
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=repv20

Download by: [71.207.134.87] Date: 24 February 2017, At: 06:44

Early Popular Visual Culture

ISSN: 1746-0654 (Print) 1746-0662 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/repv20

‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’: the visual telephone
and the satire of electric light mania

Ivy Roberts

To cite this article: Ivy Roberts (2017) ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’: the visual telephone
and the satire of electric light mania, Early Popular Visual Culture, 15:1, 1-25, DOI:
10.1080/17460654.2016.1232656

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17460654.2016.1232656

Published online: 17 Feb 2017.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 9

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=repv20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/repv20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/17460654.2016.1232656
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17460654.2016.1232656
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=repv20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=repv20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17460654.2016.1232656
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17460654.2016.1232656
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17460654.2016.1232656&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-02-17
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17460654.2016.1232656&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-02-17


Early PoPular Visual CulturE, 2017
Vol. 15, No. 1, 1–25
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17460654.2016.1232656

‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’: the visual telephone and the satire 
of electric light mania

Ivy Roberts

Media, art, and text, Virginia Commonwealth university, richmond, Va, usa

ABSTRACT
For the past 30 years, media historians have consistently interpreted 
George Du Maurier’s ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ (Punch, 1878) as a 
depiction of television. Scholars treat the illustration as a literary 
document conveying an image of what Victorians thought television 
one day might become. But this interpretation is incomplete because 
it neglects the multiplicity of frames of reference readers bring to the 
image. Leafing through the December 9 issue of Punch in context strikes 
the reader with a very different impression of the ‘Telephonoscope.’ Du 
Maurier’s title resonated with readers, who would have recognised the 
distance-hearing-and-speaking device not as a visual telephone but 
in connection with the much-ridiculed ‘ear telescope,’ or megaphone, 
that Edison had tried to promote earlier in the year. Other memorable 
caricatures, including the ‘Museum of Modern Invention’ and ‘Edison’s 
Anti-Gravity Underclothing,’ appeared on adjacent pages to ‘Edison’s 
Telephonoscope.’ Punch’s cartoon could be read as a satire of Edison’s 
public image: a statement against technological innovation. This 
article urges readers to look past surface appearance by examining the 
reception of ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope,’ along with the phonograph, 
megaphone and electric light. By establishing connections to other 
1878 events, Edisonian inventions and the misunderstandings that 
arose from communicating across the Atlantic, this article argues 
for an interdisciplinary approach that acknowledges the contexts in 
which cultural representations circulated.

At first glance, George du Maurier’s illustration ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ from Punch 
(December 9, 1878) (Figure 1) appears to picture what television would look like 100 years 
hence. In the tradition of the best Victorian science fiction, it speculates about the look 
and experience of the TV screen as a kind of telephone. In ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope,’ Du 
Maurier shows a big screen television-telephone facilitating an intimate communication 
between a wealthy couple in Wilton Place, London (a wealthy district home to aristocrats 
and politicians), and their daughter in British Ceylon (now Sri Lanka). It was said to allow 
family and loved ones to stay in contact, despite being separated by long distances.

But what would you take away from this illustration if you had never seen a television 
before? In the context of the late nineteenth-century technological revolution, imagine what 
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2   I. ROBERTS

a contemporary Victorian reader would make of it. Alexander Graham Bell had only recently 
begun to demonstrate his remarkable new talking telegraph (telephone). Thomas Edison 
had rocked the modern world with his inventions of the phonograph and the electric light. 
By associating the telephonoscope, a speculative apparatus, with the character of American 
inventor Thomas Edison, George Du Maurier’s illustration satirises the way each of these 
new inventions upped the ante. It signifies the absurdity of futuristic technological progress 
and insinuates a sceptical attitude about technological supersession.

For the past 30 years, scholars have consistently located ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ within 
the pre-history of television and motion pictures. It has become an unexamined marker at 
the beginning of a trajectory that leads to the modern media landscape. But jumping to the 
assumption that Du Maurier forecast television neglects the many different ways the image 
could connote meaning. Even though Punch’s ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ appears to us today 
to resemble television, the magazine’s satirical style welcomes multiple interpretations. The 
‘Telephonoscope’ can be understood as a futuristic speculation about television as well as 
a critical reflection on technological progress.

This article argues for a contextual reading of ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope.’ From the 
perspective of a nineteenth-century reader of Punch, the picture would have carried dif-
ferent meaning that it does for us today, resonating with current events and cues circu-
lating in British and American cultures. Considering different interpretations of ‘Edison’s 
Telephonoscope’ makes it possible to relate it to scholarly literature across disciplines. 
An interdisciplinary approach begs the question of how to define the object under study. 
Depending on who you ask, the ‘Telephonoscope’ might be identified as a rhetorical object, 
a novel invention or a satirical illustration.

The history of technology and print culture provides alternative approaches to media 
history. While a media archaeologist might identify ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ as imaginary 

Figure 1. George Du Maurier. ‘Edison’s telephonoscope.’ Punch, December 9, 1878.
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media, a scholar of print culture would be more likely to associate the illustration within the 
history of Punch, Victorian satire and science fiction (Natale and Balbi 2014). Treating the 
‘Telephonoscope’ as a satirical illustration rather than a Victorian television demands that 
its context be recognised. Julia Thomas’s analysis of representations of crinoline in Pictorial 
Victorians (2004), for example, demonstrates such an approach.

