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Abstract: This article is an introductory survey of popular scientific publications by Hendrik 
Willem van Loon (1882-1944), historian, journalist, broadcaster, a leading author of the “outline 
craze” of the 1920s and 1930s. His books, arcicles and broadcasts were meant as part of a wider 
campaign to cultivate and civilize wide masses of American society in times of global anxiety, 
rapid technological and social changes, and countless scientific discoveries which questioned 
the established image of the world. Created in the historical context of shifting frontiers, upward 
mobility and rethinking of America’s international role, Van Loon’s publications give an insight 
in the most fervently discussed issues of the interwar period.
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Introduction and Background: Shifting Frontiers

After “in 1890, the year that the U.S. Census declared the end of unsettled land 
lying to the west” a general shift in imagining of the final frontier began, according 
to Ruth Mackay (2016), from  horizontal into vertical frontier: the vertical frontier 
was a new field of national activity, associated with opportunities offered by 
technological progress and challenges of urban social problems, and visualized by 
tall industrial and residential structures (rather than a horizontal expanse of land). 
Still, the vertical frontier seemed to be deeply indebted to the Jeffersonian idea 
of moving westwards. “Westward expansion was in this sense not only a physical 
movement but also a crystallization of the belief that the new nation held a nearly 
limitless natural bounty” (Mackay 2016, 2).

“[T]he most significant thing about the American frontier is, that it lies at 
the hither edge of free land,” stated Frederic Jackson Turner (1920, 4). The horizontal 
expanse beyond the frontier appeared, in Turner-inspired legacy, as the way to 
develop and safeguard the unique American spirit of freedom, practical thinking, 
pioneer-like independence, and anti-authoritarian democracy (Billington 1974). 
The disappearance of the territorial liminal line after 1890 brought an important 
shift in perception of the frontier, understood as “the line of most rapid and 
effective Americanization” of a “colonist,” who moving westwards loses the burden 
of European heritage and discovers his/her true, authentic, untamed self (Turner 
1920, 4). After the West was “won,” new frontiers were meant to be defined, because 
otherwise the vast core of American exceptionalism would be lost. So would be the 
“manifest destiny” entrusted by the Providence “for the development of the great 
experiment of liberty and federated self-governance” (O’Sullivan 1845, 5). 

The “belief that the frontier had been the most significant force in shaping 
national institutions and the mythical entity… called ‘national character’” (Slotkin 
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1981, 608) was shared by Turner and his fellow historian Theodor Roosevelt. While 
“Turner’s view was thoroughly nostalgic,” for “Rosevelt, history was continuous 
and progressive” and “the spirit of the frontier” was re-acquired by the new “class of 
heroic leaders, a classless ruling class at once plebeian and aristocratic... emerging 
from a democratic infancy to the maturity of bureaucracy and empire” (Slotkin 
1981, 636-637). The policy of “eternal inequality of man” (Wister 1968, 93, quoted 
after Slotkin, 636) required new heralds. In the 1920s and 1930s, the “winning 
of the West” was  transformed into an intellectual task, as the new realities of 
American democracy required new means of dissemination of “the antidote: an 
interpretation of the frontier past” serving as “some saving wisdom which would 
allow... to survive in the postfrontier future” (Slotkin 1981, 609).

Mackay (2016, 2) implies that the disappearance of the horizontal frontier 
initiated a search for the vertical frontier, exemplified visually not only by skyscrapers 
and oil rigs, but also by the nuclear explosion and the spiritual landscapes of upper 
regions in Native American traditions. She focuses on the threat implied by vertical 
structures, which includes the possiblity of fall, harm and destruction, but she also 
suggests that verticality implied a shift from the visible frontier into a virtual space 
of ideas and thoughts.

The reorientation of the frontier from horizontal into vertical direction 
was well correlated with the general experience of vertigo, caused by reaching 
“a point of dramatic change (a turning point) or a scene of tumult (a whirl)” 
(Mackay 2016, 7), replacing the causal view of history as spatial and temporal 
process with the kaleidoscopic view, “in which historical sequence is imagined as a 
consequence of myriad interacting forces.” Mackay brings together the verticality 
of the towers of the Chicago Fair and Turner Frontier Speech, ending the era of 
horizontal conquest in 1893, with Henry Adams’s experience of the dynamo at 
the Paris World Fair in 1900, the year in which Max Planck’s quantum physics and 
Sigmund Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams “burst upon a startled world” (Pinsker 
2002, 192).

The year 1900 can serve as a symbolic beginning of the accumulation of 
“psychodynamics of force,” the concept that had an obsessive appeal for Adams, in 
Sanford Pinsker’s view. The concept stood for an acceleration of social activity and 
scientific research, leading to a completely new, fractured, dynamic and negotiable 
view of history, social order, rules and regulations, which had been previously 
perceived as more or less stable and unchallengeable. Dynamo became for Adams 
“a collective symbol for his nagging sense that the past was irretrievable, the 
present chaotic and confusing, and the future a cause for deep concern” because it 
“confounded every organizing  principle that Adams was searching for” (Pinsker 
2002, 192), and reverted the certainties of his time, “just as the world of former 
schoolmasters had been turned upside down by the observations by Copernicus 
and Galileo and later, by Columbus’s explorations.”

Facing dynamo, “this huge wheel, revolving within arm’s length at some 
vertiginous speed, and barely murmuring – scarcely humming an audible warning” 
(Adams 380), Adams develops a  “dynamic theory of history” (Adams 287), “in 
which historical sequence is imagined as the consequence of myriad interacting 
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forces” (Mackay 2016, 8), leaving the beholder “helpless before a mechanical 
sequence” (Adams 287).

