
                                       Vorsprung durch Technik

One of the abiding mysteries of technology is why the Romans, with a little help from the 
Greeks, never got around to inventing the bicycle. For a culture which could conceive and 
construct a complex piece of kit like the hydraulis or water organ, the bike should have 
been childʼs play. They might well have had to be content with solid stone wheels, but what 
the heck! There were slaves aplenty to provide the pedal power.

Behind this flippant introduction, however, lies a more serious and fundamental question:
what drives or inspires technological innovation? The Romans could be inventive enough 
in this regard in serving their particular society and its needs, - roads, ships, wheeled 
vehicles, artillery weapons, bridges,  high quality concrete, water supply systems, central 
heating,  even musical instruments were all state of the art. But with the end of the Roman 
Empire  technological development seems to have ground to a halt in Europe and 
remained stuck in the mud for over a thousand years.The peasants depicted in the 14th 
century Luttrell Psalter tilling their soil would have felt equally at home on a Victorian farm. 

It was the Industrial Revolution which kick-started our era of constant technological 
innovation.  The Great Exhibition of 1862, attracting 6.1 million visitors, embraced the 
wider  public in the concept of continuous technological change for the benefit of society 
as a whole. By 1900 the idea of life improving through technology began to be exploited in 
commercial advertising. The German chocolate company, Hildebrand, brought out a series 
of posters highlighting the exciting developments awaiting its customers in the new 20th 
century. Some of these now seem laughable to us, based as they were on technology as it 
then existed.



But other predictions were more prescient, showing how manʼs intellect was gingerly 
groping its way towards technologies which we now take for granted. The idea, for 
example, that it might be possible to transmit the human voice, and even real life images, 
through thin air, must have seemed fanciful beyond reason in 1900.Yet by 1929  the BBC 
was transmitting the first TV pictures.

The French also got in on this latest advertising binge, accurately predicting the arrival of 
Google by almost a century. We also see the first glimmerings of automation and the 
dominating role that the computer would come to play in our lives.

Do we today still regard the future with this same excited anticipation and faith in 
technology?  I rather doubt it. As one anonymous cynic has recently pronounced:  “the 
future isnʼt what it used to be.”  And let us not forget the wise words of one of the 
greatest thinkers of the 20th century.

                 “What has posterity ever done for us?”

                                                              Groucho Marx.
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