The concept of technological folklore suggests a way to bridge the differences between 
media, technology and print. Media historian Lisa Gitelman defines technological folklore 
as ‘a word-of-mouth culture of technological possibility every bit as tenacious as other 
folkloric traditions’ (1999, 77; Darnton 1984, 64). While the term has been thrown around 
very casually in media history and history of technology scholarship, folklorists have been 
studying it for decades (Marvin 1988; Standage 1998; Clayton 2003; Monteiro 1976; Preston 
1974; Preston 1994; Hatch and Jones 1997; Blank 2012). From rumours people told about 
the coming of the electric light in 1870s to jokes transmitted by fax machine in the 1970s, 
technological folklore communicated hopes, dreams, fears and anxieties of socio-techni-
cal change. The concept of technological folklore supports an interdisciplinary reading of 
‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ by fusing interests in media history, the history of technology 
and print culture (Darnton 1986; Carlson 1992; Lightman 1997; Gitelman 1999; Mussell 
2007; Beegan 2008; Toscano 2012; Secord 2015). New media such as illustrated magazines 
and telegraphs were both the conduits of information and the subjects of stories. Spreading 
rumours, hearsay, and hype, technology provided the conduit for speculation about new 
invention and facilitated the late nineteenth-century culture of technological anticipation. 
‘Discovery mania,’ as it was often called, blossomed from a mixture of hyperbolic rhetoric 
and scepticism about socio-technical change. Variants on several key themes resurface 
again and again in the literature: stories about messages getting misinterpreted, ghosts in 
the wires, electrical disturbances, jokes poking fun at customers who failed to grasp the 
difference between the postal service and the telegraph office, long-distance romances and 
love affairs between telegraph clerks (Johnston 1877, 1880). Expressions of the fears and 
anxieties of technological change, an emphasis on the likelihood of technological break-
down, and discrepancies between expectations and technical limitations of technology are 
some of the most common morals of these stories.

Additionally, an historian of technology might draw connections between the 
‘Telephonoscope’ and other Victorian inventions for seeing by electricity (Burns 1995, 
1998; Shiers 1997). For example, Carlson’s (1992) work on Edison’s strategy of invention 
helps locate the frame of reference a reader might have used when encountering late nine-
teenth-century technologies. Carlson has shown how Edison sought to locate combinations 
of existing tools, particularly through the integration of electricity to mechanical devices: 
the electric pen, for example. This strategy also spawned contrivances like the kinetoscope 
(‘to do for the eye what the phonograph does for the ear’) and the megaphone (also referred 
to as an ‘ear telescope’ or ‘sound opera glasses’). Carlson argues that Edison’s strategy began 
with practical mechanical and electric combinations, which did not always intersect with 
how these tools might be useful in everyday life. While Carlson introduces the notion of 
frames of reference to explain Edison’s strategy of invention, I will use it to explain how 
the general public in America and Great Britain might have understood his language of 
invention in different ways.

Beginning with an examination of the way the ‘Telephonoscope’ has been treated in 
recent scholarship, this article dismantles assumptions about its relationship to television 
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and other visual media. The key purpose of this study is to provide an historical account 
to support a contextual reading of Du Maurier’s graphic satire. With a focus on Thomas 
Edison’s work and the popular image of the ‘Wizard of Menlo Park’ he projected in the 
press, I look closely at the events and announcements, rhetoric and opinion that circulated 
throughout the year of 1878 and which led up to the publication of ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ 
in December. With a particular emphasis on the reception of two of Edison’s inventions (the 
megaphone and the electric light), I will examine the frame of reference for both American 
and British audiences.

Part one examines the megaphone in the context of the late nineteenth-century tech-
nological revolution, specifically in the climate immediately following the invention of the 
telephone and the promotion of the phonograph. Part two follows the announcement of 
Edison’s invention of the electric light in October 1878. In the fallout from the news exag-
gerated in the press on both sides of the Atlantic, Punch published a spread of illustrations 
poking fun at Edison’s character. ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ was among the series of satires 
aimed at critiquing his overblown rhetoric, encouraging readers to think twice before tossing 
away their gas lamps and candlesticks. From the perspective of the Victorian reader, ‘Edison’s 
Telephonoscope’ satirised the inventor’s misplaced confidence. It encouraged readers to 
examine both the benefits and drawbacks of technological progress and supersession.

The legacy

According to the revisionist histories of the media that began appearing in the late 1980s, 
‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ marks the beginning of a trajectory for the modern mass media. 
It could be interpreted in relation to the telephone, the cinema or even to the Internet, web 
video and video telephony. All of these possibilities have been suggested, as media historians 
have attempted to establish continuities between nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first-cen-
tury media forms (see Appendix 1).

‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ could also be interpreted as representing a moment of conver-
gence of media and technologies. Du Maurier’s subtitle explicitly associates Edison’s electric 
invention with the camera obscura, establishing a connection between shadow plays, optical 
toys and electric invention:

Every evening, before going to bed, Pater- and Materfamilias set up an electric camera obscura 
over their bedroom mantel-piece, and gladden their eyes with the sight of their Children at the 
Antipodes, and converse gaily with them through the wire (Du Maurier 1878).

