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swift revenge and wreck the luxury liner. And, he asked Hans,

you Jm# afraid of the hurricane which is the second circle of :“m M:.m
ferno” that whips and whirls those who sacrifice reason to desi 5w
mmzm:__u.za concluded his argument with a suggestive :ﬂmmmiwn
”mﬂmn&wrm a mq.:m:. boat, :mmﬁ_u.m:m about in the gale, head over

eels Q,Jm Titanic went down in a calm sea, but her stern did fli

straight up in the air before the final plunge.) The age had its aoc_uwﬁ
and hesitations, but it was essentially characterized by hubris :EM

ignored th i
e € warning messages and pushed the throttle full speed
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In 1897 Germany embarked on a policy of
Weltpolitik and began to build a battle fleet
to challenge British control of the seas. That
same year the German passenger steamer
Kaiser Wilkelm der Grosse took away from the
British Cunard Line the Blue Riband for the
fastest Altantic crossing. In 1903, with its
national prestige at stake, the British gov-
ernment subsidized the construction of a
vessel capable of reaching 25 knots and
beating the German record. The Cunard
yards produced the Mauretania, which re-
gained the Blue Riband in 1907 and re-
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Fig. 3. Title page from Maurice Leblanc, Voici des
1898.
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Pascal comments on the dimensions of experience opened up by
the bicycle. Steam and electricity only serve man, but the bicycle
alters his body with a faster pair of legs. “This is not two different
things like man and horse. There is not a man and a machine. There
is a faster man.” Speeding along he finally declares his love for Guil-
laume’s wife and shouts “we have wings”—to escape the narrow
spatial framework of their former city lives, the constricted social
world of their ill-suited marriages, the physical confinement of cor-
sets and tight clothing, and the emotional restrictions of their sexual
morality.'?

The automobile captured the imagination in the 1890s and be-
came a major means of transportation in the first years of the twen-
tieth century. In France there were about 3000 automobiles in 1900
and about 100,000 by 1913. Between 1896 and 1900 at least ten jour-
nals about “automobilism” appeared, all attentive to the ever break-
ing speed records, which by 1906 had exceeded 200 kilometers per
hour. Commenting on its impact the French novelist Octave Mir-
beau mixed metaphors as rapidly as the movement of his subject—
the mind of modern man. Under the impact of the automobile it has
become an “endless race track.” “His thoughts, feelings, and loves
are a whirlwind. Everywhere life is rushing insanely like a cavalry
charge, and it vanishes cinematographically like trees and silhouettes
along a road. Everything around man jumps, dances, gallops in a
movement out of phase with his own.”"?

In England the Highways and Locomotives Act of 1878 required
that any vehicle using public roads be preceded by a man on foot
and not exceed a speed of four miles per hour. This law was abol-
ished by another of 1896 that opened public roads to the faster
“light locomotives,” but as the number of traffic accidents rose op-
position mounted. In 1903 the Daily Telegraph campaigned for a new
speed limit, about which C. 5. Rolls protested: ““Our hereditary in-
stincts are shocked at seeing anything on the road faster than a
horse, but as our senses become educated we shall recognize the fact
that speed of itself is not dangerous but the inability to stop is dan-
gerous.”" Parliament was not fooled by such doubletalk and in 1904
imposed a limit of 20 miles per hour on public highways, 10 miles
per hour if required by local authorities. During the next year 1,500
motorists were charged with reckless driving. The number of traffic
fatalities in London increased from 769 in the period 1892-1896 to
1,692 in the period 1907-1911." In April 1914, when a child was
killed by the chauffeur-driven car of Hildebrand Harmsworth, son of
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minimum “unit times,” and reconstructed jobs with composite times
as a standard. Although there was nothing new about cracking the
whip, scientific management was, as the name implied, scientific, or
at least systematic, and avoided the caprice of a foreman’s shifting
moods. Wages were raised as workers approached their maximum
efficiency rate, and those who fell short of a minimum rate were dis-
charged. One of Taylor’s reports shows the kind of psychological
harassment caused by this systematic speedup: “it was found neces-
sary to measure the output of each girl as often as once every hour
and send a teacher to each individual who was falling behind to
find what was wrong, straighten her out, and encourage her and
help her to catch up.”* He began to publicize his methods in 1895,
stressing that workers complete jobs in the shortest possible time.?
The following year a Massachusetts builder, Sanford Thompson,
devised a “watch book” with stop-watches concealed in the cover,
so that they could be operated without the worker’s knowledge.
Taylor disapproved of “spying” because it undermined the mu-
tual commitment to speed and efficiency between worker and man-
agement that he thought essential, but he conceded that some
workers object to being timed, and for them concealment might be
necessary.”’

