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Abstract

In the mid-1950s, the Gothenburg-based photographer Andrej Gavrjusjov constructed a microfilm reading device
called Biblioscope, intended for hospital patients with physical impairments. Throughout the following years,
reading devices and microfilmed books were distributed to hospital libraries across Sweden, but in the mid-1960s,
the Biblioscope was taken out of distribution. By analysing this now largely forgotten technology, the article
makes several contributions to the field of disability media studies. With a focus on material and economic factors,
and intermedial relations, the article analyses the construction and institutionalisation of the Biblioscope.
Although the Biblioscope was mainly aimed at hospital patients with physical impairments, the article highlights
speculations about its future potential for a wider set of users, anticipating today’s reading of digital books on
portable screens. In conclusion, the analysis shows how media technologies, which today seem self-evident, often

have forerunners that were developed for individuals with disabilities.
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Think of a book filmed page by page, and then all these filmed pages appearing one by one on a
grey glass surface as one presses a small button - isn’t that something very practical for anyone

who is ill and wants to read but cannot hold a book?!

In 1954 and 1955, several Swedish newspapers reported on a new type of reading device for
paralyzed polio patients and other hospital patients with physical impairments, invented by photographer
and engineer Andrej Gavrjusjov and orthopaedist Erik Severin, both of whom were working at the main
hospital in Gothenburg.? The device, called Biblioscope, consisted of a small box with a 16 mm film strip

on its side, featuring photographed book pages (see figure 1). With the help of mirrors, the book pages
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appeared on a small screen on the front of the box and could be flipped back and forth by gently
pressing a button on a small portable control panel.

Today, the Biblioscope is a largely forgotten technology. For the present-day reader, it is easy to
draw comparisons with electronic books and digital tablets and to think of it as a curious invention

or, in media archaeological terms, a kind of ‘imaginary media’, well ahead of its time.3 However, the

Figure 1. Newspaper article about Biblioscope in Dagens Nyheter, January 2 1955.
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Biblioscope was more than just a thought-provoking invention that never quite reached production
and use. As this article will map and analyse, reading devices and filmed books were distributed to
libraries and hospitals across Sweden in the second half of the 1950s and first half of the 1960s, after
which the Biblioscope was phased out of distribution. Although it had a life span of only a decade, the
Biblioscope offers the opportunity to analyse the construction and institutional integration of a
media technology, which initially was specifically aimed at hospital patients with physical
impairments. Departing from the media historical concept configuration, this article aims to analyse
the construction of the Biblioscope and the way it was institutionalised within the Swedish library
and healthcare sectors. Following De Rosa and Hediger’s discussion of the historical configuration of
film, the configuration of a given medium, such as the Biblioscope, can be understood as a temporary
constellation of a complex set of social, cultural, economic and material factors, which, for example,
can include relational, situational and operational aspects.* In analysing the configuration,
construction, and institutional integration of the Biblioscope, the analysis will be structured around
four sets of questions. How was the construction of the Biblioscope built upon and related to other
media technologies? What material factors and obstacles influenced the construction of the device?
How was its intended use and user understood by its constructor and in the public press? How was
the Biblioscope institutionalised, and how was an infrastructure for producing and distributing
reading devices and filmed books set up?

Next to articles on the Biblioscope in the printed press, the study departs from previously
unexplored material in both media historical research and research on disability media. This includes
archival material from national organisations for people with disabilities, libraries and hospitals in
Stockholm and Gothenburg, and printed material from the national library sector. The article is part
of a larger study on the work of photographer, filmmaker, and small-scale media entrepreneur Andrej
Gavrjusjov (1912-1971). Archival material from his business was recently held over to the National
Archives in Gothenburg by his son, Mischa Gavrjusjov, and some of this material has also been used

for this article.’

