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A brief overview of the scheme
  What?	 “Neuchâtel empreintes coloniales” is an interactive, educational trail presented by the City  

of Neuchâtel.

  Where?  	 The interactive trail takes place in the centre of the town of Neuchâtel.

  How?  	 The interactive trail uses the free app Totemi and is available in French, German and English.

  For whom?  	 The interactive trail is meant to cater to anyone interested in Neuchâtel’s colonial past. It has 
been designed so that it can be used with schoolchildren in primary and secondary grades.

  What for?  	 The interactive trail is part of a set of actions taken by the City of Neuchâtel to review and gain  
a better understanding of Neuchâtel’s colonial past.

  When?  	 The interactive trail is available for free at any given time.



4

Context
In the wake of the passing of George Floyd, an Afro- American citizen choked to death by a white police officer, riots broke out, 
and demonstrations took place in Switzerland, Europe and all around the world. This fatality has contributed to reinforce the 
“Black Lives Matter” movement, which was initially formed as a response to the sense of impunity in regard to police violence 
directed towards the black community, where concerns raised by the demonstrators addressed primarily systemic anti-black 
racism, difficulties in gaining access to housing and employment , racial profiling and the representations of Africa and black 
America circulated by the media and the education system.

In this context, the relevance of historical landmarks, such as statues of local figures who engaged in slave trade and slavery 
has been debated. Two petitions about the statue of David de Pury were filed with the authorities of the City of Neuchâtel in 
the summer of 2020.

The City has responded to these concerns by appointing a task force whose assignment was to put forward a range of actions 
that would fulfil the twofold purpose of fighting racial discriminations and delivering on a more inclusive public space. Based 
on a report 1 presented to the City’s legislative body, several actions have been taken, with effects expected to deploy on the 
short, middle and long terms such as: 
•  the placement of an explanatory plaque in front of the statue (October 2022);
•  the installation of explanatory plaques on certain buildings (work in progress);
•  an artistic project (by Matthias Pfund set up in 2022 near the statue of David de Pury);
•  �the creation of a digital pedagogical trail questioning Neuchâtel’s involvement in slave trade, slavery and the consequences 

on present day racism.

What the trail was designed for
This interactive trail aims at enabling schoolchildren and the general public to make connections between a sensitive period of 
Neuchâtel’s history and the present. It is also meant to contribute to the fight against racism by shedding a light on Neuchâtel 
and some of its residents’ involvement in slavery and the Slave Trade. Furthermore, the trail also addresses critical social issues, 
with a view to strengthening social cohesion.

The trail has been designed in close collaboration with the history department of the University of Neuchâtel and accounts for 
the state of advancement of current research. It is worth noting that novel as it is, this field of research is still in development 
at this stage. 

1  An online version of the report is available -in French only- on the City of Neuchâtel’s website: 
https://www.neuchatelville.ch/fr/sortir-et-decouvrir/neuchatel-fait-la-lumiere-sur-son-passe

http://www.neuchatelville.ch/fr/sortir-et-decouvrir/neuchatel-fait-la-lumiere-sur-son-passe
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Connections with existing curricula
The interactive trail shows how local history is imbricated in the greater historical picture of colonisation and slavery, which 
allows for clarifying a number of notions whilst making learning processes more relevant.

Compulsory education
Humanities and social sciences: 10th and / or 11th
HSS 32-33
HSS: analysis of human societies’ collective organisation in Switzerland and abroad over time
Student’s book: pp.144-159
Student’s sheets: pp. 69-76

Chapter 10: views on colonisation through the example of Africa. 
Link to the Teacher’s Guide for this chapter: https://www.plandetudes.ch/group/shs-c3/gd_his_10_02_10/#1

The online Teacher’s guide is thorough and will provide schoolchildren with food for thought. The interactive trail “Neuchâtel, 
empreintes coloniales” can be an integral part of a course. Some of the parts or documents featured in the Student’s Book are 
directly connected to some of the trail’s posts. Such connections are listed on p. 8. 