Taylor’s disciple, Frank B. Gilbreth, applied the methods of scien-
tific management to work in space. A “‘motion study” of bricklaying
in 1909 enabled him to devise an adjustable scaffold for piling up
bricks that tripled worker output. He conducted research by means
of “cyclegraphs” produced by attaching small electric lights to the
body and making photographic time exposiires of motions that ap-
peared as continuous white lines. These made it possible to see the
path of a motion and reconstruct it in three dimensions with a stereo-
scopic light. For more precision he adapted a motion picture cam-
era to take “chronocyclegraphs,” which would show “the paths of
each of several motions made by various parts of the body and their
exact distances, exact times, relative times, exact speeds, relative
speeds, and directions.”*® In an article on scientific management of
households Gilbreth boasted that with chronocyclegraphy “we can
now for the first time record the time and path of individual motions
to the thousandth of a minute.””*® His wife, Lillian, who collaborated
with him, conceived of a new managerial position—the “speed
boss”—whose job was to demonstrate to a worker how a task is to
be done in the specified time.*® But not all was rush, work, and
profit. The Gilbreths also sought to reduce worker fatigue, and their
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book on that subject stressed the need to offset the dreariness of fac-
tory routine by providing a certain number of “Happiness Minutes”
for the workers: they concluded with the uplifting thought that “the
good in your life consists of the quantity of ‘Happiness Minutes’ that
you have created or caused.”*

Scientific management, the motion studies of Muybridge and
Marey, early cinematography, Cubism, and Futurism reflect aspects
of each other across the cultural spectrum like images in a house of
mirrors. As the Cubists broke up and recreated bottles and guitars,
Gilbreth broke down and reconstructed work processes. He made
wire models of workers” movements from cyclegraphs similar to the
wire-and-plaster models of birds in flight that Marey made from
chronophotographs. Gilbreth’s use of successive photographs to an-
alyze motion derived from Muybridge’s serial photographs of a gal-
loping horse. Muybridge later used the technique to capture the
grace of a woman stooping to pick up a basket; Gilbreth applied it to
improve the speed of workers picking up bricks. Cinema was the
technological link: Muybridge and Marey were searching for a way
to make moving pictures; Gilbreth used the motion picture camera
to make chronocyclegraphs; the term for a film’s composition—
"“montage”—is the French word for the assembly of a product from
component parts; around 1912 the Cubists began to experiment with
"“Cubist Cinema”*; and the Futurists were inspired by its suggestion
of new possibilities for a kinetic visual art. Marcel Duchamp ob-
served that “the whole idea of movement, of speed, was in the air,”
and acknowledged that his Nude Descending a Staircase was inspired
by chronophotographs and motion pictures.*® The cinema repro-
duced the mechanization, jerkiness, and rush of modern times.*