Media history, technology and disability

The media-historical excavation of this now largely forgotten reading device for hospital patients

contributes in several ways to the field of disability media studies, responding to the advancements
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called for by Rachel Adams, Mara Mills and Jonathan Sterne in their afterwords to the edited
collection Disability Media Studies from 2017.° First of all, and in line with the overarching aim of this
special issue, it contributes to a historical perspective that has largely been lacking within the field.
Secondly, in contrast to the predominance within the field of textual analysis of disability in medial
representations, the analysis of the article has its focal point on material, economic and institutional
issues of this analogue media technology. Finally, as many studies within the field have been focusing
on Anglo-American case studies, the article makes a case of analysing the construction and
institutionalisation of a media technology aimed at persons with physical impairment in a previously
unexplored local and national context. However, as we shall see, there were connections to similar
technologies in both the U.K. and the U.S.” These contributions go in line with Mills and Sterne’s call
for a radical expansion of ‘the methods, sites, and contexts through which disability and media are
understood’ as well as ‘more attention to the material phases of media, including manufacture,
design, infrastructure, distribution, pricing, adoption, domestication, repair, and disposal.’® In this,
they suggest the term dismedia as a way of moving beyond normative ideas of technology as a means
of repairing defective bodies to a universal human standard. Instead, they insist on focusing on
difference and variety in analysing media and communication, where notions of disability have
shaped modern media technologies and modern media technologies, in turn, have shaped ideas of
ability and disability.

Departing from their own historical studies on modern sound media, as well as histories of
closed captioning, audio description, and subtitling, Mills and Sterne argue that users with disabilities
are often at the forefront of the innovation of new media technologies, which later on have become
useful for everyone.’ In this, a reading device such as the Biblioscope, which can be seen as a
forerunner to today’s readings of digital books on portable screens, can be compared with another
contemporary competitor to the physical book: the audio- or talking book. In his study, The Untold
Story of the Talking Book, Matthew Rubery shows that sound recordings of literature go all the way
back to Edison and his demonstration of the Phonograph in the late 19t century.!® However, despite
widespread speculations on how the recordings of sound would revolutionise print culture, it was not
until the 1930s that the recordings of books got a steadier form when The American Foundation for
the Blind developed the first talking book on phonograph records. Thus, today’s audiobooks, with an
undeniable place in the cultural landscape, have a solid historical link to disability. Mills and Sterne

have also shown how technologies of speed reading and time-stretching sound technologies were
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developed by early users of talking books during the 1930s as a way of hacking the technology to meet
the users’ own demands and wishes, moving beyond ideas of a passive disabled user.!! However,
placing the user of a specific technology at the focal point of the analysis as Mills and Sterne do,
requires material that is often difficult to obtain in historical studies. In my research for this article, it
has been challenging to obtain first-hand information of this kind from the actual users of the
Biblioscope. The users of the device and their insights are rarely presented in archival sources or
historical newspaper materials. In a handful of the articles from the printed press, hospital patients
using the device are depicted in images and presented by their names. Still, I have only found one
example where an actual user is presented and explicitly quoted in the text. This lack of the actual
users’ perspective and the way the users are represented when they are occasionally included in the

material will be discussed in the various sections throughout the article.

Historical context and some notes on language and translations

To understand the development and construction of the Biblioscope, it is necessary to discuss the
context within which it was created. When Andrej Gavrjusjov, who had come to Sweden as a refugee
from the USSR in 1945, constructed the Biblioscope, he was working as a teacher in photography at a
vocational school for people with physical impairments, closely connected to Gothenburg’s main
hospital, Sahlgrenska.!? During his work as a teacher, he also undertook several other tasks related to
film and photography within Sahlgrenska, as well as national organisations for people with
disabilities and for the type of vocational school he worked at.!® Thus, the development of the
Biblioscope was closely connected to Gavrjusjov’s teaching position and his work with film and
photography within Sahlgrenska and the national organisations. Another factor in understanding the
development of the Biblioscope is that there was an extensive outbreak of polio in Sweden in 1953,
with Western Sweden and Gothenburg being particularly hard-hit, resulting in a number of paralysed
and hospitalised patients.'# Many polio patients were also students at the vocational school which
Gavrjusjov worked at.

