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=20

You know that city so unshakeable and still,
Where no one treats your ears ill,
Where not every breath of wind makes you wholly
Nervous, furious and full of folly?
You know that city?
That way! That way
I'd like to escape with the next express train!
—‘Moderne Ballade’, 1886

This is the first part of a poem titled ‘Modern Ballad’, published in the humor-
ous magazine Der Floh in 1886." The author is, as in most humorous texts and
pictures published in magazines like Der Floh, unknown. The signature below
the ballad says only ‘Ein Wiener’ — a Viennese. Yet, although the identity of the
writer of the ‘Modern Ballad’ is unknown, the contemporary middle-class audi-
ence would certainly have immediately recognized the lines parodied here; they
come from one of the most famous poems by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe,
‘Mignon’s Song’.? However, Goethe’s classic text, which refers to Italy, is here
radically transformed. In the modern ballad, the speaker is longing for a city
still and unshakeable, in order to take an express train to get there. This ironic
paradox cannot be fully understood without the framework of humour.

This inquiry into popular humour in Vienna between 1857 and 1890 is
an attempt to discover why the city and its urban life in the late nineteenth
century generated so much laughter, and how humour was used as an interpreta-
tive framework with which to deal with the changing city environment. In
Vienna in the second half of the nineteenth century, when the urbanization and
transformation of the city space were making the city the opposite of still and
unshakeable, popular humour flourished.

The growing capital of the vast Habsburg Empire was a place where a variety
of different local traditions and nationalities merged and created a new kind
of urban culture. In the suburbs, popular singers sang couplet songs that cir-
culated in the city from mouth to mouth; in festivals outside the city border,
the pre-modern carnival culture persisted.> Whereas in the suburbs and in the
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fringe areas of the city an oral popular humour flourished, in the bourgeois
downtown humour expanded in literary forms. Thanks to modern printing
technology, in particular, humorous magazines and satirical journals became
extremely popular among the literate middle classes. The new urban bourgeoisie
enjoyed puns about dim-witted street watchmen and jokes about a beggar and
a millionaire meeting on the street, and were amused by cartoons of modern
women cross-dressed as men and early comic strips on the horror of riding an
omnibus on an ill-paved street (passengers bumping up and down), not to speak
of riddles that bluffed the human eye: puzzle pictures and wordplay that fooled
reason and opened up another kind of reality with ambivalence, fantasy and
hidden meanings.

This book explores popular humour in the nineteenth-century city both as a
mode of lived experience and as a discourse on urban life. I am therefore inter-
ested in the ways in which lived experiences and representations of the material
city were interconnected and how they shaped each other. By examining the
ways in which the urban environment and life in the city were discussed in vari-
ous printed media such as jokes, puns and cartoons, my aim is not only to look
at how urban life was represented in humorous accounts but to approach them as
something that sprang from the lived experience in the city and sheds light on the
complexity of everyday life in the transforming urban milieu. The present study
focuses on the bourgeoisie’s perspective on the city. The rising middle classes had
a vital role in shaping Viennese intellectual and cultural history towards modern-
ist culture, and I am approaching humour as a key to the urban imagination of
the Viennese Biirger, unveiling the contradictions and ambiguities in the transi-
tion towards modernity. The central question of my study is: how was humour
deployed in encountering and interpreting the experiences of urbanization and
modernity? In order to answer this question, I ask what aspects of the transform-
ing city were either seen or portrayed as comical or as a target for satire; how
humour was used as a way to understand and negotiate change in the everyday
environment, and to create meanings and identities in a situation when earlier
spatial and social relations were falling apart.

The major theme of the study is the fundamental transition towards moder-
nity in late nineteenth-century urban history. The modern city has been viewed
as an emblem or epitome of modernity,* where the paradoxes and ambiguities of
modernity became visible: a locus of fragmentation, discontinuation, movement,
unfamiliarity and estrangement.” However, although the relationship between
popular humour and modern urban culture has attracted academic interest in
recent years,’ the interconnection between nineteenth-century popular humour
and modernity is a relatively neglected topic that has not yet been subjected to
extensive close study. By exploring the comic press in Vienna, this study aims to
widen our understanding of the various ways in which humour and laughter have
been used in creating, understanding and inhabiting the modern world.
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The notion of comical modernity carries with it a long historical tradition.
Modernity’s comical, absurd or amusing aspects have been dealt with, especially,
by various clown figures, from Karl Valentin’s cabaret performances in the 1920s
Weimar Republic to Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936) and Jacques Tati’s
Play Time in the Paris of the 1960s.” However, all these examples represent a
full-blown, mature phase of modernity that resulted from the cultural rupture
of the early twentieth century. The current study seeks to demonstrate that the
‘modern’ was encountered and processed through humour long before it became
such a prominent feature in society and social debate. Furthermore, it explores
alternative, divergent ways of understanding and interpreting modernity, which
found their expression in the field of nineteenth-century popular culture, and
popular humour in particular, but are missing from the dominant discourses
surrounding modernity.

The concept of modernity is extremely ambiguous and has been defined in
many ways. As Rita Felski has noted, this results from the fact that the term
modernity has been used both as a thematic and as a periodizing term, and
covers various intersecting cultural, social and philosophical strands. Because
modernity has been associated with various complex historical processes, includ-
ing urbanization, the expansion of capitalism and the emergence of nation states,
different theoretical debates in the fields of historical research, political theory or
literary studies tend to locate modernity at different places in time and address
different aspects of it. Furthermore, as a periodizing term, modernity has been
conceptualized in relation to other adjoining terms that seek to explain different
features associated with it. The origin of the concept modernity has often been
traced back to Charles Baudelaire, who used it in his essay 7he Painter of Modern
Life (1864) to depict the transitory, fugitive and contingent experience of life.
‘The concept modernism refers to various literary and art movements and schools
in continental Europe and the United States, mainly in urban centres like Paris,
Berlin or Vienna, which created a new kind of radical aesthetics that challenged
existing traditions of representation and style.’

