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 I am deeply honoured to have the opportunity to open this conference celebrating the centenary of John 
Logie Baird's first demonstration of television.  

Baird's invention did not arise in isolation. 

I would like to thank John Wyver, who invited me to analyse the very early years of the project of seeing 
by electricity. 

By considering the contributions that preceded Baird’s demonstrations, we can see more clearly that 
television was the outcome of a long, collective process of scientific research and technical 
experimentation, as well as the fulfilment of a centuries-old dream. 
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In his article "The Prehistory of Television", published two years after Baird's demonstration, Berthold 
Laufer, an anthropologist at the University of Chicago, drew a connection between television and 
narrative traditions in the civilizations of Asia, the Middle East and Europe. He proposed looking to 
ancient myths for anticipations of what was then an entirely new technology. 

Lecanomancy and catoptromancy, as well as the literary theme of the magic mirror, illustrate a very 
ancient human aspiration to see not only at a distance, but also into the past and the future. The functions 
of the magic mirror in literature foreshadow many of the functions that would be considered at the end 
of the 19th century for electric viewing devices. 
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The historiography of the formative years of television already includes many reference works, in 
particular works from engineer-historians such as George Shiers, Albert Abramson and Russell Burns, as 
well as many inventor biographies and contributions from media archaeologists.  

As a media researcher, I am especially interested in the movement of ideas, the relations between 
academic circles and inventors, the relations the various kind of publications, the role of conferences 
and lectures, literature, cartoons, and other forms of mediation.   

My work has drawn extensively on the new digital resources available online. One of my concerns was 
to identify the original documents, too often quoted in second-hand or that were inaccessible to earlier 
historians.  

This practice allowed me to benefit from the cooperation of a network of correspondents, and to correct 
dates, rediscover forgotten characters and lines of inquiry and above all, reveal how widespread the 
expectation of "seeing by electricity" had become.  

Since the early 1880s, no one knew exactly when or how it would be achieved, but almost everyone was 
convinced it would happen, often accepting even the most extravagant hoaxes at face value. 
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One point I would particularly like to emphasize is the relationship between telephotography 
(transmission of still images) and television (transmission of moving images).  

The relations were technical and there was, till the beginning of the 20th century, a great confusion, that 
can be identified in the great lexical diversity in the press. 

The relations were also obvious in the slow process of definitions of functions for the various kind of 
apparatus, the process I will try to summarise. 

 



5 
 

 

 

 

The confusion between telephotography and television is still evident in the lecture, “Télévision au moyen 
de l'électricité”, delivered at the International Congress of Electricians in Paris in August 1900 by the 
Russian Commander Constantin Persky.  

The title of the paper is famous for introducing the word télévision. The content of the paper - the French 
translation of a conference done by Persky in St Petersburg the precedent year - is less known. 

Persky defined television as the “remote reproduction, by means of electricity, of light radiation 
representing the image of an object”, without specifying whether he meant still or moving images. The 
examples he quoted in his state-of-the art survey included some telephotographic devices. 
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Historians generally regard Willoughby Smith’s 1873 discovery of the photosensitive properties of the 
metalloid selenium as the starting point for research into "viewing by electricity".  

John Logie Baird remembered that, as a young man, he burned his fingers while experimenting with a 
selenium cell. The discussion remains open between specialists on the fact that he was still using 
selenium for its January 1926 demonstration. 

Smith opened a line of inquiry that would shape phototelegraphy and television research well into the 
1920s. 

Although Smith came from the field of telecommunications (he worked for a transatlantic cable 
company), his discovery also quickly attracted the attention of photographers—a point that has received 
too little attention. From the beginning, photography theorists followed the hypotheses of seeing by 
electricity. 
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Three years later, in 1876, the Siemens brothers proposed a selenium-based “sensitive artificial eye” 
intended as a photometric instrument. 
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Siemens’s artificial eye was a shared point of reference for the first four authors who, almost 
simultaneously, proposed the electrical transmission of images by using selenium: the Boston surveyor 
Georges R. Carey, Adriano de Paiva, professor of physics at the University of Porto, Constantin Senlecq, 
a notary from Nord-Pas-de-Calais, and the Polish polymath Julian Ochorowicz. 