Producing a kind of kaleidoscope through which Adams’s previous concep-
tions of space and time now appear as a disorienting mosaic, the dynamo 
becomes an authoritarian power in the shadow of which even the planet 
itself loses its impressiveness. By making visible what was only theoretical 
at the advent of electricity, the dynamo produces a visceral experience of 
verticality while tying this experience to its consequences: namely, the vari-
ous and unpredictable effects of what this new technology might engender. 
(Mackay 2016, 8)

Verticality, in Mackay’s terms, is “a constellation of imagined ups and downs, 
discrete metaphors that exist along a linear axis, and larger stories of gravity” 
(Mackay 2016, 4). In Adams’s narrative, the “huge wheel, revolving within arm’s 
length at some vertiginous speed” replaces the Cross, which used to serve as the 
organizing axis mundi, connecting the human and the divine, the low and the 
high, still, as a form of “whirlwind” it organizes the cognitive space and imaginary. 
Mackay suggests verticality as an organizing principle for American imagery after 
the closure of the West and the scientific revolutions at the turn of the century, “as a 
transformative category that uses metaphor to untangle, interrogate, or underscore 
specific epistemological and philosophical ideas” (Mackay 2016, 5), because 
“the ways in which verticality draws its force are, importantly, multidirectional” 
(Mackay 2016, 4).

This essay focusses on the 1920s, but the imagery and scope of the popular 
publications designed for wider public, the popular state of mind, concerns, fears 
and hopes, have its sources in the issues addressed above: the change of the frontier 
paradigm, paired with physical, psychoanalytical and technical discoveries, brought 
a need for a new model of modern life, which in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s words, “no 
longer changes century by century, but year by year, ten times faster than it ever 
had before—populations doubling, civiliztions unified more closely with other 
civilizations, economic independence, racial questions, and—we re dawdling along. 
My idea is that we’ve got to go very much faster” (Fitzgerald 2000 [1920], 239).

Searching for an Outline: Hendrik Willem van Loon’s American Odyssey

“Whatever stability was associated with a generation of out-of-it Victorian parents 
had been forever shattered by the destablizing effects of World War I” comments 
Pinsker (2002, 195), referring to “a new generation… grown to find all Gods dead, 
all wars fought, all faiths in man shaken” (Fitzgerald 2000[1920], 247). Similarly, 
Charles A. Beard projects the internal, psychical conflicts and disturbances on the 
areas of international economy and politics: “The age of Victorian complacency had 
closed everywhere; those who are whistling to keep up their courage and deceive 
their neighbors merely succeed in hoodwinking themselves” (1928, 3).

The novelty of modern times, the ongoing shock waves of changes in all 
aspects of life, asked for explanation. “To make sense of this new world, many 
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Americans turned to books to catch up culturally, regain a unified perspective, 
and provide themselves with an adequate level of ‘civilization.’” The need for 
understanding the world which was constantly shifting went along with the 
democratization of life and required wider access to the cultural base. “This 
democratization of knowledge acquisition in a consumer society, aimed at a wide 
public of ‘average intelligent readers,’ became known as middlebrow culture. The 
new genre of outline books for this market emphasized the unity of knowledge, 
rejected specialization, and combined authority and intimacy” (Van Minnen 2005, 
97).

In her study of the middlebrow culture, Joan Shelley Rubin calls “the 
vogue of the ‘outline’… the interwar period’s most important nonfiction publishing 
trend.… [S]uch volumes were summaries, in a single, readable work, of the facts 
ostensibly comprising a given subject. Many dealt with natural sciences, disciplines 
changing so rapidly that they begged for simplification of bewildering new data” 
(209). “The ‘outline’ phenomenon,” according to Rubin, “derrived from uneasiness 
about the specialisation of knowledge” and “promised another way to regain a 
unified perspective”. In times of permanent intellectual turbulence, “a cadre of 
authors who were unpogletic generalists… [p]ropelled by… faith… in the ability of 
ordinary persons to grasp what they had to say.” For this purpose they “employed 
a style that was relentlessly factual, syntactically uncomplicated, devoid of bare 
generalizations, confidently unambigous, and usually more lucid than dramatic” 
(210).
	 Looking back at the impressive success of the outlines in the 1920s, of 
which he was a leading representative example, Hendrik van Loon reflected:

We realized that we lived in a world which had completely changed its mas-
ters. In order to save civilization from chaos, it was necessary that the new 
masters should know certain things which until then had been the privi-
leged possession of the few.... We carried this necessary information to this 
new public and in such a form and shape that it could understand this new 
knowledge and enjoy it. Neither of us, I am quite sure, ever expected that we 
would set all the hearth-fires burning brightly, but hundreds of thousands 
of little lamps were lighted where only darkness had been before and in all 
sorts of unexpected places. (Van Loon 1936, 7; quoted after Van Minnen 
2005, 81)

Van Loon, honoured by Van Wyck Brooks (1965, 379) as “a humanist” and 
by another author as “the Prince of Popularizers” (Van Minnen 2005, 87), described 
himself as “an instructor-at-large in civilised values” (Rubin 1972, 217). Aspiring 
to be one of “laughing philosophers,” ranging in his view from Socrates to Mozart 
and Bruckner (Van Loon 1939), he presented himself in the company of Confucius, 
Plato, and Jefferson (Van Loon 1942). According to Clifton Fadiman, who “virtually 
personified middlebrow culture” (Rubin 1972, 320), Van Loon extended “the great 
tradition of Enlightement called to mind by such names as Voltaire and Diderot. He 
unites, both in his writing and his social intercourse, enormous erudition, unfailing 
sturdy common sense, and refreshing humor” (Fadiman 1938, 302). Van Loon played 
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deliberately the card of his European and Dutch heritage and compared himsef to 
Rembrandt van Rijn (Van Loon 1930) and Desiderius Erasmus (Van Loon 1942).

An enthusiastic violin player and self-taught illustrator, Van Loon was, for 
the wide public, not only an epitome of a cultivated European, but also of modernity.

It can be safely argued that van Loon indeed contributed more than a mod-
est share to America’s cultural life of the Jazz Age. A journalist of the Boston 
Evening Transcript observed that van Loon ‘was writing history in a new 
way. He was treating with a light ironic humor those subjects that had previ-
ously been discussed with the utmost seriousness. To the conventionalist, 
he is the fresh youngster throwing rocks through the hothouse windows to 
attract attention; to his admirers he is the originator of a new and delightful 
form of history; while to the public at large he is the man who created some 
sort of indescribable sensation.’ ‘When the critics say I am jazzy,’ van Loon 
commented, ‘it merely means that I am using the spirit of the times.… All I 
am doing is bringing to history what Gershwin has brought to music.’ (Van 
Minnen 2005, 106)

In his pursuit to reach “[t]he man who would never approach within a thousand miles 
of the arts” Van Loon tried to write “a general philosophy of life build up around 
the arts” (Van Minnen 2005, 272). He wrote anecdotally for who he perceived as 
forlorn children of the plains, to “fill their hearts with a holy curiosity for all those 
things that make life beautiful and charming and interesting that at some time in 
the near or distant future they would definitely break away from the... unneceesary 
ugliness of their hopeless surroundings, and go forth in search of something better 
and nobler and infinitely more satisfying to the soul” (Van Loon 1937, xxii-xiii).