In addition to the rupture from traditional society and the emergence of
self-reflective subjectivism, modernity is often understood in terms of a shift in
temporal understanding. It has been defined as a new concept of time as a linear
continuum, externalized as a rational belief in progress and as a sense of a radical
break from the past. Furthermore, modernity is linked to modernization, mean-
ing the rational organization of space and society, manifested most clearly in the
city renewal projects across nineteenth-century Europe. The reconstruction of
Paris by the prefect Baron Georges Haussmann, between 1853 and 1870, created
a model for a new kind of modern city that was followed by architects and urban
planners across Europe.” Thus, as Marshall Berman has suggested, modernity
can be understood as a body of experience involving a radically new kind of
understanding of both time and space.!®
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My research focuses on urban renewal in Vienna and the emergence of
modern Viennese culture and experience. The time frame chosen for this inves-
tigation, starting in 1857 and ending in 1890, encompasses three decades in
which the city space was rebuilt and transformed. In the late 1850s, the old city
walls, which dated from the Middle Ages, were torn down, and an architectural
competition was organized for a new layout for the city.!! In the following three
decades, on the site of the former city wall there arose the new main boulevard
of the Habsburg Empire, the Ringstraf8e. It surrounded the old city centre, con-
necting it with the growing suburbs. The urban renewal reached its conclusion in
1890 with the unification of ‘Grof3-Wien’ into one municipal entity, although
the rebuilding of the city continued into the next century.!?

The aim of the city renewal, introduced by Kaiser Franz Joseph in 1857
with his famous declaration ‘Es ist mein Wille’ (it is my will), was to create new
kinds of urban space to meet the demands of a modernizing and industrializing
society. The population of Vienna was increasing rapidly, from around 476,000
in 1857 to approximately 1,365,000 in 1890 and to over two million in 1910."
The emergence of urban mass populations created tensions in the capital of the
Habsburg Empire, and urban planning provided a means to govern and control
the growing urban crowd more effectively. In Vienna the situation was distinctly
turbulent, since the immigrants moving into the city represented a range of
different cultures and nationalities, which created tensions and conflicts in an era
of rising nationalism. Consequently, the symbolic and representative function
of city space became a priority in the construction of the Ringstrafle. The city
renewal project, which aimed to create Vienna as a strong capital for the vast
heterogeneous empire, was also a political attempt to reshape and reinforce the
imaginary of a uniform nation and its shared past.!

Moreover, as the historian Carl E. Schorske has famously argued, the con-
struction of the Ringstrafle reflected the rise of the Austrian liberal bourgeoisie,
which gained political power in the Habsburg Empire and in the city of Vienna
as the political system changed in the 1860s from an absolutist to a constitutional
monarchy. Schorske suggests that as the liberals started to reshape Vienna to their
image, the city space became a battlefield, a ‘politically contested space’, through
which different groups in society tried to express their claims to power and their
cultural values.!® Due to this specific historical context, Vienna’s renewal differed
from the rebuilding of Paris or, say, Betlin or Rome in the nineteenth century.

This book aims to give a new perspective on the heyday of Austrian liber-
alism by demonstrating that humorous sources give access to the underlying
uncertainties and contradictions of the liberal era. Investigating popular humour
helps us to understand better the crisis of Austrian liberalism and its historical
roots in the Ringstrafle era. The starting point of my approach is the suggestion
that popular culture, which has received less attention in previous studies on
late nineteenth-century Viennese cultural history, can provide a new perspec-
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tive for the understanding of that era. Investigating popular humour enables
a bottom-up perspective on late nineteenth-century Viennese cultural history
and the dominance of the liberal bourgeoisie, which has previously been studied
predominantly in terms of intellectual history and high culture.

Instead of further investigating the much-researched Viennese high cul-
ture between 1890 and 1914, my study focuses on the preceding era of the
Griinderzeit,'® and looks at how the transformation of city space was discussed in
contemporary popular culture during the actual rebuilding process. As Marion
Linhardt has suggested in her study on the history of Viennese popular theatre
and operetta, the rebuilding of the city shook the old spatial and social structures
and brought into existence a new urban community that created and consumed
popular culture.'” T am suggesting that, especially in this period of urban trans-
formation, the realms of the popular can capture and uncover aspects from the
everyday life that are missing from ‘higher’ elements of culture. Furthermore, the
aim of this study is to rethink the boundaries of the bourgeoisie and to demon-
strate that the fields of bourgeois ‘high culture’ and vernacular ‘popular culture’
or industrial ‘mass culture’ were not as separate from each other as the previous
understanding of the nineteenth-century history has assumed. Therefore, my aim
is not to present popular humour as something separate from other aspects of
Viennese bourgeois culture, but rather to gain a new perspective on this culture
by analysing it through its humour, which can reveal something of the dynamics
of cultural processes that otherwise are hard to uncover. I am suggesting that
shifting our attention from the high aspirations and ideals of the bourgeoisie to
the plane of the low and mundane world of humour offers a new kind of insight
into issues that were repressed, silenced and avoided in the official culture.

