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The Bioscope ð American or English.  
 

I have a lways believed, as I am sure many have, that the 
Bioscope was an English made machine. However when one 

reads John Barnes The Rise of the Cinema in Great Britain 
more carefully it would appear that this particular Bioscope, 
the first Bioscope, was made in the United States, and not in 
England. Let me quote :  
 
òIt was in July that Maguire & Baucus Limited of Dashwood House, 9 
New Broad Street, E.  C. announced they would shortly be introducing to 
the English market a new cinematograph of American manufacture,  said 

to be superior to anything as yet produced in the United States. It was to 
be called the Bioscope. By September, it had reached the market 

accompanied by such slogans as ôAbsolute Steadinessõ and ôFreedom 
from Flicker .ó 
Page 155  

 

As to who actually manufactured this machine, was unknown 
to me. However as to who may have been instrumental in its 
procurement for Maguire and Baucus and who may have 
contributed and even invented this Bioscope, Barnes has the 
following to say:  
 
òMoreover, Urban may have played some part in securing the Bioscope 

projector for them and may even have been connected in some way with 
its manufacture, if not its invention. He eventually claimed the invention 
as his own and later models of the projector bore his name as inventor 

on each casting.ó 
Page 159  
 

This was my knowledge as  to the origins of the Bioscope. T urn 
to the next page for more information.  
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The Bioscope ð American or English  
 

Mr. Robert Doran has been kind enough to direct me to that 

monumental work A Million and o ne Nights written by Terry 
Ramsaye in 1926 which I believe clarifies and establishes the 
American origin of Urbanõs Bioscope. Let me quote directly 
from that book.  
 

òIn New York Urban looked up Walter Isaacs, an acquaintance of 
phonograph days, and arrange d with him to make in his New York shop 
a number of the new hand -driven projectors, to be known as the Urban 

Bioscope. ó 
 

Back in Detroit Urban cut loose from the Michigan Electric Company and 

turned to selling the Bioscope. This machine was in all probabil ity the 
first of its type, which soon became widely distributed. The Bioscope 
went as fast as they could be delivered. This machine offered the 

possibility of taking the new motion picture out into the small towns and 
lumber camps. Dozens of lecturers went  out equipped with Bioscopes 

and a stock of Edison films, which Urban continued to handle.  
 
òThe successful salesmanship  of Urban and his rapid orders for film led 

Maguire and Baucus to call hi m into New York and offer him the 
management of their London of fice.ó 
Page 363                                                                                                                                 
 

Ramsaye goes on to say that because of Anti -American 
propaganda in London Urban changed the name of the 

company  to Warwick Trading Company a òvery English nameó 
 

The Story does not end here. On December 7, 1897 Thomas 
Edison filed suit against a plethora of individuals & firms 
charging them with infringement on his motion picture patent. 
Again a direct quote from R amsayeõs book: 

 

òéon March 22, (1897) it was considered time to stop the activities of 
Walter S. Isaacs of New York, phonograph mechanic, who had made 
Urbanõs portable Bioscope and was now making machines for anybody.ó 

Page 382  
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The Bioscope ð American or English  

 
These comments of Ramsaye and Barnes open many questions 
that perhaps someone reading this small paper may possibly 
hold the answers in some obscure and rare catalog of the 
period or other documents or even examples of the Urban -
Isaacs projectors built for òanybodyó. 
 

Since it appears self evident that Edison felt threatened by the 
Isaacs Bioscopes why are they never included in lists and 
collection of American projectors. When it is stated that the 
Bioscope became widely distributed even before Ch arles Urban 
went to England, what numerically, does òwidely distributedó 
mean, in what numbers was this machine made, and did all of 
Isaacs projectors look the same as the Bioscope projector in 
this paper, or where the projectors made for òanybodyó look 
di fferent as not to conflict with any agreement he may have 
made with Urban. And of course the most tantalizing question 
of all, why are these machines not found in America. It is also 
interesting to note that Charles Urban later on claimed the 
Bioscope as h aving been invented by him . Was Isaacs still 
alive when Urban made this claim?  
 
Much research remains to be done on the Urban -Isaacs 
Bioscope and the Bioscopes made for òanybodyó. As a matter 
of fact much work remains to be done on all early movie 
projecto rs.  
 