The wry sense of humor with slighty pessimistic view on human 
development was his trademark. “To the conventionalist, he is the fresh youngster 
throwing rocks through the hothouse windows to attract attention; to his admirers 
he is the originator of a new and delightfulform of history; while to the public 
at large he is the man who created some sort of indescribable sensation” (Jordan 
1928, quoted in Van Minnen 2005, 106). “Hendrik Willem’s greatest gift was one of 
immediacy, of taking the reader into his confidence and leading him by the hand 
on what was to be a personal adventure. Gratitude for his lack of condescension 
expressed itself not only in the sales but in the thousandsof letters he received from 
those who felt they had come to know himthrough his books” wrote his son, Gerrit 
Willem van Loon in his strongly critical account (Van Loon, 1972, 323).

Born in 1882 in Rotterdam and naturalized as an American citizen in 1919, 
educated at Cornell and Harvard, Van Loon was one of the most prolific authors 
of the 1920s and 1930. “He was not only widely known for his outlines such as The 
Story of Mankind, The Story of the Bible, and America but also for innumerable 
drawings and cartoons he had contributed to The Survey (1922–1925) and The 
Nation (1926–1928)” (van Minnen 106). “A Dutch immigrant, Van Loon graduated 
from Cornell University in 1905, returned to Europe for doctoral studies in history, 
and from 1911 to 1922 worked as a journalist and lecturer at various American 
universities” (Rubin 1972, 216), ranging from his alma mater to Antioch College in 
Yellow Springs, Ohio (van Minnen 2005, 74).
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Van Loon was laureate of the first Newbery Medal for children’s literature 
in 1922, and a best-selling author, his Geography earning him, according to his 
estimations, “about $40,000 from the book that year, placing him in the top 1 percent 
of U.S. Wage-earners” (van Minnen 2005, 145). He had, however, even greater 
ambitions. Already in the 1930s, before he engaged in Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 
presidential campaign of 1940, Van Loon was active as journalist and broadcaster, 
trying to convince American society about the threat from Nazi Germany, writing 
pamphlets such as Our Battle. One Man’s answer to “My Battle” by Adolf Hitler 
(1938) and a dystopian novel about alternative history, with a successful German 
invasion and occuption of the USA (Van Loon 1940).

Initially ridiculed, after  the German conquests in Europe and the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, Van Loon became a recognized living prophet and 
oracle, his lifelong “Jehova complex” (Van Minnen 2005, 107, 125) finally satisfied. 
His thundering voice of protest and hope was broadcast by NBC (Van Minnen 
122) and by WRUL, a Dutch-speaking radio station founded in Boston by Walter 
Lemmon in 1925, giving, in van Loon’s words, a voice of “international good-will” 
in wartime (van Loon 1941). The voice was silenced only by his death on 11th of 
March, 1942.

Upward Mobility, or How the West Was Won

Given the concept of vertical frontier, what Van Loon tried to achieve with his 
publications, lectures and broadcasting was a kind of intellectual conquest of the 
Midwest, as a personal crusade against intolerance and religious fundamentalism 
and a cure that “should fill a need in the lives of those who still believe that 
education, even if it cannot cure all our ills, will be of tremendous help to carry 
us safely through the present social, spiritual and economic revolution” (Van Loon 
1933, quoted after Van Minnen 2005, 147).

We often hear it said that ‘civilization travels westward.’ What we mean 
is that hardy pioneers have crossed the Atlantic Ocean and settled along 
the shores of New England and New Netherland—that their children have 
crossed the vast prairies—that their great-grandchildren have moved into 
California—and that the present generation hopes to turn the vast Pacific 
into the most important sea of the ages. (Van Loon 1920, 8.)

Thus, Van Loon perceived the movement westward as a permanent cultural 
mission, and his attempt to cultivate the public of the Western Plains was part of the 
mission, but it was carried out in an intellectual space, “[t]he space imagined to be 
conquerable” and “conceived as immense” (Mackay 2016, 2). The new, intellectual 
frontier was a vertical space of social changes ignited by public education, and new 
possibilities of climbing the vertical social ladder. While indebted to the traditional 
imagery of territorial conquest, Van Loon also adapted the idea of verticality, of 
moving upward, in social, scientific and moral sense.

The “optimistic determination to see the progressive dynamic of the 
frontier carried forward into a new century,” required:
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[A] language of traditional symbols, narrative structures, and magical expec-
tations in the service of ideology. The complex of beliefs, facts, fictions,and 
arguments that were subsumed in the concept of ‘the American frontier’ is 
best described as a ‘myth-ideological system’… in which traditional symbol-
ism and current political programmes were effectively combined. (Slotkin 
1981, 609)

Van Loon, this essay will argue, incorporated the story of the conquest of the West, 
and the new vertical frontier, as a part of his private mythology.

The western frontier influenced American life, shaped American thought, 
and gave America the habits of self-reliance and independence of action 
which differentiate the people of the great republic from those of other 
countries.… When we discuss the events of American history we place our 
scene upon a stage which has an immense background of wide praire and 
high mountain. In this vast and dim territory there is always room for an-
other man of force and energy, and society is a rudimentary bond between 
free and sovereign human beings, unrestricted by any previous tradition or 
ordinance. (Van Loon 1942, vi-vii)

The above quotation echoes distinctly Turner in his vision of the frontier “at 
the hither edge of free land” (Turner 1920, 4) and Theodore Roosevelt’s ideal 
of “hunter-heroes… individualistic in their values and their style of life… like 
chivalric aristocracy of an earlier age” (Slotkin 1981, 612). Paradoxically, the book 
opening with “[t]he history of America is the story of the conquest of the West” 
is a story about Dutch navigators, their discoveries and “maginificent failures.” 
America is mirroring Holland, which story “is the story of the conquest of the 
sea” (Van Loon 1942, v). As Turner observed earlier, “America… has the key to 
the historical enigma which Europe has sought for centuries in vain, and the land 
which has no history reveals luminously the course of universal history” (1920, 
4). In this, Turner was referring to the Italian geographer Achille Loria (1889). In 
Turner’s view:

The United States lies like a huge page in the history of society. Line by line 
as we read this continental page from West to East we find the record of 
social evolution. It begins with the Indian and the hunter; it goes on to tell 
of the disintegration of savagery by the entrance of the trader, the pathfinder 
of civilization; we read the annals of the pastoral stage in ranch life; the 
exploitation of the soil by the raising of unrotated crops of corn and wheat 
in sparsely settled farming communities; the intensive culture of the denser 
farm settlement; and finally the manufacturing organization with city and 
factory system. (Turner 1920, 12)

America can be perceived a a sort of allegory, not only for Europe,but for 
the history of the world in general. For Van Loon it is a key to the understanding 
of his Dutch ancestry, the perils of prospects awaiting the people populating the 
Low Countries. American praires and mountains become a vast part of Van Loon’s 
inner landscape, a stage upon which the immigrant becomes the reincarnation of 
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Erasmus of Rotterdam and the incorporation of the “Dutch idea” (Van Minnen 
2005, 267), “the last of the old-fashioned liberals… Smithsonian wanted to buy for 
its collection” (Brooks 1965, 379).

While staging the European humanist in his travels through literary 
salons of the East and wide plains of the West, Van Loon becomes caught in the 
process of Americanization, as “[t]he frontier is the line of most rapid and effective 
Americanization.… Little by little he transforms the intellectual wilderness, but the 
outcome is not the old Europe” as

[t]he wilderness masters the colonist.… Thus the advance of the frontier 
has meant a steady movement away from the influence of Europe, a steady 
growth of independence on American lines. And to study this advance, the 
men who grew up under these conditions, and the political, economic, and 
social results of it, is to study the really American part of our history. (Turn-
er 1920, 12)

Although Van Loon never ceased to explore and exploit his Dutch and European 
heritage, he may appear, in some aspects, as uncanny incarnation of the frontier 
myth, a self-made heir of “ a peculiar race which has grown up under conditions of 
complete independence and which relies upon its own endeavours to accomplish 
those things which it has set out to do,” and “his own master” who “trusted no one 
but God and his own strong arm” mastered by a spirit of exploration and conquest: 
“he knew at all times that he was free to leave just as soon as the spirit moved him” 
(Van Loon 1942, ix).

He appeared to be the prophet of technological advance of modern 
civilization, as much as a ventriloquist of ancestral voices and primodial forces of 
history and nature, a vortex “endowed with inexhaustible energy” (Van Minnen 
2005, 234), a voice thundering in the vast plains of the Midwest and on the stormy 
waves of the Pacific (in his native Dutch) using radio broadcast.

We often hear it said that ‘civilization travels westward.’ What we mean 
is that hardy pioneers have crossed the Atlantic Ocean and settled along 
the shores of New England and New Netherland—that their children have 
crossed the vast prairies—that their great-grandchildren have moved into 
California—and that the present generation hopes to turn the vast Pacific 
into the most important sea of the ages. (Van Loon 1920,109)

Civilization and Its Discontents

Van Loon’s career can serve as a good example of interwar upward mobility and 
international mobility, of raising awareness of the need for life-long education and 
the importance of mass media for this purpose. In Mackay’s (2006) terms, one can 
say, it is also a story of revision of a social frontier in the time of a global turmoil. 
Employed at Cornell but expelled after just one semester of lecturing, Van Loon 
went West, by taking, after many turbulences, the post at Antioch College in Ohio. 
His countless travels throughout the country with lectures on popular themes, for 
promotion of his books or for political purposes while supporting presidential 
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campaign of Franklin Delano Roosevelt made him a “merchant of light” (Rubin 
1972), a propagator of a simplified world-view  based on an idealised image of 
scientific progress. In 1939, confronted by the rising threat of another global war, 
Van Loon formulated his credo, which is also discernible in his earlier writings:

I prefer to concentrate my powers upon that which it iswithin my reach to 
do: to make this world with its tremendous, with its incredible potentialities 
for beauty and happiness—a place in which every man, woman, nd child 
will be truly able to say, ‘We are grateful that we are alive, for life indeed 
is good!’ Today that sounds like mocking blasphemy. A hundred centuries 
hence, it will make sense. For by then man will have acquired the courage 
necessary to see himself as he really is—as aa being equipped with a power 
of intellect which will eventually allow him to penetrate into every secret of 
nature untill he will truly be the maaster of allhe surveys, nd endowed with 
such a complete freedom of will that he himself—and noone else—is the 
true master of his fate and therefore dependent for his ultimate happiness 
upon noone but HIMSELF. (Van Loon 1939, 318)

For Van Loon, this declaration was compatible with a simplified 
materialistic world-view, indebted strongly to Darwin. He also found it important 
to say that he was not interested in metaphysical speculations, while producing an 
outline of a personal and historical self-definition in terms of what can only be 
described as a metaphysicial cult of energy:

At birth I was provided with a small quantity of that cosmic energy which 
is the substance out of which our universe is made. Some of those small 
quantities of energy were given the shape of plants where others were dis-
guised as weeds. Some of them were used to give us the figure of a Thomas 
Jefferson or a Goethe or a Pasteur, while others but served as the physi-
cal containers for the destructive energies of a Napoleon or Genghis Khan 
or the conteptible foulness of a Goebbels. But since that is the way nature 
seems tohve chosen to perform her miracles, it is not up to us to find fault 
with this arrangements but rather to see what we ourseves can make of that 
temporary loan from the vast reservoir of energy which is the beginning 
and the end of all things, from Betelgeuse to the microbe who some day will 
destroy us. (Van Loon 1939, 317-318)

This energetic self-definition leads him to the conclusion that “I know it 
(all) was started by some force outside of myself but, having humbly accepted that 
fact, I refuse to waste my energies on a futile quest” (1939, 318), and so Van Loon 
focuses on historical past and modern discoveries in his writings. “[L]iving in the 
most remarkable of all ages”, among “miracles” “no one has ever performed” (1920, 
18), Van Loon describes himself and his contemporaries as “children of practical 
age” who “seem to be masters of all the forces of nature” and can “make them 
work for us as if they were our very obedient slaves” (Van Loon, 1920, 33). Van 
Loon’s popular prose brings forth not so distant echoes of Emerson’s new American 
who “by means of steam… carries the… winds [of Aeolus bag] in the boiler of 
his boat” and “darts through the country… like an eagle or swallow through the 
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air” (Emerson 1836, 11, quoted after Marx, 1964, 230) or of de Tocqueville’s hero 
“draining swamps, turning the course of rivers… and subduing nature,” a hero who 
“almost anihilated space and time” and “yokes to his car fire and water” (Tocqueville 
1946 [1840], 74, quoted after Marx, 194).

