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INTRODUCTION  

 

 

The Optigraph series of projectors is one of the more interesting early 35 mm machines 

for one to collect. Their diminutive size makes them collectible even for those collectors 

with very limited space. As there are basically a total of four models made, five counting 

the 3½ model, it is a collection that can be assembled, by a determined collector, other 

than the Model 1, of which none are actually known to exist in any collection known to 

me. Mr. G. W. Dumston in his notes states that there was an improved No. 4 model but I 

know nothing of this. It is possible that Optigraph No. 1 was either a prototype or the 

production run was extremely small. There is a rumor of one Model 1 owned by some 

collector in the Chicago-land area but it has yet to be substantiated.  

 

 

FRANK McMILLAN  

 

The Optigraph it would appear was invented by one Frank McMillan of which I have 

been unable to find any information on. If there is any one reading this that has 

information on Mr. McMillan please contact me at sgardiakos(omit)@aol.com.. We 

know that Frank McMillan invented to optigraph from a handwritten letter from A. C. 

Roebuck to G. W. Dunston dated October 4
th
 1941 in which he writes The optigraph was 

invented about 1896 by Frank McMillan. It was a six pound attachment to a magic 

lantern, carried 250 feet of film and sold at $25.00 to $27.50. I financed its 

manufacture under the name Enterprise Optical Mfg Co. and provided an interest for 

Mr. McMillan who was the manger until about 1900. This letter is in the Carey 

Williams archives and Carey was kind enough to make a copy for me. 

 

 What is somewhat puzzling to me that in an article written by Mr. Roebuck in October 

1943 issue of the Sound Track, below, the official publication of the Motiograph 

Company he nowhere mentions the name of Frank McMillan, whose name appears on 

several Optigraph patents along side with Roebuckôs name. 

 

 

ALVAH CURTIS ROEBUCK  

 

What we know of Alvah Curtis Roebuck is that he was born on January 9, 1864 in 

Lafayette Indiana, and that he died on June 18, 1948, aged 84. Mr. John Johnson of 

Fowlerville, Michigan was kind enough to send me a photocopy of The Sound Track 

stated above in which Mr. Roebuck writes of his early years at Enterprise Optical which 

later became the Motiograph Company. 

 

The first part of the article below deals with his life up to 1896.  

 

ñNow we have reached the point where Motiograph came into being. Ay this time there 

was little in the way of entertainment for residents of smaller cities and towns, other than 
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amateur theatricals and an occasional circus.  I conceived the idea of offering for dale an 

ñentertainment outfit,ò by means of which the purchaser might liven up church social  

activities and at the same time earn some extra money for him-self and for the church. As 

the talking machine was then a novelty, our first outfit featured a phonograph, records 

and all necessary accessory equipment, 

 

 
 

ALVAH C. ROEBUCK 
From a photograph taken about the time of the founding o Motiograph 

Cover on the Sound track, October 1943 

 

Motiograph really began its existence in 1896, when we switched to a magic lantern and 

thus entered the projection field. The complete outfit consisted of a magic lantern, a 

choice of several sets of from fifty-two to eighty slides, a supply of advertising posters 

and admission tickets, a book of instructions, etc. 

 

Perhaps at this point the reader may indulge in a tolerant smile at the simpler amusements 

of the preceding generation, but let me say that the magic lantern idea was a huge 

success. Orders poured in from all parts of the country, and within a very short time the 

sale of entertainment outfits constituted an appreciable portion of our business. 

 

It was largely that I might devote all of my time to Motiograph, then known as the 

Enterprise Optical Mfg, Co., that about 1897 I disposed of my interest in Sears Roebuck 

& Co. to Mr. Sears. Two years later, with a feeling of sorrow and in opposition to the 

wishes of Mr. Sears, I resigned from the company which we had founded. 