Charles Musser, in The Emergence of the Cinema,  page 168 
states:  
 
òCharles Urban, who had a phonograph parlor in Detroit and later toured 
the Midwest with a projector, had Walter Isaacs manufacture a modified 
Lumiere Cinematographe and then sold it as  a bioscope.ó 

 

No source for this information is given. I do not think this is 
the projector sent to England as the Lumieres had filed for a 
British patent in April 1895.  
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The Bioscope ð American or English  
 
Well I finally had figured it all out. A little work, a little 
research and all falls into place. Charles Urban got together 
with Walter Isaacs and they produced my Bioscope, presented 

in this paper. Charles Urban took this  Bioscope to England 
and the rest is history, or so I thought.  
 
I called the Dean  of all projector collectors, Carey Williams and 
propounded my proposition and proudly cited the sources. I 
felt a great deal of hesitation in Careyõs voice  òhe hadó he said 
òa photocopy of a Charles Urban bioscope of 1897 built in New 
York City by Walter  Isaacó and would send me a copy. I 
anxiously awaited, it finally arrived. It is presented in the next 
page, but is unfortunately of very poor quality.  
 
The source of this photocopy is from the Ray Bryan collection 
of several loose -leaf binders full of inf ormation on movie 
projectors. Ray Bryan died in the 1960õs and donated his 
collection to the Projectionist Union, which in turn donated to 
the American Image museum located in Astoria New York.  
 
It is obvious that the projector in this paper and the projec tor 
in the photocopy are two entirely di fferent projectors. So back I 
went  to the drawing board no longer with a clear -cut solution 
but wit h questions and some hypothesis. H ere is my think ing.  
 
ONE: The 1897 Urban -Warwick projector has a certain 
English l ook to it, so therefore, it cannot be American. Maybe 
so but is it possible that this òAmericanó projector set the 
standard as to what an English projector should look like. 
After re -examining Barnes first two volumes I could not find 
any English projector s that had the òBioscope lookó other than 
the Prestwich No. 1 model which was for amateur use.  
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The Bioscope ï Walter Isaacs 
 

 
 

This machine looks more like a copy of the Edison Kinetoscope 
and is probably the reason Edison included Isaacs in his 
lawsuit.  I think that Isaacs made two machines, the one 
pictured above and the Bioscope discussed in this paper.  

 

Source: Ray Bryan Binders located at the American Image 
museum located in Astoria New York. (Photocopy from Carey 

Williams)  
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The Bioscope ï Walter Isaacs 

 

 
 

Slides made by Walter Isaacs  Collection Soterios Gardiakos  



 9 

The Bioscope ð American or English  
 

TWO:  In late 1896 or early 1897 W alter Isaac and Charles 
Urban go t together and pla nned the Bioscope. Urban placed  
an initial order for 50 machines, usi ng the Demeny beater 
movement. Unfortunately I do not have available the machine 
in the photocopy to know what kind of movement was used. Is 
it possible that Isaac made the Urban Bioscope as in my 
collection and then went on to make more projectors to sell  to 
òanybodyó but had to be different than those he made for 
Urban. Keep in mind that Charles Urban was a very sharp 
businessman and that he would surely had a written 
agreement with Isaac restricting the manufacture of the Urban 
Warwick projector.  
 
THREE:  Sometime in the su mmer of 1897 Charles Urban 
signed  up with Maguire & Baucus and by the end of August he 
is in England. It seems unlikely that Charles Urban started 
work with English manufacturers at this time and by 
September 2, 1897 (date in which the b ioscope projector first 

appeared in The Optician  magazine) had an operating 
projector; the time frame is to short. We know that Bioscope 
projectors had already arrived in England before him and the 
staff there could not make them work and were anxiously 
awaiting Charles Urbanõs arrival to show them how to properly 
operate these American made projectors.  
 
FOUR:  In a letter from John Barnes dated 30 August 2002 he 
writes òThere can be little doubt that the example you 
have is one of the first American models. ó 
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Bioscope Projector  
 
 

(Made by Walter Isaac s for Charles Urban)  
Type one (L bottom casting)  

 
Complete  Spoolbank  mac hines  Known: None  

 
Projector Heads Known:  

1) Soterios Gardiakos, Aurora, IL, U.S.A.  
 
 
 
 

English made Bioscope (?)  
Type two ( upside T bottom ca sting)  

 

Projector Heads Known:  
1) Cinematheque Francaise Musee du Cinema, Paris, France.  



 11 

BIOSCOPE  
 

 
 

This is how the bioscope projector looked like when I bought 
it.  
 