However, the name of the school where he was employed, ‘Vanforeanstalten’, part of a national
organisation for ‘Vanforevard’, carries extremely offensive connotations today.!® This reflects the
derogatory view of people with physical impairments in mid-20™"-century Swedish society and

highlights how the language in the historical material used for this article includes many problematic
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and insulting terms. As the article uses empirical sources in Swedish, it has in some cases also been
difficult to find proper translations for the historical terms to English. The word ‘vanfor’, has no
precise equivalent in English, but is somewhat comparable to derogatory and outdated terms such as
‘crippled’ or ‘deformed’. Thus, ‘Vanforeanstalt’ can roughly be translated to an ‘institution for
cripples’ and ‘vanforevard’ to ‘health care for cripples’. Another term reoccurring in the material,
which has been hard to find a precise translation for, is the word ‘sdangliggande’, which literary means
‘a person lying in bed’. This word seems to be a bit more neutral than English words such as
‘bedridden’ or ‘bedbound’, which corresponds more closely to the more problematic Swedish word
‘sdngbunden’. In the article, I will only use historical and outdated terms when I directly quote the

historical sources or when I want to make a specific point about them.

The emergence of the Biblioscope: Intermedial and transnational relations

Media historians such as Lisa Gitelman have pointed to the fruitfulness of analysing a media
technology at the point of its emergence; when a technology is perceived as new, and its
potential use and social and cultural meanings are still under negotiation.'® Analysing a media
technology at this point also makes it possible to understand how it builds on and relates to
other media technologies. In one of the articles from the mid-1950s, Erik Severin points to the
fact that several reading devices had been around for hospital patients with physical
impairments, including, for example, reading racks, sometimes with automatic page turners, and
prism glasses.!” In the archival holdings from Svenska Vanforeanstalternas centralkommitté
(SVCK), the national organisation for the kind of vocational school Gavrjusjov worked at,
material concerning many such devices are to be found.!® Next to press clippings on, for example,
a new automatic page turner, this includes at least three different microfilm reading devices
similar to Severin’s and Gavrjusjov’s invention. However, in contrast to the built-in screen of the
Biblioscope, all of these devices were based on projecting book pages onto a flat surface. In one
of them, the Ceiling Projector, produced by the American company Projected Books Inc., the book
page was projected onto the ceiling above the patient’s bed.!® Another device, called the Pilgrim,
was constructed by the British association Microfilm for the Disabled, formed in 1946. In a report
from the association, it is highlighted that the device, in contrast to the Ceiling Projector, was

constructed to project the images of the book pages onto any flat surface, not just the ceiling.2°
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The name of the British association also points to the fact that all the different reading devices
here discussed, the Ceiling projector, the Pilgrim, and the Biblioscope, had their base in filmstrips
with photographed images of book pages, that is: microfilm. Within media history, as well as the
archival and library sector, microfilm is most often understood as a cultural heritage technology
for preserving newspapers, books and other forms of printed material for the future or, to some
extent, as a technology for handling and storing information and paper documents in the mid-
20t-century office.?! In contrast, the filmed books and reading devices discussed here were not
about historical preservation or information storage, but about the everyday reading of the
written text for persons with physical impairments. Thus, when Gavrjusjov, with the support of
Severin, constructed the Biblioscope, there were several similar devices in both the U.K. and the
U.S., with microfilm as their technical base. In the next section, I will more closely analyse
Gavrjusjov’s construction of a reading device in Sweden and how its development was related to

reading devices in the U.K. and the U.S.

A Swedish reading device: The construction of the Biblioscope

In a lengthy article in a Swedish journal on the care of people with disabilities from 1955, Gavrjusjov
described the construction of the Biblioscope and the background to its development.?? According to
Gavrjusjov, there had long been discussions about how to make reading books possible for patients
with long-term physical impairments. Trials had been conducted with nursing staff reading books
aloud, but this made the patient too dependent on the reader, and the staff were tied to the same
patient for too long. Together with, among others, Karl Montan, secretary at SVCK, and the
aforementioned orthopaedist and chief physician Erik Severin, Gavrjusjov had also tried out an
imported reading device from the U.K., most likely the Pilgrim mentioned above. However, according
to Gavrjusjov, this device was, in many ways, a disappointment. First, it required expensive lamps of a
specific kind that had a short lifespan, and lamps for replacement had to be imported from the
country of manufacture. The device was also cumbersome to move around during daily care and had
to be readjusted for every new reading session. Furthermore, since the book page was projected onto
the ceiling above the patient’s bed, it required the room to be darkened, often at the risk of disturbing
other patients in the same room.?3 Finally, access to filmed books was very limited, and producing

