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Chapter 9: City Upside Down: Laughing at the Flooding of the Danube in Late Nineteenth-

Century Vienna  

Introduction  

‘The Blue Danube’, composed by Johann Strauss the Younger, was performed for the first time in 

1867 in a popular entertainment venue called the Dianasaal. This was a place where the Viennese 

burgers bathed in the water of the Danube during summertime and organised concerts and balls in 

winter.1 The waltz, which had been said to follow an organic rhythm of peaceful waves, became an 

emblematic melody of the era when the capital of the Habsburg Empire grew into a modern 

metropolis. Lyrics attached to it later celebrated the river as a calm stream, uniting hearts in its 

shores across the empire.2  

Yet, only five years earlier in 1862, the flooding of the river caused a disaster which threatened 

urban existence in Vienna. In February 1862, the surface of the Danube rose over 15 feet due to 

an ice jam and cold water covered several parts of the city, mainly the suburban areas of 

Brigittenau and Leopoldstadt. Flooding lasted from 1 February to 9 February, making the city 

unfamiliar and unsafe for over a week. It made 4000 people lose their homes and caused the loss 

of several lives.3  

As an urban catastrophe, flooding was not a singular event in Vienna but it had a history of its own. 

The flood in 1862 was part of a long continuum of urban disasters caused by the great Danube 

which runs through the city on its way from the Alps to the Black Sea. The city and the river had 

co-existed for centuries and severe floods had troubled Vienna ever since it evolved from a Roman 

camp into a medieval town.4 For example, in the 1340s, floods occurred almost every year and, 

together with an earthquake and plague, wiped out approximately one third of the population of the 
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city. Accordingly, the Viennese had lived with the threat of floods for centuries; some of them had 

personal memories of the most recent major flooding of the Danube, which took 74 lives and 

happened only thirty-two years earlier in 1830.5 

However, the 1862 flood discussed in this chapter was significant because it took place at a time 

when rapid urban development radically changed not only the role of the river in urban life but also 

attitudes and ideas related to nature. The dependence on the Danube as a source of materials and 

means of waste disposal was diminished in the nineteenth-century. At the same time, it became 

more important to control the great river as the city expanded from under 500,000 inhabitants in 

1857 into over two million in 1910. There was a need to protect the growing population and 

infrastructure and create more space for them.6 The flood in 1862 was the final impetus for the 

regulation of the Danube, which was carried out between 1869–1875.7 The natural disaster thus 

had an effect on the modernisation of Vienna as it showed a demand for technological 

development and a new kind of organisation of space.8  

Furthermore, the flooding in 1862 meant not just destruction of the material environment but it 

challenged mental hierarchies and categories that shaped the processes of comprehending and 

organising subjective experiences in the rapidly changing city.9 The disaster turned Vienna 

temporarily upside down. Different kinds of rules and borders were crossed in the state of 

emergency and urban settings were transformed into unfamiliar scenes full of chaos and 

disruptions. Because the organisation of the nineteenth-century city was so inseparably interwoven 

with masculine ideas of order, reason, self-control and progress,10 the disaster created a threat to 

modern middle-class masculinity. This chapter pursues this crisis from a cultural historical 

perspective by looking at how the urban catastrophe was discussed in humorous magazines 

during and after the flood. 

Flood humour 

In early 1860s, there were four major humorous magazines in Vienna: Figaro, Kikeriki, Humorist 

and Hans Jörgel, which were all aimed at a middle-class audience. All these humorous prints 

followed events during and after the flood. Whereas Humorist and Hans Jörgel represented an 
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older tradition of humorous magazines, dating from the Vormärz, Figaro was founded in 1857 and 

Kikeriki in 1861.Their political views were liberal, even though Kikeriki started as a democratic 

paper but veered towards anti-Semitism in the 1880s. 

Making fun of such a serious and horrifying topic as a catastrophe is not surprising considering that 

humour often relates to disturbing topics, cultural taboos and things that cause uncertainty in 

society. According to folklorist Alan Dundes, humour often relates to cultural fears and anxieties.11 

As the interest in humour research has grown in the twentieth century, a wide selection of scholarly 

literature has investigated humour’s role as a cultural pattern helping to cope with threatening or 

frightening experiences such as oppression, war or catastrophe.12  

The historical study of humour calls for sensitivity for the temporal nature of humour; considering 

something as funny is always tied to a certain time and place.13 Like any other aspect of culture, 

the realms of the comical are constantly changing.14 Accordingly, as historian Robert Darnton has 

argued, one has to recognise a different way of thinking of the people of the past in order to ‘get 

the joke’.15 Reading humorous representations, therefore, requires a process of pulling apart 

different contexts or meanings that these humorous accounts combine and setting them in a larger 

historical and cultural framework.  