The focus on humour also offers a new perspective on the emergence of
Viennese modernist culture, which has been the grand narrative of the studies in
Viennese cultural history since the famous volume of Carl E. Schorske, Fin-de-
siécle Vienna: Politics and Culture (originally published in 1979). Schorske’s thesis
of the emergence of the modernist culture as a reaction to the failure of bour-
geois liberalism and rationalism has fundamentally shaped our understanding of
Viennese modernity. Schorske’s central argument was that the next generation of
the liberal bourgeoisie became alienated from their class and turned to the world
of aesthetics and the psyche, turning their back on the cultural values of their
fathers. Schorske argues that the building of the Ringstrafle had a great impact
on intellectual history at the turn of the century, since it expressed all those values
that the next-generation modernists resisted and rejected, thus making Vienna
into one of the core centres of ahistorical modernity, a legacy that still affects our
day in a range of ways.

Consequently, late nineteenth-century Vienna has been seen as a ‘birthplace
of the modern world’,'® a ‘laboratory of modernity’’” where often contradictory
cultural ideas and processes collided and intertwined. The historian Allan Janik
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sees Vienna as a place where a self-aware and reflective ‘critical modernity’® took
shape. Moreover, as many of the contradictions and paradoxes of the modern
emerged in Vienna, they also generated new responses to a changing reality,
from Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis to Adolf Loos’s modern architecture and
Karl Lueger’s antisemitism and xenophobia. Because of the profound and far-
reaching impact that Viennese modernity has had on the intellectual, political
and cultural histories of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, understanding
late nineteenth-century Vienna is still significant and vital for the understanding
of our modern world.

The underlying thread in this inquiry is to pinpoint the relationship between
popular humour and the modern experience, and to show that humour was not
just a way of understanding and discussing modernity, but an integral part of it.
The popular humour of the liberal bourgeoisie not only helped people to navigate
in the ambiguous urban reality, but it also played an active part in shaping
this reality. Thus, my research seeks to demonstrate the crucial contribution of
humorous magazines in negotiating the city’s new, modern character.

While Schorske’s interpretation has profoundly shaped the understanding
of the birth of modernity in late nineteenth-century Vienna, his thesis has also
been subject to critical evaluations. Steven Beller emphasized in his scudy, Vienna
and the Jews 1867-1938: A Cultural History (originally published in 1989), the
strong Jewish impact on the intellectual history and cultural flowering of fin-de-
siécle Vienna as well as more widely on modern culture and thought. One of the
most important critical contributions to the Schorskean paradigm was the article
series Rethinking Vienna 1900, edited by Steven Beller, which came out in 2001.
As scholars have tried to achieve more differentiated ways of understanding the
cultural history of Viennese modernity, the main critique of Schorske’s interpre-
tation has focused on the question of who the liberal bourgeoisie actually were,
and what the terms ‘liberal” and ‘bourgeoisie’ meant in the Austrian context.?!

The present study explores the problem of the liberal bourgeoisie and its
relation to modern culture by looking at the popular humour published in the
liberal humorous magazines that were produced and read by both the relatively
assimilated Jewish and Gentile middle classes.?? Looking at what kind of humour
these magazines produced, what they found funny and what they laughed at,
can reveal crucial insights into the ways the Viennese Biirger gave meanings to
themselves, others and the changing world around them. I suggest that looking at
the humour of the Viennese bourgeoisie sheds light on the heterogeneity of this
emergent social class, revealing its controversies and uncertainties in the internal
discussion on the changing city. As shown in the following chapters, although
a liberal worldview permeated both the lower and higher middle classes, they
enjoyed different levels of power in political and public life. Even when constitu-
tional monarchy was achieved in the 1860s, only the wealthier bourgeoisie were
able to vote. The lower middle classes were excluded from the political process,
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but followed it in the press. As John Boyer has shown in his study on political
radicalization in late nineteenth-century Vienna, the Austrian ‘liberals’ in power
were actually not very liberal, or even illiberal, and the crisis of liberalism thus
involved a larger alienation of the lower middle classes from liberalist politics
and thought.?® This study seeks to demonstrate that during the liberalist era, the
humorous magazines were a central forum for the ongoing negotiation around a
cluster of cultural and political values central to liberalist politics and its ambition
to create a new kind of modern city.

In addition to offering a contribution to the debate in the field of Austrian and
Habsburg Studies about late nineteenth-century Vienna that has continued since
the 1970s,%4 my work also relates to the partly intersecting research traditions of
late nineteenth-century urban history and historical research on the modern city.
Although until recently popular culture has been a relatively neglected theme in
the field of Austrian Studies,?® there are, of course, numerous excellent studies
on the interplay between popular culture and the city elsewhere, such as Vanessa
Schwartz’s Spectacular Realities (1999), which dealt with early mass culture in
nineteenth-century Paris.

Cities and the urban environment were crucial for the emergence of mass
popular culture, which in turn helped to fashion the experience of urbanity and
modernity. The research tradition of modernity has emphasized the role of urban
representations — texts and images in particular — in the constructing of modern
experience. Representations of the modern metropolis guided the living in a new
kind of urban environment, and shaped the meanings of the ‘new’ and ‘modern’
in society.?

For example, Peter Fritzsche’s Reading Berlin 1900 (1998) introduced the idea
of the ‘word city’, and emphasized the idea of city as a text. Fritzsche suggests
that ‘in an age of urban mass literacy, the city as place and the city as text defined
each other in mutually constitutive ways’.?” Because the idea of city as a text has
been so influential, many of the historical studies on the nineteenth-century city
have emphasized its role as a discursive place. The main idea shared in most of
these studies is that as new representative practices emerged to capture the fugi-
tive and contingent nature of the city, they at the same time created a discursive
environment that shaped the ways in which the city was observed, interpreted
and understood.?

