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Case Study

“Floods as Transnational Media Events: Mapping of Dispersed Public in the Flows of Communication in the Cases of Natural Disasters in St Petersburg 1824 and Buda and Pest in 1838.”
The study is considered a contribution motivated by cultural studies and media history adding to the discussion on transnational approaches which are taken by a spatial historiography. It looks at the topic of flooding in urban space and focuses on two outstanding examples from the first half of the 19th century: 1) the storm tide of November 1824 which caused backwater in the Neva and flooded huge parts of St Petersburg, and 2) the ice drift of the Danube in March 1838, a flood disaster which destroyed a large part of the prosperous merchant city of Pesth (Pest) and the suburbs of the residence of the Hungarian Palatine in Ofen (Buda). Due to their consequences, these two catastrophes take a special place in the urban, cultural, and political history of the early 19th century. Besides the royal seats of the Russian Empire and the Habsburgian Kingdom of Hungary, this study includes Prague as a third capital into its realm of observation. In the case of the Bohemian residence, the study does not explore yet another flooding, so e.g. of the Vlatva, as an additional, third event of catastrophe, but focuses on the perception of these two geographically distant flood catastrophes in the Prague press and the reactions in the general public.
In two regards this study enters unknown territory. It moves geographically within a triangular constellation between St Petersburg, Prague and Buda-Pest and covers a period of time which – anyways being marginalised as Biedermeier or Vormarz-era – has not yet been seriously taken into consideration for the exploration of natural catastrophes. Also the media-historical approach of the study, i.e. to explore the medial representation of two transnational media events primarily by analysing the empirical material of a single medium, namely the German speaking “Prague Newspaper” (Prager Zeitung) and the affiliated entertainment journal “Bohemia”, has – as far as we now – no equal in the historic research on catastrophes.
The study demonstrates that these flood disasters were constructed as media events within transnational communication. Although Prague, as Bohemia in general, was not affected by the storm or the flooding, the editor and publisher of the “Prague Newspaper” felt it necessary to depict the current landscape of flood disaster which had its starting point at the Upper Rhine and spread to the shores of the Neva. A geographically wide-scattered net of correspondents, which was used for the news coverage of the German speaking newspapers, made it possible for a broad readership to create a mental map of Central Europe shaped by the current catastrophe scenario and to really internalize it through the regular reading of the news. A forerunner of modern entertainment journalism – so the thesis of this paper – had a considerable stake in the emergence of this mental map.
Established as transnational media events, these flood disasters contributed to the imagination of a pan-European space. Viewed in this context, the study seizes on the question to what extent the handling of catastrophic natural phenomena in the first half of the 19th century influenced the self-image of an imagined community of urban elites in Europe. Here the study resumes the model of “dispersed public” which has become common in the past years within the communication and media studies. For the political daily press as well as entertainment journals did not only produce depictions of catastrophes but they also had the potential to bring about social integration as well as to generate empathy and altruism. In regard to the donation campaigns and fund-raisers, the study focuses on cultural practices of charity which, as practical action caused by a current catastrophe, mark the contribution of non-governing but elitist social classes in public events.
Focusing on two devastating floods in the urban space, the study shows that the dispersed public in Central and East Europe during the first half of the 19th century experienced effective impulses of a flow of information which increased rapidly at that time. This enables the researcher to regard the European world as a European space of communication. This view could emerge simultaneously with the different efforts of creating and firmly establishing national identity. Beyond the power-political realm, the medial networks, which were oriented towards transnationality, caused a certain perception and rehearsal of social and cultural practices which carried the sign of modernity and would not stop at national borders.
Research Project
The study proposed here emerged as a pilot study within the framework of a research project which is pursued at Tubingen University since October 2013. The topic of the research project is “Circulation of News and Goods. The Transfer of Modern Urban Forms of Living in the German Speaking Fictitious Press in Bohemia and Hungary, 1815-1848“. The research group consists of representatives of the Institute for Eastern European History and Area Studies and of the Ludwig Uhland Institute for Empirical Cultural Studies. The time plan for this project is two years and the planned date of completion is December 2015. The project is funded by the Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and the Media upon a Decision of the German Bundestag.
The project explores the period between 1815 and 1848 and asks which forms of modernity were developed with the help of entertainment on the cultural transfer line, which at the time connected the cities of Leipzig, Vienna and St Petersburg. Here, we are mainly interested in two intersections of this German speaking axis of communication: the cities Pest (Buda-Pest) and Prague. We focus on the fictitious press and its networks in order to exemplarily explore the processes of cultural transfer, which helped spreading new urban styles of living of the European “elegant world”.
The research project considers itself a contribution to transnational historiography and systematically connects within its approach the expertise from German, East European and South East European studies. It reconstructs a European topography of “sociable life” which developed and survived in interaction with the traditional forms of a cosmopolitan courtly society on the one hand and the efforts towards nation-states on the part of the bourgeois society on the other. The German speaking actors and media of entertainment in Bohemia and Hungary lie at the core of the studies. Questions will be discussed that focus on the transfer of knowledge on a modern urban style of living within a network of correspondents, which covered Pest and Prague, Leipzig, Vienna and St Petersburg. This gradually increasing circulation of news and goods will be explored by focusing on the press and on material culture. Personal networks and journalistic strategies will be reconstructed with the help of two central case studies of magazines in Hungary and Bohemia. Aim of the project is to trace within the German speaking press market the specific medial constellations of entertainment which were developed, implemented and also rejected through interaction of the imperial metropolises and the aspiring cities in Central Europe.
In the framework of the project, an online portal will be designed and established. This portal is aimed at depicting the German speaking press landscape according to the research questions of the project. Therefore we will bibliographically record the relevant journals, comment on them from a perspective of press history, and compile them systematically in a virtual library. At the moment we are looking for a suitable technical solution to combine the electronic resources and to adequately visualise the content of research in regard to the networks and mental maps.
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