non Attle points out that, while two of the three
chief features of the patent — the spiral strip
tube (replacing the wusual draw tubes) for
focussing and the movable frame at the front for
adjusting the angle of the lantern — are present,
his lantern lacks the third feature: the ability of the
lens system to be turned back on itself thereby
facilitating ... the packing of the same when not
required’.

As the three improvements proposed by John
Ambrose Sprason in this lantern are quite
independent, it was clearly possible for any of
them (or, indeed, any two of them) to be dropped
when the lantern actually went into production —
without the omission affecting the remaining
modifications. While not overlooking the
possibility that the lantern illustrated was a
version which pre-dated the patent — made at a
time when only two of the improvements had
been undertaken, leaving the further refinement
of the folding lens still to be added — it is clear that

The lens flasher carries the engraved name A. £. COE and
SONS, NORWICH. While this firm of photographers &
opticians was founded in 1883 (and is still in existence
today) it seems that they only adopted the style and Sons
around 1930 - it first appeared in the firm’'s Kelly's
Directory entry in 1931. If this information is reliable it
places a surprisingly late date on the sale of the lantern —
which one might otherwise have imagined being sold
some twenty- five years earlier.

" OBJECT/DOCUMENTATION:

THE SPRASON LANTERN

We illustrate this lantern from the Don Attle collection and reproduce the corresponding patent specification.

the folding lens was a rather unnecessary
proposal, which seems not, in fact, to achieve its
stated object of making the lantern occupy ‘less
compass than otherwise for transport or storage”.
We can see this from the dotted portion of Fig. 1,
which indicates the position of the lens when the
spiral tube was compressed and the lens folded.
Though the lantern is undoubtedly shorter, it is
now also taller and, if not already the highest
pointon the lantern, the folded lens would almost
certainly become so when — in the normal way of
things — the chimney of the lantern was detached
and stowed inside the body of the lantern for
packing and transport. Indeed, when one
remembers that in ordinary lanterns of this
general type the lens unit is often unscrewed and
— also in the normal way of things — similarly
stowed inside the body of the lantern, which
would reduce the length without adding to the
height, it is clear that the folding lens proposal
would be unlikely to succeed.

Itis perhaps worth reminding ourselves, given this
difference between object and documentation —
the first we have encountered in our series of
studies — that patents were granted solely on the
basis of written applications (with or without
accompanying drawings) and not the submission
of completed examples of the objects involved.
Many of the wonderful devices recorded in the
patents undoubtedly never materialised — some
because they were, in the event, incapable of
manufacture, in spite of the bold claims made for
them — while others failed to appear for any
number of less dramatic reasons, and thus it
would be a considerable error, as Brian Coe has
pointed out,' to take ‘.. the existence of a patent
as proof of actual accomplishment (which it is
not)’, though it can undoubtedly tell us some-
thing about the patentee’s ideas and hopes.
NOTE
1 Foreword, p6, in John Barnes, The Beginnings of
the Cinema in England, Newton Abbot: David &
Charles, 1976
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