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1  1-1  The Swiss Family Robinson 10:32
2  1-2  All being ready, we cast off, and moved away... 10:42
3  1-3  The voice of our vigilant cock roused me... 9:31
4  1-4  After this delicious meal, Fritz having resumed… 9:00
5  1-5  We did not, however, long enjoy this repose... 7:52
6  1-6  We resigned ourselves to sleeping in our small boat... 10:27
7  1-7  Beneath the shelter of our tent... 6:22
8  1-8  Next morning, the greatest activity instantly prevailed... 6:34
9  1-9  When dinner was over, I prepared our night quarters. 7:32
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10  2-1  Next morning the children sprang about the tree... 9:23
11  2-2  Next morning, Fritz prepared everything in readiness... 9:22
12  2-3  Next morning my thoughts began to revert... 9:19
13  2-4  By sunrise we were all astir... 12:51
14  2-5  Six weeks slipped away while we were thus… 9:26
15  2-6  As we repassed the rocky bed of a stream... 6:16
16  2-7  One morning, we were suddenly alarmed by hearing... 7:31
17  2-8  Week after week rolled by. 8:29
18  2-9  We made preparations for an excursion... 5:43
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19  3-1  We proceeded to test the climbing powers... 8:18
20  3-2  I was seated with my wife and Fritz... 5:08
21  3-3  Out of this painful state we were at last delivered... 8:23
22  3-4  There remained much anxiety in my mind... 8:47
23  3-5  All was ready for a start at an early hour... 10:01
24  3-6  I awoke at dawn... 6:59
25  3-7  I wished to make yet another excursion... 6:26
26  3-8  Next morning early we examined our farmyard... 6:58
27  3-9  Scarcely had I completed my pottery... 10:46
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28  4-1  Year followed year… 10:37
29  4-2  Here ended the narrative; but next morning... 10:08
30  4-3  Late in the evening we desisted from our labours... 7:45
31  4-4  Five days passed, but Fritz still remained absent. 9:21
32  4-5  When she was gone, and silence had been restored... 8:53
33  4-6  Next morning as we assembled for breakfast... 8:22
34  4-7  The rest of the day was occupied in making… 12:49

   Total time: 4:56:52
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An epic tale of adventure and survival, 
The Swiss Family Robinson has been a 
bestseller ever since it was published in 
1812, just over 200 years ago. Written 
by Swiss pastor Johann David Wyss 
(1743–1818), it begins with a shipwreck. 
A boat carrying a family of settlers to a 
distant colony is driven onto a reef just off 
an uncharted tropical island. The sailors 
desert the ship in lifeboats, leaving the 
Swiss family on board. They weather the 
storm, build a makeshift raft of empty 
casks and head for the island. Handily, 
the ship is packed with food, tools, 
weapons and everything they need for 
survival. Once on dry land, they set about 
exploring their new surroundings. Using 
their wits, ingenuity and ship’s stores, 
they build a new life together and make 
many amazing discoveries…

The family in the novel is made up of 
a father, a Swiss priest (like the author), 
his wife and their four sons: Fritz, Ernest, 
Jack and Franz, aged between eight and 
fifteen. The family’s name is not Robinson. 
The book title refers to Robinson Crusoe, 
an adventure story by English writer 
Daniel Defoe, which was published in 
1719, nearly a century before. Defoe’s 
novel tells how a lone sailor survives after 
being shipwrecked on a desert island. 
This exciting tale went on to inspire plays, 
poetry and novels, including The Swiss 
Family Robinson, which was written 
especially for children. 

Like the father in the story, Pastor 
Wyss had four sons. The book started 
as a bedtime story for his own boys. 
The father in the novel keeps a journal 
of the family’s adventures on the island 

The Swiss Family
Robinson
Johann David Wyss
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‘for the instruction and amusement of my 
children, but it is very possible that it may 
be useful to other young people’. 

The book’s aim is to teach young 
people about nature, survival, self-
reliance and co-operation. The father has 
a vision for his sons: ‘I want to see my 
sons strong, both morally and physically. 
That means… brave to do what is good 
and right, and to hate evil, and strong to 
work, hunt and provide for themselves 
and others, and to fight if necessary.’ The 
story also has a strong Christian message. 
The island turns out to be stocked with 
hundreds of useful plants and animals, 
handily provided by God or Providence 
for the family’s convenience. 