However, the role of humour in experiencing and making sense of the
nineteenth-century city has been overlooked in the discussion so far. Although
there were all kinds of humorous prints circulating in nineteenth-century cites,
the special ways in which humorous, satirical or ironic representations dealt
with urbanity and modernity have remained relatively unexplored. Nevertheless,
humour has always been an integral part of human existence and it was an
inseparable part of nineteenth-century urban reality. In fact, in the age of rapid
social change, industrialization and urbanization, popular humour had a new
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significant role in constructing local urban identity. Humour, above all else, was
understood to express a certain urban worldview and a way of life that was unique
and authentic for the inhabitants of the city.?” It was cherished with pride and
comparisons were made between the senses of humour of inhabitants of different
cities. For example, the local humour in Berlin, the Berliner Schnauze, was seen
as conveying the wittiness of Berliners, who were quick at repartee,?® whereas
Wiener Schmiih by contrast expressed the Viennese mentality, which hid ridicule
in politeness, and combined sarcasm and melancholia with light-heartedness or
the famous Viennese Gemiitlichkeit.?' Thus, popular humour provided a signifi-
cant discourse for urbanity, and using humorous publications as primary sources
brings out aspects that cannot be found in other source material.

By examining popular humour, my aim is to bring a new perspective to the
research tradition, which has emphasized the textuality and visuality of the city,
but overlooked it as a material place. Since the 1990s, the spatial turn and the
material turn have raised growing interest in the spatial and material aspects of
culture. The theoretical thinking of the French philosopher Henri Lefebvre,
especially, has turned focus onto the dynamics of space: how space is not merely a
passive background for human action and container of social life, but something
that is continuously produced by everyday spatial practices, abstract concep-
tions, symbols and imaginaries.?> As Lefebvre argues, ‘(social) space is a (social)
product’,?® which means that space is not only produced by the continuous flux
of social life and its embedded power relations, but also gives structure to these,
and guides how people live and give shape to their everyday experiences. I am
approaching the urban renewal between 1857 and 1890 as a rupture in the previ-
ous spatial organization of the city, which made these underlying processes vis-
ible: that is, how space embodies knowledge, power and social relations. Because
the construction of the Ringstrafle was linked with several different ideological
perspectives, the relationship between space and power is especially important
for my study. As this study sets out to investigate popular humour as a discursive
and interpretative mode for the negotiation of the transformation of city space,
I am interested in how lived, conceived and perceived spaces are always mutu-
ally interdependent and how urban representations are always embedded in the
material conditions in which they come to life. Because of modernity’s interrela-
tionship with the new (urban) spaces, my approach to modernity emphasizes its
spatial aspect, and special attention is given to the interplay between the material
city space and popular humour.

Viennese Witzbliitter

During the years of the urban reconstruction, a large number of humorous texts
and images emerged to comment on the new urbanity. In addition to humorous
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magazines and calendars, there were numerous books and booklets, with titles
such as Modernes Wien: Humoristische Federzeichnungen (1859)34 or Wien und die
Wiener aus der Spottvogelperspektive (1873).% In the weekly Witzblitter, modern
city life was depicted in countless jokes and cartoons with titles and captions
like ‘Strassengesprich’, ‘Im Tramway-Waggon’, “‘Wien vom Einst und Jetzt,
‘Moderne Sitten’, ‘Grossstidtisches’, “Wiener Strassenfatalititen’, ‘Moderne
Jungfrau’, ‘Im Park’, ‘Fremde in Wien’, ‘Ode an das elektrische Licht’, ‘Die
kranke Mode’, ‘Grol-Wien Hymne’ or ‘“Zukunftstraum’, published side by
side seemingly at random, without any obvious connection with each other.
These juxtaposed scenes from the city pointed the reader’s attention to different
parts of Vienna, from downtown to the suburbs, from the Stephansplatz out
to Ottakring. However, the central part of the city, surrounded by the new
Ringstrafle, is clearly the major location for bourgeois jokes and cartoons. The
humorous popular publications thus actively constructed their own ‘imagined
geography™® of Vienna, by mapping the city with humour and giving meanings
to various material places in which the magazines were, again, read and under-
stood. The material city and the imagined city were thus intimately interlinked,
which means that they should be studied in interaction with each other rather
than as separate entities.

This spatial approach to humour is new in the study of Viennese humorous
magazines. Although there are excellent studies on the German satirical press and
popular humour, which provide a valuable reference point for my study,?” the
Viennese humorous magazines of the Grinderzeir have gone relatively unstudied.
Previous studies have included attempts to create a comprehensive overview
encompassing all the various magazines and their writers,® or the focus has been
merely on political caricature and satire,?® or on a specific event such as the 1848
revolution,® or on specific motifs such as the image of Jews in cartoons and
caricatures.! The question of the relationship between humour and modernity
has not been studied before at this length, although Viennese nineteenth-century
popular culture in general,*? and the impact of the shock caused by modernity
on vernacular oral humour in particular, have been discussed by the Austrian
scholars Wolfgang Maderthaner and Lutz Musner.%

The main reason for the fact that studies of humorous-satirical journals and
studies of the history of popular culture have taken such different paths in the
past is that humorous magazines and satirical journals have not been considered
as popular culture. They have rather been seen as part of the modern press, and
therefore studied in the context of the history of the press and other printed
media. Furthermore, because the major European humorous magazines targeted
an educated middle-class audience, and were produced, for the most part, by
professional journalists, artists and writers,* they have been seen as a far cry
from the emerging mass popular culture of the lower classes. Because of the
empbhasis on ‘serious’ political satire, the diversity of the material published in the

"COMICAL MODERNITY: Popular Humour and the Transformation of Urban Space in
Late Nineteenth Century Vienna" by Heidi Hakkarainen https://berghahnbooks.com/title/HakkarainenComical



10 | Comical Modernity

humorous Witzblitter, for example, has not been fully considered. Furthermore,
precisely the elements that seem most ‘popular’, in the sense of being light, com-
mercial, vulgar, mundane or entertaining, have mainly been overlooked or even
smoothed away.