However, Van Loon’s self-reliant hero has a long line of ancestral voices 
behind him. “And yet what is a motor compared with the first fish-hook or the first 
polished knife?” asked Van Loon rhetorically (Van Loon 1928, 48). Modern man 
is a humble creature, deeply indebted to the ancestors: “We do not know which 
genius first discovered the use of pottery but he deserves a statue” (Van Loon 1920, 
24). Or elsewhere, but in the same spirit: “Im convinced that the appearance of 
the first axe made of polished flint threw the shivering cave-dwellers of southern 
Europe into ecstasies of happpiness which far surpassed our own delirious delight 
when Lindbergh flew across the ocean” Van Loon (1928, 48).

Invention springs, in Van Loon’s opinion, from observation. “Early 
man, less intelligent in many respects than the squirrels” (Van Loon 1920, 24) 
simply copied the animals in their survival strategies, in pursuit of a life that 
was “more comfortable and less dangerous” (Van Loon 1920, 34). The ability to 
learn through observation and imitation, to conclude from the results and to take 
reasonable risks was the human superpower, “[t]he powerful brain of the weakest 
and most helpless of all living creatures” (Van Loon 1920, 33). Innovations “tell 
of man’s terrific effort to invent implements, that would make his daily toil less 
unbearable” (Van Loon 1928, 48). Technological details aside, primitive tools and 
modern machines “were really nothing than extensions of his own hands and 
feet and eyes and ears and which he meant to use as such” (Van Loon 1928, 62). 
Possible fears related to technological development were, in Van Loon’s view, an 
anthropological issue, an irrational prejudice. “Contrary to the generally accepted 
belief we are not ‘modern’ people... we are not heirs to the glories of a noble 
past, but... we are the last off-shoot of prehistoric man” (Van Loon 1926, 10). In 
a rather blunt but vivid metaphor, Van Loon compared modern Americans to 
“cave-dwellers going on a joy-ride in a Chevrolet” (Van Loon 1928, 138, quoted 
after Van Minnen 2006, 105).

Shifting Perspecives: Wither Mankind?

In 1928 Charles A. Beard, progressive historian and co-author of The Rise of 
American Civilisation (1927) stated in the “Preface” to a volume of essays Whither 
Mankind: A Panorama of Modern Civilisation “that science and the machine are 
two invincible facts with which all must recon who write, teach, preach, lead, or 
practice the arts in our time. Those who refuse to face them are condemned in 
advance to sterility and defeat” (Beard 1928, v). This very clear stance formed 
a contexual frame to a collection of sixteen essays authored, among others, by 
John Dewey, Carl van Doren, Bertrand Russel, Sidney and Beatrice Webb, Lewis 
Mumford, Hu Shih and Hendrik Willem van Loon. The collection was contrasted 
with pessimistic writings by Chesterton, Belloc and Spengler, as “ a more cheerful 
outlook upon the future of modern civilisation.”
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For Beard, it was clear that “[ol]d rules of politics and law, religion and 
sex, art and letters—the whole domain of culture—must yield or break before the 
inextorable pressure of science and the machine” (Beard 1928, 403-404). Even if 
“the effects of science and the machine upon human life are often metallic and 
oppressive, sometimes terribly cruel to our hopes and conceits” there is apparently 
no alternative, no “other system, could it be freely chosen in place of machine 
civilisation, would confer more dignity upon human nature, make life on the whole 
richer in satisfactions, widen the opportunity for exercising our noblest faculties, 
or give a sublimer meaning to the universe in which we labor” (404).

Beard’s view of civilisation of the late 1920s, confronted with a rise 
of international conflicts, social anxieties and “a concern about destiny that 
works as a dynamic force in the affairs of great nations” tend to be optimistic, 
despite a long list of worldwide concerns, such as the threats from fascist and 
communist totalitarian states. In his view, strength and glory will come to 
modern civilization just in proportion as philosophy attends to the business of 
living under the necessities imposed by technology, and the business of living 
itself is inspired by an effort to see things whole and steadily, relating means 
to the highest imaginable ends, making use of reality rather than attempting to 
escape from it. (Beard 408)

Civilization, argued Beard, depended “in a large measure upon its 
geogeaphical environment… and natural resources,” and thus “cannot be borrowed 
without reproducing the accompanying economic order” (Beard 1928, 12). This 
stance opened space for discussion about questions concerning American way of 
life and thinking.

America was “the new Leviathan” (Beard 1928, 3), which made the passage 
“from a provincional, agricultural status to the position of the premier capitalist 
power in international politics… is in itself an inescapable fact for those who 
speculate on cultural destinies. Anxiety about the values and future of civilization 
is real.… It will not pass;it will endure and increase” (Beard 1928, 7). In America, 
the mythical place “where Europeans have renewed their youth, conquered a 
wilderness and won wealth and leisure in the sweat of their brows, the cry ascends 
on all sides: ‘Where do we go from here?’” In fact, Beard poses the same question 
Turner and Roosevelt tried to answer in the 1890s, but the answers from Beard and 
the other authors reflect the spirit of a quite different, less complacent time.