The Swiss Family Robinson was 
published in 1812, just four years 
before the author’s death. It was edited 
by his eldest son, Johann Rudolf Wyss, 
and illustrated by another son, Johann 
Emmanuel. It proved instantly popular, 
and was translated from the original 
German into French, English and other 
European languages within just a few 
years. The French translator, Baroness 
Isabelle de Montolieu, added a number 

of later episodes and also changed the 
ending. Her additions became part of 
most versions of the novel, including this 
audiobook.

So why has The Swiss Family Robinson 
proved so popular? Its main appeal is as a 
classic adventure story, which has fired 
the imagination of readers for over two 
centuries. Most of us have wondered how 
we would survive if we found ourselves 
stranded on a desert island. This book 
explains a lot about how to do it! The 
story moves at a fast pace, as the family 
encounters all sorts of ferocious beasts 
and other dangers. We marvel as they 
use their wits, knowledge and ingenuity 
to tame wild beasts and solve all kinds 
of problems. They make many homes on 
the island, including a tree-house and a 
magical cave.

In the early 19th century, a number 
of books written especially for young 
people informed them about nature and 
stressed the importance of hard work, 
obedience and consideration for others. 
But most were dry and boring, and not 
exciting adventure stories like The Swiss 
Family Robinson. Since it was written the 
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book has inspired many ‘spin-offs’ such 
as books, TV programmes and films. A 
Walt Disney film released in 1960 was 
especially popular and introduced a new 
generation of readers to the book.

Modern readers may find certain 
aspects of the story unappealing or hard 
to swallow. For example, the island seems 
almost too perfect. Incredibly, it is stocked 
with animals from different habitats all 
over the world, such as bears, kangaroos, 
lions, walruses, ostriches and flamingos. 
All of these could not possibly be found 
on one small island. Similarly, the island is 
a treasure trove of the world’s most useful 
plants, such as rice, manioc, tea, bamboo, 
flax and cotton. We are told that new 
plants sprout and flourish all year round 
without being tended. Some readers may 
find all this a bit too convenient, while 
certain episodes may also strike us as 
unlikely. 

As for the island’s human inhabitants, 
the father may also be a bit too perfect 
for our modern tastes. The story is told 
exclusively from his point of view, and 
he is always right about everything, 
having enough knowledge of the world’s 

plants, animals, minerals, science and 
technology to fill an encyclopedia. As 
you listen, you might like to think about 
how the story would be told by one of 
the sons, or the mother. Some readers 
may be disappointed that the family has 
no daughters to share the adventure, 
or be irritated by the role given to the 
mother. An expert cook and seamstress, 
she is mainly confined to camp where she 
looks after the youngest child, Franz. If 
she disagrees with her husband, events 
almost always prove him right. In these 
conservation-conscious times, some 
readers may also feel there is too much 
emphasis on shooting animals! However, 
these aspects of the book reflect attitudes 
of the time. 

Right from when it was first 
published, many readers also seem to 
have felt unsatisfied by the original 
ending. In this, the family survives on the 
island for two years before a ship arrives. 
The captain receives the father’s journal 
which is later published, but then a storm 
drives the ship away. The family continues 
living happily on the island. In the French 
translation published a few years later, 
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translator Isabelle de Montolieu added 
some chapters, including encounters 
with a giant snake and lions, and a new 
ending: after ten years on the island, the 
sons have all grown up when another 
survivor joins them, this time a lively 
female character who helps to correct 
the gender imbalance on the island. 
These additions were allowed to stand 
and became part of most versions of the 
book, including the one narrated here. 

Notes by Jen Green
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The music on this recording was taken from the NAXOS catalogue

BEETHOVEN  OVERTURES, VOLUME 1   8.550072
Slovak Philharmonic Orchestra; Stephen Gunzenhauser, conductor

BEETHOVEN  OVERTURES, VOLUME 2   8.553431
Nicolaus Esterházy Sinfonia; Béla Drahos, conductor

Music programming by Sarah Butcher

Jonathan Keeble combines his audio work with a busy theatre and 
TV career. He has featured in over 500 radio plays for the BBC, from 
Shakespeare to Sherlock Holmes. He also played the evil Owen in The 
Archers. His voice work ranges from the audio guide for the Sistine 
Chapel to voicing the Angel of Death in the film Hellboy 2. An award-
winning reader, Jonathan has recorded over 100 audiobooks. 
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