Consequently, the following analysis proceeds by cross-reading humorous sources with other non-

humorous popular narratives on the disastrous flood, especially newspaper reports from Wiener 

Zeitung and Die Presse and non-humorous popular literature published after the catastrophe such 

as F. Hofmann’s Die Ueberschwemmung von Wien und Umgebung im Februar 1862 (The 

Flooding of the City of Vienna and its Surroundings in February 1862). The focus will be on three 

aspects that emerged in humour as sources of uncertainty: mistrust towards city authorities, losing 

control over the body and possessions, and reversal of class hierarchies. 

Uncertainty and Doubt 

The catastrophe had a vast impact on the city. In Brigittenau alone 1500 people had to be 

evacuated by 5 February.16 The next day 2860–3000 homeless people were in need of 

accommodation and they were lodged in local inns and other facilities. Later it was estimated that 
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4000 people altogether had to leave their homes because of the flood.17 Lack of drinking water and 

food was also a major problem. Flooded areas were isolated and they could only be reached 

through waterways. This increased a sense of uncertainty.  

 

In the early phase of the disaster, in particular, this uncertainty was a major theme for jokes and 

cartoons. In fact, there is remarkable little information surviving on the flood. For example, the 

authorities never published numbers of casualties or information on wounded or missing persons. 

The citizens followed events mainly through daily papers, which published reports on damages in 

Vienna and in other cities together with exact measurements of the water level in different parts of 

the Danube.18 Reports were scattered and fragmented; growing in number only after the danger 

was starting to pass. The first facts about the number of evacuated people and reports on 

casualties emerged only after 5 February.19 Humorous magazines, as well, delayed their response 

to the disaster, so that most of the jokes and cartoons were published at a time when the water 

was already starting to subside. 

 

 

Figure 9.1‘Your Grace, the water is here’. Figaro 7 February 1862. Souce:ÖNB. 

 



5 
 

As the danger was still relatively high, Figaro published a cartoon picturing an upper-class male 

with his servant, informing him that ‘Your Grace, the water is here.’ His master does not, however, 

believe this because the telegraphed news had not yet reported the problem. He states that it must 

be wrong water and therefore, ‘none of their concern’.20 The idea of rising danger that was faster 

than printed literature was discussed also in other humorous representations.21 There clearly was a 

view that in a state of emergency it was more important to rely on the authority of lived experience 

than on the authority of texts.  

 

This notion refers to the fact that newspapers and other urban texts were crucial for the middle 

classes in fathoming the city and orienting in urban life.22 However, since information on the 

disaster was regulated in the public sphere, the authority of the texts was overruled and the body 

was transformed into a source of knowledge and action. Blind belief in texts was ridiculous and 

laughable like the upper-class gentleman who relied more on telegraphs than on the lived 

experience of the servant who came to warn him. 

 

The recent studies of urban catastrophes have suggested that we should pay more attention to the 

connections between ‘natural’ disasters and social processes, as human actions that both lead to 

natural hazards and are altered and shaped by them. When looking at urban catastrophes from a 

historical perspective, it is important to acknowledge that the meanings and effects of urban 

catastrophes depend on the historical contexts in which they take place. Clashes between human 

civilisation and the physical environment have been observed and interpreted in different ways in 

causes of history and there is a body of work dealing with the cultural responses and social 

implications of natural catastrophes in different periods of time.  One of the recent studies, 

Historical Disasters in Context (2012) looked at the role of catastrophes in making historical 

processes and shaping experiences and knowledge.23  

  

The question of knowledge was central for Viennese humour on the flood in 1862 and it was 

intimately interlinked with questions of power and authority. The violence of the flood seemed to be 

silenced by the authorities, which means that there is no surviving information on the number of 
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casualties. Die Presse pointed this out on 5 February by writing that apparently no human lives had 

been lost but because there were no official bulletins given to the public, accurate facts about the 

matter were missing. 24 

 

