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Review by Alex Zivkovic, Hunter College 
 
Art historians who draw on the history of science have to justify their studies beyond offering a 
checklist of visual representation of some technological or scientific phenomenon, lest they fall 
into a trap of using images to merely summarize existing literature. Richard Taws’s Time 
Machines: Telegraphic Images in Nineteenth-Century France succeeds wildly on this account. From 

the outset, Taws makes a convincing and compelling case that Claude Chappe’s eighteenth-
century optical telegraph was part of the “proliferating and promiscuous universe of images 
into which it emerged” (p. 9). Its enigmatic, looming visual presence is obvious from the first 
images in the richly-illustrated book. Often constructed on towers and buildings, the optical 
telegraph or semaphore loomed over the heads of French citizens, a far-signifying machine 
composed of a mast with moveable arms. The different permutations of arms were then legible 
at a distance, mapping onto a secret shared code (a distinctive shape that MIT Press used as a 
symbol between section breaks in the book). 
 
Taws’s book describes a complex technological system that operates through abstraction, 
monumental visuality, immediate communication, and via connected networks. Taws identifies 
these same qualities as major preoccupations of visual culture as well. He wisely frames the 
book as both a history of technology and a history of art--with observations on their inherent 
interrelatedness, as when he declares that “no technology operates outside representation” (p. 
60). His history of the telegraph relies on oil painting but also a slew of other media, given that 
this subject “found a more regular home in urban topographies, caricature, games, photographs, 
and commercial objects” (p. 39). Caricatures in particular appear throughout the book as critical 
evidence for how different telegraphic technologies were understood across diverse contexts. 
Examples range from political satire about the military power of the French state to racist 
commentary about civilization “development” in overseas imperial settings. In some cases, 
perceived roadblocks to infrastructural expansion are made literal--as in depictions of giraffes 
whose necks are entangled with electric telegraph wires. 
 
This book provides a methodological roadmap for art historians who might think about how a 

technology’s particular affordances aligned with emergent trends or new developments in 
visual culture. For his account, Taws asks: “what happens if we look at art telegraphically?” (p. 
59). He uses this as a governing framework for understanding unique characteristics of 
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Revolution-era art, including what he calls “legibility” (p. 47), a quality that was directly 
intertwined with this emergent ability to communicate at a distance. While history painting 
has always tried to signpost meaning through the figures’ gestures, Taws convincingly makes 
the case for a newly ubiquitous attention to abstract signals, as in William Makepeace 
Thackeray's rendering of Jacques-Louis David’s Oath of the Horatii as stick figures that seem to 
recall the abstracted arms of the telegraph’s semaphore. Including this example is where 
thinking telegraphically comes in, since Taws believes that David’s bodies as well as other 
elements of paintings in this era register this semiotic transformation of visual culture. As 
Taws explains, “Clouds, skies, landscapes, bodies, buildings of all kinds: all signified differently 
in the era of telegraphy” (p. 39).  
 
In addition to abstraction, another quality of the telegraph was its form of address in the 
present; his title Time Machines refers to the temporal thrust of such telegraphic media. We 
might think of art and media as communicating with particular people at particular times: 
semaphores spoke to the next node in the network, paintings to Salon audiences, newspapers to 
today’s readers. Understanding and interpreting these coded signs from the past--
communication that in its own time would have been communicating immediately--is a theme 
that Taws returns to in the final line of his book, arguing that by understanding the 
instantaneous address of these historic messages, “It is art that is the time machine” (p. 337).  
 
Full of rich imagery, Taws produces a compelling account of the role of new technologies in 
shaping the limits of visual art and with it the communication possibilities of the era. At times, 
the argumentative thrust of each chapter is a bit muddled. Perhaps speaking to its 
interdisciplinarity as a history of technology, art, and politics, each chapter is organized 
differently. After chapter one’s introductory remarks, chapter two focuses on a set of themes, 
chapter three on an inventor, chapter four on a corpus of visual materials, chapter five on 
interrelated media technologies, and chapter six on monuments to an inventor. Due to the 
varied actors involved not just across the chapters, but within each chapter, the book cannot be 
easily summarized nor are all the connective threads within each chapter always clear for the 
reader. Nevertheless, this flaw is also its strength; Taws’s book is ambitious and provides a 
compelling set of intertwined discourses on telegraphy, speaking variously to core themes of 
interest to scholars of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century France, among them politics, 
revolution, infrastructure, and ecology.  
 
After the introductory chapter, chapter two examines how the telegraph related to revolutions, 
focusing in particular on its secrecy. The telegraph was employed by the government to 
communicate secretly but visually out in the open--provoking a paranoia among French 
citizens and even raising the specter of insider trading, with politicians using the semaphores to 
share news quickly. Taws examines a range of rich textual and visual material from everyday 
citizens and illustrious French figures, among them Victor Hugo, Honoré Daumier, and the 
Fourierists. At the end of the chapter, the analysis of the trope of statues of Mercury across a 
series of works is particularly fascinating, especially when it is revealed that the Chappe 
company used an image of Mercury holding a semaphore on their letterhead. Taws’s comment 
that the telegraphic qualities of visual images predate Chappe’s telegraphic system is obviously 
true, but it is hard to disentangle the long history of propagandistic ideological monuments and 
statuary--both built and represented--from the emergent practice of a system of telegraphy. 
The more unique and intriguing examples of truly telegraphic visual culture are those that 
more readily relate to the semaphore’s unique qualities like abstraction. The example of 
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pictographic rendering of David’s painting seems closer to the technical operation of the 
telegraph as does the amorous language of fanology or the reformed sign language of the era, 
used in this period not just for the deaf but potentially for revolution. 
 