However, because the Witzblitter published all sorts of material, and took
their topics from both high and low, they captured many aspects of everyday
life that otherwise were neglected in the more official or mainstream discourses
on the city. For example, the historian Ann Taylor Allen sees that humour
documented aspects of everyday life that were considered too common, coarse or
mundane to be treated by ‘high” art; ‘such popular materials as the Witzblitter’,
she suggests, ‘can help the historian to understand one of the least tangible facets
of social change — the concomitant development of perceptions, attitudes and
values of people affected’.>

In this study I am following the idea that details of everyday life that might
not have been considered newsworthy for the ‘serious’ daily papers can reveal
hints about mental patterns and experiences that have otherwise been left out of
the documentation.“ Moreover, because humorous magazines did not hesitate
to deal with all aspects of bodily experiences of the city, they often captured sen-
sory experiences that are otherwise pushed into the background in nineteenth-
century literature. Humorous accounts referred not only to visuality and seeing,
but to feeling, hearing and smelling as well. Whereas the research tradition on
modern urban culture has strongly emphasized the visuality and textuality of the
nineteenth-century city, less attention has been given to other sensory bodily
experiences of transforming cities.*” By exploring the city from unexpected and
unconventional perspectives, therefore, humorous magazines help to shed light
on multiple aspects of everyday life that otherwise would remain unnoticed or
hidden.

Most importantly, until now, no attention has been given to the fact that
the humorous magazines also invited readers to send in their own material for
publication. Although the editorial staff were mainly responsible for the contents
of the magazines, the three humorous magazines discussed in this study — Der
Figaro, Der Floh and Kikeriki — all published material from their readers, and
paid small fees for the accepted contributions.*® The jokes and cartoons were sent
in under pseudonyms and published anonymously; hence, the ‘Modern Ballad’
mentioned earlier, with the byline ‘Ein Wiener’, may indeed have been written
by an anonymous reader, ‘a Viennese’, who decided to try his luck with Der Floh
magazine.

My approach for this study is therefore guided by the observation that humor-
ous magazines were not merely read passively, but that readers also sent in
their own jokes, puns and cartoons for publication. Furthermore, this awareness
among the readers that some of the material came from their fellow citizens will
probably have affected the ways in which the jokes and cartoons were read and
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understood. By inviting citizens to send in their own jokes, puns and cartoons for
publication, the magazines enabled a forum for grassroots-level negotiation on
current issues in an age of censorship. The anonymity of the great city was turned
to advantage. Because the texts and pictures were sent in under pseudonyms and
published anonymously, they reveal a debate that had the potential to bypass
social hierarchies and limitations.

The popular humour studied in this book was always public in nature because
it was printed and circulated in the city. In these humorous magazines, the ‘pop-
ular’ and the ‘public’ merged. On the one hand, they represented a new kind of
popular culture, not only aimed at the new kind of mass audience, but also partly
created by this audience, representing their ways of imagining and reacting to the
surrounding reality.*” On the other hand, the humorous magazines were part of
the new kind of public sphere (Offentlichkeit), providing the magazines with an
effective site for public debate. My work therefore relates to Jiirgen Habermas’s
theory that in the eighteenth century newspapers and other print media brought
into existence a new kind of critical public sphere, which enabled individuals to
share ideas in public. The nineteenth century led, however, to the commercial
transformation of the public sphere and thus to the loss of its critical potential.*

The history of the nineteenth-century humorous magazines has often been
interpreted as a transition from critical to commercial. In particular, the col-
lapse of state censorships in the 1848 revolutions across Europe created a boom
of humorous-satirical magazines that stemmed from the tradition of political
pamphlets and caricatures. As the historian Mary Lee Townsend has argued,
in the early nineteenth century humorous magazines became an important part
of the political culture, because they offered means of dealing with politically,
morally or socially delicate matters in an age of strong censorship. By the early
twentieth century, the press had on the one hand gained more liberties, and on
the other the publishing industry developed and expanded its range. Humorous
publications turned into light reading, preceding many of the twentieth-century
forms of popular culture such as comics, graphic novels, pulp fiction and even
men’s magazines.’!

The period from 1860 to 1900 was the heyday of humorous and satirical
magazines in Vienna. In 1860 there were only ten humorous magazines in the
city; in 1866 the number was thirty, and in 1870 as many as thirty-four.”? The
statistics of the city of Vienna counted Wizzblirter together with literary maga-
zines and came up with even higher numbers in the 1880s: forty-four in 1882
and fifty-eight in 1884.% The humorous-satirical journals Der Figaro, Kikeriki
and Der Floh, which constitute the main sources for this study, were the three
most influential humorous magazines in Vienna. Unlike many of their rivals,
these humorous magazines succeeded in surviving against hard competition,
and continued publication long after the turn of the century.” Der Figaro and
Der Floh are considered as liberal, whereas Kikeriki had started as liberal and
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progressive in 1861, but turned conservative-nationalist and antisemitic in the
1880s, a political U-turn that was related to the wider rise of antisemitism in
Austria-Hungary in the late nineteenth century.>

In addition to this political turnaround, between 1857 and 1890 all of
the magazines underwent many other changes, which parallel wider shifts in the
publishing industry. The popularity of the humorous magazines is related to the
changing reading habits in the nineteenth century. As the literacy rate increased
and printing technology developed, reading was no longer restricted to elite
culture, but became a popular activity.’® Whereas in the first half of the century
humorous magazines published lengthy, florid texts that took a long time to
read, by the turn of the century texts had become significantly shorter. They also
became independent from each other, which made it possible to browse through
only parts of the magazine. The humorous magazines enjoyed mixing different
text types, from jokes, anecdotes and lampoons to sarcastic poems and funny
songs. Furthermore, the humorous magazines also rewrote various urban texts,
such as newspaper articles and official bulletins, thus not only commenting on
the transformation of the city but also creating discursive practices that both
guided and tried to give meanings to the changing material environment.