The common basic idea was of course that if sound can be transformed in electricity signal, then the 
same could be possible for light and pictures. 
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One of the most memorable moments in my early research came when a New York auction house 
informed me of the sale of George R. Carey’s notebook, the remarkable first manuscript of the history of 
television. 

Until then, only two of his articles, published in Scientific American in 1880, were known. 

According to the manuscript, Carey began his work in January 1877 after reading the Scientific American 
article on Siemens’s artificial eye.  

His idea of breaking down the image into a multitude of points captured by as many selenium cells would 
be explored by other inventors for three decades. 

I was able to trace Carey himself: his father was both an inventor and a clairvoyant. The family lived in 
Malden, and there are some clues that they might have witnessed Graham Bell’s first telephone 
demonstration. 

 



10 
 

 

I do not know whether Carey discussed his ideas with anyone at the outset of his research, but as early 
as 30 March 1877 the New York Sun published a remarkable hoax that had escaped the attention of the 
historians. 

The Sun Electroscope is the first in a long series of hoaxes announcing the invention by an unknown 
inventor. I have identified a dozen of them and traced their international circulation.  

This is important material for understanding the idea people had at the time of the possible uses of 
"viewing by electricity". 

This first hoax is especially rich, listing several functions that would later become familiar in television, 
videotelephony and, more recently, the internet. 

• 1. Merchants could display their goods remotely to customers around the world. What a surprise! This 
is anticipating television advertising and home shopping. 

• 2. Descriptions of fugitives could be circulated rapidly across the world, an argument later used 
repeatedly by telephotography inventors such as Ernst Hummel, Arthur Korn and Édouard Belin. 

• 3. People could see loved ones, relatives, friends or spouses at any time, echoing the legacy of the 
magic-mirror myth. 

• 4. Artists could preserve their works while exhibiting them abroad, a point that seems to anticipate Paul 
Valery’s reflections in his 1929 article "La conquête de l'ubiquité" forecasting the universal circulation of 
art works.  

• 5. Readers could remotely consult a specific page of a book, anticipating services such as Google 
Books, HathiTrust and Gallica. 

• 6. Handwritten documents could be transmitted at a distance, foreshadowing the fax machine. 

• 7. Combined with the telephone, the device could allow people to converse while seeing one another, 
an industrial challenge that would remain unresolved until the arrival of services such as Skype. 
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• 8. Last, but not least, live performances could be transmitted remotely, a possibility that would become 
one of the most frequently cited and earliest applications. 

I would like to emphasize that in this initial list of functions, most of them are indeed related to sight. 
Some historians, in my opinion, tend to reduce the projects for viewing machines a little too readily to a 
mere extension of the telephone. 
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Two months later, the US satirical magazine Puck imagined another use for the electroscope.  

Against the backdrop of the recently begun Russo-Turkish War, it depicted a war correspondent travelling 
to the front with a telephone and an electroscope capable of transmitting images of the fighting.  

This appears to be the first reference to the possible use of a far-seeing machine by the press. 
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Still in 1877, Kate Field, an US journalist based in London and a collaborator of Graham Bell, revived the 
idea of the electroscope.  

She proposed various possible uses: enabling lovers to meet at a distance, remote viewing of opera, and, 
more originally, allowing provincial voters and English women to follow parliamentary debates. 
Diplomacy and opening of the Parliament by the Queen could be done with the telephone and the 
elecroscope. 

Unfortunately, this is one of only two contributions by women that I have been able to identify from this 
period.  

The period was, of course, dominated by the male gaze. Women’s faces often appeared in diagrams 
explaining viewing devices, yet women themselves were largely excluded from the development of 
electrical technologies. 
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The electroscope hoax quickly reached Europe and, curiously, two leading French science popularisers, 
Abbé Moigno and then Louis Figuier, transformed it into the term telectroscope, attributing the invention 
to Graham Bell.  

The term reappeared quite rapidly in the US, in September 1878. 
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In January 1878, the French journalist Ernest Vial sketch a pre-Orwellian dystopia. 

He imagined that the new unnamed device, could not only transmit pictures but also, as the phonograph 
does with sound, record and store them. 

He wrote: 

"The art of painting and photography would thereby be rendered obsolete." 

“We are becoming far too powerful, and this may end badly. 

What will become of humanity when some tyrant, hidden away somewhere, has only to press a button 
to hear everything said across the world, address everyone at once, appear simultaneously in Rome, New 
York, St Petersburg and Beijing, and personally strike down all who resist? 