The very name of the new medium identified its effect—moving
pictures. The turning projector supplied movement of images on the
screen. In 1896 one of Lumiére’s cameramen, M. A, Promio, hit upon
the idea of taking pictures from a moving boat along the Grand
Canal of Venice.>® With creative editing action could move as fast as
it did in Griffith’s last-minute rescues or at a more leisurely pace in
cuts between widely separate places. The story could change settings
as rapidly as the interval between frames, and since in the early
movies the picture was taken at 16 frames per second and projected
at 24, the actors themselves scemed to hurry across the flickering
screen. The cinematograph so exaggerated the quickness of move-
ment that some actors moved more slowly than they would in real
life in order to give the final result a normal tempo.** One critic ex-
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His first subject was the dachshund in Dynamism of a Dog on a Leash,
scurrying along next to its mistress (see Figure 2 above). With Rhythm
of a Violinist he depicted several different movements simulta-
neously—vibrating strings, gliding bow, left hand grasping the neck,
and sound vibrations pulsating through air. Girl Running on the Bal-
cony did not picture speed better than the action of the dog or the
violinist, but with it he began to shift from concrete to abstract
movement. There is a suggestion of a swirling skirt and running feet,
but the girl’s motion is generalized and her successive forms are of
equal value, rendered alike in size, shape, composition, and color. In
1913 Balla produced a series of paintings of the flight of swifts in
successive stages, wing overlapping wing as in a Marey chronopho-
tograph, strung like links on a chain of continuous flight. With The
Swifts: Paths of Movement + Dynamic Sequences (1913) he approached
abstract movement. The schematized birds flutter all over the canvas
without any specific direction and follow oscillating, luminescent
lines that both channel and break up their patterns. Balla then turned
to painting automobiles, but with barely recognizable forms. The
speeding windows flash like facets of a turning gem, and spinning
wheels spiral into lines of force. The title of one listed the themes:
Speed of an Automobile + Light + Noise. Toward the end of 1913 he en-
tirely abandoned concrete subject matter and rendered simply Ab-
stract Speed. The force lines that formerly eddied about birds and
autos now coil out of artistic forms alone. The arcs of force lines
bend from movement itself; light reflects along lines of unidentifi-
able objects, energized by unknown sources.

While Balla was pursuing the image of abstract speed, Boccioni
sought to create continuous movement, and at the end of 1913 pro-
duced his masterpiece, Unigue Forms of Continuity in Space (Figure 4).
He worked up to it over several years with statements of purpose
and partial solutions of the artistic problems in drawings and sculp-
ture. In a manifesto of 1910 he proclaimed the Futurist intention “to
express our whirling life of steel, of pride, of fever and of speed.”
The artist will render not a fixed moment but the dynamic sensation
of movement itself.*” Boccioni was intrigued by Bergson'’s distinction
between relative motion (that we know from outside) and absolute
motion (that we intuit from within), but challenged Bergson by in-
sisting that an artist could synthesize both in a single image. The title
of a manifesto of 1914 expressed the argument as an equation: “Ab-
solute Motion + Relative Motion = Dynamism.”** This dynamism
avoided two bogus methods of rendering movement—chronophotog-

Fig. 4 Umberto Boccioni, Unique Forms of Continuity in
Space, 1913.
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mated accelerations as if the fingers could not wait for the next beat.
Contemporary music critics suggested possible connections between
ragtime and life style. In an article of 1915, one critic wrote: “Our
children dance, our people sing, our soldiers march to rag-time.”
And in an essay on the “current unrest” in American society, pub-
lished in 1914, Walter Lippmann observed: “We make love to rag-
time and we die to it.”**

Around 1900 in New Orleans another new music was created by
blacks. Unlike ragtime, which remained locked within a steady
tempo, jazz made constant inventions and variations in the tempo
and allowed a free rubato style. Its new orchestral timbre enforced
the rhythmic irregularity. Wild squawks of a saxophone and squeal-
ing cries of a muted horn accentuated the strangeness of unfamiliar
cross-rthythms, polyrhythms, or other unidentifiable rhythms.
While jazz had its slow parts, the early Dixieland bands especially
seemed to keep to the quick step of modern life. One of many spec-
ulations about the origin of its name was that “jazz”" was a slang term
for speed.”