“‘We are passing’ declares Mr. Herbert Hoover, ‘from a period of extremely 
individualistic action into a period of associated activities’” quotes Beard who, in 
his entries as well as in the selection of authors and issues the collection of essays 
addresses, never ceases to emphasize the complexity of American civilisation, its 
impact on global order of things, and the multilayered nexus of relations between 
changing cultural, religious, economical and political developments in the 1920s. 
“In reality the heritage, the economics,politics,culture, and international filiations 
of any civilization are so closely woven by fate into one human fabric that no human 
eye can discern the beginning of its warp or woof ”, but there was a need for “any 
economic interpretation, any political theory, any literary criticism, any aesthetic 
appreciation,” whose aim would be a synthesis needed to include the interplay of 
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multiple factors, and the desire for such synthesis allegedly marked the beginning 
of “a new epoch in American intellectual development” (Beard and Beard 1927, 
124). This conclusion  brings back the general observation about the kaleidoscopic 
view, identified by Mackay as a quality of the Modernism in the interwar period 
(Mackay 2016, 8): confronted with the fractured kaleidoscope, the middlebrow 
readers desired a new synthesis, which would restore the perception of order in 
collective life and history.

Civilization, as preached by Van Loon, is a “desire to make life more 
comfortable and less wearisome,” and so he describes civilization as a driving force 
of white global dominance: it “has been a very good thing for the progress of the 
world. It has driven the white people of Europe to the ends of the earth. It has 
populated the mountains and the plains of our own country” (Van Loon 1920, 
109). This concept of civilization (technological civilization) is defined as “that 
form of society which allows the greatest number of people to show the greatest 
amount of consideration for the physical happiness and spiritual comfort of the 
largest number of their neighbors” (Van Loon 1926, 8).

Warren Susman observed a general tendency in the 1920s towards thinking 
“that self-consciously considered itself a part of the issue of civilization and even as 
a technique or instrument involved somehow in sustaining, modifying, destroying, 
or creating ‘civilization’” (Susman 1984, 115, quoted after van Minnen 2005, 105). 
I will argue that “Civilization” was a key concept of the 1920s, comparable perhaps 
to Emerson’s Self-Reliance of earlier decades. Beard describes civilization as “the 
whole economic order, the system of leisure built upon it, the employment of that 
leisure, and all manifestations of religion, beauty, and appreciation… by which 
men and women lift themselves above savages” (Beard 1928, 12). His own writing 
was a vital part of his concept of civilization: it was a process of introspection, of 
constant work on self-redefinition and self-improvement, where the philosophy 
of civilization was a kind of steering wheel by which a civilization could direct 
and control itself. In a way, a popular outline of civilization, published on a mass-
publishing market, was a kind of simplified group psychoanalysis or secularized 
religious insight considered available to wide masses. Van Loon was one of the 
most successful representatives of this civilization-steering effort.

Despite Van Loon’s eulogies for America, including the wartime declaration 
that “it will be America which will have to show the rest of the world the road 
to a newer and happier form of civilization in which all of us… shall in truth 
cooperate… for the greatest good of that nation,” he does not forget about “liberty 
of thought and action” which “a civilized human being can hope to strive during 
his short residence on this tiny planet which he calls Home” (Van Loon 1942, 479-
480), regardless his or hers nationality. In fact, Van Loon admits,

‘civilization’ never remains long in the same spot. It is always going some-
where but it does not always move westward by any means. Sometimes its 
course points towards the east or the south. Often it zigzags across the map. 
But it keeps moving. After two or three hundred years, civilization seems to 
say, ‘Well, I have been keeping company with these particular people long 
enough,’ and it packs its books and its science and its art and its music, and 
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wanders forth in search of new domains. But no one knows whither it is 
bound, and that is what makes life so interesting. (Van Loon 1920, 109)

In the 1920s, however, America seemed the perfect place to accomplish the ideal of 
a new, democratic, tolerant and educated society. “There is no place on the whole 
earth except in America where all the sons of man have this chance in life…. Here 
alone are the open windows through which pour the sunlight of the human spirit. 
Here alone is human dignity not a dream, but an accomplishment. Perhaps it is not 
perfect, but it is more full in realization here than  any other place in the world”, the 
idea of American exeptionalism was expressed at that time by Herbert Hoover, who 
has already been quoted above (1928).

Van Loon, although focusing on great men of the past and their 
accomplishents, was generally aiming at the “yeoman farmer” of Turner’s “agrarian 
democracy.”

The yeoman farmer… was a Whitmanian hero en masse. The farmer’s con-
quests were non-violent—the work of cultivation, not deed of the sword; 
hence leaders and captains were not prominent. Social and economic laws, 
in a generally ‘free’ market and an open social and political framework, 
operated through the average actions of the mass to do the real work of 
progress and civilization. When the invisible hand of market operations 
became politically visible, it appeared in the action of parties which were 
of a sectional (not a class) character, and which were dominated neither by 
a person nor by an ideology. Through such a system, the exploitation of 
the open frontier was able to induce willy-nilly a regeneration of political 
society, purging it of feudal excrescences and creating a new democratic 
social form. Not only was the result of this action democratic in form; the 
small entrepreneur/manufacturer/mechanic/farmer, the little men in their 
aggregate and average, were the dominant human force in Turne’s world. 
(Slotkin 1981, 612)

Turner’s “dominant human force” was Van Loon’s public, the wide social strata he 
intended to win for the idea of modernity and progress. In some aspect, he was 
trying to combine “the popular affirmation of industrial progress disseminated by 
spokesmen for the dominant economic and political elites, and the disaffected, 
often adversaria1 viewpoint of a minority of political radicals, writers, artists, 
clergymen, and independent intellectuals” (Marx 1964, 383).

Homo in Machina, Deux ex Machina

“The history of the world… is the record of man in quest of his daily bread and 
butter,” wrote Van Loon (1928, 43) in his essay in Beard’s Whither Mankind? and 
draw some conclusions in a quasi-biblical anthropology: “Work was a curse. Work 
was a nuisance. The leisure of Paradise was the highest good that had ever been 
within the reach of a man” (Van Loon 1928, 47-48). The salvation, in Van Loon’s 
soteriology, came in “the year of grace 1769” with “the great milestone of mankind” 
dividing “the whole past into two parts.”
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For it was on the fifth of January of that ever memorable year that James 
Watt obtained a patent for his newly perfected ‘fire-machine.’ It was on that 
day that the era of the deus ex machina came to an end and that the epoch 
of the homo in machina commenced. It was on that day that man ceased 
to be a beast of burden and was given his first decent chance to become a 
human being. (Van Loon 1928, 43)

Van Loon’s essay fulfills the prophecy of Henry Adams, replacing the saving 
experience of God’s incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection with the invention of 
steam engine, opening new prospects of liberation for the mankind, enslaved by 
hardship and work. The Luciferian or Promethean “fire-machine” brought salvation 
by making human`s “daily toil less unbearable” (Van Loon 1928, 48) and paving the 
way for a more democratic society. “[T]he amount of mechnical development will 
always be in inverse ratio to the number of slaves that happen to be at a country’s 
disposal” (Van Loon 1928, 53), therefore mechanization is the key to freedom, as 
education guarantees the sustenance of a nation, as “[n]o state, however, can be 
safely built upon material possessions alone” (Van Loon 1920, 195). Still, Watt’s 
invention, while redeeming the man from his curse, did not transcendent Van 
Loon’s perceived core of the human being.