Even though the official sources fell silent about lost lives, some scattered information on the 

horrors that took place in February 1862 can be found in the newspapers. In comparison to the 

Wiener Zeitung, which gave only sparse facts on the on-going disaster, Die Presse published more 

detailed accounts on the catastrophe. On February 6, it reported on what was described as the first 

known death case: the carpenter Joseph Stauber and his foster child were rescued together with 

day labourer Maria Schellibor on a lighter near the left bank on the Danube Canal. However, the 

lighter fell over and even though Stauber and Schellibor were rescued from the water, the foster 

child died.25 In another account, the foster child was identified as a twelve-year old girl.26 The next 

day more horrible cases were reported: in Brigittenau house Nr. 100, a drowned man was found 

floating in the water in his bed. In Leopoldstadt, a worker was killed while passing a yard covered 

in water. In nearby Taborelinie, a small wooden cabin was dragged to the shore and two children 

were found dead inside.27  

 

However, despite these sensational details, no lists of victims were ever published. The remaining 

information on the casualties is thus confusing and contradictory. Hofmann’s account Die 

Ueberschwemmung von Wien und Umgebung im Februar 1862 neglects the incidents described in 

Die Presse and names only one accident in addition to the case of the foster child. On 6 February, 

at 4am, a rescue boat capsized on a boulevard covered with water up to five feet high and four 

people were killed.28 So, clearly the flood of 1862 took human lives even though the number of 

deceased was never given to the public, 

 

Silence might have been a conscious strategy to avoid panic. As previous research has shown, 

press publicity in the late 1850s and early 1860s in Vienna was not only heavily censored but also 

consciously manipulated in order to secure established political order.29 The flood in 1862 took 

place at a time when the old censorship regulations, dating from a period after the 1848 revolution 
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and created to secure the restoration of Neo-Absolutism, was on its last gasp. The next year, in 

1863, a new press law came into force, giving more liberties for the press and ensuring a rapid 

growth of humorous periodicals in Vienna.30 

 

Notably, all newspapers reported promptly on measures that the state and city authorities were 

taking against the catastrophe. For example, the Wiener Zeitung, the official mouthpiece of the 

government, published on February 7 on the front page that the Emperor Franz Joseph and Mayer 

Zelinka had been exploring the flood plain on a boat.31 As discussed later in this chapter, the 

heroism of Emperor Franz Joseph and the charity of upper-class citizens were heavily highlighted 

in the press, whereas elements of death, danger and violence were absent with the exception of 

few horrifying details. 

 

However, more critical tones and fears were ventilated through popular humour. On February 8, 

the humorous magazine Hans Jörgel published an imaginary letter of the title figure to his brother-

in-law in the province stating that he had witnessed with his ‘own eyes’ that the destruction was far 

worse than that announced in the papers. Because the Hans Jörgel figure was a prototype of fool, 

writing in casual dialect, he was able to say aloud things that were otherwise prohibited.32 The 

letter ended up entailing an open critique on the public authorities for both failing to respond to the 

danger properly and covering up their own mistakes. 33 

 

Figaro and Kikeriki magazines, too, ridiculed the city council and the provincial Surveyor's Office 

for inadequate measures against the disaster.34 On 13 February Kikeriki published a cartoon titled 

‘Viennese Flood Descriptions’ which was a pictorial narrative that combined the sense of urgency 

with satirical ridicule towards the city authorities. The first two pictures depict how the danger 

increased in Brigittenau every hour. The third picture shows how a guard posted near the 

Kettenbrücke Bridge is not the least bit interested that the bridge is in danger of collapsing because 

of the weight of fleeing people. He states that the problem is the responsibility of the city authorities 

in Leopoldstadt. In the fourth picture, a commission is investigating the canal while one of the 
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houses suffers a dangerous crack and the entire crowd inside has to be evacuated in case of 

collapse. 

 

 

Figure 9.2 ‘Viennese Flood Descriptions’. Kikeriki 13 February 1862. Source: ÖNB. 

