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"The American Leonardo"

The idea of the telegraph came to Samuel Finley Breeze Morse in what
he called a "flash of genius".1 He was returning home across the Atlantic
in 1832, after three years of study and work in Europe as a portrait artist,
and became engaged in a conversation with fellow passengers on the
experiments of the famous French physicist Andre Marie Ampere in
electricity and magnetism. How did it happen that a group of people,
educated, to be sure, but not especially in physical science, would occupy
their time on board ship in discussing the experiments of a physicist? On
the face of it, it seems comparable to a group of artists, physicians, and
businesspeople today discussing the big-bang theory of the origin of the
universe while on a Caribbean cruise. But the fact is that the cleavage
between physical science and other branches of knowledge pointed out
by C. P. Snow in this century was not nearly so evident early in the
nineteenth century. Today it is more likely that the conversation between
people in such circumstances would have to do with politics, finance,
perhaps the theater or the arts, anything but science. To be sure, A Brief
History of Time, Stephen Hawking's book on cosmology, was an unex-
pected best-seller, but I wonder how many of its readers derived enough
understanding from it to make it part of their social conversation. But in
the early part of the nineteenth century the notions of electricity and
magnetism being studied by the likes of Ampere and Michael Faraday
captivated their contemporaries and were widely reported in the press
of the day.

Someone in Morse's group raised the question as to whether the
speed of electricity through a wire was retarded by the length of the wire.
The answer given by Dr. Charles Jackson, a Boston physician, later to be
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celebrated as the discoverer of anesthesia, was that electricity passed
instantly over any length of wire. Of course, Jackson was not quite
accurate. We know today that nothing can move instantaneously; the
limiting speed is that of light. But to the early nineteenth-century person,
the frame of reference for speed was that of a transportation system,
whether it was the newly invented railroad train or the stage coach that
it was replacing, or a sailing ship such as the one on which they were
traveling. Without quibbling about the relative speeds of any of these,
they were all far from instantaneous. The speed of light, even if they had
some conception of what it was, was so fast that it was instantaneous as
far as anyone was concerned.

The notion of using the speed of electrical propagation to send
information captivated the middle-aged artist. By the time the ship
reached New York, Morse had sketched out the broad outlines of the
telegraph system—the transmitter, receiver, and, above all, the code that
came to bear his name.

It is interesting to speculate as to what impelled Morse to do this.
He was one of those people who in his youth did not appear to have a
burning ambition to achieve in a particular field. He seems to have been
motivated largely by an ambition to succeed in something, no matter
what, perhaps as a way of keeping up with his father, Jedidiah Morse, a
Massachusetts clergyman who had attained fame as an outstanding
geographer. Young Finiey attended Yale, graduating in 1810 without
particular distinction. While there, he showed some aptitude for science,
taking courses in chemistiy and electricity. But even if he had had a
burning ambition in science, there was little calling for such talents. He
had a more obvious artistic talent, for which there was some market.
Thus, upon graduation, he turned his attention to painting. He was
ultimately to become a highly respected artist, a professor of art at New
York University, and founder of the National Academy of Fine Arts. His
later success with the telegraph was to earn him the name "the American
Leonardo."

But then, as today, the road to success as an artist was long and
difficult. Morse studied abroad and, on his return, plunged into the local
art milieu, gradually building his reputation. At the same time, he
continued to maintain some connection with the scientific world, par-
ticularly with the experiments in electricity that were going on at the
time. Thus, when he embarked from France in 1832 to return home after
his second tour in Europe, he was apparently as current as any layperson
on the latest developments in the world of electricity and magnetism.
We have no clue as to what specifically prompted his self-proclaimed
"flash of genius." He probably just put two and two together. If, indeed,
electricity traveled instantaneously, and, if this electricity could be made
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