The earpieces resemble Graham’s telephone while the darkened room and the illuminated 
proscenium appear in the tradition of theatrical and other screen entertainments. Judging 
on appearance alone, the telephonoscope suggests continuities between screen practices and 
cinematic exhibition practices, as examined by Huhtamo (2004) and Uricchio (2004). For 
example, film historians have studied the continuities of form and practice between pho-
tography and cinema; magic lantern performances and the cinema of attraction; and fair-
ground entertainments and cinematic exhibition (Gunning 1989; Musser 1994). Privileging 
an interpretation of the telephonoscope based primarily of its appearance, however, has 
led to a scholarship that largely ignores the satirical, contextual and cultural dimensions.

Beginning in the late 1980s, the first wave of revisionist media history established the 
nineteenth-century pre-history to the twentieth-century-moving image media. In an effort 
to reformulate the discipline’s notions of legitimate objects of study, Marvin (1988) and 
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Winston (1986, 1998), both communication studies scholars, introduced the telectroscope 
and the telephonoscope, respectively, to the study of media history. William J. Mitchell also 
took up the ‘Telephonoscope’ in his 1995 work City of Bits, which established the pre-history 
of cinema and television as a source of inspiration for interdisciplinary scholars working 
in diverse areas including the history of computing, urban history and media archaeology. 
At the same time, revisionist scholars in cinema history were also pushing the limits of the 
definition of film, expanding nineteenth-century-precursors to moving images to include 
‘screen practice’ and optical toys (Gunning 1989; Musser 1994).

Media history gained momentum in the 1990s and 2000s, recognisable in the appearance, 
for example, of a diversified interest in historicising digital media (Peters 2009). Scholars 
such as William Uricchio, Oliver Grau and Erkki Huhtamo continued the mode of inves-
tigation established in the 1980s. Media studies scholar Uricchio (1998, 2003, 2004, 2005, 
2008, 2009) has published more on the telephonoscope than perhaps anyone else. For 
Uricchio, the telephonoscope represents an early depiction of moving image technology in 
its intermedial form, before the modern forms of television and cinema had concretised. 
According to this view, cinema is recorded and exhibited in public places. Television is a 
domestic medium predicated on liveness. Like Uricchio, Grau (2000) and Huhtamo (1998) 
also discuss the ‘Telephonoscope,’ but in less detail. Both include a short description of what 
is visually present in the frame. As an object of study in media history, the ‘Telephononscope’ 
has become an unexamined fixture, presenting a picture of what cinema and television once 
were in the cultural imagination.

The interdisciplinary field of literature and science also offers a way of thinking about 
the ‘Telephonoscope’ as a part of late nineteenth-century technological imagination (Willis 
2011; Hunt 2014). This approach, however, encourages scholars to collapse distinctions 
between science and technology on the one hand and fiction on the other. A contextual 
reading acknowledges relationships between the ‘Telephonoscope’ and Edison’s other inven-
tions, and between the cultural climate of late nineteenth-century ‘discovery mania’ and 
a contemporary reader’s frame of reference for Punch. For example, Victorian and visual 
culture scholars have shown how much Punch’s satirical tone worked to construct meaning 
for its readers. Whether in a political cartoon or a joke about women’s clothing, Punch rarely 
published simply whimsical cartoons. They often carried many layers of meaning: inside 
jokes related to current events targeted at the London reader (Hempstead 1995; Altick 1997; 
Thomas 2004; Varnava 2005; Codell 2006).

Discovery mania: the megaphone

1878, a year that began with demonstrations of the telephone and phonograph, inaugurated 
a period of hype and speculation related to the promise of new technology. Riding on the 
coat tails of Alexander Graham Bell’s invention of the talking telegraph (or telephone), 
American inventor Thomas Alva Edison held public demonstrations to show what his new 
Phonograph could do. One correspondent dubbed it ‘discovery mania,’ characterised by the 
sense that technology could make the world seem like it had ‘turned upside down’ (New 
York Tribune, May 14, 1878; Punch, December 9, 1878). ‘The annihilation of space and time’ 
had been repeated so often it had long since become a cliché (Marx 1964, 194; Kern 2003, 
214–215). By year’s end, it seemed like the limits to useful new invention had been reached. 
Ironically, the cultural forces driving technological change showed no signs of letting up.
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Magazines and newspapers overwhelmed their readers with new ways of lighting public 
spaces, powering transportation and communicating over great distances. The success or 
failure of a new invention hinged on the ability of the inventor to demonstrate its revolu-
tionary potential. Progress seemed like an onslaught of newness for its own sake, pushing 
out established, tried and true methods attached to social customs and established norms. 
The technological revolution impacted every aspect of life from kitchen appliances for the 
domestic sphere and fashion for the socialite to intercontinental communications networks 
and power supplies that revolutionised business and industry.

The phonograph provides a gauge against which to measure the public’s willingness to 
accept the forces of technological change. Demonstrations in early 1878 proved to the public 
that the recording of fugitive sounds was neither a stage illusion nor a fleeting fancy. The 
mixture of excitement and scepticism that surrounded Edison’s new invention established 
expectations for Edison’s later inventions, including the megaphone, the electric light and 
the kinetoscope.

