
Humanities and Technology Review 
Fall 2012, Volume 31 
Pages 81-87 
ISSN 1076-7908 
 

©2012 Mario Fenyo. This is an Open Access article distributed 
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution, Non-
Commercial, No Derivatives license which permits non-commercial 
use, distribution, and reproduction of this article in any medium, 
provided the author and original source are cited and the article is 
not modified without permission of the author. 
 

Leonardo to the Internet: Technology and Culture from 
the Renaissance to the Present, 2nd Edition. 
 
Thomas Misa (author) 
 
Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011.  
400 pages.  ISBN: 1421401533 (paper).  $25.00. 
 
Reviewed by Mario Fenyo, Bowie State University 
 

Thomas Misa’s recent book is part of a series titled 
Johns Hopkins Studies in the History of Technology, 
edited by Merritt Roe Smith. In fact, his book could 
almost be analogous to the entire series, given the time 
frame—the history of modern Europe—and the range of 
topics covered. It is an impressive blend of commonly 
known and little known historical facts. Of course, which 
of the facts is commonly known depends to a large 
extent on the person perusing the book. This reviewer 
acknowledges and gratefully confesses that many of the 
most interesting details were unfamiliar. 

Indeed, understanding and explaining the various 
technologies strikes me as a major accomplishment in 
itself. Since I have been described occasionally as 
“technologically challenged,” yet I had no trouble at all 
in following Misa’ s arguments, the author deserves full 
credit for making complex arguments at the intersection 
of several disciplines readily accessible. In other words, 
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this work is written for the general reader, the student of 
history, and any student at all. Moreover, it raises issues 
pertaining to what can be described as philosophy of 
history, history at the deepest level.  

The book is divided into ten chapters, with 
descriptive titles such as “Technologies of the Court, 
1450-16”  (Leonardo was born in 1452); “Techniques of 
Commerce, 1588-1740”; “Geographies of Industry, 
1740-1851”; “Instruments of Empire, 1840-1914”; 
“Science and Systems, 1870-1930”; “Materials of 
Modernism, 1900-1950”; “The Means of Destruction, 
1936-1990”; “Toward Global Culture, 1970-2001”; 
“Paths to Insecurity, 2001-2010”; and the concluding 
chapter, entitled “The Question of Technology.” Indeed, 
Misa is a historian by profession, which is one way to 
justify the chronological approach. There are overlaps in 
most of the topics and chapters.  

Just to provide a sample or two of the specific 
topics covered in a given chapter, let us examine the one 
on imperialism, Chapter 4, entitled “Instruments of 
Empire,” which uses illustrations taken mostly from the 
history of the British Empire. The author does not fail to 
note that, paradoxically, the second industrial 
revolution,” which coincides in time with the apogee of 
the British Empire, can be credited to German and 
American (i.e. the United States) advances rather than 
British technology. Yet British domination is 
incontrovertible; it is no accident that the mapmakers of 
Great Britain, as well as the cartographers and printers of 
any European country reserved the color red (more 
exactly, pink) to denote the expanse of British 
possessions (p. 108). That color code has remained true 
to this day.   
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The same chapter offers interesting and somewhat 
lurid details on mutiny in India—the term Sepoy is not 
used (p. 107 ff). It also mentions several other imperial 
campaigns on the Asian subcontinent as well as those 
against the Chinese. Controversial as it may sound, the 
analysis confirms what many of us already know, that 
British imperialism in India (and Africa, I might add) did 
not generate wealth for the  “mother country,” let alone 
the colonies, but shifted wealth from the taxpayers in 
India and Britain “to wealthy traders, investors, military 
offices” etc. in Great Britain (pp. 98-99). The chapter 
offers some technological details about the value of the 
British steamer in Burma (Myanmar), as opposed to the 
Burmese praus, “a speedy wooden craft” (p. 100), and 
about the general benefits of steamers to British 
commerce. Oftentimes, the steamer was a gunboat, as in 
the case of the exploits of Nemesis at the start of the 
Opium War (p. 103).  The chapter also retells the 
generally known story of the “French-funded, Egyptian-
built” (p. 100) Suez Canal, which led to Britain’s 
annexation of Egypt and, indirectly, to the takeover of 
Sudan.  

There is a segment on the telegraph lines, built in 
advance of the railroad lines, both of which were 
intended to facilitate military reaction to any “political 
activity,” particularly in India, to benefit the British 
occupation force, as well as in the American West (p. 
106). There is, not surprisingly, a section on “railway 
imperialism” (p.112 ff) with a picture showing Cecil 
Rhodes “standing astride across the continent of Africa” 
and his dream of a Cape Town to Cairo line. 
Incidentally, an Act of Parliament from 1846 set the 
gauge of railroad lines not just for England, but for the 
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globe. Misa explains in a subsequent chapter why Russia 
became an exception by opting for a different gauge—
apparently in order to remain safe from British invasion. 
Lest we focus on the British, which Misa does not, the 
reader is told, courtesy of a quote from the Omaha 
Weekly Herald, that half a million dollars (at the 
contemporary rate) had to be expended  for each Indian 
killed during the construction of the transcontinental 
railroad lines (p.119). There is not much evidence that 
the Native American population was dead set on 
preventing incursion by train. 

