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Thomas Alva Edison (1847-1931), the American chemist and
inventor often dubbed the “Father of Modern Cinema” in the
United States, played a formative role in early cinematographic
innovation. His wide-ranging activities provided a commercial
and technical foundation for the nascent film industry. Yet the
contribution of his gifted young assistant, the Scottish inventor
William Kennedy-Laurie Dickson (1860-1935), has been
consistently underplayed: Dickson devised the kinetoscope in
1888 and, in 1891, adeptly synchronised it with the phonograph to
produce the laboratory’s first ‘talking’ film, Dixon Greeting.

Edison’s primary motive in the moving-picture business
was commercial: he pursued profit with characteristic vigour,
often prioritising monetisation over aesthetic appreciation. He
frequently appropriated continental European developments,
while facing equally uncompromising competitors at home. Legal
disputes over Edison's practices (patent, copyright) culminated in
a 1915 US Supreme Court ruling that found against his
company’s attempts to monopolise film production, distribution
and rental. Subsequent appeals failed to overturn that decision.
Confronted by mounting legal and commercial pressures, Edison
ultimately withdrew from the film industry, selling his laboratory
in March 1918.
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