Some of the meaningful questions from the Teacher’s Guide’s opening pages are also addressed along the interactive trail: 
•  What linkages are there between slavery and colonisation?
•  What are the debates surrounding the practice of slavery?
•  What were the motives and justifications for the colonisation of Africa by the Europeans?
•  What are the most important features of the colonisation of Africa?
•  How were the lives of the colonisers and those of the colonised respectively affected?
•  What representations do the settlers and the colonised have of one another?

Some of the learning objectives listed in the opening pages of the Teacher’s guide are also covered by the interactive trail: 
•  Sources
•  Representations of history
•  History and memory

The trail offers also an opportunity to explore permanence vs change in human civilisations by conducting comparative studies 
of human societies encompassing a number of dimensions (social, economics, politics, religion, culture,…) 
•  �Methods of rectification or justification for social inequalities: 

“study of the colonists – colonised relationships”
•  �Study of the social changes in regard to the functioning of society: “slavery and otherization”
•  Study of the economics of colonisation: “Imperialism, triangular trade”
•  �Description and study of the influence of religion on everyday life and on social and political organisation : 

“The missionaries civilising mission and influence”

Specifically for students with Humanities as optional subject: 11th grade 
Colonisation is covered as a topical issue in Chapter 3, Part 4 / history – a world on the move / movement of goods and services.

For high school grades
When it comes to post-secondary grades students, subject to schools and curricula, colonisation as a topic can very well be 
incorporated into history, civics or philosophy lessons.

https://www.plandetudes.ch/group/shs-c3/gd_his_10_02_10/#1
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How to use the app
The trail has been designed by local start-up Talk to me, as part of their range of Totemi trails. 
The app is free, easy to use and can be installed on the students’ phones.

Which model of smartphone works with the TOTEMI app?
Android smartphones (version 9) and iPhones from version 
14.5 iOs (compatible 6S and further versions).

Can we do the trail without resorting to 3G/4G/5G?
Unfortunately not. Access to the app’s contents requires a 
3G/4G/5G connection. However, using the public wifi 
network and sharing connections are alternative options.

What sort of authorisations is the app going  
to require from me?
You will need to accept geolocation AND activate 
Bluetooth to find the TOTEMIs. For geolocation, please 
favour a precise geolocation.

Is the data collected anonymously?
Yes, it is. No user’s account is required to use Totemi.  
All gathered data is anonymous and can only be used  
to rectify and improve the app.

Can I do the trail in several distinct legs?
Yes, you can stop at any given time. All you need to do is  
to re-start the trail and select “Continue”.

Can I consult the contents afterwards at home?
Yes, once you have visualised the contents along the trail, 
these are stored in the “logbook/carnet” section of the app.

User’s guide 
1.	 Download and execute the Totemi application.
2.	 Accept the geolocation on your device.
3.	 Activate Bluetooth.
4.	 Select the trail called “Neuchâtel, empreintes coloniales”.
5.	 Make sure you are close enough to a Totemi box.
6.	 Allow a couple of seconds for the content to start automatically.
7.	 Use the green buttons to navigate the post.
8.	 When you have completed a post, wait for the map to download to know where the next post is.

N.B.:
→  Make sure the phone batteries are charged.
→  Tell students to take headphones.

Internal division of posts
Every post takes between 5 and 8 minutes. All posts are organised in the same way.

1.	 Name of the post and quiz: 3 questions (multi-choice answers type).
2.	 A video presentation of the issue.
3.	 Infographics: slides to scroll (6-8 sets per posts).
4.	 Audio interview of a specialist on the issue.
5.	 �Interactive map, a glossary and additional resources can be found  

on the accompanying presentation sheet of the trail.

To help teachers prepare the activity, every post’s content is also available on the following website: rpn.ch. These contents 
can also be used for more in-depth work in class. 
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The trail as found on the app

Quiz

Presentation sheet of the trail

Video presentation, footage

Audio files

Dynamic maps

Infographics

Button to navigate the trail

TM
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Content of the trail
The trail consists of seven posts. 
The starting point is near the central post office (La Poste). Every post has a theme.

Venues and themes of the posts.
The posts can be done either in the order suggested below or in an alternative order left to the users’ choosing.