new ones seemed far too costly.
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Instead of importing reading devices from abroad, Gavrjusjov decided to try constructing one in
Sweden and provided a thorough description of its construction in the article. One central concern
was to keep the cost of producing and repairing the device low. One way to achieve this was to use
inexpensive standard components, mainly from cars, which were easy to replace and repair. For
example, the lighting source was a 50 watts car lamp, which could be bought for a few crowns at any
gas station, and the mechanism for turning the pages was taken from windshield wipers, which could
also be repaired at service stations. Thus, the Biblioscope was not only related to and based upon

other media technologies such as microfilm, but its construction also involved a strong material

The reader can be used in ma-
ny ways, as for instance:

It offers possiblities of recreation and
occupation, as well as studies to:

Paralyzed,

Chronic invalids,

Convalescents after surgical incisions,
or Temporarily sick bereft of their
mobility,

Persons with weakened sight, as
there are possibilities to enlarge the
text.

Biblioscope has
a great advantage —

EVERYTHING IS COMPRISED
IN ONE UNIT.
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iblioscope

— is a reading apparatus

for persons, Easy to handle —

who as a result of their inhibited
mobility are unable to hold a book.
The reading is comfortable to the
patient even in absolute horizontal
position.

The patient operates the reader

himself —

Even the slightest ability of motion of
the patient is sufficient fo operate the
reading. The pages are changed at

The insertion of the film and the
adjustment of the reader is exiraordi-
nary simple. The stand can be adjusted
o any position disired and is easy to
move on ifs rubber wheels.

Perfectly safe electrically —

both for patient and personnel. The
reader is driven by ordinary lighting
current which is transformed into low
tension current.

desired speed by the slightest touch of
a button on a manouevring plate which
can be placed where it is most con- .
venient fo the patient. Run’”"‘g Costs

— are less than for a radio receiver.
- Current consumption: 60 watt.
No darkening of the room As light sourse an ordinary automobile
¢ lamp is used, 50 watt, 12 volt.
required —

The text is perfectly visible even in full The filming of books is preferably

daylight. done, at low costs, by Biblioscope’s
As light source an ordinary automobile pecially i half tomati
lamp is used. camera.

Figures 2—4. Advertising Booklet for Biblioscope, undated, private collection.

entanglement with the production and repair of cars. The rectangular box of the device, with the film
strip running along its side, was placed on a tripod with small wheels. This allowed the whole device
to be moved around and, according to Gavrjusjov, easily adjusted to a suitable reading position for the
patient. The small control board had only two buttons for turning the book pages backward or

forward with a gentle press.

Many of the arguments in the article reappear in a four-page advertising booklet for the
Biblioscope written in English (see figures 2-4).24

In the booklet, a number of its advantages are listed: “The patient operates the reader himself
[Sic!]’, ‘No darkening of the room required’, ‘Easy to handle’, ‘Perfectly safe electrically’, ‘[Low]
Running costs’, and a conclusion stating that ‘Biblioscope has a great advantage — Everything is
comprised in one unit’.

In the article, Gavrjusjov identified several hospital patients’ needs when operating a reading

device. For example, the device needed to be easy to handle in everyday care situations, and its
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operation should not disturb other patients in the same room. Furthermore, a central argument in the
construction and promotion of the Biblioscope appears to be the effort to make patients independent
of the nursing staff in operating the device, although the staff still had to load the film roll and adjust
the reader’s position. By using standard and readily available components, the construction of the
Biblioscope also aimed for low costs and high flexibility. The most common errors, such as a broken
lamp, should be possible for the hospital or healthcare personnel to rectify. However, it should be
noted that Gavrjusjov does not describe how the trials with the imported reading device were
conducted, nor does he discuss whether there were any inputs from actual or potential users of it.
Thus, Gavrjusjov appears to have been more interested in describing the technical aspects of the
device than in highlighting insights from individuals who would actually use it. In the next section, I
will examine more closely the question of who the device was intended for and how its intended and

potential users were described in the printed press.