It will be the reign of the universal republic—the true republic, obeying only the monstrous whims of a 
single dictator equipped with millions of eyes, millions of ears and billions of blades.” 
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Two months later, in March 1878, Professor Adriano de Paiva of Porto published, in Portuguese, the first 
scientific text on the possibility of using selenium to see by electricity. 

To assert his priority, he published in 1880 a brochure with French and English translations of his seminal 
text under the title La téléscopie électrique basée sur l'emploi du sélénium, the first dedicated 
publication on the subject. 

After his long technical analysis, de Paiva concluded by imagining a world in which the telephone and the 
telectroscope were combined, allowing humankind to experience ubiquity from a single fixed point. 

As he wrote: “Ubiquity, from having been utopian, will become perfect reality.” 

In de Paiva’s text, telecommunications devices are conceived as prostheses for the human sensory 
apparatus, a theory developed much later by Marshall McLuhan.  
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George du Maurier’s drawing “Edison’s Telephonoscope”, published in Punch on 9 December 1878, is 
well known.  

Du Maurier’s drawing belonged to a series of comic inventions attributed to Edison and helped to 
reinforce the emerging myth surrounding the inventor.  

The British electricians William Ayrton and John Perry later recalled that it was this image that first 
prompted their interest in "seeing by electricity". 
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The publications by Carey, Senlecq and de Paiva were theoretical, and there is no evidence that they 
were accompanied by experiments or demonstrations.  

Between 1879 and 1881, more practical proposals began to appear.  

Among them was that of Benito Carqueja, a young student of de Paiva, who obtained in France the first 
patent for a selenium-based electric telescope, which I recently discovered in the digital archives of the 
French patent office INPI.  

The Italian Perosino and the Englishmen Ayrton and Perry also proposed devices, while the Irish 
ophthalmologist Denis Redmond was the first to provide a brief report of his experiments. 
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Alongside these proposed devices, the selenium hypothesis gained credibility through the support of 
prominent scientific figures—a point perhaps insufficiently stressed by engineer historians.  

In France, Théodore du Moncel, a leading electrician, discussed the proposed principles and devices 
with interest in several articles and in a book.  

Armengaud Jeune, a gifted graduate of the École Polytechnique and a patent agent, became one of the 
chief advocates of viewing by electric over the following thirty years.  

In England, the physicist Oliver Lodge also expressed confidence that vision by electricity could 
eventually be achieved. 

In September 1880, Graham Bell’s demonstration of the photophone, which used selenium to transmit 
sound, further strengthened the idea that images might also be transmitted. Bell himself remained 
cautious, but he did not exclude the possibility. 
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The hypothesis of a mosaic of selenium cells as suggested by Carey nevertheless soon drew criticism 
and mockeries from various scientists and inventors.  

The French journalist Henri de Parville was the most sarcastic: "If we disregard the practical difficulties 
that stand in the way of the indefinite multiplication of squares, we can say that the problem is solved. It 
is solved almost as easily as the problem of conquering the moon was solved by Montgolfier in the year 
of grace 1783."   

In the US, the mathematician Mansfield Merriman created the Dr. Licks Diaphote hoax, probably as a 
response to Carey’s proposal, and it succeeded in deceiving the most serious European electricians. 
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Critics of the proposed model of a mosaic of selenium cells were right. 

Even Raphael Eduard Liesegang’s 1891 system, designed to reduce the number of required cells, would 
still have needed around 1,400 connection lines for a single 490,000-pixel photograph, as the British 
Journal of Photography observed. 

The diagrams in the French patent obtained in 1893 by the Parisian watchmaker Armand Suaire, who 
imagined three-dimensional transmission of faces, vividly show the impractical complexity of such 
wiring. 
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By 1908, thirty years after Carey’s proposal, the German inventor Ernst Rühmer was still experimenting 
with only 25 selenium cells.  

His widely publicised plan to transmit images between Brussels and Liège during the 1910 International 
Exhibition was rejected by the Belgian authorities, as even a portrait of the King would have required 
10,000 cells and connections. 

A year later, the French inventors Rignoux and Fournier managed to transmit letters of the alphabet using 
a 64-cells selenium mosaic. This is considered by the historian Albert Abramson as the first 
comprehensive television system! 

