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a b s t r a c t

This article provides an overview of pneumatic technologies in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
Western cities. As urban centres continued to grow and expand in the nineteenth century, networks of
compressed air were introduced to provide public utilities and private services in a variety of domains,
ranging from postal services to beauty parlours. Previously used in mining and large construction works,
pneumatic technologies seemed to rival electricity towards the end of the nineteenth century in the
provision of urban utilities. Eventually, however, these technologies did not prove flexible enough to
keep up with rapid urban population growth and the expansion of cities themselves, nor were they able
to become glorious symbols of urban modernity. Through an overview of compressed air applications as
used in urban centres, particularly Paris and London, the article provides an insight into the relationship
between technological networks and urban modernities from the perspective of this relatively neglected
urban network and technology.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Compressed air, though as old as the hills, is a new thing in its
usefulness to mankind. This century, and we may also say this
decade, is the compressed air era, and yet the useful application
of this power has become so general, that we appear to be only
beginning to enter this wide field of usefulness.1

In 1900, Charles Emory Smith, the then postmaster-general of the
United States, predicted that by the end of the decade the pneu-
matic postal tube system would extend to every house for the
immediate delivery of mail following its arrival in cities.2 It turned
out that his prediction was not quite accurate e far from it. By 1918
it became clear that the future of mail delivery in the USA did not lie
in pneumatic tubes, and the systemwas gradually suspended in the
following years. In other ways, however, Smith's predictionwas not
so far off the mark. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries the use of pneumatic networks in the cities of western
Europe and the United States was hardly uncommon. Pneumatic

technologies were perceived as a developing and promising tech-
nology for the future. It was, contemporaries observed, ‘The Age of
Compressed Air’ (Fig. 1). Compressed air was ‘The Modern Atlas’
that sustained an industrial world which ‘revelled in dreams of
pneumatic enthusiasm’ (Fig. 2).3

Those glory days may be over, but pneumatic technologies are far
from dead. Several small cities in France opt for pneumatic recycling
systems in newly built areas (Saint Ouen and Romainville, for
example). There are other signs that some of the dreams of the
pneumatic enthusiasts may be materializing. Since 2003 a system
called Pipenet has been developing to propose a more environ-
mentally friendly and cheaper alternative to freight transport.4 In
2013 the French car manufacturer Peugeot revealed its new hybrid
engine, using fuel and compressed air, which is expected to reduce
fuel consumption and be ready for commercialisation by 2016. MDI
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(Motor Development International), another French Company, has
been developing compressed air cars formore than two decades, and
has recently signed a licence agreement with the Indian company
Tata Motors to produce and commercialise compressed air cars in
India, notably its AirPod model.5 Hybrid technologies constitute one
of the key alternatives that car manufacturers continue to explore in
order to preserve their share in the future of sustainable mobilities.

In this article we explore the contribution that an account of
pneumatic technologies has to make to our understanding of the
consolidation of urban networks. Whereas transport, telecommu-
nications, electricity, sewers, and, more recently, water have
received due attention by historical geographers, historians of sci-
ence and technology and cultural historians, scholarship on com-
pressed air has been predominantly the preserve of practitioners
and enthusiasts who highlight theminutiae of the technology often
at the expense of context and analysis.6 Why, then, have pneumatic
technologies been neglected in the historiography of urban mo-
dernities? What role did they play as urban technological networks

in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century cities? Why did they
fail to survive as prominent urban networks? What does their ‘rise’
and ‘fall’ tell us about urban modernities and urban technological
networks? We address these questions by tracing the emergence,
development and disappearance of pneumatic technologies in
nineteenth- and twentieth-century Western cities, focusing, in
particular, on examples from Paris and London.

Technological networks and urban modernities

The rise of the telegraph, and later telephony, developments in
postal services and urban transport, the planning and construction
of sewers as well as the provision of public utilities such as gas and
water have been central to studying the development of networks
of infrastructure in cities.7 Urban networks were, and remain,
visible and invisible; overground and underground; fixed yet
growing; privately funded and publicly operated, or a combination

Fig. 1. The age of compressed air. Source: Compressed Air 27 (1922) 120.
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