Maison Pourtalès, Faubourg de l’Hôpital 4
→  Neuchâtel’s economy and triangular trade
→  Student’s book p.148

Post office, Place Numa-Droz 2, at the south end of the building.
→  Neuchâtel: a city embedded in colonisation

Hôtel Du Peyrou, Avenue DuPeyrou 1
→  Colonisation and slavery vs the philosophers of the Enlightenment 
→  Student’s book p.149

Chocolaterie Wodey-Suchard, Rue du Seyon 5 
The post is at the back of the chocolaterie in Rue du Trésor
→  Colonisation and consumerism

Statue of David de Pury, Place pury (the totemi is not visible)
→  Symbols of colonialism in the public space

Esplanade du Mont-Blanc (the totemi is not visible)
→  The missionaries: colonial entrepreneurs and knowledge peddlers about the Other
→  Student’s book p.153

Collège latin (Public Library, Lycée Collège Numa-Droz)
→  Collecting the world: colonial power and knowledge
→  Student’s book p.146 (picture at the bottom of the page)

3

4

5

2

1

6

7
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How to use the app in a class context
The posts can be visited in whichever order the teacher in charge will see fit.
Two methods are possible:
→  Post 1 can be done with a class as a whole, then small groups of students can be sent in succession to the other posts  	
	 before the class reconvenes at a location chosen by the teacher.
→  The trail can be done with the class as a whole.

Alternative approaches are also possible:
→  Do the trail in two legs.
→  Tell the students to do the trail as homework.

It is highly recommended that teachers should do the trail by themselves beforehand to get familiarised with the contents their 
students will be dealing with, which eventually helps them to feel comfortable with the activity and enables them to answer 
questions about it.

Whichever approach is chosen, students need to be prepped about this in-town outdoor activity.

Prepping the activity
→  Brief students on the history of colonisation and slavery, specify the time and geographical frameworks. Clarify as to how 	
	 Neuchâtel’s own local context fits into the global history of colonisation.
→  Install the app with the students and make sure they all have devices in good working order. If need be, lend gear or make 	
	 students work in groups.
→  Remind students about the safety and behaviour rules to be observed when in town.

During the trail 
It is left to every teacher’s appreciation as to whether students can be left doing the trail by themselves or would need to be 
supervised. As the app comes with dynamic maps, there is no need to provide the students with any city plan.

Post trail feedback
Such a sensitive topic might require a post-activity feedback in class. Ethical and social reflexions on the traces Neuchâtel’s 
colonial past have left in our practices, functioning, attitudes can show the students how our present day society can be affected 
by past actions for which it is not responsible.

Feedback can come in several different forms:
•  Interviews
•  Written productions
•  Presentations
•  Citizen actions

Suggested organisation plan for the activity
Beginning: post 1 _ class as a whole
→  In front of the post office – 10 minutes.
→  Gives an opportunity to explain to all students how the trail works and give instructions.
→  Divide the class into 6 groups.

Posts 2-7: students do these posts in their groups
→  Duration: 1 hour – allow 10 minutes per post.

Group A Group B Group C Group D Group E Group F
Post 2 Post 7 Post 6 Post 5 Post 4 Post 3

Post 3 Post 2 Post 7 Post 6 Post 5 Post 4

Post 4 Post 3 Post 2 Post 7 Post 6 Post 5

Post 5 Post 4 Post 3 Post 2 Post 7 Post 6

Post 6 Post 5 Post 4 Post 3 Post 2 Post 7

Post 7 Post 6 Post 5 Post 4 Post 3 Post 2

End: post 1 – in common
→  10 minutes.
→  Back to post 1 to wrap up the activity.
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Possible extensions
Musée d’art et d’histoire de Neuchâtel
One of the Neuchâtel art and history museum’s permanent exhibitions (“Mouvements”) includes a section on colonial history 
that explores this topic from the angle of movement: movement of goods, ideas and people.

A pedagogical handout on the slave trade is available on the museum’s website. It is aimed at grade 8 schoolchildren.
https://www.mahn.ch/fileadmin/mahn/EXPOSITIONS/EXPOSITIONS_ACTUELLES/Mouvements/MVTS_DOC_PED_TRAITE.pdf

This museum’s website has a number of pages dedicated to ongoing research on Neuchâtel’s colonial past.