Perhaps “closer to home”—both in terms of 
contemporary history and in terms of personal 
experiences—I reread chapter 7, titled “Means of 
Destruction.” Here Misa argues that it was in this period, 
beginning before World War II to the end of the Cold 
War, that much technology was a by-product of military 
effort, more so than in the age of Leonardo and other 
engineers (i.e., the Renaissance). The Great War also had 
its technological aspects, including weaponry such as 
poison gas, aircraft, submarines, machine guns, but these 
were not new (except for the so critical contribution of 
the tank), yet what was new was not the particular 
weapons, but mass production. Indeed, the mid-twentieth 
century and the 1960s constitute the era of the “military 
industrial complex” to use President  Eisenhower’s 
terms, or “Pentagon capitalism,” to use Seymour 
Melman’s evocative terminology. 

Misa devotes a few pages to the technology of the 
Nazi German Blitzkriegs, but blames the Nazi leadership 
for undercutting other technologies that could have led to 
their success in the last two years of the war: the 
development of the jet engine and the atomic bomb. The 



BOOK REVIEW OF LEONARDO TO THE INTERNET 

 85 

Nazi leadership undercut the budget for these ventures 
and, in the case of the Jews, chased away much of the 
scientific personnel who may have brought these 
ventures to fruition had they remained in Germany. So 
many of the most distinguished scientists on the 
Manhattan Project and other projects ended up in the 
United States as refugees from anti-Semitic  persecution, 
including the persecution of Christians of Jewish 
descent, in Germany and elsewhere. 

The United States, as it turns out, managed the 
funds far better—in other words, far more destructively. 
Misa devotes fourteen pages (pp.196-210) to the 
Manhattan Project. He notes that the debate about the 
dropping of the bomb on Hiroshima has yet to be 
resolved, but he has no doubt that the bomb on Nagasaki 
(the result of a different technology, see p. 204) was 
superfluous, not meant to bring the war to an end sooner, 
but designed to warn the Soviets and to deflect criticism 
about the budget back home in the United States. He also 
mentions that Albert Einstein and Leo Szilard personally 
warned the American president (Franklin D. Roosevelt) 
about nuclear devastation. While Harry Truman has been 
blamed or praised for giving the orders to drop the 
bombs, what may be less well known is that even he 
expressed regret at the Japanese children killed. 

Although Misa’s book might serve as a textbook, 
or as an auxiliary text, not only in the history of 
technology, but in a history of technology in interaction 
with social and political history, it is not comprehensive. 
For instance, although Germany at the end of WWII is 
discussed, there is nothing about V1 or V2, the rocket 
technology that led to medium and long-range missiles 
and space travel. Misa does not delve into the technology 
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of the jet aircraft, the subsonic or supersonic aircraft. Or, 
in regard  to the technology of everyday life, there is 
nothing on zippers (or buttons for that matter), on 
phosphorous matches, on visual instruments beginning 
with eye-glasses, on the telescope (except in connection 
with Galileo), on the camera, on television, on the 
preservation of foods and canning, on pharmaceuticals, 
antibiotics, biotechnology, nanotechnology, etc.  In other 
words, there is room for at least another volume with the 
same title.   

Misa’s work is unapologetic about its Eurocentric 
focus, yet it does not deny or reject the contributions of 
other technologically advanced civilizations. Chinese 
civilization and Arab science are acknowledged in 
almost every chapter. Thus, the Chinese movable type, 
we are told, anticipated Gutenberg not by a few decades, 
but by five hundred years. In the concluding chapter, 
Misa refers to Michael Adas (Machines as the Measure 
of Men) on how Europeans came to believe and profess 
their illusions about their cultural superiority over 
Africa, India, and China. Whereas Europeans had been 
curious and respectful until the 18th century, “they 
became increasingly chauvinistic during the course of 
industrialization in the 19th century” (pp. 316-17). 
European industrial and military expansion finally 
convinced the rulers of China and others that they did 
not have all the answers. 

One of my favorite pastimes is to look for and find 
typographical errors and discrepancies, and I found some 
in Misa’s book. How did Korean characters spread to 
China (p. 20)? Chinese ideographs originated millennia 
ago, while the Korean alphabet is about five hundred 
years old. There was no Budapest in the 15th or 16th 
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centuries (p. 22). In 1874, Austria was part of the 
Austro-Hungarian Monarchy or Empire, notwithstanding 
the labels on the map reprinted in the book, on page 109. 
Misa seems in a hurry to defeat Hitler and the 
Wehrmacht of Nazi Germany, for he moves up the battle 
of Stalingrad  (the “turning of the tide,” in Churchill’s 
account) by a whole year, to the winter of 1941-42 (p. 
194). Indeed, the German army did stall in the winter of 
1941-42, but that was in the vicinity of Moscow rather 
than the Volga. Dates don’t always matter, but in this 
case it amounts to rewriting the history of World War II, 
and casts doubt on the accuracy of many details I have 
taken for granted. 

Nevertheless, Misa’s book is satisfying. The point 
of any publication, in my estimation, is to be read, to 
spread ideas, to add to the existing body of knowledge. 
These objectives can be met far more easily if the 
writing is interesting enough to hold the attention of 
many readers for an extended period. Misa’s work is, 
first of all, a good read. 

    