 



23 
 

 

 

By chance the British electrician Shelford Bidwell proposed linear scanning as a decisive alternative to 
the mosaic model. 

His phototelegraphy apparatus was demonstrated at Physical Society on February 26, 1881 

Although it could transmit only simple geometric figures, it was the first demonstrated use of selenium 
for image transmission. 
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As du Moncel would later observe, the linear scanning used in Bidwell’s device was essentially a 
selenium-based adaptation of image analysis techniques already employed in telautographic systems 
by the Scottish watchmaker Alexander Bain in 1843, then by Bakewell, and later by the Italian inventor 
Giovanni Caselli, whose pan telegraph operated for several years between Paris and Lyon. 
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Linear scanning demonstrated in 1881 by Bidwell inspired several models for television apparatus.  

The best known was the Nipkow disk, proposed in 1884 and later used by Baird in his early 
demonstrations.  

Yet the mirror wheel, proposed by the young Llewelyn Atkinson as early as 1882 and theorised in France 
by Lazare Weiller in 1889, has too often been neglected, partly due to Nazi propaganda to impose Nipkow 
as the father of television. Baird adopted the mirror drum for his 30-lines broadcasts. 

The same principle of linear scanning with cathode rays was proposed by A.A. Campbell Swinton in 1908 
and implemented in the electronic television systems developed in the 1930s. 
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Earlier generations of television historians, living at the epoch of analogue television, have not 
investigated on the early proposals of transmission of digitised pictures.  

Thanks to the Handbuch der Phototelegraphie und Telautographie published in 1911 by Arthur Korn and 
Bruno Glatzel, i discovered what they called the "statistical method".  

The method involved encoding images with words or figures within a Cartesian grid.  

I have identified about fifteen successive proposals of this kind published before the World War II.  

I was pleased to have rediscovered the first one, not mentioned by Korn and Glatzel: in 1886, British Army 
Lieutenant Alexander Glen and his team successfully transmitted a digitised photograph of Colonel 
Bulwer, by flag signalling, a method coined as “map flapping”. 

This was the first known wireless transmission of a photograph.  

It is unclear how long it took to encode the 705-word message.  

The flag-signalling stage lasted about three hours, including a break for refreshments, and reconstructing 
the decoded image took just over five hours. The process was clearly slow and impractical, but the 
principle had been demonstrated. 

Glen's proposal was to use the system for the wired transmission of maps and logistic information. 

The system, too slow, was not adopted by the British Army. 
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Although the statistical method was too slow for military use, the press tested it a few years later by 
transmitting coded images by telegraph. 

In April 1895, the San Francisco Call published the first digitised images of a Fiesta in Los Angeles, using 
Charles Willoughby’s method. 

It is obvious that the transmitted image had to be reworked by a draftsman. 
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Ernst Hummel, a watchmaker in Saint Paul, Minnesota, invented in 1897 the telediagraph, an apparatus 
belonging to the same family as those of Bain, Bakewell, and Caselli, it is to say with linear analysis.  

The apparatus was praised by Marconi.  

The system was used between 1898 and 1899 by the New York Herald and associated newspapers, 
notably to publish pictures of the Cuban War, transmitted over telegraph cable.  

It is surprising that media historians ignore these experiences, because it was at this time that the search 
for immediacy in the transmission of news images was born, as some kind of answer to the deception 
created by the kinetoscope and the cinématographe, not providing instantaneous pictures. 
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One other little-known experiment I was pleased to rediscover was W. J. Clarke’s first wireless 
transmission of an image, carried out on 15 June 1901.  

By the late 1890s, after Heinrich Herz’s theoretical writings, several schemes for wireless image 
transmission had already been proposed.  

Clarke used an adaptation of the Hummel's telediagraph. The experiment itself was modest: it sent a 
profile drawing of Philadelphia’s mayor over 15 feet and through an eight-inch wall. 
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Although selenium was inadequate for television, it could still be used to transmit photographs.  

From 1903, the German mathematician Arthur Korn improved on Bidwell’s model through a series of 
technical refinements that increased selenium’s effectiveness.  

His apparatus attracted considerable enthusiasm, though Korn repeatedly warned that moving-image 
transmission would require far greater capacities and that television remained a distant goal.  

From November 1907 to early 1909, the Daily Mirror briefly used his system to publish photographs 
transmitted from Paris and Manchester. 

