
was part of a major change in the experience of the present. Think­
ing on the subject was divided over two basic issues: \Yhether the 
present is a sequence of s~gle local events or a. simultin~ti of.~l­
!i.E!~ ~~anLev~n~ and whether the present is an infinitesimal slice 
of time between past and future or of more extended duration. The 
latter debate was limited largely to philosophers, but the issue of se­
quence versus simultaneity was expressed by numerous art~, 
poets, a~15ts,rnd was concretely manifested in some new 
technology in addition to the wireless--the telephone, the high­
speed rotary press, and the cinema. 

Already in 1889 Lord Salisbury commented on the simultaneity of 
experience made possible by the telegraph, which had "combined 
together almost at one moment ... the opinions of the whole intelli­
gent world with respect to everything that is passing at that time 
upon the face of the globe."4 The telegraph had been in operation 
since the 1830s, but its use was limited to trained operators and con­
fined to transmitting stations. The wireless proliferated source points 
of electronic communication, and the telephone brought it to the 

masses. 
The history of wireless telegraphy begins with a paper by James 

Clerk Maxwell in 1864, which argued that electromagnetic waves 
must exist and should be able to be propagated through space. In 
1887 Heinrich Hertz produced those waves in a laboratory, and in 
1894 Guglielmo Marconi devised an apparatus to transmit and re­
ceive them. In 1897 Marconi went to England and established the 
first coast station on the Isle of Wight for communication with ships 
at sea. In 1901 a message was sent across the Atlantic from a special 
high-power transmitter in England, and two years later King Edward 
VII and President Theodore Roosevelt exchanged messages over it. 
As wireless instruments proliferated, an International Congress on 
Wireless Telegraphy was held at Berlin in 1903 to regulate their use. 
The Marconi Company established the first wireless news service in 
1904 with nightly transmissions from Cornwall and Cape Cod. The 
first distress signal from a ship at sea was sent in 1899, and in 1909, 
following a collision between two ships, a wireless call saved 1700 
lives. The technology got some sensational publicity in 1910 when a 
wireless message led to the arrest of an American physician in Lon­
don, who murdered and buried his wife and attempted to escape 
aboard a ship with his secretary dressed as a boy. The captain be­
came suspicious of the two, wired Scotland Yard, and arranged to 
have a detective arrest the couple at sea before they arrived in port. 

By 1912 the wireless was an essential part of international communi­
cation linking land stations and ships at sea in an instantaneous, 
worldwide network.s 

The telephone had an even broader impact and made it possible, 
in a sense, to be in two places at the same time. It allowed people to 
talk to one another across great distances, to think about what others 
were feeling and to respond at once without the time to reflect af­
forded by written communication. Business and personal exchanges 
suddenly became instantaneous instead of protracted and sequen­
tial. Party lines created another kind of simultaneous experience, 
because in the early systems bells rang along the entire line and ev­
eryone who was interested could listen in. One imaginative journal­
ist envisioned the simultaneity of telephone communication as a fab­
ric made from the fibers of telephone lines, switchboard cables, and 
speech: "Before the great switchboard the girls seem like weavers at 
some gigantic loom, the numerous cords crossing and recrossing as if 
in the execution of some wondrous fabric. Indeed, a wondrous fabric 
of speech is here woven into the record of each day."6 

Within a few years of its invention in 1876 the telephone was used 
for public "broadcasts." In 1879 sermons were broadcast over tele­
phone lines in the United States, and in 1880 a concert in Zurich was 
sent over telephone lines fifty miles to Basel. The following year an 
opera in Berlin and a string quartet in Manchester were transmitted 
to neighboring cities. The Belgians began such transmissions in 1884: 
the telephone company of Charleroi gave a concert which could be 
heard by all of the subscribers, an opera in Monnaie was heard 250 
kilometers away at the royal palace at Ostend, and the North Rail­
road Station in Brussels piped in music from the Vaux-Hall in what 
was perhaps the first experiment with muzak. 7 

Jules Verne envisioned "telephonic journalism" in a science­
fiction story of 1888.8 Five years later it became a reality when a 
Hungarian engineer started such a news service in Budapest and ex­
panded it into a comprehensive entertainment service with outlets in 
the homes of its 6000 subscribers, each of whom had a timetable .of 
programs including concerts, lectures, dramatic readings, newspaper 
reviews, stock market reports, and direct transmissions of speeches 
by members of Parliament. It focused the attention of the inhabitants 
of an entire city on a single experience, regulated their lives accord­
ing to the program schedules, and invaded their privacy with an 
emergency signal that enabled the sta"tion to ring every subscriber 
when special news broke. An English journalist imagined that this 