Those who recognised the phonograph as a tool that could make life easier initiated a 
discussion speculating on its many possible applications in daily life. Others saw the uses of 
the phonograph for surveillance and mischief. For example, New York humour magazine 
Puck pictured the phonograph as a trickster. It would clandestinely capture the furious 
ravings of a dignified priest in order to defame him in front of his congregation (April 24, 
1878). Such farces gave voice to the sceptics who doubted the value of progress for its own 
sake. Rather, the phonograph was a tool for mischief and deception.

Scribner’s and the New York Sun rained down praise, running stories promoting Edison’s 
new invention as a sign of progress. Take for example the account of the phonograph bot-
tling the voice of a famous singer: ‘The electrotype cylinders thence obtained will be put 
into the hand organs of the streets, and we shall hear the actual voice of Christine Nilsson 
or Miss Cady ground out at every corner’ (New York Sun, March 24, 1878; ‘The Telephone 
and the Phonograph,’ Scribner’s Monthly, April 1878). Edison’s claim that his marvellous 
invention would supersede the street performer must have rattled the status quo. Punch 
excelled at creating unique and memorable imagery by playing to the social anxieties of 
the day (Altick 1997; Noakes 2002, 2004a, 2004b; Leary 2010). In the case of Punch’s ‘Fair 
Female Phonographers’ (Figure 2), illustrator George Du Maurier combined the familiar 
character of the organ grinder with the exaggerated speculation that the phonograph was 
poised to change every aspect of modern life. As expressed in Punch, satire, speculation and 
scepticism converged to create the distinct tone of technological folklore.

The ability of the phonograph to make the voice present in the speaker’s absence made 
many people uneasy. Like the power of writing technology to support the illusion of presence 
in bodily absence, the phonograph extended and magnified the domain of one’s influence. 
These illustrations published on the front page of the Daily Graphic (Figure 3), for example, 
emphasised these new configurations. The picture at centre shows how the mouth inter-
faces with the recording mechanism. The picture at top right illustrates the fear that the 
phonograph will intrude on a good night’s sleep. These pictures show the many possible 
applications of the phonograph in everyday use. While the phonograph held the potential to 
make work life easier, it also threatened to change pleasant aspects of daily life. Illustrations 
in the press correspond to the expressions of fears and anxieties of change told in the stories 
that circulated in technological folklore.
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In the search for combinations of existing tools, Edison contrived schemes for visual 
and sonic adjuncts: tools to enhance hearing, mechanisms to amplify the voice, devices to 
capture fugitive sounds and preserve them for posterity. In this context, Edison responded 
to queries about the rumour that he was working on an artificial ear or apparatus for the 
deaf (New York Tribune, May 14, 1878).

Some weeks ago a reporter came to see my phonograph and went back and got it all mixed 
up in his paper. He stated that I had got up a machine to make partially deaf people hear. The 
item was extensively copied, but I thought nothing more of it until after a while I found myself 
receiving letters from all over the country asking about it. I answered some saying it was a 
mistake but they kept piling in upon me until I was getting them at the rate of twenty and thirty 
a day. Then I began thinking about the matter and began experimenting… That was the first 
of the megaphone (Illustrated Science News, July 1, 1878).

Some called it an ear trumpet or a hearing aid. Edison initially called it the telephonoscope, 
a tool for magnifying sounds over a distance. When Menlo Park technician James Redpath 
jokingly referred to it as a telescopophone, Edison sought out different indicators of its prac-
tical value. He began calling it a megaphone, an ear telescope or ‘sound opera glasses.’ It 
made its way into popular culture as the telephonoscope, more a product of ‘discovery mania’ 
than of the mind of Mr. Edison. Initially, as indicated by Redpath’s derision, referring to 
the megaphone as a telescopophone targeted the perceived uselessness of the device. It was 
cumbersome: too big to be of any practical use.

Figure 2. George Du Maurier. ‘a suggestion (Fair Female Phonographers),’ Punch, april 20, 1878.
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Figure 3. ‘awful Possibilities of the New speaking Phonograph,’ Daily Graphic, March 21, 1878.
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As indicated in Edison’s initial sketches from March and April 1878, the telephono-
scope was intended to merge the functions of a megaphone and a telescope (Figure 4). 
Edison envisioned two distinct practical applications. First, ‘sound opera glasses’ would 
amplify the performances in a theatre. Second, it would be an advantageous tool for 
surveyors, making it possible to communicate verbally as well as visually across the 
land (New York Sun, June 8, 1878). The two initial purposes assigned to the megaphone 
attracted attention from readers, both optimistic and sceptical of the power of new 
technology.

The telephonoscope conveyed the overwhelming sense that it would not actually make 
anybody’s life much easier. This perceived uselessness helped construct the telephonos-
cope as a symbol of everything that was going wrong with the technological revolution. A 
demonstration for the Daily Graphic (June 5, 1878) served to confirm many of these fears. 
Menlo Park assistants Batchelor, Painter and Redpath set up a pair of megaphones at a 
distance of 600 feet:

One of them said, ‘Do you hear me now?’

‘Yes!’ shouted they in the porch, with a laughing accompaniment, for the voice was distinctly 
audible to all with the naked ear.