Children with new toys with which they do not know how to play are a 
nuisance. Grown-up children, who suddenly find themselves possessed of 
flivers and machine-guns and factories and who take these things seriously 
and render homage to steel contraptions as if they were mysterious gods 
instead of being merely servants, called upon to do our bidding and for the 
rest to ‘know their place,’ are bound to upset many pleasant old traditions. 
(Van Loon 1928, 61)

What humanity really needs is Enlightement, in the classical Kantian sense 
of “man’s emergence from his self-imposed immaturity. Immaturity is the inability 
to use one’s understanding without guidance from another” (Kant 2013[1784], 2). 
Van Loon’s cavemen riding a Chevrolet (Van Loon 1928b, 138) or worshipping 
blindly the Iron Man (Van Loon 1928, 60)1 are mere children, who, “[e]vetually… 
will grow up and… they will learn better” (Van Loon 1928, 61).

The education or “civilizing” of the “[m]an, at mercy of his own ignorance” 
(61) should be prompt and immediate, as a new era was rapidly approaching. 
Historically, machines “were really nothing than extensions of his own hands 
and feet and eyes and ears and which he meant to use as such.” The era of tools 
as extensions of human biological capabilities was replaced by a new era of 
dependence on non-human machinery: the man “fabricated for himself still more 
inanimate servants and had set himself free from still other bits of labor that could 
be done just as well by steel or coal or gasoline.” But, as Van Loon predicts, this 
not the final step in mechanics. “The machine… should never be end in itself… 
should be given every possible chance to grow and develop.” It is, in fact, an early 

1	 It is not clear what he meant, probably the eponymous prizefighter in a 1927 movie serial, or pos-
sibly a 1927 Ford truck.
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version of today’s visions of intelligent machines, communicating with each other, 
and growing more and more independent from their makers. Van Loon shares the 
common fears of Artificial Intelligence taking over control and subduing humanity 
to its purposes, which “[i]t is of course possible that we shall prove less intelligent 
than our ancestors. Then the roles will be reversed, we shall lose our freedom and 
shall have to work twice as hard as before to keep our mechanical servants from 
starving to death” ( Van Loon 1928, 62).

Such a “suicide” of human civilization can not be excluded, because

[a] technological civilization... rests fundamentally on power-driven ma-
chinery which transendents the physical limits of its human directors, mul-
tiplying indefinitely the capacity for the production of goods. Science… is 
the servant and upholder of this system.… [C]ontinuous research in the 
natural sciences is absolutely necessary to the extension of the machine and 
its market, thus forcing continously the creation of new goods, new pro-
cesses and new modes of life. (Beard 1928, 14)

“Pre-machine urban civilizations have likewise retained their essential 
characteristic through long lapses of time. But machine civilization based on 
technology, science, invention, and expanding markets must of necessity change—
and rapidly,” Beard appeals (1928, 15). The modern time of anxiety seems to be only 
transitional, if lived through well and consciously. “Of course it would be absurd 
to claim that our present form of civilisation in which the machine is supreme is 
the last word in cultural perfection,” reassures Van Loon (1928, 61), echoed by 
Beard, who is convinced  “that there is in the new order of affairs a prospect for 
life on higher levels” (Beard 1928, 404). “What appears to be an ‘invasion’ is in 
fact,” concludes Beard, “often merely the recognition of a standard established by 
science and its applications a means of comfort, convienience, and safety for the 
community at large.” The optimism is rooted in the humanist idea both authors 
share: “The transformation of chaos into order is a work of the mind, not a mere 
function of mechanism. The process of subjecting the things of this world to a 
more ordered dominion of the spirit” (Beard, 1928, 408).

The Tower of Experience: Van Loon’s Summa Scientifica

Van Loon’s travels around “symbolic middle landscape created by mediation between 
art and nature” (Marx 1964, 71) represent to a certain degree the Jeffersonian vision 
of machine blending “harmoniously into the open countryside” (Marx 1964, 150). 
Descriptions of the middle landscape are a sort of trademark found in most of his 
publications. Still, Van Loon’s machine stands not only for “the iron machinery 
of the industrial revolution” but even more for its “semantic precursor in the 
seventeenth-century trope of a metaphysical Machine—emblem of a materialist and 
mechanistic cosmology—which had been pivotal in the scientific and philosophic 
revolution associated with Newton, Descartes, and Bacon” (Marx 1964, 376). In his 
core views, I argue, Van Loon is so deeply indebted to the “triumphant ‘mechanism,’ 
comprising the new science, technology, and philosophic rationalism. (Marx 1964, 
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376) that it makes him a late descendant of European materialists, making him 
quite immune fears and hopes of his own time.

Thus, Van Loon combines the civilized Dutch heritage with the American 
frontier, forming a peculiar brand of materialistic middle landscape. Importantly, 
Van Loon’s structuring metaphor of his idea of the frontier is a vertical one, a tower-
climb which he describes in an autobiographical passage. The biographical turning 
point in Van Loon’s intellectual life appears to be a “memorable expedition” to the 
“top of the tower of the Old Saint Lawrence in Rotterdam”, of “twelve or thirteen 
years old”  (1984 [1921], vii). The description is a vertical version of the pastoral 
frontier between civilized and wild land, a vertical expedition to the wilderness. 
Climbing a dark staircase the boy Van Loon reaches the storeroom filled with 
“abandoned symbols of a venerable faith… discarded by the good people of the city 
many years ago.” Covered by dust and “reduced to junk and rubbish” the artefacts of 
religious beliefs of the ancestors were gradually becoming a part of nature, a habitat 
for rats and spiders. The storeroom is filled by the light coming from the next floor 
with “[e]normous open windows with heavy iron bars,” a habitat of “hunderts of 
pigeons.” There is a visual experience of religious object falling apart and reclaimed 
by insects, rats and birds. The animal Universum brings the artefacts back to life, 
on a different level, and gives them a practical meaning. Their symbolic value is 
defunct, the artefacts, forgotten by the human world, sustain biological diversity 
in the attic.