 

The first Movie Projector 

The year 1898 marked an important era not only in the history of the company, but the 

motion picture industry as well, for in that year we produced the Optigraph. I sincerely 
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believe that this was the first practical motion picture projector. I may also quote from the 

Modern Theatre section of Boxoffice of December 14, 1935; ñWho built the first 

commercially practical moving picture machine? . . . The result, to our mind, is 

somewhat conclusively in favor of Motiograph as the daddy of the machines that turned 

magic lantern shows into movies.ò 

 

The optigraph was a combination motion picture projector and magic lantern. You may 

form an idea of what it looked like from the accompanying illustration [see photo of 

Optigraph 1] as well as I can describe it to you. I order to achieve a combination 

machine, I had conceived the idea of a hinge which permitted one to swing open the lens 

portion of the projector and insert the film. It was hand operated by means of a crank, 

while lighting was obtained by means of an incandescent lighting outfit employing 

gasoline. Many people may view it today with something akin to mirth, but at the time it 

proved itself to be a very serviceable machine, 

 

The ensuing decade constituted what might be termed a period of development. A 

number of improvements were made in the mechanism including a very simple and 

efficient framing device, while the addition of a film take-up reel provided an element of 

safety and greater protection for the film. All in all, the little machine was beginning to 

evolve along the lines of the modern projector.ò 

 

The rest of the article deals with the Motiograph projectors.  

 

    

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 7 

 

 

 

 

 

OPTIGRAPH No. 1 
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ENTERPRISE OPTICAL MFG. CO.  

Optigraph No. 1 

 

 
Optigraph No. 1 made in 1898, note the left hand crank 

The optigraph was invented about 1896 by Frank McMillan. No known Optigraph 

prototypes from 1896-1897 are known to exist.. The above projector was either a 

prototype or was produced in very limited numbers. 

Photo, THE SOUNDTRACK, October 1943



ENTERPRISE OPTICAL MFG. CO.  

Optigraph No. 1 

 

 
Figure 1 

 

òMany of the ñold timersò will recall the small mechanism shown to the right of figure 1. 

This was the commercial model of what later became the ñMotiographò. To the left in the 

same illustration is shown the development model. Improvement is evident even in this 

early beginning. The development model had no shutter and the crank was located on 

what we would now consider the wrong side. However, the commercial model had the 

crank placed on what is now generally accepted as the ñoperatingò side. 

 

Figure No. 2 (not shown) is interesting in that it shows the development of the 

ñOptigraphò as it was then called, from Model No. 1 to Model No. 3. Curiously, No. 1 

[he means No. 2] was the first attempt was the first attempt to provide magazines to 

enclose the film and was the first to provide a take-up device. In those days film 

ordinarily came in only 50 ïft lengths.ò 

 

The above is a excerpt from an article written by O.F. Spahr, of Enterprise Optical Mfg. 

Co,., titled A Projector Built for Sound that appeared in July 1930 issue of the Motion 

Picture Projectionist,   

 

This, Figure 2, which is not illustrated here, incorrectly numbered the Optigraph 

projectors and originally appeared as an article by F. H. Richardson, What Happened in 

the beginning, in the September 1925 issue of The Transaction of the SMPE. This is what 

happens when one copies from a source with out checking it out first. If I have made any 

such errors I would appreciate it if my readers would point such errors to me.  
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OPTIGRAPH No. 2 
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ENTERPRISE OPTICAL MFG. CO.  

Optigraph No. 2 
 

 
Optigraph No. 2, 35 mm projector 

Sears, Roebuck and Co.  

Moving Pictures ï Talking Machines Catalog 

Courtesy Carey Williams 
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ENTERPRISE OPTICAL MFG. CO.  

Optigraph No. 2 

 

 
 

Section from an advertising poster that buyers of the Optigraph No. 2 could purchase to 

promote their business of their animated shows 

Detail of the 1899 poster from following page in the Gardiakos collection. 
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ENTERPRISE OPTICAL MFG. CO.  

Optigraph No. 2 

 

 
 

1899 Optigraph Poster, Soterios Gardiakos collection 
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ENTERPRISE OPTICAL MFG. CO.  

Optigraph No. 2 
 

 
 

Optigraph model No. 2, 35mm projector 1899 

Collection Soterios Gardiakos 
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ENTERPRISE OPTICAL MFG. CO.  

Optigraph No. 2 

 

 

 
Optigraph model No. 2, 35mm projector 1899 

Collection Soterios Gardiakos 
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ENTERPRISE OPTICAL MFG. CO . 

Optigraph No. 2 

 

 
 

 Optigraph No. 2, 35 mm projector made in 1899. 

OPTIGRAPH CATALOG, No Date. 
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 ENTERPRISE OPTICAL MFG. CO.  

Optigraph No. 2 

 
 

Optigraph No. 2, 35 mm projector, made in 1899. 

Carey Williams collection. 
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ENTERPRISE OPTICAL MFG. CO.  

Optigraph No. 2 

 
 

Optigraph No.2, Patent 628, 413, applied February 25, 1898, issued July 4, 1899 

 

 


