonner. He lived seven years among the Kalmyks 
in southern Russia; freed, however, occurred to be in Astrakhan. In Astrakhan Gassmann again - for 
this time unforced - served the Tsar and participated at an expedition to Persia. In 1722, at least, he 
could leave Russia, following a journey from Astrakhan over Moscow and Saint Petersburg back to 
Zurich [1].  

Gassmann's pastor, Beat Werdmüller, was interested in Gassmann's adventures and figured as a 
"ghostwriter" for his stories. However, Werdmüller was interested in Gassman's report rather from a 
religious point of view, depicturing his returnal as salvation by god. Werdmüller used several 
printed sources as additional material, since he wanted to add historical and ethnographical facts to 
the report, and didn't believe Gassmann in all points. So it remains unclear, which percentage of the 
"Swiss Robinson" is really the report of Gassmann, and which part belongs to other sources added 
by Werdmüller.  

The main questions will be, which value the book has as a historical source concerning questions of 
ethnography, e.g. referring to the ethnography of Kalmyks or Oirat-Mongols in the 18th century. 
How can we reconstruct what Gassmann has really seen, and how can we compare Gassmann to 
other diaries and reports by foreign travellers and officers - such as Patrick Gordon [4] and Pierre 
Lefort [9] - in (southern) Russia in the 18th century? [4,5,8,9]  

The analysis of "Schweitzerischer Robinson"/"A Swiss Robinson Crusoe" shows, that many 
prejudices which exist about Russia nowadays can already be found in Gassmann's memoires 
(which might be called a travel report after all) [6]. Gassmann can be regarded as a profound source 
of what might be called a opinio communis about Russia among well-educated people in 
Switzerland and Central Europe in the 18th century, who had a background of reading about Russia 
in different publications of their time or who had the luck to meet travellers and adventurers who 
had seen Russia with their eyes.  

Furthermore, Gassmann is an example of which view of the great military campaigns had the 
"common man", i.e. a common soldier, who was even forced to participate at the campaigns. 
Therefore it is a unique source which can be seen as the contrary of the less rare diaries and 
logbooks by the military leaders.  
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