 

The fifth picture asks how is it possible that poor people are allowed to collect wood waist-deep in 

the water and how many diseases and lost human lives this may cause.35 In the same issue the 

chief editor, Ottokar Franz Ebersberg, alias O.F. Berg, heavily criticised the city council for 

inadequate measures in dealing with the catastrophe, especially for not using soldiers in the 

rescue operations.36  
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The transformation of the material environment in 1862, and earlier, was a source of curiosity and 

fright. On 5 February, Die Presse reported on the disorder and misery in the damaged areas: 

people were crying for help on the roofs where they had escaped. Dead animals, such as drowned 

cows and objects, even small cottages, were drifting in the water. Street lanterns had gone out and 

numerous cries for help echoed everywhere in the dark night lit with nothing but torches.37 Later an 

account written retrospectively described the unrecognisable and strange landscape in great detail, 

depicting how city squares turned into seas and how two elks were seen swimming all the way to 

the Nordbahnhof in search of rescue.38  

 

There is a long tradition of Viennese visualisations of floods, which all portray how water suddenly 

takes over places and transforms them into unfamiliar landscapes.39 Both visual and textual 

accounts on floods often contained words like ‘terrible’ referring to the horror of the disaster. It has 

been suggested that horror and humour have in common the unfamiliarisation of the familiar.40 

Furthermore, especially after Freud, humour has been related more to feelings of anxiety and 

uncanniness than pleasure.41 The sudden invasion of nature over the city, which made people lose 

control over their everyday environment, was something that caused deep structural uncertainty. 

 

Losing control over bodies and possessions 

Not just the body, but space, experience and even humour, are gendered concepts. Recent 

studies have emphasised that gender should be understood widely as a category that organises 

human relations and social order by creating differences and hierarchies.42 Furthermore, especially 

after Judith Butler, the performative nature of gender has been under inspection in a wide range of 

scholarly studies that ask how not only femininity but also masculinity are constantly reconstructed 

through action.43 Gender, as a social category, is also historically determined. As historian Ute 

Frevert has noted, the nineteenth century established new definitions for gender, which 

intermingled with the bourgeois self-understanding and class identity. In bourgeois society, gender 
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difference became a constitutive principle in understanding human existence and organising social 

relations.44  

Also, George L. Mosse has located the nineteenth century as a constitutive era for the creation of 

modern masculinity. Ideas of manhood did not just shape nineteenth century political ideas such as 

nationalism, but masculine ideals of rationality and self-constraint transpired modern society on a 

deeper level as they became incorporated in the ideals of organising space and society. Middle 

class ideals of masculinity were formative for the modern individual, as ideals of manhood were 

used to determine normative patterns of behaviour and social interaction. Masculinity was 

constructed trough the male body, which became a key symbol for immaterial meanings such as 

honour, courage and control.45 The flood formed a threat to all of these ideals. The transformation 

of the material world changed people’s actions in space into unconventional behaviour as they 

were forced to climb on roofs, sail on rescue boats and struggle with natural elements that had 

taken over the city.46 Precisely because gender was so much embedded in the city space and 

practices attached to it, the catastrophe raised uncertainty concerning gender. 

 

Figure 9.3 ‘Regulation of filth in Glacis’. Kikeriki 20 February 1862. Source: ÖNB. 
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Over a week after the flood, Kikeriki published a cartoon titled ‘Regulation of filth in Glacis’ 

portraying a scene in which a group of people, all men, are sailing on a raft in the middle of the city, 

in a former fortification area, which soon hosted both Parliament and the City Hall. The 

accompanying text says that since the heavy rains have transformed the Glacis area into a ‘sea of 

filth’, the city council has organised a ferry to conduct the commission’s inquiries and rescue 

respectable passers-by from the mud. 47   

The cartoon points directly into the most frightening aspect of unruly nature: the flood threatened 

traditional qualities and values of masculinity because it made men lose control over their everyday 

environment and over their own bodies. Following the famous notions of Henri Bergson, laughter is 

produced as human beings are momentarily transformed into things, unable of controlling their own 

movements.48 The image of men turning into mere things was a theme that was also revoked in 

serious narrative patterns of horror and danger: Accounts on the terror and fright caused by the 

flood described how even the sturdiest rescue boats were turned into toys by the waves as the 

tides were tossing heavy pontoons around as if they were merely playing balls. Men and women 

were said to be hanging to chimneys on the roof in order not to be tossed into the surfs.49  

The mixture of horror and comicality of losing control also emerged later in 1863 in a reminiscence 

of the catastrophe: A man is standing in the water in panic, unable to help women and children 

who seek safety in him. In the foreground, a baby is floating away in a cradle.50 This might seem 

an unexceptionally cruel joke, but it was nothing unusual for the late nineteenth-century Viennese 

public who enjoyed black humour in general.  A vast number of humorous texts and images were 

concerned with morbid topics such as violence and accidents, inclining towards black gallows 

humour.51 Some distance was, however, clearly needed for this ‘floating baby’ cartoon as it was 

published many months after the catastrophe.  