Among which the following:
•  Bibliographical elements
•  A scanned version of David de Pury’s original will
•  A chronological account of the erection of the statue of David de Pury with additional links to sources related to the statue
•  Assignments by Neuchâtel University students on the statue of David de Pury
•  A body of pictures, footage showing the statue at different periods of time
•  The responses to the tender for artistic projects

Colonial – local
A project designed by Barbara Miller, Linda Ratschiller and Simone Rees to uncover Fribourg’s colonial tracks.
https://colonial-local.ch/fr 

Links
Switzerland
Campus n° 91- Geneva University Campus magazine – Documents on colonisation
https://www.unige.ch/campus/files/3214/7246/8278/campus91_dossier3_dossier91.pdf

France
Fondation pour la mémoire de l’esclavage 
https://memoire-esclavage.org

Institut national de recherches archéologiques preventives – archéologie de l’esclavage colonial
https://enseignants.inrap.fr/activite-pedagogique/archeologie-de-lesclavage-colonial-140

Contact
Service de la culture 
Médiation culturelle 
L’Atelier des musées
+41 32 717 79 18 
atelier.musees.neuchatel@ne.ch

https://www.mahn.ch/fileadmin/mahn/EXPOSITIONS/EXPOSITIONS_ACTUELLES/Mouvements/MVTS_DOC_PED_TRAITE.pdf
https://colonial-local.ch/fr/
https://www.unige.ch/campus/files/3214/7246/8278/campus91_dossier3_dossier91.pdf
https://memoire-esclavage.org
https://enseignants.inrap.fr/activite-pedagogique/archeologie-de-lesclavage-colonial-140
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Additional resources
Grand Format and other tv documents
•  �RTS – Grand format: “Deux siècles d’indiennes à Neuchâtel”, 2019. 

Available at https://www.rts.ch/info/culture/arts-visuels/10262441-deux-siecles-dindiennes-a-neuchatel.html.

•  �Forum – Le grand débat: “Que faire de notre passé colonial?”, 17 june 2020. 
Available at https://www.rts.ch/play/tv/forum/video/le-grand-debat-que-faire-de-notre-passe-coloni-
al?urn=urn:rts:video:11408721.

•  �Eugster David, “La Suisse et ses colonies”, Swissinfo, 14 July 2020, https://www.swissinfo.ch/fre/la-suisse-et-ses-colo-
nies/45906046?utm_content=o&amp;utm_medium=display&amp;utm_source=swissinfoch.

 Secondary sources
•  �Baily Christopher, La naissance du monde moderne (1780-1914), Paris, Les Éditions de l’Atelier &amp; Éditions ouvrières, 2007.

•  �Brizon Claire, Etienne Noémie, Lee Chonja, Wismer Étienne, Une Suisse exotique ? Regarder l’ailleurs en Suisse au siècle 
des Lumières, Zürich-Paris, 2020.

•  Fässler Hans, Une Suisse esclavagiste Voyage dans un pays au-dessus de tout soupçon, Paris, Duboiris, 2007.

•  �Nussbaum Claire-Aline et Tissot Laurent (dir.), Suchard. Entreprise familiale de chocolat, Neuchâtel, Alphil, 2005.

•  Piguet Claire, Un parfum de chocolat – Sur les traces de Suchard à Neuchâtel, Alphil, 2022.

•  Stoler Ann Laura et Cooper Frederick, Repenser le colonialisme, Paris, Payot et Rivages, 2013.

•  �Thomas David, Etemad Bouda and Schauffelbuehl Jannisck Marina, La Suisse et l’esclavage des Noirs, Lausanne, Antipo-
des/Société d’histoire de la Suisse romande, 2005.

