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St. Oswald‘s Church, the construction  
of which began in 1478, is one of the  
most significant architectural monuments  
of the late Gothic era in Switzerland.  

Patron and Master Builder

The theologian, Johannes Eberhart 
(1435–1497), whose family owned both 
Zug castle and the surrounding land, 
commissioned the building of the 
church on family land in 1478, and was 
not only the initiator of the project but 
also the overseer. Thanks to the precise 
records that he kept in two registers 
which are still in existence, and to the 
commemoration annuals, the building 
of the church is extremely well-docu-
mented. Eberhart was assistant pastor 
in Zug from 1468, and in 1480 became 
the town‘s priest. The choice of St. Oswald 
as patron of the church and the great 
respect shown to that saint are probably 
also thanks to Eberhart. In 1492 the 
founder immortalised himself in a small 
panel painting, which is a gem of out- 
standing historical and artistic signifi-
cance. A copy of Eberhart‘s «Founder‘s 
Portrait» hangs over the door to the 
church tower (the original is in the Burg 
Museum Zug). It shows the founder 
kneeling before St. Anne, in a holy figure 
of three with Mary and the Christ Child 
on her lap, and with St. Oswald standing 
close by (1).      

The master builder of the new town 
church was Hans Felder senior. He came 
from Oettingen bei Nördlingen in Ries 
(Bavaria), and his apprenticeship years 
were spent on various building projects 
in southern Germany. In 1466 he was 
made Master of Works in Lucerne, and 
in 1475 Master of Works in Zürich, where 



he built the Wasserkirche (Water Church). From 1473 until 
1475 he worked on the construction of the Pilgrims‘ Church 
of St. Wolfgang in Hünenberg (Canton Zug), hence his 
capabilities were already known in Zug before he was nomi- 
nated to be the master builder of St. Oswald‘s Church in 
1478. In the same year he also started work on the project for 
the construction of the town walls. 

Building History

In accordance with the plans drawn up by Hans Felder, firstly 
the outer walls of the nave were constructed in 1478, followed 
by the addition of three doorways and six tracery windows,  
as well as a ceiling in relief-carving. After the construction of 
the roof truss – of which large parts still remain – and a 
temporary wooden chancel, Bishop Daniel of Constance in- 
augurated the nave with two altars in 1480. The chancel 
foundation stones were laid in 1481; and the chancel altars 
and the cemetery were inaugurated in 1483 (2). 

Only ten years later, the church was enlarged considerably 
by extending the nave to the west. It is probable that imme-
diately after this, two side-naves were built on to the centre 
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nave and an arcade on massive columns 
replaced the previous outer walls.  
The flat wooden ceiling was at first left 
in the centre nave, resulting in a some - 
what disproportionate, three-nave 
construction with no direct light in the 
centre aisle (2). 

Large parts of the west façade that 
are visible today originate from this 
time, as do the stonework, the flying 
buttresses, the sandstone figures as well 
as the two entrances and their orna-
mentation (3). The two Gothic lancet- 
arched doors are crowned by two ogee 
arches and flanked on both sides by 
sculptures. On the right the patron of the 
town, St. Michael, is depicted thrusting 
his sword into the dragon‘s throat and on 
the left St. Oswald, the patron of the 
church, killing the pagan King Cadwalla. 
The sculptures symbolise the battle of 
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good against evil, or in a figurative sense belief against 
unbelief. Belief, the conqueror, is radiantly symbolised by the 
sculpture of Mary holding the Christ Child, situated in the 
centre above the two doorways, and high above them stands 
Anne, the mother of Mary, in a holy figure of three. The 
figures in the spandrels of the two doorways are of particular, 
but hidden, charm. At first glance they could be overlooked, 

as they seem to be attached to the underside of the door open- 
ings. Only when standing right in front of the doors and 
looking up can one really admire the tiny, filigree sculptures. 
The captions name them as the Three Kings – and St. Joseph. 
Standing guard over the right-hand door are four kings  
and emperors, who in the Middle Ages were regarded as saints: 
Constantine, Charles the Great, Louis and Henry. Over the 
left-hand door the Three Kings seem to be drawn to the lowest 
figure on the right, which is St. Joseph (4). Joseph is holding  
a dish and a spoon, which confirm him as the foster father of 
the godly child. The St. George‘s Door, leading into the south 
nave, shows St. George fighting the dragon, and is part of the 
original, oldest church building (5). 
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In 1544/45, under the direction of 
Ulrich and Anton Giger from Prismell, the 
centre nave was heightened by adding 
the net-vaulting ceiling that is visible 
today (2). At the same time the old roof 
truss from 1478 and 1492 was replaced. 
The beautiful tendril designs on the 

ceiling of the nave were the work of «an 
Oswald painter» in 1555. Heightening 
the ceiling of the centre-nave meant that 
the tower had to be heightened too, and 
in 1557/58 it was raised by two storeys.  
A belfry and spire were constructed by the 
well-known Lucerne master carpenter, 
Vit Wambister, and they still exist to this 
day. The basic shape of the church 
remained, from then on, more or less 
unchanged.
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Sculptures, Paintings and Décor
 

The resplendent wooden choir stalls are the original ones from 
the first church building. They were carved by the sculptor 
Ulrich Rosenstain from Lachen (Canton Schwyz) in 1484, as is 
testified by the date carved in the wood. The sculptures on  
the buttresses on the exterior of the chancel (copies with the 

originals in the Burg Museum Zug) are also the work of Rosen- 
stain and depict the Virgin Mary, St. Oswald, King Henry VI 
and St. Jost.

On both sides of the chancel steps stand two carved 
wood ed figures dating from around 1500, depicting Mary (6) 
and St. Michael (7). They originally stood in the old parish 
church of St. Michael, which was pulled down in 1898. The 
crucifixion altar in the north nave dated 1520 was also taken 
from there (8). In the south nave stands the rosary altar, 
donated in 1867 by the Jesuit priest Josef Spillmann from Zug 
and designed by Ludwig Isidor Keiser. The high altar was  
built in 1935 by August Weckbecker, and the middle section, 
flanked on each side by 3 statues, can be interchanged depen- 
ding on the liturgical season.  Above that the Holy Trinity is 
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symbolised. The two small altars on each 
side of the chancel archway are also  
by Weckbecker: on the left St. Aloisius of 
Gonzaga (1938), and on the right the 
praying figure of Brother Klaus (1939).

In 1866 the artist, Melchior Paul von 
Deschwanden from Nidwalden, painted 

the magnificent mural over the chancel 
archway depicting «The Last Judgement» 
as a motif (9). In doing so he painted over 
an older mural on the same subject.  
This new mural was greatly admired at 
the time, and an explanation of it, written 
by the artist himself, can be found on  
a metal plaque to the right of the main 
entrance under the organ loft. The organ 
was first built in 1760–1762 by Victor 
Ferdinand Bossard, one of the most im- 
portant representatives of the Bossard 
organ-manufacturing dynasty in Canton 
Zug. Its baroque casing is original. 
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