The ability to defy danger and protect women and children was a key characteristic of manhood, 

which was, especially in the nineteenth-century German dictionaries, associated with strength and 

courage.52 Therefore, the fear of failing to fill the masculine ideal was ventilated in the realms of 

humour and socially punished by ridicule.53  
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The ideas of mud and filth were also crucial for the humorous representations of losing control. 

Flood water was not just water, but it was considered filthy, an impure mixture of water and human 

belongings. The idea of filth or dirt (Koth) was associated with the flood on several occasions. For 

example, Der Humorist magazine published on 8 February an ‘Ode to the Flood’ celebrating 

ironically the wet filth that was covering the streets:  

Ha!! – is it humanly possible?? – so much water!! 

O speak muses, is this God’s commandment? 

The flood is swelling and ever more damp and wet 

Rolls down the streets the dreadful filth! […]54 

Descriptions of the disaster often depicted how the floodwater was carrying with it everyday 

artefacts such as house furniture, carriages, beams and street pavements.55 The flood created a 

mixture of water and different items and objects swirling together in the city, and this compound of 

a natural element and human belongings made water both filthy and unsettling for the middle 

classes. 56 Accordingly, the filth refers to human material that is no longer owned but turned into 

waste.  

Natural disasters are not only interpreted as catastrophes in terms of what kind of effects they have 

in human society, but they also make visible intersections between nature and society that 

normally go unnoticed.57 Nature and the city are not opposite entities but nature is interwoven in 

the life of the cities in multifaceted ways.58 Usually the natural and the social intersect in ways that 

are so settled and accepted that they seem given or ‘natural’. For example in the late nineteenth-

century, the Viennese bathing in the water of the Danube in Dianasaal had been absorbed in the 

bourgeois way of life.  

However, disruptions and breaks in the cultural system make the encounters between natural and 

social visible. Disasters are an important object of study because they make visible the 

connections between nature and the city, unravelling various underlying assumptions and cultural 

codes that are embedded in material spaces and spatial practices attached to them.59 The flood 
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had thus multifaceted cultural implications because of its transformative power over the material 

world that had sustained social relations and embodied cultural meanings and practices. 

Reversal of social hierarchies   

One of the humorous magazines, Kikeriki, used the disaster to make political jokes on the reversal 

of class hierarchies. These jokes are based on a situation in which the state of an emergency turns 

the world upside down; upper-class gentlemen lose their power and servants suddenly become 

leaders. For example, this joke presents a scene in which a shoemaker is searching refuge with his 

children in a strange house: 

Shoemaker: So children, just bring everything here to the first floor, where are the bunnies? 

Landlord: But please bear in mind – 

Shoemaker:  You should better go and make sure that the coffee will be finished. Children, 

are the coal scuttles already upstairs? Put them there on the four-poster bed. 

Landlord: What? For God’s sake – my poor bed – 

Shoemaker: The scuttles must be saved. You better start heating the room and take care of 

the coffee or I will throw you into the water. 

Landlord: I will do everything, just don’t ruin my furniture. […]60 

The scene continues in the same manner as the lower-class shoemaker takes over the house with 

his kids. The wife of this imaginary family is absent, which implicitly evokes an association that the 

upper-class landlord is turned into the role of the wife, making coffee and fussing over people 

ruining his nice furniture. The shoemaker is taking advantage of the abnormal situation and 

enjoying it to the full, stating that ‘a flood like this doesn’t happen every day’.61 He makes the 

landlord sleep on the floor and clean his boots. Each time the landlord tries to protest, the 

shoemaker threatens to throw him into the water.  

In this example, the reversal of hierarchies of class and power involved ideas about positive active 

masculinity and negative passive femininity. The upper-class house owner seems comical because 
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he acts in a feminine way and at the same time the masculine shoemaker dominates the situation 

with physical threat. This scene seems to create an underlying fear towards the underclasses who 

could riot during the catastrophe and take over the city with physical violence. 