I am not going to recount the complex history of all these proposals here, and I will stick to the 
applications envisaged. 
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The 1881 International Exhibition of Electricity in Paris was a turning point in public awareness of 
electricity’s potential, in particular concerning its potential for entertainment. 

Light shows, Edison’s phonograph and Clément Ader’s telephone auditions, which soon led to the 
Théâtrophone service, proved highly successful.  

Bidwell’s telephotography demonstrations created huge interest, and Bidwell himself travelled to Paris 
to give a lecture 
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A good example of the excitement is the fact that the journalist Henri de Parville exaggerated Bidwell’s 
results by claiming that photographs of human faces had been successfully transmitted. 
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One of the most striking responses came from Victor Hugo after his visit to the Electricity Exhibition. 
Convinced that electrical remote viewing would one day be possible, he drew from it a remarkable social 
vision: 

“The sights and sounds of beloved surroundings will be carried to distant places by a single gesture. This 
will mean the end of every form of exile and, consequently, the resolution of the social question. (...) 

The wonders of the future, by bringing the living presence of the homeland to every part of the world, will 
reduce the proletariat’s reluctance toward an emigration that will be only nominal—for human existence 
extends across the whole earth, not merely to one place or another.” 
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In England, Bidwell’s demonstrations also captured the public imagination and inspired the dioscope 
hoax launched by The Daily Telegraph.  

The humorous magazine Funny Folks published a striking illustration showing a bourgeois family 
watching a theatrical opera performance on a flat screen. 

The hoax soon reached the United States, where an Alabama newspaper suggested that the possibility 
of watching shows at home would encourage laziness. This already anticipates the theme of viewer 
passivity, which will crystallise in the 1970s image of the “couch potato”. 
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Le Vingtième Siècle, written and illustrated by Albert Robida and published in 1882, is perhaps the best-
known work of speculative fiction about television.  

The telephonoscope made it possible to see one's family far away and to eliminate the feeling of absence. 
As with Du Maurier and Victor Hugo, the theme of distance is linked to that of the expatriation of settlers. 

The telephonsocope also enables the expression of emotion, but creates opportunities for indiscretion: 
in one episode, a malfunction lets gentlemen witness an intimate scene of a woman undressing.  

Robida further imagines the telephonoscope as a means of watching performances at home, anticipating 
subscription-based channel diversity and pay-per-view models. 
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Robida also imagined that the telephonoscope would allow people to follow international news 
remotely: war in the desert, massacres in Beijing, and so on.  

This viewing could take place at home with family, but also in public squares, as the newspaper L'Epoque 
had installed large screens.  

The device itself is obviously not described technically. The screen— qualified as a "plate"—is 
consistently elliptical (a reminiscence of magic lantern projections), except in one drawing where it is 
rectangular.  

Le Vingtième Siècle is just one of Robida's works in which the telephonoscope appears. Throughout his 
career, he explored communication technologies—photography, the phonograph, the telephonograph—
and on several occasions, he mocked Edison.  

Much analysis has been offered on the ambivalence of his humour, a blend of joyful lucidity and 
conservative pessimism. 
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In a further book, La Vie électrique, published in 1891, Robida gave the telephonoscope new functions, 
including distance learning, home shopping and group meetings.  

He also imagined telephonoscope booths in the urban landscape and the marital dispute over 
telephonoscope. 

As late as 1925, a year before his death, Robida published “Un Chalet dans les Airs”, in which a device 
called the Cine-Phono Universel gives students access to universal knowledge without relying on 
books—an anticipation of Wikipedia, and why not, of the IA.  
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Also in 1882, the electroscope hoax reappeared in two new versions, one in Australia and the other in 
New Zealand.  

Its originality lay in imagining the transmission of a sporting event—in this case, the Melbourne Cup horse 
races. Both versions of the hoax were then taken up by the European and American press. 
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The New York Star, in April 1883, published a fourth version of the electroscope hoax, consisting of an 
interview with its supposed inventor.  

This time, the invention was more of a telephotography device than a television. 

The article imagined using the electroscope to send photographs from the front of a battlefield to 
headquarters. This is the first known instance of the use of electrical image transmission in military 
applications. 
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Published also in 1883, Ignis, a novel by the French aristocrat Didier de Chousy, imagines the drilling of a 
geothermal well by the “Central Fire Company” in the crazy attempt to domesticate the earth’s fire.  

