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Reflections in the Shadow of the Lion Monument

By Daisy R. Huang

People say Switzerland is as close a place can be as paradise on earth, bestowed
with immense beauty, advanced technology, lasting peace, and abundant wealth.
But paradise as we see it now was forged out of meager roots with great pathos. And
that humble past is never far away from the affluent present.

Traveling in Switzerland is a feast for all senses. One could easily be awed by
the grandeur of its mighty glaciers, towering peaks, and dramatic valleys, or be
mesmerized by the captivating sight of its swift flowing rivers, crystalline lakes,
pastoral countryside, and frescoes-adorned chalets, or feel lost in time rambling
through its fairytale castles, medieval old towns, and flower-bedecked covered
bridges, or be soothed by the sound of thundering waterfalls and jingling cow bells,
or be sated by the culinary delights of scrumptious German, French, and Italian fare.
But none is as simultaneously spellbinding and emotionally compelling as the dying
lion of Lucerne, a sculpture of great artistry, and a tribute to the gallantry of the
Swiss Guards who died defending the French monarch during the French
Revolution.

Lowendenkmal is the name of it. Or people call it the Lion of Lucerne. Set in a
tranquil park next to a bustling street yet a world apart, the mortally wounded lion
with a spear piercing through its heart is masterly carved into the face of a dramatic
rock cliff by Danish sculptor Bertel Thorwaldsen. Trees, shrubs, and dainty
flowers contrast with the majestic gray of the rock. A placid pond below reflects the
lion in emerald green. Shield and spear laid aside, head resting low on the paw, the
lion's face imparts more sorrow than pain, evoking a hero's farewell. Above it, the
Latin inscription says, “to the loyalty and courage of the Swiss“ Below it, a list of
the names of the twenty-six Swiss officers who died among the 760 guards in that
chaotic summer of 1792. Breezes wafted through, leaves adrift in air, floating down
the pond like silent notes of an unsung elegy. In the shadow, I gazed in awe to a
scene so melancholy beautiful that my heart ached.

Millions of visitors come and go. Yet for those who linger on, history will
inevitably seep through time and weigh heavy on their mind. On that roiling night
of August 9, 1792, foreseeing that the end might have come, the guards secretly
buried their regimental standards before being summoned to the Tuileries to defend
the palace ground. Choosing dignity over fate, honor over expediency, they forged
ahead and fought heroically against a massive advancing mob of rioters until being
slaughtered brutally. 600 of them died at the Tuileries. 160 more died of wounds in
prison or were guillotined later. On the day at the guillotine, they still wore the
guard's red uniform coat, carrying duty and loyalty into eternity. Most of the guards
were merely peasant young men from villages of little resource seeking fortune
abroad as mercenaries, yet their discipline, grace, and courage commanded the ethos
of a giant.



And the ethos of the giant lives on in a land of rugged beauty and abiding
challenges. Besides water and forests, natural resources are few. Winter comes long
and unrelenting. Landlocked geography prevents seafaring and marine trade. Yet
the indefatigable Swiss find ways to overcome and transcend. The Alps is
impassable, so they build tunnels; valley walls are steep and inaccessible, so they
build cable car networks to traverse and to settle villages. From textile industry to
clock making, from precision engineering to pharmaceuticals and banking, they
transform a land of peasants and mercenaries into a nation of industry titans, along
with an impeccable transportation system that reaches high mountain-top lookouts,
1solated lakeside castles, and remote villages. The day I stood at Jungfraujock,
surrounded by celestial-white snow fields under a vast blue sky, with views stretching
for hundreds of miles, Heaven seemed so tangibly within reach. But then again I
could not forget the enigmatic engineering feat that carried me here — cogwheel train
tracks that cut through the monumental Eiger and climbed up some impossible
gradient to reach the top of Europe.

Though modern and avant-garde, the Swiss never let go their humble Alpine
roots. Subsidized by the government, small, bucolic farms still dot the countryside
just like times of old. Hikers, even in their 70s and 80s, frequent the Alpine trails.
Stalwart skiers challenge high mountain terrain in thin air. And their rustic Alpine
merrymaking — alpine horn blowing, flag wielding, accordion playing, club clouting
and juggling, yodeling and folk dancing — still in practice, reminisces a time of simple
peasant pleasure that is uniquely Swiss and forever Swiss.

Perhaps to solace of the gallant Swiss Guards, their country has come a long
way to flourish; their offsprings no longer suffer the great sacrifice and sorrow of
wars; their valor and courage are immortalized in a powerful monument that is
quintessentially Swiss yet universally moving. And perhaps to the comfort of their
resting souls, hundreds of years later, a stranger from a faraway land, rapt in
thoughts, reflects the pathos of their choice and bows in humbled reverence.
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