Understanding this joke required an acknowledgement of a hierarchy of gender which contradicted 

the hierarchy of class. Femininity in man was ridiculous despite of their social standing and 

heritage. Making a man seem feminine was an old strategy for ridicule that the Viennese audience 

was familiar with; cross-dressing to reverse gender roles had been part of the European humorous 

tradition since the Middle Ages.62 In the joke about the landlord and the shoemaker, the ridiculous 

idea of a feminine man was resurrected in a political context of post-1848 Vienna. Ideas about 

gender were thus crucial for making the reversal of class relations funny. 

In another example from the same issue that came out 13 February, when the danger had already 

passed, the political message was more explicitly articulated. This joke is based on a three-fold 

structure presenting a baron before, during and after the flood. During this period, his attitude 

toward the working-class men changes from fear and hostility to fake solidarity, which, however, 

vanishes as soon as the danger is over. 63  

Even though catastrophes have been viewed in terms of the nature-culture hierarchy, they should 

not be reduced to a clash of nature and culture. In fact, the situation is very often more complex. 

Catastrophes bring together both natural and cultural factors and these entail multifaceted social 

contexts that shape both the catastrophic events and their interpretations. For example, because of 

social practices and spatial arrangements, different social groups have unequal protection against 

catastrophes and not all are affected by the catastrophe in the same way. Disasters are thus 

approached increasingly as ‘processes’ instead of singular ‘events’, resulting from the fact that 

catastrophes are often neither sudden nor simply destructive.64  

The political context of Neo-Absolutism that started after the repression of the 1848 revolution 

shaped both the development of the catastrophe and how it was interpreted. Importantly, suburban 

areas such as Leopoldstadt, Brigittenau and Neubau suffered the most severe damage, whereas 

bourgeois neighbourhoods and the aristocratic city centre managed to avoid major damage. This 
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reveals a clear hierarchy in social space, as poor working-class areas are usually more vulnerable 

to natural hazards than wealthy privileged parts of society. In Vienna there had been measures for 

centuries to regulate that part of the Danube Canal which ran near the city centre between 

Stephansplatz and Leopoldstadt. However, the larger tributaries and channels running near the 

growing underclass suburbs were less controlled until the 1869–1875 Danube regulation 

concentrated them in one riverbed.65  

In humorous accounts, catastrophe affected not just people’s relationship to their environment but 

to other people as well. As the space was suddenly transformed, social relations, embedded in 

space, were suddenly shaken. For example, the following joke “On the days of the Flood” 

portrayed a situation in which the disaster leads to unexpected behaviour. An office chief wants to 

know why one of the clerks did not show up at work the day before: 

(Office chief to a reticent clerk): Mr. Schaffelhuber, why were you not in the office 

yesterday? 

Schaffelhuber. (Abashedly): Please forgive me Mr. Councillor, I am…I have…” 

Councillor: Now speak up! What excuse do you have for yourself? Were you ill – or did you 

suffer from some other misfortune? I want to know the truth!” 

Schaffelhuber: I beg for your forgiveness Mr. Councillor; – I was with my wife fishing wood 

from the Danube. 66 

According to classical theories of laughter, humour most often involves a sense of superiority, 

incongruity or an element of relief.67 This example seems to contain all of these aspects. The 

sophisticated and respectful masculinity is turned banal and ridiculous through action that does not 

fit into the realms of accepted behaviour. However, there is also an element of relief. The cause for 

the clerk’s absence from work during the catastrophe turns out to be less sinister than feared: he 

had been fishing wood from the river – together with his wife.  

The comicality of the punchline refers to the fact that even reactions to catastrophes have their 

own gendered modes of proper action and behaviour. For example, in eighteenth-century 
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Switzerland floods were so common that certain practices were created to deal with them. These 

had very distinctive gender roles as men worked on reinforcing river embankments and women 

collected valuable material from the water and brought cattle to a higher ground for safety.68  

Collecting material from the water was thus an activity associated with women and the lower 

classes, such as workers fishing wood from the water in Kikeriki’s cartoon discussed earlier. 