As the darkness gives way to the daily light, so “the weird and pleasing 
music” of wind blowing “through the iron bars” and the distant noise of “the town 
below… purified and cleansed by the distance.” replaces the “audible silence” of the 
gloomy staircase. “The rumbling of heavy carts and the clinking of horses hoofs, 
the winding of cranes and pulleys, the hissing sound of a patient steam which had 
been set to do the work of man in thousand different ways—they had all been 
blended into a softly rustling whisper which provided a beautiful background for 
the trembling cooing of the pigeons.” Van Loon’s musical ear distinguishes the 
variety of tones and sounds of modern city life. With their “rumbling,” “hissing,” 
and “clinking” they form a kind of industrial “background” for the song of 
haching birds. There is a musical harmony between intersecting realms of nature 
and technics, as a new post-religious music of the spheres, a symphony of a new, 
harmonic world of biological and technological mechanisms.

At the top of the tower, the machine comes into the vertical garden of nature; 
the garden reclaims the place of formal religion seen on lower floors. This is a vivid, 
organic time-space of nature, art and technology intersecting and interwined into a 
metaphorical tower of progress. The picture of earthly paradise in the attic, on the 
level of the church roof, is still only a starting point for the real quest of discovery. 
They boy climbs higher, where “the stairs come to an end and the ladders began.” 
On this level there are no beaten tracks only ladders leading to the heavenly visions, 
to enter the core meaning of time and space. The first slippery old ladder leads to 
“the heart of time”, to “a new and even greater wonder, the town clock.”

The clock takes the central place in the narrative, comparable to Henry 
Adams’s experience of the dynamo, but the tower-revelation Van Loon experiences 
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around the same historical period (presumeably 1894-1895) is of a different nature, 
as is the polyphony of modern life contrasted to the Adams’s dynamo, “barely 
murmuring—scarcely humming an audible warning” (Adams 1900, 380). Van 
Loon weaves his narrative around sensual experiences of seeing and hearing: he 
not only sees “the heart of time” but also hears “the heavy pulsbeats of the rapid 
seconds” and “a thunderous voice, high above us” telling “the world that it was the 
hour of noon.”

The epiphany, experienced “after a warning rumble and the scraping of 
many wheels” leads back to Biblical epiphanies of Jehova, but the core of the vision 
is mechanics, not a divine person or religious sentiment. The Medieval vision of 
the Creator surrounded by the flocks of angels gives way to mechainistic imagery 
of bells: above the circuar mechanism of the city clock “were the bells,” “[t]he nice 
little bells and their terrible sisters” with “the big bell... telling a story of fire or 
flood” in the centre. The central bell radiates an angelic presence, as in its “solitary 
grandeur it  seemed to reflect upon those six hundred years during which it had 
shared the joys and the sorrows of the good people in Rotterdam.” It accompanies 
the citizens in good and bad days, its numinous nature “made” the author “turn 
stiff with fright” when heard “in the middle of the night” as a warning to the city’s 
inhabitants.

The circular mechanism of the clock is described in the middle of the 
journey, surrounded by bells, as the visitors enter the sacredness of the area 
precisely at noon. The big bell of history tolls “in the middle of the night,” the 
smaller bells are meant to be the source of comfort, playing twice a week “a merry 
tune for the benefit of the country-folk who had come to market to buy and sell and 
hear what the big world had been doing.” There is the profound sound of History 
and the more down-to-earth melody of histories and anecgdotes, petit-recits of 
daily life. The audible landscape is created by the big bell, and the smaller bells of 
the carillion provide background noise, arranged in their hierarchic, hieratic order.

The audible harmony of the spheres, where everything is put in the right 
order, in the right place, is, confronted with the silent presence of “a big blck bell, 
silent and stern, the bell of death,” “all alone and shunned by the others.” Death 
enters Van Loon’s mechanical paradise as a reminder and possibility, silent and 
latently present in the darkest corner of the tower of light and sound. It is the 
Arcadian Death of Erwin Panofsky (1936), inherent to the “middle landscape” of 
pastoral myth (Marx 1964, 25).

The presence of the bell of death evokes once more the darkness and “other 
ladders, steeper and even more dangerous than those we had climbed before.” The 
way leads into “the highest gallery,” “the fresh air of the wide heavens.” By overcoming 
the fear of death, by acknowledging its looming presence, the wanderers reach the 
peak: “Above us the sky. Below us the city.” Whereas the sky is aparently limitless 
and all-absorbing, the city, “a little toy-town, where busy ants were hastily crawling 
hither and thither, each one intent upon his or her particular business,” resembles 
the natural, biological order, bring the human population of the busy city back to its 
bounds with nature. The city of Rotterdam appears as “the jumble of stones,” beyond 
which lays “the wide greenness of the open country” (Van Loon 1984, vii-x).
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This climbing adventure appears to be a formative experience of Van 
Loon’s worldview, which he tries too translate in terms of American discourse of 
modernity and frontier. In the whirlwind of shifting frontiers, upward mobility, 
agrarian democracy and possible technological revolution of intelligent machines 
of Van Loon’s writings, there is a stable, large, imposing structure which arranges 
the whirlwind vertically into chronological levels: “the mighty Tower of Experience, 
which Time has built amidst the endless fields of bygone ages” (Van Loon 1984, x). 
This internal axis of this tower is the mechanical clock, which gives meaning to 
the things past, present and future as was once the religious Tower of Experience 
for Martin Luther (1519). Luther’s tower experience was the discovery of salvation 
coming through faith in God’s grace, the discovery which initiated Luther’s role in 
the Reformation (Braden 2020). Similarly, Van Loon’s saving hope comes from his 
mechanistic convinction that the “cosmos as well as an industrial tool” (Marx 1964, 
279) are of the same nature.
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