Demonstrations such as these attracted unwanted attention, showing off the new invention like 
a silly curio. Edison had promised a device to make it possible to hear farther and with greater 
amplification. This unwieldy contraption hardly met the expectations set up by Edison’s grand 

Figure 4. (a) thomas alva Edison, sketch of the telephonoscope, laboratory Notebooks, april 2, 1878. (b) 
James E. Kelly, sketch of the telephonoscope, laboratory Notebooks, May 17, 1878.
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claims. Redpath jokingly called it a telescopophone. The New York Sun chimed in, ‘as a voice 
cannot be seen, the name is incongruous and absurd’ (June 11, 1878). An English Mechanic 
reader wrote in to the paper: ‘This instrument is so unwieldy and of so little value that it is 
not worth making’ (January 24, 1879). But Edison, in an attempt to retain a sense of dignity, 
forced on it the designation of ‘Megaphone: the great sounder’ (New York Sun, June 8, 1878).

While for the deaf it could potentially supplement the faculty of hearing, for the vast 
majority of the population, the telephonoscope supported the sceptic’s stance that new 
technologies did nothing but enhance the power of those who already possessed it. A tool 
for hearing at a distance would privilege only those who could afford something so frivo-
lous. News stories highlighted potential uses of surveillance, showing how the cumbersome 
machine would be best suited as a party trick for spreading gossip. Echoing the fears that the 
phonograph would bottle the voice, similar rumours circulated about the telephonoscope. 
For example, the Indianapolis Herald warned that Edison’s invention of the telephonoscope 
should be taken with ‘considerable licence.’

Persons who were seriously alarmed lest the phonograph was destined to invade all privacy 
and furnish the very walls with ears, can rest easy for a little while, until it grows to be a more 
dreadful machine than it is. (Indianapolis Herald, June 15, 1878).

Already in June 1878, journalists had caught on to the gap between Edison’s claims and his 
actual accomplishments. Shortly after the idea of the telephonoscope coalesced, it became 

Figure 5. James E. Kelly. ‘Gossip, by the Megaphone.’ Scribner’s, November 1878.
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clear that it would be used for purposes far removed from the polite circles of opera and 
the practicalities of land surveying. Scribner’s illustrator James E. Kelly pictured the meg-
aphone as a surveillance device, used for collecting gossip (Figure 5). Scientific American’s 
illustration of the megaphone featured on the front page of an August issue (Figure 6) also 
hints at the likelihood that the device would be used for overhearing the conversations of 
neighbours. To the back porch setting chosen by Kelly, Scientific American added a distinctly 
pastoral feeling to its depiction, suggesting that the megaphone would have appealed to a 
particularly middle-class, country audience. Both illustrations depict a non-urban setting, 
with the device applied to a distinctly leisurely purpose. Accompanying the exaggeratedly 
optimistic tone in which the article was written, the combination of word and image pre-
sented in Scientific American’s coverage of Edison’s megaphone seems to have contributed 
to the increasingly perceptible divide between those who promoted progress for its own 
sake and those who harboured a sceptical attitude as to the revolutionary potential of new 
technology.

The Daily Graphic also published a graphic depiction of Edison’s megaphone (Figure 7), 
which serves to illustrate the criticism lodged against its cumbersome and impractical size. 
What Edison had described as a mobile telescope-like tool for hearing at a distance turned 
out to be a massive and unusually complicated apparatus. Caught up in the relentless push 
towards innovation, the problem became less about supplementing the faculty of hearing 
than about annihilating distance. A Tribune journalist admitted that it would be ‘audacious’ 

Figure 6. ‘Edison’s Megaphone.’ Scientific American, august 1878.
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of an inventor to suggest he could improve on these human abilities, while simultaneously 
acknowledging that the power is within our grasp (May 14, 1878). Enthusiasm for Edison’s 
new invention, the megaphone, persisted throughout the year only to die out with news of 
something altogether new. An even greater, more monumental invention was sure to rev-
olutionise the world. Once October rolled around, people seemed to have forgotten about 
the telephonoscope because they were blinded by the electric light.

Electric light mania

In mid-September 1878, the New York Sun published a series of interviews in the form of 
human interest stories about Edison’s revolutionary experiment in electric power. In it, he 
spoke of his intention to harness the power of Niagara. He promised to bring electric light to 
New York, by means of a system for subdividing and delivering electric power to domestic, 
public and industrial lives. These interviews invigorated public speculation and enthusiasm 
over all things Edison. In the U.S., the journals publicised the news with such enthusiasm 
that nobody really noticed when the gas stocks declined. Speculation ran rampant that the 
new thing of the future would be electric light, and gas would be a thing of the past. To 
borrow a term from historian Richard Altick, one could refer to this episode as the electric 
light ‘mania’ of 1878, in which Edison played a starring role (1997, 450–492; Bazerman 
2002; Gooday 2008; Otter 2008; Hughes 1993).