It seems that most of the jokes revolved around the idea of losing masculinity and only a few 

humorous accounts involved women. Even if women did appear in the realms of humour, they 

were there to build up tension for comical effect. Only once did a woman appear as the butt of 

humour in a joke, in which a middle-class Hausfrau mistakes a commission member collecting 

clothes for charity for flood victims for a Jewish beggar.69 In serious narratives as well, women had 

supporting roles. Donations and charity work were the most important arenas in which women 

appeared in public. For instance, the paper Wiener Zeitung published each day names of those 

who had donated for flood victims and many of the names were women’s.70 Charity was thus an 

accepted way for women to take part in efforts against a catastrophe.  

As noted in earlier research on the history of catastrophes, natural disasters often have 

multifaceted cultural consequences. Catastrophes have implications not just on the material world, 

but on ideas, attitudes and emotions as well. Catastrophes and disasters have worked at different 

periods of time as triggers of cultural change.71 Even though the transformative power of the 

Viennese catastrophe should not be exaggerated, the flood in 1862 was clearly not just a 

destructive force, but it had also a creative side, evoking new ideas about transgressing cultural 

borders and hierarchies. The flood had a vast subversive potential. This seems to be the main 

reason why the serious narratives of the flood, published in newspapers and popular printed 

books, strived at creating a story of masculine heroism of the Emperor Franz Joseph. 

After the catastrophe: Reconstructing a story of the emperor’s masculine heroism  

After the flood, popular literature was used to create a narrative of conquering the danger and 

restoring control over the city. These narratives highlighted the role of the emperor Franz Joseph 

as a masculine and brave rescuer of his subjects. Consequently, the non-humorous popular 
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literature re-shaped the narratives about the catastrophe into a story of masculine heroism and 

survival of the empire.  

In F. Hofmann’s Die Ueberschwemmung von Wien und Umgebung im Februar 1862 the emperor 

was presented as a brave and strong father figure who defied danger in order to protect his people 

and his capital from destruction.72 Another non-humorous booklet called Kaiser und sein Volk bei 

der Ueberschwemmung in Wien 1862 told the same story in a more poetic form: As the city was 

turning into ‘an endless sea’, the only person who could rescue the poor Viennese from ‘an 

ascending watery grave’ was the emperor. 73  

In the popular literature of the time, the emperor embodied the ideals of strength and courage that 

were so constitutive for modern masculinity. As the others are struck with fear when confronting 

the elements, the emperor holds his courage and leads others into a fight against the violent forces 

of nature. The same story was also visualised in a contemporary printed flyer, presenting lyrics for 

a song ‘The Flood in Vienna’, seen below.74  

 

 

Figure 9.4 An Image from the flyer ‘The Flood in Vienna’. Source: ÖNB. 
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As Franz Mauelshagen has noted, disasters are neither unique nor exceptional and different kinds 

of cultural practices have evolved for interpreting catastrophes and commemorating them.75  In 

different historical times there have been various religious, political and scientific interpretative 

patterns for floods and other catastrophes.76 For example, in the German-speaking coastal area of 

the North Sea, the ways of explaining floods changed from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century, 

from divine punishment and God’s wrath to a work of nature.77  

 

As discussed earlier at the beginning of this chapter, floods have a long history in Vienna, and the 

overflowing of the Danube in 1862 was perceived and comprehended as a part of a larger 

historical continuum. Because of this, there were established narrative practices and coping 

strategies of dealing with the disaster. For centuries the royal rulers of the Habsburg dynasty had 

used the Danube to present and strengthen their political power; festivities were organised on the 

riverbank, imperial signs appeared in the regulation plans and it was conventional to thank the 

sovereign for conquering the disaster after a flood had taken place.78 The celebration of the 

emperor and the ‘restoration of natural order’ 79  after the 1862 catastrophe was thus part of a 

larger historical continuum as the flood became absorbed in the nineteenth-century Habsburg 

mythos that sustained the political power of Franz Joseph.  

  

However, there were interesting differences between commemorating the flood in 1830 and 1862. 

For example, Franz Sartori’s account Wien's Tage der Gefahr und die Retter aus der Noth (1830) 

thanked the emperor Franz I at first, but then provided multiple stories on the bravery of individual 

citizens, both men and women, who joined the fight against disaster according to their gender 

roles.80 However, in 1862 only the emperor Franz Joseph is playing the part of the masculine hero. 