The variety of impairment: A reading device with many potential users

Most reports on the Biblioscope in the printed press from the mid-1950s described it as being
intended for individuals with physical impairments in hospital care. In this, polio patients are
repeatedly mentioned as the main target group for the device, and sometimes derogatory terms such
as ‘Vanfor’ are used. However, many of the articles use less derogatory and more non-specific words
such as ‘ill’, ‘bed lying’ [sdngliggande] or ‘ill lying in bed’ [sdngliggande sjuka].2> Although these
articles most often refer to patients within hospital care, there are also examples where the device is
described as suitable for a broader range of individuals, both within and outside hospital care, with
temporary or more long-term illnesses or physical impairments. For example, in the quote opening
this article, it was stated that the Biblioscope would be enjoyable for ‘anyone who is ill and wants to
read but cannot hold a book’.26 This is also evident in a newspaper advertisement from the company
Kifa, a distributor of equipment for medical care and rehabilitation, where the Biblioscope seems to
target anyone who is ill. Next to an image of a person lying in a bed under a reading device, the text
reads: ‘One does not have to be bored just because one is ill - Rent the wonderfully comfortable
reading device, Biblioscope’ (see figure 5).%7

Similarly, on the final page of the advertising booklet discussed above, it is also stated that the

reading device could be useful for a broad range of users:
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Figure 5. Newspaper advertisement for Biblioscope in Svenska Dagbladet, February 19, 1956.

It offers possibilities of recreation and occupation, as well as studies to: Paralyzed, Chronic
invalids, Convalescents after surgical incisions or Temporarily sick Bereft of their mobility,

Persons with weakened sight as there are possibilities to enlarge the text.?

In these examples, the reading device appears to target a broader range of users than hospital
patients with long-term physical impairments. In this, one can assume that both Kifa and the
company Biblioscope had an economic interest in targeting the device to as many different users as
possible. But there are also some examples in press materials where its future potential for non-
disabled users is speculated upon, envisioning a time when everyone could ‘buy books on a roll of
film’.2° Although these examples are in the minority, they highlight that a specific medium’s potential
use and users are not set in stone. This corresponds with Mills and Sterne’s discussion of the variety
of impairments, where a reading device such as the Biblioscope could be helpful for individuals with
both temporary and long-term impairments, both within and outside of hospital care, and eventually

for everyone.

11
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As mentioned, there are few examples in the press material where actual users of the
Biblioscope are mentioned. Some articles include images of hospital patients using the device, and
sometimes the names of these patients are given in the text. However, these images most often
illustrate how the device should be used rather than highlighting the users’ experiences. I have found
only one example where the actual user is more explicitly presented and quoted in the text. The text
concerns 27-year-old Annmagret, who was born with a severe physical impairment, and the new
opportunities the Biblioscope had provided to her, especially for studying.?° To some extent, the
lengthy article highlights and discusses the prejudices of the time concerning people with physical
impairments, such as the association between physical and mental impairment. However, the article
has a highly derogatory tone. It addresses a non-disabled reader who is supposed to view Annmagret
with pity, as exemplified in the ingress of the article: ‘Look at these images of this hopelessly crippled
girl [hopplost vanforda flickan]. She looks happy. She is. These days.’>! Here, Annmagret is almost
presented as a child despite being 27 years old, and overall, the article has a highly patronising and
reductive focus on her ‘happiness’ after being introduced to the Biblioscope. Thus, there is a variety
in the press material about the Biblioscope. In most articles, it is presented as a technology for
hospital patients with physical impairment, sometimes in a derogatory and patronising manner, as in
the case of the article about Annmagret. In other cases, the Biblioscope appears to be of interest to a

broader range of users both within and outside of hospital care.

