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Summary

The construction of a bridge over the Isar River was a crucial factor in the foundation of the city of Munich in 1158. Since then, the dynamic
relationship between city and river has led to several large transformations of this sociotechnical system.

The construction of a bridge over the Isar River (at the location of today’s Ludwigsbrücke) was a crucial factor in
the foundation of the city of Munich in 1158 under Henry the Lion (1129–1195).

The Ludwigsbrücke in 1767. The bridge is located on the site of the original Isar bridge built in the eleventh century.
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In the beginning, the city of Munich held the only bridges over the Isar River, as well as controlling the
waterway. In the following centuries, the river was transformed for various economic reasons, mostly with the
goal of regulating the natural river processes. The river was channeled into a multi-branched network of streams
and mill canals. These artificial channels were intended to protect the city, as well as providing water for drinking
and sewage. Various trades also made use of the river; at the end of the nineteenth century there were 142 mills
powered by the water of the Isar.

Panorama of Munich in Schedel’s Weltchronik (known as the Nuremberg Chronicle) with rafts in the foreground (1493)
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Starting in the Middle Ages, a large part of Munich’s economy depended on the rafting trade along the Isar,
which transported timber, firewood, and chalk from the surrounding forests. Many rafts also carried goods that
had been imported by wagoners to the Alpine town of Mittenwald: figs and wine from Italy and pepper,
cinnamon, and incense from Asia and Arabia crossed the Alps and arrived in Munich via the Isar. The oldest
picture of Munich, published in Schedel’s Weltchronik (above), includes a clear depiction of the rafts in the
foreground, reflecting the significance of the rafting trade for Munich at that time. For a while Munich’s rafting
port was the largest rafting harbor in Europe and the first major settlements and commercial activities were
located around the trading center near the river port.
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Painting Der Grüne Baum (“The Green Tree”) by Joseph Stephan (1767). The green tree was an important landing place and name of a
pub on Munich’s raft port.
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An important fuel that was also transported to Munich on the Isar was charcoal. A variety of trades—in
particular the metalworking industry—required large amounts of charcoal. By 1873, rafts delivered more than
32,000 hundredweights of charcoal to Munich annually. The coal was stored on the so-called “Kohleninsel”
(coal island), just next to the Ludwigsbrücke.
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Wharf on Munich’s Kohleninsel (Otto Strützel 1889)
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Over a long period of time it was this anthropogenic use of the Isar which created a preindustrial sociotechnical
system. However, with the beginning of industrialization in Munich at the end of the nineteenth century, this
traditional system changed into a new industrial sociotechnical system within just a few decades. Soon, the
rafting trade had to face fierce competition from the railway system. And another transformation of the Isar
occurred: it was turned into a resource for hydroelectric power production.
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The Kohleninsel (“coal island”), used to be part of Munich’s raft port. Today it has been renamed the Museumsinsel and is the site of the
Deutsches Museum (2011).
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When Munich’s museum of science and technology, the Deutsches Museum, opened in 1925, it was located
quite fittingly upon the former Kohleninsel. Its founder, Oskar von Miller, also managed the construction of the
Walchensee Power Plant further up the Isar. The museum and the hydroelectric plant, which started operation
in 1924, can be regarded as symbols of the technological and economic metamorphosis of Munich and Bavaria as
a whole.
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Related links: 

The Isar River at naturprojekt.com 
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