The Sun was the first to publicise Edison’s interest in developing the technology to sub-
divide electrical power (September 10, 1878). Other New York papers were quick to adopt 
the Sun’s enthusiasm over the story, which gained momentum throughout the month of 
September. The London papers were slightly behind the curve. It took nearly a month for 
the news to reach Britain. It caused immediate unrest, opening up a rift between those 
who believed wholeheartedly in the promise of technological change and those sceptical 
of consequences. As a Manchester paper put it,

it may perhaps be of value to add that the reports circulating in some quarters to the effect that 
‘the whole thing is a hoax’ must have emanated from interested parties, as there is no doubt 
whatever that Mr. Edison has made the ‘alleged’ discovery in question. (Manchester City News, 
October 19, 1878)

Figure 7. ‘Edison’s latest inventions; More about Edison’s Wonders.’ Daily Graphic, July 19, 1878.



EARLY POPULAR VISUAL CULTURE   13

The British papers reflected a growing distrust of Edison’s rhetoric, calling for a public 
demonstration to authenticate the promise. Seeing is believing, they said, unwilling to take 
the American journalists at their word.

Londoners identified several benefits of electric over gas, which served as the nucleus of 
speculation and scepticism driving electric light mania throughout the fall of 1878. First, 
electric light was thought to be cheaper and safer than gas. Second, it would have an effect 
of beautification since it shines a pure light unlike the orange-tinted gas light. The discourse 
of technological change ignited politically acute debates related to hygiene and safety in 
the workplace. In its extreme, it became a matter of liberty, freeing the consumer from the 
shackles placed on them by a corrupt gas industry. Perceptions of corrupt metre reading 
practices, complaints over exorbitant and inflated prices and fears of explosion encouraged 
the view that electricity would provide a cleaner, odourless, colourless and more easily 
controllable alternative.

The second major aspect of the electric light mania concerned its aesthetics. Preoccupations 
with the look, colour and brightness of the coming light were reflected in the columns of the 
Times (London). A series of letters to the editor of the Times argues back and forth as to the 
way the look of the electric light would change the way people look, particularly women and 
particularly in public. One correspondent proclaimed that he had seen the electric light in 
Belgium (October 8, 1878). It turned railway passengers into walking corpses, lit under a 
ghastly blue. The suggestion that electric light would be used in art galleries also caused con-
troversy. As it stood, the lighting situation in London galleries was uneven. Curators depended 
on the location of skylights and windows mixed with gaslight that gave the impression  
of uneven colour and brightness. In contrast, the blue shade of the electric light would 
provide a superior alternative. Some agreed that the electric light would provide a superior, 
consistent illumination. Others feared that the blue shade of the electric light would change 
the look of the art. The aesthetics of the electric light became a matter of contrasting the 
shock of the blue shade against the subtler, more pleasant glow of the orange-shaded gas 
light, reminiscent of sunset (Times London, October 9, 1878). One correspondent likened 
the quality of gaslight to an evening glow, noting now the female complexion is so much 
more pleasing in these settings. The intrusion of electric light would not only change that 
aesthetic, it would tarnish a woman's beauty.

The parodies and satires of the electric light mania that appeared on the pages of Punch 
correspond with these letters in the Times. As Altick put it in his history of Punch,

[i]n a way, indeed, though nobody would have dreamed of putting it thus, Punch served as a 
weekly illustrated comic supplement of the Times, reflecting as in a distorting mirror a selection 
of the week’s news and jauntily editorialising on its significance. (xix)

Every week, the Punch contributors gathered for dinner to discuss the main theme for 
their next issue. As Leary (2010) describes in his history of the writing table, the humor-
ists discussed current events and key issues over food and drink, agreeing upon a central 
theme around which to form each issue. As a result, their witticism was highly topical and 
relevant to the British audience to whom they spoke. They poked fun at public figures using 
caricatures and inside jokes. In some cases, the clues to deciphering their shorthand were 
restricted to a metropolitan audience. Altick has shown how their parodies often relied on 
a common language and frame of reference that would have been inaccessible to foreign-
ers (1997, 92). While the mirror and reflection metaphor might work appropriately for 
the condensed episode of the electric light mania, it fails to accurately support the gravity 
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of the events that followed. Clinging to the assumption that Punch reflected the cultural 
climate turns out to be an overly simplistic understanding. Instead, it would be beneficial 
to consider the representations in Punch as the stuff of technological folklore, which arise 
from and also contribute to the broader cultural perceptions of socio-technical change.

Mr Punch was a constant critic of mercurial fads. That tone came out with full force 
when satirising the vacuous claims made about the way electric light made otherwise pretty 
women look hideous. Punch watches surreptitiously out the window as Vanessa heads to 
the post office with a letter in hand. Her letter, which accompanies the illustration, inquires 
about the effect of the electric light on her complexion (Figure 8). Stop worrying about the 
gas shares, she writes, and start worrying about how it will affect appearance. Similarly, 
a column entitled ‘In the Light of the Future, Or, How we shall have to Talk’ presents 

Figure 8. ‘Brightness and Beauty.’ Punch, November 13, 1878.
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a dialogue making fun of the neologisms like the ‘actinic halo,’ new accoutrements like 
‘head-protector’ and ‘pebble spectacles’ one would carry to shield the eyes from the bright 
rays and the speculation over how the different lights would alter one’s perception of colours 
(Punch, December 9, 1878). Punch articulated the dimensions of socio-technical change 
that were becoming recognisable in the most mundane of places, distorting the anxieties 
and speculations with the humorist’s expertise. While the ‘Telephonoscope,’ printed on the 
opposing page from ‘How we shall have to Talk,’ makes it seem like those preoccupations 
were primarily visual, in the form of a screen and a darkened room, the problems rippled 
out into many aspects of everyday life.