The hospital library and the institutionalisation of the Biblioscope

When it comes to the question of institutionalisation, Gavrjusjov pointed out two other issues in
his lengthy article that needed to be dealt with in addition to the construction of the device: an
efficient and inexpensive process for producing filmed books, as well as an organisation for
distributing both the reading devices and the book films. To produce reading devices and filmed
books Gavrjusjov founded the company Biblioscope together with a colleague from the
photographic business in Gothenburg.3? Since conventional devices for microfilming printed
materials were expensive and cumbersome, Gavrjusjov also developed a cheaper and more
efficiently operated alternative for producing books to the Biblioscope. However, the filming of
books was also carried out by the company Centrala filmarkivet in Stockholm. This company was a

key player in the Swedish microfilm business and had, for example, been responsible for a
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large-scale project on microfilming Swedish newspapers at the National Library in Stockholm.33
Once again, this indicates the close entanglement between the Biblioscope and the more well-
known and cultural-historically oriented microfilm business.

When it comes to distributing reading devices and filmed books to hospitals and healthcare
institutions around Sweden, the institutionalisation of the Biblioscope can be compared to the
institutionalisation process for similar media technologies. In an edited collection on the
institutionalisation of educational cinema during the 1920s and 1930s, the editors point out that
economic and material investments must always accompany any discursive promotion for using a
specific media technology in an institutional context.>* In the case of educational cinema,
enthusiastic ideas for using film for educational purposes had to be supported by investments in
projectors and the production and distribution of suitable films. In many countries, this led to a
Catch-22 dilemma, where schools and educational institutions were reluctant to buy expensive
projectors without a wide selection of suitable films, while film producers were unwilling to
produce educational films without an established market for them. However, in the case of the
Biblioscope, the institutionalisation appears to have been a relatively smooth process, based on
the material I have been able to trace. This can be linked to the fact that the construction of the
Biblioscope coincides with the establishment of a new organisation for hospital libraries in cities
such as Stockholm and Gothenburg and an expanding provision of books and newspapers to
hospitals and health care institutions around the country.3> In Stockholm, the municipal board
had decided that the municipal library committee should oversee the library services at all
municipal healthcare institutions in the city. This was achieved by establishing proper libraries at
the larger hospital and providing touring libraries to smaller institutions. To care for the needs of
patients who, due to physical impairment. could not hold physical books, polio patients in
particular, the library committee decided to acquire five reading devices of the kind Andrej
Gavrjusjov had developed. With the help of a contribution from the National Polio Association, a
more significant number of filmed books was acquired.3¢ One issue that needed to be addressed
was the matter of copyright and compensation for the authors of the books that were filmed and
distributed by the city library. The legal representative of the Swedish Writer’s Association stated
that they could not grant general permission to film books and distribute them to hospital
patients for free, as the copyright belongs to each author.>” However, the organisation

recommended that their members refrain from demanding compensation for filmed books used
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in hospitals for patients who, due to illness or physical impairment, could not hold physical
books, such as those paralysed by polio. In this, the association emphasised the importance of
library staff overseeing the distribution to ensure that the books were only used by the specified
target groups. Additionally, the microfilmed books should be included in the assessment of
general library compensation for the authors.

Other hospital libraries across Sweden also acquired reading devices during the latter half
of the 1950s. In an overview of technical aids at hospital libraries in Sweden from 1958, it is
noted that, apart from the hospitals in Malmo6 and Uppsala, which used the American reading
device with ceiling projection, nearly all other hospital libraries in the country used the
Biblioscope.3® However, since local hospital libraries across the country could only provide a
limited number of filmed books, it was discussed from the beginning that a centralised national
organisation should manage any growing demand for such books. Before a proper organisation
for this purpose was established, the city library in Stockholm served as a central hub for lending
filmed books to hospital libraries and other healthcare institutions nationwide.