In addition to an expanded range of text types, the humorous magazines
also experimented with their visual appearance. In the late 1850s, the pages of
the magazines mostly consisted only of text, but by the 1890s the Witzblirter
had become more and more visual in character. The cartoons and caricatures
published in the Figaro, Der Floh and Kikeriki almost without exception included
both text and image. Precisely this collision of words and images has been seen as
a major characteristic of modern mass culture. Whereas the nineteenth-century
high culture separated words and images and kept them far away from each
other, the new kind of popular mass culture enjoyed mixing words and images
together.”’

There were many different types of images, political cartoons and caricatures
of famous public figures such as politicians, artists and socialites. Moreover,
these magazines published pictorial narratives, which resembled early comics,
depicting everyday incidents from the changing city, encounters in the over-
crowded tramways, rendezvous in the parks, and other stories from the fleeting
urban life. Although the birth of modern comics has usually been located in the
1890s in the United States, European humorous magazines also played a pivotal
role in experimenting with narratives made of words and sequential images,
which later developed into modern comics.’® The present study thus sheds light
on the history of visual culture and early comics outside the Anglo-American
culture.

In addition to comics, cartoons and caricatures the humorous magazines
contained yet another type of image: advertisements. The increasing impact of
commercialism on the publishing industry was clearly to be seen in the growing
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number of advertisements published in the ‘Inseraten-Beilage” supplements that
sometimes had more pages than the magazines themselves.”” Commercialism ran
through the popular humour as well. Humorous magazines targeted as wide an
audience as possible, and they constantly tried to widen their circulation. By the
1860s, the circulation of Figaro, Floh and Kikeriki had reached around twenty
thousand each,®® but the actual number of readers was probably substantially
higher, since humorous magazines and satirical journals were often read in coffee
houses.®!

Because of the humorous-satirical magazines’ association with coffee houses,
censorship issues and political debate, eatlier studies of nineteenth-century satiri-
cal journals and humorous magazines have predominantly focused on political
satire and humour. The topics covered have also typically been ranked hierarchi-
cally on the basis of their political relevance.® Issues in everyday life are often
considered non-political, and therefore less interesting. For example, in his study
on French political caricature, Robert Justin Goldstein argues that in times
of heavy censorship the magazines were ‘forced’ to deal with trivial, harmless
themes from everyday urban life, which lacked the cutting edge of political
satire and made the magazines more like entertainment.®® This study seeks to
investigate the material in a new way, across the old borders of ‘political’ and
‘non-political’, to look at how they explored gender, fashion, urban mores and
habits, material spaces and everyday life in the changing city. Therefore, my
work is guided by a holistic understanding of culture that has been one of the
main aspirations in cultural historical study. Moreover, the school of thinking
in cultural studies that argues that issues of power affect all practices of everyday
life, and ‘everything is political’, has been an inspiration for my approach.*t
Because structures of power are to be found in all aspects of human life, there are
no ‘harmless’ or ‘insignificant subjects’, but rather it is important to pay more
attention to what kinds of themes were raised as topics of humour and reconsider
the question of why this was so.

Theories of Humour

The study of a culture through its humour is unquestionably a challenging
undertaking. Nevertheless, examining what people laughed at in the past enables
one to approach the fabric of a culture that fashions the thoughts and actions of
the people living in it. As the cultural historian Anu Korhonen has pointed out,
far from being trivial, humour actually addresses topics that are meaningful to
society. By revealing fundamental structural uncertainties and internal contradic-
tions in a past culture, humour helps us to understand not only the cultural
values, attitudes and ideas of the past but also the practices in which these ideas,
values and attitudes were formed, questioned and negotiated.®
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But what do we actually mean when we talk about humour? If modernity is an
ambiguous and elusive concept, so is humour. In fact, it has been a phenomenon
notoriously difficult to define and tackle. Humour is an integral part of every-
day life and human experience, but an extremely difficult subject for academic
research. It tends to elude rigid definitions and generalizing theories, and because
scholars working in different disciplines apply different approaches to humour,
there are several coexisting but partially incompatible terminologies in the field
of humour research.

Originally the word humour derived from the Latin word humores, which
referred to the four bodily fluids in ancient and medieval medicine. By the eight-
eenth century, in most European languages, humour had become a word that
meant a certain mood or atmosphere; slowly it came to mean a playful attitude
towards amusing things.°® Humour has been defined as an attitude, a feeling, or
a way of perceiving things comical, as funny or amusing.

The latter emphasis on the interpretative function of humour has its roots
in history, as well. Whereas the word Aumour has traditionally been associated
with notions of personhood, the word wir has a different origin that relates
to concepts like knowledge, creativity and imagination. Wit is related to the
German word Witzz, which originally developed from the verb wissen, mean-
ing ‘to know’. Michael Billig comments that wit and humour were treated
in the eighteenth century as distinctly different phenomena. The word wit
referred to ‘playing with words and ideas’, whereas humour meant laughing at
a person with a ridiculous, ‘humorous’ character. Accordingly, in eighteenth-
century texts, wit referred to clever verbal sayings and an ability to put different
ideas together, whereas humour stood for a laughable character. Moreover,
eighteenth-century writers used words like ridiculous or ludicrous rather than
humorous for the category of things that are comical or that might provoke
laughter.”