•  �Veyrassat Béatrice, Histoire de la Suisse et des Suisses dans la marche du monde : (XVIIe siècle – Première Guerre mondi-
ale) : espaces, circulations, échanges, Neuchâtel, Alphil, 2018.

https://www.rts.ch/info/culture/arts-visuels/10262441-deux-siecles-dindiennes-a-neuchatel.html
https://www.rts.ch/play/tv/forum/video/le-grand-debat-que-faire-de-notre-passe-colonial?urn=urn:rts:video:11408721
https://www.rts.ch/play/tv/forum/video/le-grand-debat-que-faire-de-notre-passe-colonial?urn=urn:rts:video:11408721
https://www.swissinfo.ch/fre/la-suisse-et-ses-colonies/45906046?utm_content=o&amp;utm_medium=display&amp;utm_source=swissinfoch$
https://www.swissinfo.ch/fre/la-suisse-et-ses-colonies/45906046?utm_content=o&amp;utm_medium=display&amp;utm_source=swissinfoch$
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Colonial imprints – vocabulary 
Cabinet of curiosities  Cabinets of curiosities were collections comprising naturalia (animals, plants and minerals) and arti-
ficalia (things produced by people). These collections arose over the course of voyages and trade, with the aim of advancing 
the study of natural history and enjoying the world’s wonders. Many objects from Charles Daniel de Meuron’s curiosity cabinet 
are now held by Neuchâtel’s municipal museums.

Colonialism  The term colonialism refers to the justifications (economic, military, cultural and religious) used to defend the 
occupation of a territory by a group of people who were not born there, and their corresponding political, military and econo-
mic domination.

Colonisation  This word, first used in the seventeenth century, means the act of taking over and ruling another country or area.

Triangular trade  The market relations between merchandise and enslaved people that took the form of a trade triangle across 
the Atlantic Ocean linking Europe, Africa and the Americas, between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. This economy was 
based on the slave trade in which Europeans imported captured Africans to the Americas to produce goods then exported to 
Europe. 

Slavery  Slavery is a condition in which people belong to other people, a master, just like any other form of property, and 
are thus robbed of their humanity. The slaves were forced to work for this master, most often on plantations, and owed their 
owners total obedience.

Exoticism  Exoticism is characterised by a taste for things from far away. During the nineteenth century the European coun-
tries craved “exotic” landscapes, flavours and cultures, as seen, for example, in the vignettes of  “our beautiful colonies” in the 
eponymous album put out by Suchard, and the Oriental minaret that can still be seen in Serrières.

Indienne  “Indienne” was the name of a kind of painted or printed cotton fabric that was very popular in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, when it became an item of mass consumption. At first imported from India, it was also manufactured in 
the Neuchâtel region. 

Industrialisation  Industrialization is made possible by the rapid transformation of agriculture and population growth. The 
modes of production change and the process accelerates, especially through the introduction of the steam engine. It is also 
linked to the flourishing of trade as the market becomes internationalized. Colonised territories are a major source of cheaper 
raw materials and also constitute new markets. 

Bequest   A bequest is property given by means of a will. David de Pury left his fortune (600 millions in today’s Swiss francs) 
to the citizens of Neuchâtel.

The Enlightenment  The Enlightenment refers to a philosophical current that sought to “enlighten” the world by means of 
reason and the use of critical thinking. A number of its leading figures denounced slavery, including Rousseau, Montesquieu 
and Condorcet. But their approach was often purely theoretical and rarely challenged the economic system based on slavery. 

Mission  In Christian terminology, a mission is a religious project to send missionaries to non-Christian places to convert the 
local population. During the colonial period, this practice, presented as a way to save souls and bring education,  was used as 
an excuse for European domination. 

Globalisation  Globalisation is the interconnection of different parts of the world through the exchange of merchandise, 
information, people and capital. 

Paternalism  Paternalism is a mode of domination in which a man limits the freedom of others in the name of what he consi-
ders their own good. This attitude can be seen in various contexts, such as that of a company owner towards his employees. In 
exchange for providing housing and granting what he considers better working conditions, the boss expects unwavering loyalty.

Plantation  Plantations are large farms situated in the middle of the Americas, especially the region extending from the southern 
U.S. to the Caribbean and northern Brazil. Among other products, they grow sugar cane, cacao, tobacco, coffee and cotton. 
The owners used enslaved people to work these lands.

Société typographique de Neuchâtel    The Neuchâtel Typographic Company was a publishing house in that city active 
between 1769-89. It put out many abolitionist books that, due to censorship, could not be printed in France, such as Réflexions 
sur l’esclavage des nègres (Reflections on the enslavement of Negroes) by Nicolas de Condorcet, published in 1781.
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