From 1955 and for the next eleven years, the Biblioscope and filmed books are listed in the
annual reports from the city library in Stockholm.3° Up until the early 1960s, the number of titles,
copies, and borrowed books grew steadily. After that, the increase in titles and copies plateaued
while the number of lent books declined. From an all-time high of 617 borrowed books in 1959,
the number had decreased to 129 by 1966, the last year for which reports are available. From 1967
onwards, Biblioscope is no longer mentioned in the annual reports, and I have been unable to
find any information on why it was taken out of use.

Reading devices were also acquired at the hospital libraries in Gothenburg in the latter half
of the 1950s. Between 1957 and 1961, an image of the Biblioscope appeared on the cover of the
annual reports from the city library, alongside pictures of other municipal library services, such
as book buses and sailors’ libraries (see figure 6). During this period, Biblioscope was an integral
and self-evident part of the municipal library’s operations. In Gothenburg, the number of reading
devices and filmed books is also listed in the annual reports until 1966. However, there are no
statistics available after this year, and similarly to the situation in Stockholm, I have been unable
to find any information on why they were no longer distributed.*?

I have not been able to determine to what extent the Biblioscope was also used outside of

Sweden. The existence of advertising materials in English, such as the booklet above, indicates
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Figures 6. Cover of the 1960 annual report from the City Library in Gothenburg. Region- och stadsarkivet, Goteborg.

that there were plans for international distribution. Biblioscope and its introduction to Swedish
hospitals are briefly mentioned in a German medical journal in 1955, where an image from the
advertising booklet is reused.*! Additionally, an article on the various uses of microfilm in
libraries, published in a Swedish trade journal for documentation, briefly mentions that the
Biblioscope was demonstrated at an international exposition for libraries and documentation
centres in Brussels the same year.#?> In Gavrjusjov’s extensive article on Biblioscope, he notes that
there was significant interest in the device in Denmark, Norway, and Finland. According to
Gavrjusjov, both Danish and Norwegian books had been filmed, and Danish hospitals

were preparing an order of 25 reading devices.*> The extent to which Biblioscope was actually
used and institutionalised in countries other than Sweden, and for how long, is beyond the scope

of this article.
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A silent decline

In the mid-1950s, several competing reading devices for hospital patients with physical impairments
were available. In Sweden, the device developed by Andrej Gavrjusjov was the most widely used, and
for a decade it seems to have had a natural and institutionalised presence in hospital libraries across
the country. However, despite its institutionalisation and an established system for distributing
readers and filmed books, Biblioscope appears to have had a quite limited dissemination and life span
as a media technology. In my research, I have not found any traces of the reasons for its decline. A
media historical insight is that it is generally easier to find material about the introduction of a new
media technology than to find information about why a technology is phased out, which often
appears to happen gradually and quietly. After a few years of declining numbers of lent filmed books
from the libraries in Stockholm and Gothenburg, Biblioscope was no longer part of their services and
offerings from 1967 onwards. In trying to understand why it was taken out of use, it might be
important to distinguish between the more enthusiastic speculations in the public press and the
commercial ambitions of Kifa and the company Biblioscope and the actual way in which the
Biblioscope was institutionalised at Swedish hospital libraries. This can be understood as different
configurations of the Biblioscope, with the technology being the same but the context of its use
varying across different institutional settings. The fact that the Biblioscope was configured primarily
for patients with physical impairments within hospital care, particularly polio patients, might be why
it was taken out of distribution. During the second half of the 1950s, an extensive program for polio
vaccination was rolled out in Sweden, leading to a rapid decline in the number of new polio
patients.* However, to the surprise of many and despite the vaccination program, a new outbreak
occurred in Gothenburg in 1961. Since all those affected were unvaccinated, the outbreak led to a
renewed interest in vaccination and polio was soon considered eradicated in Sweden.*> Despite
commercial ideas for a broader use of the Biblioscope and speculative ideas about its future potential,
its institutional configuration was closely linked to a specific disease. Once vaccination against this
disease was widely implemented, the Biblioscope was soon taken out of use and largely forgotten. In
this, one might also ask: why wasn’t the Biblioscope more widely used by patients confined to bed?
And why was its configuration so limited? This could be linked to a number of legal, economic, social,
and material factors. For example, it can be assumed that there would have been more significant

demands for copyright allowance if the reading device and the filmed books had been distributed to a
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broader audience rather than being limited to polio patients and others with more long-lasting
impairments at the hospitals. One might also consider that there were not enough devices and filmed
books available to support a more widespread distribution. Furthermore, one could also think that the
social protocols, to use Lisa Gitelman’s term, for reading microfilmed books were not widely
established, which might be another reason why the Biblioscope was not seen as a viable option for

individuals with more temporary physical impairments.