In concert music the climax of the breakup of traditional metres
was the rhythmic pyrotechnics of Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du printemps.
The 1913 audience was shocked on opening night. They interrupted
the first dance with laughter, then began to shout, and the noise be-
came so loud that the dancers could not hear the music. Stravinsky
recalled the scene: “During the whole performance | was at Ni-
jinsky’s side in the wings. He was standing on a chair, screaming
‘sixteen, seventeen, eighteen’—they had their own method of count-
ing time.””® Indeed. Even without the din from the audience, the
complex rhythms were extremely difficult to execute. Throughout
the composition there are frequent metre changes, and in the first
thirty-four bars of the climactic Danse sacrale it changes twenty-eight
times. In that finale the entire orchestra turns into a percussion sec-
tion with blaring horns, pizzicato strings, and hooting woodwinds
dominated by timpani, bass drum, and cymbals all beating a savage
rhythm for the sacrificial dancer who leaps and spins to her death.

co

The barrage of new speeds brought out the dark side of modernity in
mournful jeremiads, snap judgments, and threatening prognoses. In
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1881 George M. Beard, who introduced the diagnostic category of
neurasthenia (nervous exhaustion) into psychiatric nomenclature,
published his American Nervousness, which set the tone for literature
on the increasing tempo of life and its nefarious consequences. Beard
argued that the telegraph, railroads, and steam power have enabled
businessmen to make “a hundred times” more transactions in a
given period than had been possible in the eighteenth century; they
intensified competition and tempo, causing an increase in the inci-
dence of a host of problems including neurasthenia, neuralgia, ner-
vous dyspepsia, early tooth decay, and even premature baldness.*
Anarticle on old age by Sir James Crichton-Browne in 1892 attracted
a good deal of attention with comparative death statistics for the pe-
riods 1859-1863 and 1884-1888. He found that heart disease in
England killed 92,181 in the former period and 224,102 in the latter.
Deaths from cancer and kidney disease revealed a similar increase,
which he explained by the tension, excitement, and incessant mobil-
ity of modern life.”” Max Nordau added these statistics to similar fig-
ures on the rise of crime, madness, and suicide to fuel his impas-
sioned lamentation about the degeneration of man. Never before, he
argued, did inventions “penetrate so deeply, so tyranically, into the
life of every individual,” and the result has been a drain on the ner-
vous system, a wearing down of body tissue. ““Every line we read or
write, every human face we see, every conversation we carry on,
every scene we perceive through the window of the flying express,
sets in activity our sensory nerves and our brain centers. Even the
little shocks of railway travelling, not perceived by consciousness,
the perpetual noises and the various sights in the streets of a large
town, our suspense pending the sequel of progressing events, the
constant expectation of the newspaper, of the postman, of visitors,
cost our brains wear and tear.” In spite of his cultural hypochondria,
Nordau did not follow Beard in the assumption that man is capable
of just so many sensory impressions per unit of time. He believed
that people can respond to most demands made upon them if there
is time for gradual adaptation. But the onset of modernity came too
fast. “No time was left to our fathers. Between one day and the next,
with murderous suddenness, they were obliged to change the com-
fortable creeping gait of their former existence for the stormy stride
of modern life, and their heart and lungs could not bear it.”*

The turn of the century brought no letup from the fear of
progressive degeneration. The title of John Girdner’s book of 1901,
Newyorkitis, identified a new disease—a special kind of inflammation
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sides, nothing unexpected ever occurred . .. The rhythm of the new
speed had not yet carried over from the machines, the automobile,
the telephone, the radio, and the airplane, to mankind; time and age
had another measure.”””