Judy and Fun also chimed in on the electric light controversy, noting how the debate was 
divided on lines of self-interest (October 30, 1878; November 13, 1878). Judy unveiled ‘The 
Electrophote,’ (Figure 9) hailed as ‘the light of the future’ alongside those it would supersede: 
gas lamps, smoky interiors, ‘the rush-light’ and the old watchman (December 24, 1878). 
In their November 20 issue, Fun published ‘The Scientific Age,’ a dialogue set in ‘A House 
of the future fitted with the latest scientific appliances of the period, including telephones, 
phonographs, microphones, tasimeters, electro-dynamic lights, &c., &c., &c.’ The drama 
touches upon the expectations for the electrified household. By highlighting the many new 
technologies recently made available, alongside other speculative devices still on the hori-
zon, the dialogue captures the atmosphere of hype and anticipation. Fun’s ‘The Scientific 
Age’ prefigures ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ that would appear in Punch just two weeks later.

Punch’s December 9 issue gravitated around the theme of progress, innovation and 
technological change particularly as it had to do with electrical power and light. Punch’s 
centrefold served to condense the issue’s main idea into a single, pithy spread. The  
December 9 issue’s centrefold, entitled ‘Prometheus Unbound’ (Figure 10), depicts the 
classic battle of man vs. God and the consequences of electric power in the hands of human 
inventors and industrialists. This issue served as a kind of memorial, looking back on the 

Figure 9. ‘the Coming light.’ Judy, December 24, 1878.
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events that had occurred throughout the year, both fictional and real. It adopted a tone as 
exaggerated as the American literary journalists who promoted technological progress, 
though warped in what Altick described as a distorted mirror, in order to show the irony 
and hilarity of it all. Punch painted the exaggerated difference between the progressive 
rhetoric and the sceptical response in relief as only the best satire can.

Edison, the progenitor of electric light mania, in the spotlight, becomes the lightning 
rod for criticism of technological change. Reading ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ within the 
context of both the December 9 issue and the events that led up to its publication provides 
the essential frame of reference for understanding how a contemporary audience would 
have made sense of it. First, consider the connections a contemporary reader might have 
made between Edison’s public character in the context of the electric light mania and the 
discovery mania from earlier that summer. Edison’s megaphone had been a target for crit-
icism related to the negative consequences of technology. This critical view clashed with 
the exaggerated way in which the penny press was hyping everything Edison. Subsequently, 
the confusion over the megaphone’s name and use, entwined as it was with the many half-
built and half-cocked ideas littering the Menlo Park lab, propelled the telephonoscope as 
an object of technological folklore.

Du Maurier and his fellow editors drew on that technological folklore when authoring 
their December 9 issue. The similarities between Du Maurier’s ‘Telephonoscope’ and Scientific 
American’s depiction of the megaphone suggest that Punch drew from Edison’s telephonos-
cope in more than just the name (Figures 1, 4 and 5). Du Maurier’s ‘Telephonoscope’ recasts 
Scientific America’s ‘Megaphone’ in several ways. Both depict a patriarch in the process of 
using the telephonoscope. Despite American and British differences, they portray what 
could be described as a privileged upper class setting, particularly when noting the ways 
in which they both focus on depicting a social interaction. Appealing to the middle-class 
sensibilities of its readership, Punch had a reputation for poking fun at snobbish characters 

Figure 10. ‘Prometheus unbound: science in olympus.’ Punch, December 9, 1878.
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and characteristics (Altick 496, 566; Noakes 2002, 92–96). As aspect of the magazines tone 
that would have been clear to a contemporary reader, Punch cast the telephonoscope user in 
such a role, using the technological device as a way to emphasise the social divide between 
the haves and the have-nots. Comparing the way Scientific American’s ‘Megaphone’ and Du 
Maurier’s ‘Telephonoscope’ both illustrate the pastoral backdrop also deserves scrutiny. A 
pastoral horizon depicted in the first as an American pastoral horizon transforms in Punch 
into an imperialist gaze from London to the antipodes facilitated by technological means 
(Marx 1964; Kaplan 1997). Punch’s satire implicitly asks the reader to acknowledge the 
social divide constructed by new technology.

Flipping through the pages of Punch’s December 9 issue, hurriedly printed at the end 
of 1878, two other illustrations corroborate the satire on technology presented in the 
‘Telephonosope’ (Sambourne 1878; Spielmann 1895, 87; Layard 1892, 283–285). The issue as 
a whole demonstrates a sense of ambivalence towards invention and progress. Exaggerating 
the newness against the futuristic and frivolous served to highlight the devices’ impracti-
cality, painting social issues in relief as only the best satire can accomplish.

