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Morality and Control:

Electricity,

Illumination and Timekeeping in nineteenth- and

twentieth-century Austria

Tabea Rude was trained at West Dean
College. Since 2018 she has been the curator
at the Vienna City Clock Museum. She is a
member of the AHS Council.

In her lecture she will explore how timekeeping
extends beyond traditional clocks and watches to
less visible machines and systems that regulate
everyday life, such as meters and time switches.
While conventional horology focuses on devices
designed for human use, there also exists a world
of ‘hidden timekeepers’: machines that track
time not for display, but to control processes and
behaviour, often hidden in inconspicuous boxes
and cupboards in hallways and cellars.

Focusing on Vienna and broader Austria in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, her talk
will examine how timekeeping technologies

became intertwined with infrastructures such
as electricity and public lighting. From the
beginning, these systems were not neutral
utilities; they actively shaped urban life
by enforcing ideas of moral behaviour and
corresponding rhythms of daily life, influencing
legal structures, and guiding social norms.

Devices such as meters, time switches,
and lighting systems led to expectations of
automation around productivity, morality, and
acceptable behaviour. In doing so, they helped
distinguish between ‘respectable’ and ‘dubious’
urban spaces, reinforcing social hierarchies.

Timekeeping and illumination function as tools
of governance, embedding moral and social
control into everyday technologies. These
continue to shape modern urban life to this day.

Schauer’s ‘Electric time switch operated by
clockwork with on/off levers controlled according
to the season’ patented in 1926. Photo: TimTom,
Wien Museum 2023, inventory number U 392.

Carltheater, Vienna, 1887, a photo montage of the
ensemble with a lamp lighter in the foreground
next to the first illuminated pillar clock installed
in 1865 by Resch. Photo: Birgit and Peter Kainz,
Wien Museum 2014, inventory number HMW
200305.

Attending London Lectures

We run our 2026 London Lecture Series as hybrid events, available live both online via Zoom and
in-person at St Mary-at-Hill Church, Lovat Lane, London. Whether online or in-person, those
wishing to attend lectures must register in advance at www.ahsoc.org/events/london-lectures.
If you have questions or difficulties please email events@ahsoc.org.
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