Chapter three discusses Nicolas-Jacques Conté’s engraving machine and the invention of the 
pencil--two technologies that played a major role in the postrevolutionary representational 
ecosystem. The subject of telegraphy in this chapter is often metaphoric, with nebulous 
comparisons as when Taws argues that the telegraphic system’s “invisible lines in the air 
correlated with Conté’s contemporaneous attempts to develop new ways to fill the skies of the 
Description [de l’Égypte] with information” (p. 164). How exactly these plates fit into Taws’ 
definition of the “telegraphic effect” is sometimes unclear. Does telegraphy solely mean 
communicating across distance? Does it include any material brought back from afar or is it 
about the abstraction and transmission of signs and symbols? Nevertheless, Taws outlines 
fascinating ecological and media histories in this chapter, as in the comparison between the 
striated skies of Conté’s famous Description and contemporaneous investigations into desert 
mirages. Near the end of the chapter, Taws addresses a proposed telegraphic project that Conté 
had imagined for Egypt and the ensuing discussion about how various telegraphic systems 
were imagined across the Middle East returns readers to the book’s core themes, in this case 
expanding the geography beyond France.  
 
In chapter four, Taws examines genre paintings that feature telegraphs to build larger 
conversations about infrastructure in Restoration and July Monarchy France. Through this 
corpus of images by various artists, Taws produces strong insights into the nature of urban 
reconstruction and the politics of space in this period, with the telegraph playing a role as one 
constituent part of these new state networks. For instance, the chapter addresses multiple types 
of flows with the depiction of “fountain, mint, telegraph” corresponding to “water, money, 
information” (p. 201). Taws interweaves these objects and sites, which share a networked 
quality, expanding his narrative of the telegraph to also touch upon broader insights into the 
water politics of the era, for example. As the numerous examples in this chapter show, as a 
structure built atop hills and towers, the telegraph was far signifying--a political element of the 
landscape that artists had to deal with in some way: whether incorporating them into 
depictions of other state projects, showing their decay, or even looking away, an omission that 
had its own politics. 
 
Chapter five tackles a range of other technologies: among them the electric telegraph, the 
pantelegraph, and several telephonic proposals. These technologies share a common desire to 
act at a distance (tele, far off) and many of them have a direct relationship to visual production. 
In particular, the commercially unsuccessful pantelegraph could transmit text, illustrations, and 
signatures. In this chapter, Taws muses on this desire and the way these technologies 
interacted with and possibly replaced one another. Taws lingers on Nadar’s Quand j’étais 
photographe, a reflection on stories from his life that Taws uses to comment on the nature of 
technological change in modern society. Through Nadar, Taws returns to one of the book’s 
core themes of temporality, arguing that “telegraphy, like photography, offered a means to 
think the past in its complex relationship to the present and future” (p. 306).  
 
The final chapter addresses how Chappe’s legacy was mediated. What kind of signs can capture 
a life that dramatically transformed the nature of signs? Looking at funerary architecture and 
monumental statuary, Taws reflects on various moments after Chappe’s death: including 1829 
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when a telegraph marker was placed at his new tomb at Père Lachaise, the 1890s when the Post 
and Telegraph Administration erected a statue of the man and his machine in Paris’s 7th 
arrondissement, and 1942 when that statue was removed by occupying forces during the 
Second World War. The complex politics of the telegraphic system are perfectly emblematized 

by the ultimate transformation of the statue of Chappe into war material, “its mobilization for 
Vichy adding one more regime to those the machine had served” (p. 328). 
 
Taws’ comprehensive history of this technology focuses primarily on mainland France, where 
this technology was most thoroughly extended. For historians of the French empire, Taws 
nevertheless still makes periodic, poignant comments about the era’s colonial imaginaries, 
whether in imagined extensions of the technology, discussions of the colonial politics of 

Théodore Géricault’s Raft of the Medusa, or the fear of foreign cholera outbreaks, where Taws 
powerfully and memorably writes of the belief that “only the telegraph could outpace the 
disease” (p. 167). 
 
There are similarly brief but useful considerations of modern and contemporary art that expand 
the book’s audience, with touch points that might be familiar to art historians of later periods. 
For example, Taws makes eclectic references to Trisha Brown’s 1973 performance Roof Piece, 
Ed Ruscha’s “declarative logos,” the chance networks of Marcel Duchamp, the structured 
drawings of Agnes Martin, and the photographic theories of Jeff Wall. Some, like the reference 
to Wall’s “liquid intelligence,” do little to contextualize the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
material in question, but others demonstrate effective parallels--like the way moiré effects 
occurred in the output of Martin and the Conté engraving machine or the shared aerial 
telegraphic effects seen across telegraphs, rooftop performers, and roadside signs.  
 
The semaphore was a visual technology whose looming presence made it an object of interest 
for artists at the same time as its enigmatic messages prompted a range of anxieties over 
politics. With its imposing form and its secretive meanings, it is no wonder that the book is 
filled with images by contemporaries who captured the telegraph both directly and indirectly. 

By focusing on the technology’s key communicative and infrastructural features, Taws finds 
effective parallels between the signifying semaphore and visual art more broadly, weaving a 
fascinating (art) history of an often-overlooked technology that was nevertheless pivotal to the 
era. 
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