It is less a work of speculative fiction than a fantastic novel opposed to the dominant ideology of progress. 

Two viewing devices appear in the novel: the tetroscope and the telechromophotophonotetroscope. 

The tetroscope adds a new function to electrical remote vision: the ability to monitor a construction site 
or workshop from afar, an idea later echoed in Marie-Louise Néron’s 1901 hoax on Dr. Sylvestre’s 
spectrographe and in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis in 1927. 

The telechromophotophonotetroscope functions more like a holographic device, electrically 
reproducing the figure, voice and gestures of an absent person with such fidelity that it appears less as 
an image than as an apparition—a double of the absent body. 

One of the novel’s most original features is the revolt of machines and communication devices, which 
ultimately seize power over human beings. 
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In 1890, the French writer Anatole France, in a chronique on the telephot, returned to the familiar theme 
of the lovers seeing each other at distance thanks to the device.  

Quote:  

“It must be admitted that it will be a great comfort for absent lovers to see and hear one another. Yet 
absence will remain the worst of evils, and perhaps women will not look pretty on the telephot.” 

Known for his scepticism, France set himself apart from the rhetoric of wonder that had shaped much 
discussion of scientific progress in the 1870s and 1880s. In his view, technology did not transform human 
passions: it offered convenience, but not greater happiness. 

As he put it: “For my part, I am already used to the telephot: for the past two hours, having grasped its 
theory, I have been watching it without surprise. It does not yet exist, and I have already experienced it.” 

He concluded: “The wires that will soon cover the earth like a spider’s web will not give us any greater 
meaning: electricity will make neither the flesh more exquisite nor the soul more subtle.” 
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At the end of the 19th century, many jokes about seeing by electricity appeared in the popular press, the 
most frequent being those concerning spousal surveillance.  

But the most original were those that went beyond remote viewing and imagined other forms of remote 
transmission: the transmission of smells, tastes, handshakes, and slaps.  

Beyond television, telepresence and teleportation were envisioned. 
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Several other works of anticipatory fiction—by Jules Verne, Paul d’Ivoi, Edward Bellamy, H. G. Wells, 
Pierre Giffard and Hugo Gernsback—also introduced television-like devices.  

By then, such devices had become a recurring motif in the genre, adding little to what earlier hoaxes and 
fictional works had already imagined. 

All these documents related to the anticipation must be approached with epistemological caution: what 
did these anticipations, which may now appear to be accurate prophecies, mean in their own time? 
Should they be understood as a form of collective “specification” for inventors, or rather as expressions 
of disbelief and scepticism toward announcements regarded as absurd or unrealistic? Each of these 
imaginary references should be analysed within the context of the ideology of the work in which it 
appears, which I obviously do not have the time to do here. 

The series of novels for teenagers about the adventures of young Tom Swift is a continuation of the hero 
inventor phenomenon that developed in the press at the end of the 19th century. 
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I mention—merely as a reminder—the depictions of television in cinema. On this subject, I refer you to 
the outstanding work of our colleague Doron Galili. Note the motif of the female dancers, who would 
feature prominently in early television programs. 
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The mass press, rapidly expanding in the late 19th century, frequently used the heroic figure of the 
inventor as a draw. 

I already mentioned that in 1880, French journalists spread the rumour that Graham Bell had invented 
the telectroscope. Fifteen years later, Bell was still joking on this. 

The United States press published numerous articles on Nikola Tesla's ambitious theory of transmitting 
not only images but sight itself.  

In 1899, several newspapers rushed to reproduce a statement by Marconi announcing that his wireless 
telegraphy system allowed the broadcasting of images. 

 



46 
 

 

 

The most famous media-star inventor was, of course, Edison. The US dailies had a regular chronicle 
“Edison’s latest”. His stance on seeing by electricity remained highly ambiguous. In 1892, in an interview 
with the French journalist Octave Uzanne, he declared that the telephote was an invention of newspaper 
men.  

Several of his acquaintances testified in the same way. 

Still, it seems clear to me that he considered the possibility of inventing a system. On May 12, 1889, in a 
statement to the Boston Journal, he declared he was working on a "far-sight machine": With this device, 
he hoped to be able to extend the range of vision by hundreds of miles, so that a man in New York could 
see images of his friends in Boston with similar ease to seeing a live performance. 

