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Early History: 
 
In its origins, Zurich was a Roman 
fortress called Turicum (founded 
probably 15 B.C.); before that a pile 
dwelling village = a settlement on 
stilts. 
 
 
Zurich had democratic structures 
already when in the countries around 
the monarchies were still strong. 
Women had certain rights, didn’t 
have to marry, could live together in 
communities (the Beguines) without 
having to enter a monastery.  
 
 

First Beguines in 1247: Women began to live together in beguinage houses and yards. They 
were socially active, earned their living and led a Christian-spiritual life without monastic hierarchy 
and vows. Inspired by the begging orders, many wealthy women wanted to live in voluntary 
poverty at the beginning of the 13th century. They donated their wealth to enable the foundation of 
a house in which women lived and worked together. The poor women who came to the city were 
also accepted. Children also lived in the houses. Earlier, women who didn’t want to get married 
had to enter a convent of women. 
 
The Early Reformers: Luther = Germany, Zwingli =Zurich, Calvin = Geneva 
The democratic structures influenced Reformation in the 15th century (coming from Germany: 
Luther) = intention was a REFORM of the Catholic church, not a separation. 
 

Important Legends of Zurich:  
 
Founding of Zurich Grossmünster by Felix, Regula and 
their servant Exuperantius, patron saints of Zurich 
 
Felix and Regula were siblings and early Christians, 
persecuted by the Romans in 286, they fled, reaching Zürich 
before they were caught, tried and executed. After 
decapitation, they miraculously stood to their feet, picked up 
their own heads, walked forty paces uphill, and prayed 
before lying down in death. They were buried on the spot 
where they lay down, on the hilltop which would become the 
site of the Grossmünster. 
 
 
Founding of the most important Women’s Monastery in 
Zurich probably in 853 A.C. 
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The founding legend of the Fraumünster says that 
Hildegard and Berta, two daughters of King Ludwig the 
German, lived in solitary seclusion at Baldern Castle on the 
Albis in order to dedicate their lives entirely to the service of 
God. They repeatedly wandered to the neighbouring town 
and worshipped in the chapel of Felix and Regula. God had 
mercy on the two pious sisters and sent them a beautiful 
white stag with burning lights on its antlers, so that it would 
show them the way through the dark forest.   
 
Since the stag always stopped at the same place in front of 
the Limmat and could not be moved to walk further, the 
pious sisters realized that it was the will of God to build a 
house of God in this place. They submitted their wish to the 
king, their father, who built them the monastery - the two 
sisters became the abbesses. 
 
 
Most important woman of Zurich who prevented war 
between Catholics and Protestants: Katharina von 
Zimmern (1478 – 17 August 1547) 
 
The imperial abbess of Zürich was the last abbess of the Fraumünster Abbey in Zürich. In 1496, 
when Katharina was 18 years old, she was elected to be the abbess, and now the head of the 
large monastery's household. Being still a Benedictine abbey, the noble women lived like an 
autonomous community. Extensive lands with many subjects and people were entrusted to 
Katharina von Zimmern. She had all the rights to act, to buy and sell goods, as well the old 
prerogative of mercy of the city and the right to elect the mayor, even to grant pardons on death 
sentences. Katharina von Zimmern reorganized the finances of the abbey, tried to regain the old 
comprehensive right of coinage of the city, and was very active in construction and art. She was 
actually the head of government of Zurich. In 1524, she gave the keys of the City to the guilds to 
pave the way for Reformation without bloodshed. She stepped down, ordered her wealth to be 
used for founding public schools, orphanages, etc. 
She went to live in the inner city, married and had children! 
 
 
Structure of power in Medieval Zurich:   
 
The Catholic church shared power with the Guilds 
who consisted of the tradesmen, artisans, craftsmen. 
When Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531)  became pastor of 
the Grossmünster (1522), he democratized the life in 
the city and started to preach ideas of independence 
of mind, everyone should be able to read the Bible in 
German (first Bible in German published in Zurich), 
women too had to be literate, etc. He married himself 
a woman who left one of the Zurich female convents 
for him. He criticized the Swiss mercenary system and 
had a more liberal line than Luther in Germany. 
Zwingli also clashed with the Anabaptists, which resulted in their persecution. Historians have 
debated whether or not he turned Zürich into a theocracy.  

The Reformation spread to other parts of the Swiss Confederation, but several cantons resisted, 
preferring to remain Catholic. Zwingli formed an alliance of Reformed cantons which divided the 
Confederation along religious lines. In 1529, a war between the two sides was averted at the last 
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moment. Meanwhile, Zwingli's ideas came to the 
attention of Martin Luther and other reformers. 
They met at the Marburg Colloquy and although 
they agreed on many points of doctrine, they 
could not reach an accord on the doctrine of the 
Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist. In 1531 
Zwingli's alliance applied an unsuccessful food 
blockade on the Catholic cantons. The cantons 
responded with an attack at a moment when 
Zürich was ill-prepared. Zwingli died on the 
battlefield. His legacy lives on in the confessions, 
liturgy, and church orders of the Reformed 
churches of today.  

Anabaptists in Zurich: reformed peace activists, against all forms of war; lived in Zurich and did 
not want to join Zwingli into the war. Felix Manz and others were drowned in 1527 – the 
community fled to France and US => Amish/Anabaptists. Public excuse in 2007. 
 

Women today in Zurich: 

Women fight to be accepted in the Zurich tradition recalling the past structure: 

In medieval times, in Zürich all female and male Bürger were members of the guilds, but beginning 
in the 19th century women were no more tolerated within the guilds then more as decoration of 
their men being still members of the guilds of Zürich. The history of the Gesellschaft zu 
Fraumünsters dates back to the late 9th century when the abbess of the Fraumünster Abbey (853 
A.D.) in fact reigned the city of Zürich as Fürstäbtissin (imperial abbess) nominated by the king of 
the Holy Roman Empire, among them Katharina von Zimmern. Gesellschaft zu Fraumünster, 
being the society of the former noble women of the Fraumünster Abbey, was established in 1989. 
Now, the honorable women of the society cultivate the virtuous habits of the former abbey by p.e. 
honoring the work of engaged women in the modern society. Beginning fifteen years ago, the 
society started to organize every three years the so-called Mittelalter Spectaculum, a medieval 
funfair, at the Münsterhof square. Sechseläuten and the guilds of Zürich. 

Since 2010 the guilds of Zürich allow to the women of the society to practice Sechseläuten, as 
guests of the Constaffel society, for historical reasons as until 1524 AD the abbesses of the 
Fraumünster abbey were members of the Constaffel.   

As of November 2014, expressly agreed by the guilds of 
Zürich, the Fraumünster society – still as guest, not as an 
official member – may practice Sechseläuten provisorily until 
2022, as also confirmed by the association (Zentralkomitee 
der Zünfte) of the Zürich guilds. 

Die Frauenbadi 
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