The shutter arm is obviously not the original part. It was 
clearly  added later. The man ufacturer may have sent it out or 
it may have been sold as an after market attachment. The 
stereopticon attachment may or may not have been original 
equipment. In the early line drawings no such attachment is 
shown. It is known that in 1898 Cecil Hepworth added a 

shutter to this Bioscope to eliminate the rain effect  that was 
present without said shutter.  
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BIOSCOPE 

 
All the parts I have made are easily removable so that this 
projector can be returned to its original state as purchased or 
if original parts ar e ever found they can be used to replace 
what I have made. No holes or any other machining has been 
done on this machine so as to maintain  its Integrity.  The parts 
made are based on line drawings of the period, with the 
exception of the shutter in which th e 1900 Warwick projector 
shutter was used as a guide. I have no photographs of the 
Hepworth shutter.  
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BIOSCOPE  

 
 

Courtesy Robert W. Gutteridge  
The Optician Vol. 13, 1897, p. 422  
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BIOSCOPE  

 
Courtesy Robert W. Gutteridge  

The Optician Vol. 13, 1897, p. 422  
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BIOSCOPE  

 
Courtesy Robert W. Gutteridge  

The Optician Vol. 13, 1897, p. 422  Courtesy Robert W. Gutteridge  

The Optician Vol. 13, 1897, p. 422  
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Vitascope and Bioscope Similarities  
 
 

If we accept that the Warwick Bioscope was made in America 
we must then sea rch for its roots. Since the Bioscope appeared 
in London in August or September of 1897 we must look to  see 
what American projectors w ere then current and in use in 
America that most closely resemble the operation of the 
Warwick Bioscope, the granddaddy of  all moving picture 
Bioscopes. The one I believe more closely fits this criteria is the 
Vitascope. See the similarities below.  
 
1) Beater movement operation  
2) No shutter in either machine  
3) Gate and frame mechanism needs to be compared.  
 
 

 
          

 
 
             The Vitascope                                The Bioscope  
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Invented by C. Urban. N.Y.  

 
 
 

 
Recently I was fortunate in acquiring a copy of Henry V. 

Hopwood's Living Pictures ð Their History, Photo -Production and 
Practical Working, published  in London in 1899. In the 
advertising section of the book there is a Warwick Trading  
Company  ad which features the logo illustrated above, 
indicating Charles C. Urban as the inventor, and New York as 
the place of the invention and therefore the origin of the 
Bioscope. Charles Urbanõs role in the invention must have 
been significant as there are no known challenges to his claim 
of been the inventor of the Bioscope. It is possible that Charles 
Urban may have been more inventive than is generally 
believed and  quite possibly a reappraisal may be due on this 
pioneers contributions to the development of  cinema.  
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Conclusion 
 

When all the evidence is weighed I believe only one conclusion 
can be reached and that is that the Bioscope illustrated in 
this paper was mad e in New York City.  Further that Charles 
Urban played a significant role in its design and  it  was made 
by Walter Isaacs. I think it was probably originally made for 
the U.S. market but as Charles urban relocated to London  he 
took this machine with him. It may in fact have been this 
projector that clinched his new job with Baucus & Maguire 
Ltd. I think this was the earliest Bioscope as the shutter 
mechanism seems to have been added at a later time rather 
than been an original factory installation.  
 
If I have  seemed to be of two minds it is because I have tried to 
be as objective as I can possibly be. It is a known fact that 
when one possesses an object his view of it is altered. I have 
seen this many times with a collectorõs wishful thinking that 
their òthingó is something more than it actually is. A good 
example of how reality can be altered is in medical tests, the 
inventor of some new medicine cannot really objectively test 
his own medication so therefore a double blind procedure is 
set up to fully evaluate  the new medicine. I have therefore 
tried to do this with the Bioscope illustrated here, and hope 
that I have succeeded to this end. If my conclusion does not 
agree with the readersõ conclusion I would very much like to 
hear from you and the reason for you r differing opinion. I a m 
not dogmatic in my conclusion.  I have no academic reputation 
to uphold so that I am fully open to changing my conclusion 
should the facts so dictate.  
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BIOSCOPE 
 

 
Collection Soterios Gardiakos  

Photo: Katerina Nike Gardiakos  
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BIOSCOPE 

 
Collection Soterios Gardiakos  
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BIOSCOPE 

 
Collection Soterios Gardiakos  

Photo: Katerina Nike Gardiakos  
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BIOSCOPE 
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BIOSCOPE 
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BIOSCOPE 
 

 
 

English made (?) Bioscope. Note difference in base which is  
Wider than previous model and does not match the type  

Illustrated in The Optician.  
 

Collection Cinematheque Francaise Musee du Cinema, Paris, 
France.  