The meaning of humour has thus radically changed in the modern period.
The historian Daniel Wickberg has offered one explanation why the concept of
humour became so widely recognized and significant in the nineteenth century:
he argues that the idea of ‘sense of humour’ as a positive personal attribute did
not emerge until the mid nineteenth century in the Anglo-American world. The
rise of the modern formulation of ‘sense of humour’ as a positive attribute, which
a person might or might not have, was closely related to shifting ideas of person-
hood and to the birth of modern individualism. The subjectivization of humour
was related to the rise of the bourgeoisie in the nineteenth century, as they
invented new ways of navigating between personhood and social order, shaped
by the bureaucratic and commercial tendencies of the period.®® The birth of
the modern sense of humour thus corresponded to the birth of the modern
individual, able to laugh at everything and look at the surrounding reality with
ironical distance.
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Thus, the popular humour studied in this book did not merely address the
new and the modern in the city, but the humour itself was also modern in many
ways, shaped by the historical processes described in the previous paragraphs. The
Viennese journalists and writers called themselves ‘humourists’ (Humorist) in
the new, modern sense, as self-conscious creators of laughter.® In addition, they
used the words humour (Humor) and humorous (humoristisch) in a distinctively
modern sense, to point to that which was potentially funny or comical. Humour
was thus above all understood as a subjective faculty, a way of perceiving or
interpreting urban reality.”

It is important to note that just as the meaning and valuation of humour
has changed over time in the various European languages, similarly there have
been different approaches in different periods to explaining humour. The clas-
sical theories of laughter — superiority theory, incongruence theory and relief
theory — entail multifaceted theoretical discussions that examine humour from
different points of view and seek to explain different aspects of it. The superiority
theories are the oldest theories of laughter, deriving their roots in antiquity.
On the basis of their observations, the Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle
suggested interpretations of humour that were later developed into a theoretical
tradition. Basically, superiority theory suggests that the foundation of humour
is a feeling of superiority: laughter thus depends on a sense of hierarchies, and
on demeaning and degrading others. One of the most famous contributions to
superiority theories was the idea of ‘sudden glory’ proposed by Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679), which suggested that the passion of laughter was an elevated
feeling, a sudden sense of eminence triggered by the infirmity of others, or one’s
own former infirmity.”!

Since the eighteenth century, however, incongruence and relief theories have
challenged the superiority theories. Incongruence theories have often been asso-
ciated with eighteenth-century coffee house culture and with the ideal of wit:
they suggest that humour is based on the discovery of an incongruence — a con-
tradiction or unexpected co-occurrence, for instance when two or more different
ideas are suddenly combined in order to create a comic effect. Incongruence
theories offer a different perspective on the origins of humour, not looking into
the motives of the person who laughs, but seeking to identify the incongruous
features in the world that provoke laughter. Incongruence theories thus empha-
size the cognitive rather than emotional aspects of humour.”?

The nineteenth-century relief theories, on the contrary, emphasize mental
relief or a release of energy as the foundation of humour. Herbert Spencer
(1820-1903), for example, saw laughter as a physiological phenomenon, related
to the nervous system, the function of which was to release excess nervous
energy. The relief theory has often been associated with the Viennese psycho-
analyst Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), whose complex theory saw jokes as a way
of expressing repressed feelings and thoughts. Freud had a vast impact on how
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jokes and humour were understood: they were no longer seen as trivial or inno-
cent, but like dreams and unintentional slips of the tongue, giving expression to
hidden desires and wishes repressed by the conscious mind.”

Consequently, all theories of humour tell something about their own age.
Although humour research has tended to treat humour as a universal phe-
nomenon, the historical approach to humour has stressed its historical nature.
Humour and laughter are historically and culturally determined phenomena that
are thoroughly embedded in the culture.”# This makes them extremely interest-
ing, but challenging, subjects of cultural historical study. The cultural historian
Peter Burke has reminded us that like any other aspect of culture, the realms of
the comical are constantly changing. On the one hand there is continuity in the
form of tradition that enables us to get hints of what people of the past thought
to be funny, but on the other hand there are changes that make humour from the
past unfamiliar and even impenetrable to today’s reader.”

Because the ways of understanding something as funny vary across place and
time, what people of the past laughed at may not seem funny to us at all. Some
jokes become totally incomprehensible. This raises serious questions concerning
how the humour of the past can be understood. The historian Robert Darnton
has argued that one has to recognize the different ways of thinking of the people
of the past in order to ‘get the joke’. He argues that historical research needs to
pay attention to the things that seem most unfamiliar and alien to us, and to try
to make them comprehensible and intelligible. Because humour is embedded
in a different mindset or mentality of the past, it is a phenomenon in which the
profound ‘otherness’ of the past is truly revealed.”®

In this study my approach to past humour and my attempt to ‘get the joke’
is based on contextualization. The task of contextualization is threefold. First,
it is necessary to map the social and cultural circumstances that fashioned the
uses of humour. For example, in nineteenth-century Vienna, the strict censor-
ship and the development of mechanical printing technology were factors that
significantly affected the uses of humour.