This announcement spread very quickly, and Punch seized the opportunity to create a fanciful story in 
which the classic theme of spousal surveillance appeared. An article in Fun magazine took up this theme, 
but also, for the first time, that of remote medicine. 
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The news reached France before Edison could even travel to the Paris International Exhibition, and a 
young French chemist, Henri Courtonne, pre-emptively submitted a sealed envelope to the Academy of 
Sciences containing a proposal for a telephot device.  

The French press rejoiced: "Edison is out!"  "Hang yourself, Edison!'  

The description of the device, published two year later, remained quite basic, but Courtonne became an 
international star for two years, even more in the US than in France. 
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Upon arriving in Paris, Edison confirmed his far-sight machine project in a statement to the Parisian 
edition of the New York Herald.  

This sparked considerable commentary. Many journalists believed the invention had been completed.  

Reactions were not necessarily positive. The French journalist Edmond Lepelletier published the first 
argument against television. 

In an ironic tone, he wrote, "If the discovery is true, then the one who made it should simply be 
assassinated. (...)" To allow man to see at a distance, to pierce the barrier of kilometres with my ocular 
arrow, to eliminate distance, to bring everything closer, to create ubiquity through sight, to convert the 
globe into a house of glass, to focus an omnipresent telescope on the works of men, to assimilate the 
map of the world to the one the prefecture distributes to its agent would be a crime” as serious as those 
committed by the Roman Emperors. 
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Another interesting example of the 1889 conviction of the arrival of the telephot is the publication by Le 
Figaro of a "photographic interview" of General Boulanger, 15 photographs of the politician were taken in 
his salon by Paul Nadar.  

This was a new format, highlighting the intimacy of a political leader, presented as a way for the press to 
prepare for the impending competition from the telephot. 
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A few months later, the socialist newspaper "Le Prolétaire" mentioned the imminent arrival of the 
telephonograph and of the telephot. It expressed the concern that the telephot would allow for remote 
viewing of the famous nationalist leader Paul Deroulède. 

To my knowledge, this is the first socialist text to address the need to consider new electrical 
communication technologies. 
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As soon as April 1890 some newspapers, misinterpreting a statement by Edison published in The 
Philadelphia Times, announced that the new inventor's device, the kintograph (not kinetograph), will 
allow "seeing by wire", that "its mission is to instantaneously reproduce distant scenes".  

Some commentators believed it to be the realisation of the far-sight machine announced in 1889.  

The misinformation circulated during several months and was reinforced by Edison's statements in May 
1891 on the forthcoming Chicago Exhibition. From further announcement in 1891 most understood that 
it was a device not for transmission but for recording, and important shift in the idea of possible 
circulation of moving pictures.  

The kintograph became the kinetograph. Ernesto Mancini, Chancellor of the Italian Academy of Sciences, 
immediately expressed his disappointment in an Italian magazine. 
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Less than a year later after the announcement of the kinetograph, a Prussian inventor, Commander 
Maximilian Plessner, published a book in Berlin entitled Die Zukunft des elektrischen Fernsehen. 

Among other considerations, Plessner proposed supplementing a television device with a recording 
system. He argued it would have been interesting, for example, to record the Prussian army's return 
parade to Berlin after the victory at Sedan, with a view to using it for the patriotic education of younger 
generations.  

This is probably the first idea of the possible use of recorded moving pictures for nationalist propaganda.  

Plessner concluded his publication with an addendum devoted to Edison's kinetograph, indicating that 
this device converges with his own proposal. 
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Edison's kinetograph was presented in Brooklyn on 9th May 1893.  Three months later, at the Congress 
of Photographers held in conjunction with the Chicago Exhibition, the French photographer Léon Vidal, 
president of the French Federation of Photographers, proposed combining the telegraph, the telephone, 
and the kinetograph.  

He found his proposal so audacious that he raised the possibility of Edison being the target of a witch 
hunts. 
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Another little-known aspect of Edison's activities in the field of image transmission is the experiments 
he conducted in mid-February 1896 using X-rays.  

These experiments, of course, were very limited on time and remained unsuccessful. 

But they had a massive press coverage. 
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A few months after Edison, three amateur inventors claimed to have successfully transmitted images 
using X-rays.  

Like Edison's experiments, these claims, obviously exaggerated, are completely ignored by engineer 
historians.  