‘Today for the ill, tomorrow for everyone’: Media history, technology and disability

Even though the Biblioscope was a media technology with limited dissemination and a short life
span, it is still interesting to see what more general insights can be drawn from this reading device
concerning media history, technology, and disability. The Biblioscope was not a media technology
that became obsolete because it was replaced by a new device that performed the same function
faster or better. Despite ideas and hopes for a more widespread use of the Biblioscope, it was mainly
aimed at a specific group of users in a specific social context: paralysed polio patients in hospital
care. As the number of polio patients rapidly declined during the 1960s, the Biblioscope lost its
primary users. But should the Biblioscope merely be considered a dead end in media history, of
interest only as a media-historical curiosity? I would argue that the Biblioscope points to the many
layers and the non-linearity of media history, as well as the diverse functions and uses of lens-based
media technologies. The entry point for my research on Gavrjusjov was his work with commissioned
films and the type of useful cinema that has received widespread attention with film and media
historical research over the past decade.*® Although Gavrjusjov made many sponsored and
educational films within and outside of the healthcare sector during the 1950s and 1960s, the
development of the Biblioscope highlights another type of utility and application of the photographic
image and its technologies. Similarly, while microfilm is most often seen as a cultural heritage
technology or a technology for information management, in the case of reading devices such as
Biblioscope, it also served as a technology for everyday reading for individuals with physical
disabilities. Furthermore, the Biblioscope also highlights the diversity of disabilities and
demonstrates how a technology initially intended for patients with physical impairment within
hospital care quickly came to be seen as potentially beneficial for a broader range of users. Thus,

when a newspaper article with the headline ‘Today for the ill, tomorrow for everyone’ speculated
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about the future uses of the Biblioscope and the possibility for everyone to purchase filmed books,*’
the prediction turned out both right and wrong. Neither the Biblioscope nor any other reading device
for microfilmed books seems to have achieved wider dissemination. At the same time, the
Biblioscope, the Pilgrim and the Ceiling Projector can be seen as forerunners to today’s digital books
on screens. As discussed in the introduction, a mid-20™"-century reading device such as the
Biblioscope can be compared to the history of talking books. In Sweden, the more widespread
institutionalisation of the talking book took place in 1955, when magnetic tapes had been established
as a new technological standard and a lending system of these books was set up at the library of ‘De
blindas forening’, a national organisation for blind people, in Stockholm.*® Thus, the
institutionalisation of talking books for blind and visually impaired persons in Sweden occurred
almost simultaneously with the Biblioscope becoming part of the services offered at hospital
libraries. However, in contrast to the Biblioscope, talking books were not removed from distribution.
Instead, they gradually integrated into the Swedish book culture and library sector. Over the years,
the technology for talking books has shifted from phonograph records to magnetic tapes and
cassettes, then to CDs, and now to digital files. Parallel to this, audiobooks have been established as a
way of disseminating literature to the broader public, with audiobooks increasingly capturing a larger
share of the book market. Thus, both electronic books read on portable screens and the audiobook

- undeniable staples in the 21%t-century media and literary landscape — have forerunners developed
for disabled users, albeit with different material bases. This aligns with Mills and Sterne’s point that
many widespread media technologies that today seem self-evident were initially developed for
individuals with disabilities. Departing from the configuration concept, this article has analysed the
construction and institutionalisation of one specific reading device for individuals with physical
impairment within a previously unexplored period and national context. By focusing on technology,
material and economic factors, as well as intermedial relations, I have uncovered aspects of a largely
understudied area within disability media studies and highlighted disability as a crucial element in

media historical investigation.
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