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Figure I 
Chnsuan Schussele·s portrait "Men of Progress" (1863) celebrated the role 
of inventors in American sooety and sought to place them m the pantheon 
of nat10nal heroes. Among those portrayed are Samuel Colt (inventor of the 
revolvmg pistol bearing his name, third from left), Cyrus McCormick (fourth 
from left, standing beside a model of lus reaper), Charles Goodyear (seventh 
from left, with a pair of rubber boots beneath his cha1r), and Elias Howe 
(extreme nght, smmg behmd his patented sewing machine). Samuel F. B. 
Morse (seventh from nght) occupies the most promment position m the 
portrait. He is seated at the table. demonstrating his telegraphic apparatus 
to the group, and has mrned to converse with Robert Hoe (fifth from nght), 
whose rotary prmtmg press 1s represented by the drawing on the floor at 
Morse's feet. At upper left hangs a portrait of BenJamin Franklin, considered 
by many to be the symbol of American mvent1ve genius and, appropriately 
m this instance, an important precursor of Morse in electrical experimenta­
tion. For further mformatton, see Brooke Hindle and Steven Lubar, Engmes 
of Change (Smithsonian Insmution Press, 1986), pp. 75-77. Photograph cour­
tesy of Dibner Institute for History of Science and Technology. 

to surge thereafter. Between the 1860s and the early 1900s, many 
popular books. arucles, pamtmgs, and lithographs celebrating the 
new technology found thelf way mto America's parlors and sittmg 
rooms. A sampling of books from the penod reveals such mies as 
Eighty Years of Progress, Men of Progress, Tnumphs and Wonders of the 
19th Century, The Progressive Ages or Tnumphs of Science. The Maroels of 

ivlodem 1Weclzams111, Our Wonde,fu/ Progress. The Wonder Book of Knowl­
edge, and ivlodem Wonder Workers. The belief that in some fundamen­
tal sense technologJCal developments determme the course of human 
events had become dogma by the end of the century. Wntmg in 
1899,James P. Boyd confidently asserted that "the nineteenth century 
stands out m sublime and encouraging contrast with any that has 
preceded it." "As the legatee of all pnor centuries," he contmued, "it 
has enlarged and ennobled 1ts bequest to an extent unparalleled m 
history." "Indeed," he concluded. "it may be said that along many of 
the lines of invention and progress which have most intimately 

affected the life and ovilizauon of the world, the nineteenth century 
has achieved triumphs and accomplished wonders equal, if not supe­
rior, to all other centuries combined. "8 

8. James P. Boyd, Tnumphs and Wonders of the 19th Century (C. W. Stanton,
1899), p. i. Also see, for example, Eighty Years· Progress of the Umted States
(L. Stebbms, 1864); James H. Parton et al., Sketches of i.V[en of Progress (New
York and Hartford Publishmg Co., 1870); Benson J. Lossmg, The Amencan
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As much as late-mneteenth-century wnters like Boyd admrred the 
power, dynamism, and design of new technologies, they were even 
more taken with their symbolic qualities. Boyd and his collaborators 
described the latest developments m electncity, naval engineering, 
architecture, and chemistry m tones of awe and wonder. Coupled 
wuh advances m art and literature and with "the century's moral 
progress," such "glonous works" seemed "almost magical" to Boyd. 
He therefore entitled his book Tnwnphs and Wonders of the 19th Cen­

tury, confident that the subjects he chose would "show the active 
forces, the upward and onward movements, and the grand results 
that have operated w1thm, and tnumphantiy crowned, an era without 
parallel." At the heart of these tnumphs stood the products of tech­
nological change. 

Boyd's rhetonc may seem inflated to late-twentleth-century read­
ers, but by the standards of the late nineteenth century 1t typifies the 
tendency of wnters to view new technologies both as instruments of 
power and as tnumphant symbols of human progress. Such writers 
expressed a seemingly unbounded enthusiasm for the machine age, 
so much so that one gets the impression that heavier and heavier 
doses of technology are bemg prescribed for the soluuon of sooetal 
ills. lnsprred by therr contacts with the great invenuons of the age, 
wnters and artists often purposely endowed steamboats , railway loco­
motives, machinery, and other inammate objects with life-like quali­
ties m order to cultivate emotions of wonderment. awe , magic. and, 
at times, even dread in thetr audiences. The discovery of what cul­
tural h1stonans would later call the "technological sublime" added yet 
another dimension to the growing popular belief m technology's 
power to shape the course of human history.9 

Centenary: t1 History of the Progress of the Republic (Porter & Coates. 1876); 
Jerome B. Crabtree, The 1VlarJefs of iHodem 1Wechamsm and Their Relation to 
Soaal Bettennent (King-Richardson, 1901); Trumbull White, ed., Our Wonder­
ful Progress: The World's Tnumphant Knowledge and Works (Hampden, 1902); 
H. L. Harvey, The Progressive 1lges or llie Tnumpiis of Science (j. A. Ruth, 1881);
Alfred R. Wallace, The Wonderful Century: Its Successes and Failures (Dodd,
Mead, 1898); Henry C, Hill, The Wonder Book of Knowledge: The 1\-Iarvels of
Modern Industry and Inventzon (john C. Winston, 1927); Waldemar Kaempf­
fert, ed., iHodern Wonder Workers: A Popular History of Amencan Invenizon
(Blue Ribbon Books, l 924); Malcolm Keir, The Pageant of Amenca: The Epzc
of Industry (Yale Umversrty, 1926).

9. For an extended discussion of the technological sublime see Kasson, Civ­
ilizing the 1Wachine, pp. 162-168.