It is worth noting, however, that Elias Ries proposed the cathode tube as an alternative to the braided 
wires of Carey's mosaic model.  

The idea is obviously very rudimentary, but it was formulated eight years before Campbell Swinton's 
proposals.  

 

The US press began using bold layouts with telegraph lines joining the place of sending (on the right) and 
the place of receiving (on the left). 

Noteworthy is the illustration of the transmission of a scene filmed in Madison Square Garden and shown 
in a theatre in Chicago. This is the first illustration of this kind of television screening, which come just 
some weeks after the first screenings with the Edison's Vitascope in theatres. 
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Another remarkable case of a media-star inventor is the Pole Jan Szczepanik. Mark Twain, who knew him 
in Vienna, nicknamed him the Austrian Edison. 

In 1897 and 1898, he obtained patents in several European countries for a telectroscope using the 
oscillating mirror method.  

According to somewhat tenuous accounts, he managed to transmit an image of St. Paul's Cathedral in 
Vienna via cable.  

The British trade press was very sarcastic, somewhat unfairly, as Szczepanik was a genuine inventor.  

He had notably developed a system for transmitting photography of Jacquard loom patterns, which was 
patented and used in Germany. He would later become one of the pioneers of wireless telegraphy in 
Austria, as well as of colour photography and colour film. 
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Szczepanik's marketing strategy was quite similar to Edison's: advertising in advance to raise funds.  

A lively and engaging man, he enjoyed chatting with journalists.  He gave numerous interviews to the 
press, with information released sparingly.  

The Neue Freie Presse published a sarcastic article, likely by the renowned satirist Karl Kraus, describing 
the impact of the telectoscope on daily life, the profession of journalism, and the war.  

It was prematurely announced that his device would be presented at the 1900 Paris Exhibition. A 
projection of images of the French fleet in the Toulon harbour was announced. But the affair turned into 
a fiasco.  The Szczepanik device was not in Paris, except in Perskyi's survey 

The American daily press gave the project considerable credence. Two newspapers featured illustrations 
of projections in theatres. One other featured a TV screen in a conference room. In this country, Pearson's 
magazine came up with a more accurate idea by imagining a home television receiver.  

Szczepanik committed suicide on April 18, 1926, three months after John Logie Baird's first 
demonstration. 
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An example of the impact of the Szczepanik telectroscope project is a text by the US economist Frank 
Parsons.  

Parsons imagined that the telectroscope, once its cost became affordable, like the telephone, would 
facilitate dialogue between nations. His text is remarkable for its lyricism: "Niagara may be seen and its 
thunder heard without leaving our homes. The world will be at our feet." 

The use of this text by Samuel "Golden Rule" Jones, mayor of Toledo and humanist republican theorist, 
is one of the few identified texts by a politician on viewing by electricity during this period. 
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To conclude, I would like to briefly touch upon two themes that have not yet been fully explored.  

The first concerns the impact of the invention of the cinematograph on research into television. This 
impact is clearly discernible in the early research conducted by Édouard Belin starting in 1896, in 
Szczepanik’s *Telectroscope* (1897), in the French patent filed in 1900 by the Russian inventor 
Alexander Polumordvinov, as well as in a device proposed by Armengaud Jeune (1908) and in 
experiments conducted by Arthur Korn (1913). 
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The second thema is on the relation between television and military research. I will just give one example 
of striking relevance. 

In 1924, journalist and publisher Hugo Gernsback, a leading figure in radio and television forecasting, 
envisioned the use of pilotless aircraft, guided by television, to bomb enemy targets.  

Remote-controlled weapons had already been designed by other inventors such as W.J. Clarke or 
Archibald Low, but, to my knowledge, Gernsback was the first to consider the possibility of using the 
forthcoming television to identify targets. 

The idea was taken up again in 1927 in a presentation to the US Army by David Sarnoff, who would later 
become the major promoter of Zworykin's electronic television system at RCA. 

This was already the idea behind drones, whose formidable effectiveness is demonstrated in the current 
war between Russia and Ukraine. 

It is by evoking today's grim reality that I will conclude the story of that old dream of viewing at a distance.  
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In 1999, Friedrich Kittler, a guru of media archaeology, asserted that television was never dreamed up by 
so-called humans, but was solely an invention of the electronics industry. 

I hope I have demonstrated the contrary and apologize for being somewhat lengthy. 

I will gladly answer your questions. 