Second, my analysis of humorous texts and images is based on disentangling
the different contexts or meanings that these humorous accounts have fused
together. My analysis does not follow any of the classical humour theories in an
orthodox manner, but rather combines elements from all of them according to
my own research problematique, that is, what I am trying to find out by reading
the jokes. Therefore, humour’s relation to social hierarchy and social control
makes both superiority theory and relief theory relevant to my study. In addition,
incongruity theory helps us to understand that humorous expressions often entail
some kind of conflict. The central idea of this approach is that humour is based
on interpreting unexpected contradictions or surprising combinations: meanings
from different contexts that are put together in a strange way. Thus, the comical
effect results from the collision of different associative worlds that are evoked by
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the joke. Reading humorous representations as historical sources thus requires a
process of disentangling the different contexts or meanings that these humorous
accounts combine, and setting them in a larger historical and cultural framework.
In order to unravel this historical and cultural framework, I cross-read humorous
accounts with various serious sources such as press articles, city planning docu-
ments and police reports held in the Austrian State Archives (Osterreichisches
Staatsarchiv).

Third, in order to unpack the ambivalent meanings of jokes and cartoons
published between 1857 and 1890, it is valuable to consult contemporary
nineteenth-century theories of humour. Because these theories were developed
to explain the humour of their own age, they provide valuable analytical tools
for understanding how Viennese humour was imprinted with the marks of its
own time.

As the number of popular humorous magazines, joke books, comic almanacs
and posters increased, the question of humour aroused significant academic
interest.”” Not only did the nineteenth-century theories of humour emerge as a
response to contemporary forms of humour, but their approaches to the ques-
tions of what humour is and what functions it serves also tell much about their
own age. In Le Rire (1900), the French philosopher Henri Bergson saw laughter
as a form of social punishment against the mechanization of life. Sigmund
Freud’s analysis Der Witz und seine Beziehung zum Unbewussten (1905), which
he started to develop as early as the 1890s, linked jokes to the human psyche,
suggesting that they provided an outlet for subconscious conflicts and desires,
much like dreams. In a later short essay called Der Humor (1927), Freud returned
to addressing the characteristics of humour and the distinction between humour,
jokes and the comical.

Freud’s ideas are highly valuable for this study, which explores Viennese
popular humour almost at the exact time when Freud started to formulate
his theory of jokes. I have referenced Freud to gain a historical rather than a
theoretical perspective, since this study approaches humour in terms of cultural
history, not psychoanalysis. In particular, Freud’s emphasis on the joke’s power
to express repressed wishes and unveil unresolved problems helps us to recognize
how Viennese middle-class humour used strategies of disguising and transferring
meanings, and often revolved around topics that caused anxiety in society.

Since Freud, there has been wide scholarly discussion in the twentieth century
on the relation between humour and cultural anxieties. In the field of folklore
and sociology, jokes have been treated as socially accepted outlets for taboo
subjects. In contrast to the regulated forms of social communication, humorous
expressions are able to reference issues that are forbidden or unspeakable in
the cultural, social and psychological environment in which they are told.”®
Humorous expressions can thus shed light on the ways in which emotions, such
as anxiety and nostalgia, were voiced during the urban transformation, and give
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access to various changes in the emotional culture of the Viennese Biirgertum,
which led to a new kind of understanding of humour at the turn of the century.””

Elizabeth Wilson has noted that Freud’s theories were rooted in the urban
Vienna of his own time, when he focused on things that critics of metropolitan
life feared, such as transformation, the trivial, the ugly and the strange. Freud’s
modern focus displaced traditional assumptions about what was significant and
central, and emphasized the fragmentary and marginalized aspects of daily expe-
rience as keys to understanding the human mind.® Similarly, this study seeks
to demonstrate that in popular humour, seemingly trivial or odd topics were
actually evoking complex and profound cultural meanings.

In Viennese studies, the theoretical discussion has not only stressed the sup-
pressive functions of humour and laughter, but acknowledged their innovative
potential as well. The next-generation theorist Arthur Koestler, for example,
who like Freud came from Austria-Hungary and had studied in Vienna, linked
humour with creativity and the human capacity to create new ways of thinking
that challenge traditional patterns of thought. In his famous study, 7he Act of
Creation (1964), Koestler suggests that humour involves a creative instability
that shakes the routines of thinking. This results from the fact that there is
not merely one single associative context within which the humorous text or
image is interpreted, but several. Because humour operates on more than one
mental plane, understanding humour requires a double-minded mode of think-
ing, which Koestler describes with his famous bisociative model. Furthermore,
Koestler suggests that the more sophisticated the forms of humour are, the more
contexts they entail. Whereas simple jokes are based on one culmination between
an introduction and a punchline, that is, incongruence between two contexts, the
higher forms of sustained humour such as satire do not rely on a single effect but
on a series of continuously colliding meanings.?!

Because my work deals with encountering change and unfamiliarity in the
nineteenth-century urban milieu, the basic contradiction between humour’s
ability to both create and resist change is important for my analysis. Although the
question of humour’s function in society, whether it aims at changing the world
or enduring the world, had been under discussion long before the nineteenth
century, the basic dilemma of humour’s double-faced nature that can work both
as a means of suppression and empowerment became one of the key issues in
nineteenth- and twentieth-century theories. The most famous example is prob-
ably Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World (originally published in 1965),
a classic that celebrated early modern vernacular spoken humour and laughter
as a subversive, liberating force that resisted the dominant official culture in a
carnivalesque spirit.®?

In my examination of humour in the context of modernity, an explora-
tion of humour’s creative and innovative potential (rebellious humour), versus
suppressive and conservative tendencies (disciplinary humour), provides a key
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theoretical framework for the analysis of the empirical material in the first part
of the study (chapters 1, 2 and 3), focusing on negotiations over the material city
space. Furthermore, because the discussion on the transformation of the city was
intimately linked with negotiations over the urban community and bourgeois
class identity in the expanding metropolis, the second part of the book (chapters
4 and 5) highlights the role of humour in practices of exclusion and inclusion.
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