He is a single hero defying alone the forces of nature.81 The press played a pivotal role in creating 

this story. Already in the early stage of the catastrophe when water was rising in the suburban 

areas of Brigittenau and Leopoldstadt on February 3 and 4, the press reported on how the emperor 

was visiting the damaged areas and leading actions against the growing danger.82 Humorous 

magazines, as well, joined in celebrating the leadership of the emperor; however, at the same time 

they ridiculed the bureaucratic city authorities: for example, Hans Jörgel wrote bitterly that the 
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provincial Surveyor’s Office should have followed the example of the emperor who led the rescuers 

into the water like soldiers into fire, with no fear of death. 83 

The 1848 revolution, which had occurred since the last severe flood, clearly had an enormous 

effect on how the meaning of the catastrophe was understood and discussed in public. As chaos 

and disorder had more political associations than in 1830, press propaganda was used to create 

an image of the emperor Franz Joseph as a strong ruler who was personally involved in the 

dangerous rescue operations and protected his subjects against the violent forces of nature. The 

failed attempt to assassin the emperor in 1853 and various internal conflicts within the empire 

probably affected this need to underpin the heroism of the emperor. The flood was thus interrelated 

with a construction of both a new kind of political power and modern masculinity. 

It has been suggested that patterns for perceiving and interpreting disasters is based on cultural 

memory, a pre-existing framework of shared knowledge that help to comprehend the experience of 

catastrophe.84 The pre-existing framework also shapes what is included and what is excluded in 

the memory of a catastrophe. For example, in Vienna the press accounts and popular narratives 

had a vital role in shaping the memory of the floods. An illustrative example is that Sartori’s book 

failed to mention a fate that did not fit into the existing gendered category of heroism: one of the 

most famous actresses of Vormärz Vienna, Therese Krones, died at the age of 29 of lung disease 

after helping to rescue other people during the flood in 1830.85  

In 1862, as well, the stories of ordinary men and women were left out and the multifaceted social 

reality was reduced into the story of the masculine heroism of the emperor. Hofmann’s book ended 

with an apologetic afterword regretting that much had to be left out in order to describe the main 

events of the 1862 flood. This meant that not all who had taken part in efforts to save the city could 

be named.86   

The commemoration of the 1862 flood in serious narratives can be understood as an ‘interpretative 

intervention’, which, according to Janku, Schenk and Mauelshagen, aims at preserving social 

stability and maintaining political power. Because disaster experiences are so affective and 

powerful, there have been throughout history attempts to manipulate them by shaping the ways in 
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which they are communicated, documented and interpreted. This is how narratives on 

catastrophes turn into instruments of power. 87 

Conclusion 

The aim of this chapter was to show that the catastrophic flood in Vienna in 1862 had a radical 

transformative power on material city space as well as meanings and ideas related to the urban 

environment. Humorous magazines published jokes and cartoons that unveiled the subversive 

potential of the catastrophe that turned the city upside down shaking different social and cultural 

hierarchies such as class and gender, embedded in space. However, the disruptive nature of the 

catastrophe created a need to restore the social order after the flood by emphasising the emperor’s 

masculine power over city space. After the flood, popular literature was used to create a narrative 

of conquering the danger and restoring control over the city. These narratives highlighted the role 

of the emperor Franz Joseph as a masculine and brave rescuer of his royal subjects.  

Accordingly, there was a contradiction between the humorous and non-humorous discourses on 

the catastrophe. Whereas jokes and cartoons challenged and undermined the ideal of modern 

masculinity, and dealt, in great variety, with the idea of losing control, the serious accounts actively 

reinforced the idea of heroic male reason and courage revolving around the idea of gaining control. 

In the serious narratives, modern masculinity was embodied in the Emperor Franz Joseph. His 

conquest over the catastrophe became a story of restoring power and control over city space. 

Because of the striking gap between humorous and non-humorous narrative patterns, the 

humorous sources give insight into the underlying uncertainties, which created a need for the 

official story of heroic masculinity. 

Where the newspaper reports and serious literature on the flood aimed at preserving social stability 

and maintaining political order, humour reflected and expressed uncertainties lying underneath the 

official way of dealing with the catastrophe. Popular jokes and cartoons thus give access to the 

fears, imaginings and interpretations of the catastrophe that were otherwise silenced in the late 

nineteenth-century bourgeois culture. 
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