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Pytlovana L. 
INFLUENZA EPIDEMICS OF THE 19TH CENTURY TO THE FIRST 

THIRD OF THE 20TH CENTURY IN THE IN THE PUNCH MAGAZINE 
REPRESENTATION 

 
Punch magazine was concerned with public health, medical developments, and, 

consequently, disease epidemics in Britain due to its genre specificity, its editorial 
concept envisioning a balance of entertaining and intellectually stimulating material, 
and its social orientation. Punch responded to outbreaks of influenza epidemics in the 
country with some diverse cartoons relating to different aspects of social life. The lack 
of knowledge by medical science about the etiology of the disease created problems in 
coping with it, so the methods and means of treating influenza were a particular focus 
of Punch's attention. 

1840s magazine's radicalism, its support for the Chartist movement, and active 
reaction to related events prevented it from devoting much attention to the influenza 
epidemic of 1847-1848. Nonetheless, cartoons have presented the disease as 
dangerous, which should not be trifled with.  

From the magazine's founding and until and including the First World War, it 
paid most attention to the 'Russian' influenza epidemic of 1889-1893. It was notable 
for its high morbidity, and by early 1890 was rated by Punch as the number-one 
problem for Britain. 

The comparatively low mortality rate during nineteenth-century epidemics and 
the advances made by medicine in the search for influenza agents enabled the early 
twentieth-century magazine to treat influenza as a common illness that everyone must 
catch sooner or later. 

The 1918-1919 'Spanish flu' epidemic, with its high mortality rate, especially 
among young people, demonstrated the level of threat that the flu can endanger 
humanity. However, due to the constraints of military censorship, which required 
avoiding topics that might provoke panic, the magazine presented the course of the 
epidemic in Britain in a humorous and unpretentious style, and the proportion of 
textual material far exceeds its illustrative ones. But in keeping with its style, Punch 
magazine satirizes the government institutions responsible for the problems linked to 
the epidemic, mocks the ineffective treatments offered by official medicine and the 
concoctions of charlatans, and salutes the ordinary British people who never tired of 
finding positivity even in a situation of war and unprecedented flu pandemic. 

Keywords: cartoon, epidemic, flu, great britain, punch magazine. 


