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Excerpt from Boris and Helga Velimirov, “Plague in Vienna,” Reviews of
Infectious Diseases 11/5 (Sept-Oct 1989): 819-820.

A Plague Hospital in Vienna, 1679

When the disease appeared in Hungary in 1678, Dr. Sorbait, a Belgian
physician and professor at the University of Vienna, recognized the danger to
the city, but his memorandum to the government went unheeded; the city was
celebrating the birth of the crown prince, and no disturbance of the
celebrations was likely to be tolerated. When the first cases appeared in
Leopoldstadt, a quarter of the city on the opposite side of the Danube, the city
officials simply recorded these as “acute high fever.” When Sorbait finally
convinced the city fathers of the seriousness of the situation, a series of
infection decrees, giving insight into the theoretical framework of medical
thought at the time, were promulgated, but by then the epidemic was well



established. The decrees were, in effect, not much different from previous
ones, and again, despite the restriction on travelers, large official parties of
foreign ambassadors were admitted, causing large crowds to collect in the
streets to view the splendor of the visitors and their retinue.

In February of 1679, cases within the city walls were relatively few in number,
but by the spring and early summer the number of cases increased steeply,
and by July of that year, the authorities officially recognized the nature of the
epidemic. Concurrently, the plague spread over much of central Europe (Aus-
tria was at war with France). Schools and the university remained closed for
the entire year of 1680, and, when some members of the Diet became ill, most
officials fled the city. The large estates outside the city, which had supplied
much of the food for the city’s inhabitants, refused to allow their subjects to
take food to the city, and general chaos resulted. The mayor filled the
previously vacant post of Director Sanitatis, which had been established in
1585, and developed a sanitary fund financed by the Diet and the city
government, but the hospitals were filled to overflowing, and there was death
in the streets. This epidemic, like so many others, arose first in the poor and
squalid areas of Vienna and then spread to the more wealthy areas. Women
and young girls were particularly hard hit, a fact ascribed to their roles in
nursing the sick and in entering the streets to shop for food. It was reported
that 7,000 female servants died of the plague. Orphaned children were
collected and put outside the city walls, where many of them died. Among the
clergy, appointed to serve in the lazarette and to administer to the dying, the
proportional deaths, compared with deaths of males throughout the city, was
excessively high. Curiously, mortality among physicians will slow, a fact
attributed to the precautions they took. Physicians were dressed in long,
smooth gowns made of a kind of oilcloth. It is not clear whether they also
adopted the practice, common in France and Italy and often depicted it on
engravings, of wearing special hats and masks with beaks filled with aromatic
herbs. Viennese physicians were urged to rinse their melts with vinegar and
after seeing a patient with plague, to wash frequently with vinegar, to keep a
burning candle near there miles, not to inhale in the presence of patients with
the plague. Inspection was carried on with use of a long stick. In 1679,



Emperor Leopold I, upon receiving the report on the epidemic from Dr.
Sorbaite, left the city but took much of his written new with him on a
pilgrimage to the church of Mariazell, about 85 km from Vienna. Plague broke
out among the large assemblage traveling with him, the situation that also
helps to spread the plague.
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The numbers of death in 1679 are variously reported to have been as low as
12,000 and as high as 140,000. The latter probably includes all deaths and not
those specifically due to plague. More than 76,000 deaths are recorded in the
city mortuary lists and more than 60,000 burials when the 14 plague pits near
the plague hospital and 25 pits in the more suburban areas were counted.
Church records are quite detailed and show that a total of 410 clergymen died
among the 15 religious orders operating within the city. In 1680 the
Franciscans were singled out for thanks by the city because they had given
more than 30,000 last sacraments to the dying and also because they helped
clean and fumigate houses. Denominators are lacking for all the religious
orders, but there is general agreement that their mortality rates were
excessive.



The archives of Count Harrach preserved mortality data for the city from
January 1679 until November. From 410 deaths in January, the toll rose
rapidly to 3,797 in March, thereafter rising by about 1,000 a month, with the
peak of 16,774 in September. There were 59,486 deaths in the city, 50,560 in
the laarettes, and 30,470 in the suburbs—a total of 140,516 deaths in the 11
months that were recorded. However, these numbers seem inflated. Vienna
probably did not have a population of more than 110,000 people during that
year, including those in the suburbs. Nevertheless, The toll must've been high.
If the mortality experience in London and Basel you studied for several
epidemics in the 17% century, between 10% and 23% of the population died.
If this is the common range, Vienna probably lost 10,000-25,000 of its 110,000
people. Statistics were compiled by counting houses, so that mortality among
beggars and vagabonds, usually high, may not have been included in the
available figures. If these numbers are added to the number who fled or died
outside the city, it is evident that the disease exerted a fearful toll, even well
into the 17t century....

Physicians and wounded healers became scarce and sometimes for forcibly
taken to the hospital with her hands bound, so they could not escape when the
epidemic ended and houses were search, many writing corpses were found,
rich borders among them. The epidemic came be called “beggar’s disease,”
because for each 1,000 poor scarcely 10 among the wealthy died. When the
epidemic finally subsided, the city authorities vowed to erect a plague column
[Pestdule] of stone, to replace the one of wood that has been put up earlier. It
was dedicated to the Holy Trinity and still stands at the heart of Vienna, on the
Graben.



The Pestdule or Plague Column in Vienna
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