Many writers, however, welcomed the collapse of old palisades
and viewed the new speed favorably as a symbol of vitality, a mag-
nification of the possibilities of experience, or an antidote to provin-
cialism. Some, like the Futurists, became so giddy with the thrill of it
that their one-sidedly positive assessment lacked nuance. In a more
sober vein, the French psychiatrist Charles Féré challenged the vogue
of deploring the hurried pace of life by arguing that active and chal-
lenged minds became more resistant to nervous breakdown and
better able to cope with diverse stimuli, precisely as they become
more complex. He' presented evidence that many breakdowns occur
after long years of hard work when one is suddenly idle and argued
that the mind deteriorates more from lack of use than from overuse,
more from ignorance than from a surfeit of culture.”® He also
pointed out that improvements in transportation and public safety
had made it possible for a contemporary woman to take a long voy-
age by herself with less strain and less anxiety and in far less time
than would have been possible a century earlier for a prudent man
armed to the teeth.

Yet there was often a touch of regret for the end of an era even
among those admiring the new technology of speed. Octave
Uzanne’s La Locomation a travers le temps, les moeurs et 'espace (1912) is a
good example. Uzanne will miss the slow rhythmic clopping of
horses along the road, their heavy breathing pulling up hills, but he
is still carried away by the “fever of speed.” The automobile, he ex-
plained, has broken down class barriers and reduced sectionalism.
“Magnificent” long railway lines such as the Berlin-Bagdad and the
Trans-Siberian have promoted international understanding. His en-
thusiasm is expressed with rapturous praise and immoderate meta-
phor. “The citizen is a mole with his undergrounds; he is an ante-
lope, thunderbolt, cannon ball with his automobiles; he is an eagle,
sparrow, albatros with his airplanes.” Modern life is undergoing a
“stupefying transfiguration” and “the rapid movement which
sweeps us in space and piles up a variety of impressions and images
in a short time gives life a plenitude and a unique intensity.” Here
the torrent of new stimuli that Beard thought inherently pathogenic,
and Nordau, too fast to assimilate, Uzanne sees as a liberation from
the impoverished routines and wearisome repetition of daily life.*

2% 3 FPEED

Among the many responses to the new technology those of the
alarmists appear more impassioned and more numerous than those
of the defenders of speed. But protests, however moving, cannot ne-
gate the fact that the world opted for speed time and again. People
complain about the intrusion of a telephone but rarely do without
one and organize their lives with as many time-saving devices as
they can. Despite all the mixed feelings, however, it can be said
without qualification that the new speed had a profound impact on
civilization.

It is precisely this consensus that invites further interpretation,
because in the dialectic of experience opposites are linked, and
whenever one dynamic is so markedly pronounced we must look for
unconscious countercurrents. If a man travels to work on a horse for
twenty years and then an automobile is invented and he travels in it,
the effect is both an acceleration and a slowing. In an unmistakable
way the new journey is faster, and the man’s sense of it is as such.
But that very acceleration transforms his former means of traveling
into something it had never been—slow—whereas before it was the
fastest way to go. Suddenly his old horse has become obsolete. Thus
for Zweig the way his father walked up stairs never used to seem
particularly slow or relaxed—it was the way things were. But years
later the course of history transformed his memories, and his father’s
gait became a symbol of “the Golden Age of Security.” So, in the
larger world, the impact of the automobile and of all the accelerating
technology was at least twofold—it speeded up the tempo of current
existence and transformed the memory of years past, the stuff of
everybody’s identity, into something slow.

Memories have the potential for becoming nostalgic only after
changes have made comparisons possible and the past seems irre-
trievably lost. As steamships monopolized ocean travel, sailing ves-
sels suddenly appeared to be majestic and graceful, instead of unre-
liable and cramped. Just as contemporary reaction to airplane
crashes momentarily obscures the fact that air travel is safer, mile for
mile, than any other means of transportation, so the sinking of the
Titanic raised questions about the value of speed and brought to
mind the virtues of slower travel. The anger coughed up in the dust
of speeding autos muted complaints about the slow pace of traveling
by foot or by carriage. Modern workers looked back fondly on the
good old days of “inefficient” production precisely because they
suffered the drawbacks of scientific efficiency. For every speed lover
like Marinetti there were thousands who preferred the way rivers
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