Along with the ‘Telephonoscope,’ ‘Prometheus Unbound’ and ‘How we shall have to 
Talk,’ ‘The Museum of Modern Antiques’ and ‘Edison’s Anti-Gravitation Underclothing’ 
(Figures 11 and 12) delicately balance satire, scepticism and speculation. ‘Edison’s Anti-
gravity underclothing,’ a series of three illustrated panels, pictures men, women and children 

Figure 11. ‘Museum of Modern antiques.’ Punch, December 9, 1878.
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floating around in the air in a variety of settings: the art gallery, the park and the nursery 
room. While it could be read as an outright desire for such an innovation, its whimsical 
frivolousness also ridicules upper-class snobbery (Altick 1997, 494). Punch gave voice to the 
fears and anxieties of the middle class, articulating poignantly the potential that promises of 
innovations can wreak havoc on existing, stable economy: ‘it is fast becoming obvious that 
unless something is done to suppress Mr. Edison, the American inventor, all the existing 
conditions of life will be revolutionised and the world generally turned upside down’ (Weekly 
Dispatch, October 13, 1878). As the middle class grew weary of the exaggerated rhetoric, it 
became more and more clear that the grandiose claims made about new invention didn’t 
always align with the improvements they promised for everyday life. The electric light held 
the promise of a better life. In the midst of the controversy, Londoners might have begun 
to wonder whether it was still worth it.

Reflecting concerns that new innovations were forcing tried and true techniques, prac-
tices and occupations into obsolescence, Mr Punch visits the ‘Museum of Modern Antiques,’ 
littered with relatively new inventions such as the penny farthing the torpedo and the 
gas-powered street lamp. Punch played on both sides of the inexorable drive to invent. The 
onslaught of newness led to the unveiling of more and more contrived mechanisms. In this 
graphic satire, Mr Punch’s electromagnetic hat causes his hair to stand on end, while an old 
sewing machine gathers dust on a nearby shelf and a gas lamp post in the background carries 
the sign reading ‘rare specimen.’ The Museum displays the effects of forced obsolescence. 
Household items like the sporting goods (tennis racket and punching bag) signify the wealth 
of those who can afford leisure activities. In contrast, everyday household items including 
candles and candle snuffers, fireplace pokers and toaster lay discarded in the glass case. In 
addition, the museum displays a host of machines that were still relatively new in 1878, like 
the Henry repeating rifle, sewing machine and penny farthing.

Figure 12. (a–c) ‘Edison’s anti-Gravitation underclothing.’ Punch, December 9, 1878.
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Punch drew connections between technology and class, fashion fad and aesthetics in 
its pages that had yet to be articulated elsewhere. It acknowledged that the British middle 
class might have liked to be able to have a telephonoscope in their very own sitting room. 
At the same time, Punch turned that expectation upside down. ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope,’ 
‘Anti-gravity Underclothing’ and the ‘Museum of Modern Invention’ parody themes of 
technology and social change are acutely relevant to the middle-class British readership in 
the fall of 1878.

These British comics chronicle a topsy-turvy year in technological change. The illus-
trations and articles articulated the discrepancies between the big dreams embedded in 
futuristic technology and the utterly improbable, which had become fused so imperceptibly 
in both verbal and visual discourses. Punch drew on cultural stereotypes like the old school 
master, the organ grinder and paterfamilias to maintain a balanced editorial voice. Punch’s 
style of satire and parody enables a hermeneutic flexibility that relies heavily on the reader’s 
frame of reference (Carlson 1992; Altick 1997, 92).

Conclusion

Understanding ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ as a representation that circulates within a cultural 
context replaces the assumption that Du Maurier drew a picture reacting to a given situation 
and it is what it is. Read within this context, ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ appears at first to 
reflect upon and satirise the electric light mania. The illustration assumes that the reader 
will recognise the reference to Edison’s megaphone in its title, which cues the contemporary 
conflict between the exaggerated promotional rhetoric and the sceptical critical backlash.

While for a British audience, ‘Edison’s Telephonoscope’ parodied the electric light mania, 
the story continues when the picture circulated in American culture. The image resurfaced 
in 1880 and again in 1891 within the context of speculation about the invention of a visual 
telephone and Edison’s announcement of the invention of the Kinetograph, the first motion 
picture camera (Ayrton and Perry, Nature, April 1880; Illustrated American, June 20, 1891). 
Certainly, having a picture of what a motion picture screen could look like served to unite 
opinion and foster expectations. Writers referenced the Punch image again and again as a 
prophecy and a promise, both for the coming of television and of the cinema (Era Magazine, 
April 1902; New York Sun, March 16, 1913). Understood as an articulation of the possibility 
of moving image technology on the one hand and electrical power on the other, Punch’s 
mode of satire impresses the importance of balancing the historical and cultural contexts 
with the interpretation of media form when choosing a frame of meaning.

The tendency to read the ‘Telephonoscope’ as a Victorian form of television arises from 
the assumption that the picture can be read based on its appearance alone. Readjusting our 
frame of reference to that of a contemporary reader reveals how the satire combines current 
topics that occupied the minds of Punch’s Victorian readers: discovery mania, Edison’s 
(megaphone), and electric light mania. Understanding Punch’s ‘Telephonoscope’ as both a 
speculation about moving image technology and a critique of Victorian invention requires 
the reader to recognise the conflict between enthusiasm and scepticism. Far from a static 
document, it grew from and contributed to a rich technological folklore concerning pro-
gress, change and the consequences of innovation.
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