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Sir Joseph Wilson Swan, 1828-1914

Joseph Swan, born on the 31st October, 1828, at Pallion Hall in Sunderland, was a British 
physicist and chemist most famous for the invention of an incandescent light bulb for 
which he was to receive his first patent in 1878. (This was a year before Thomas Edison). 
He is perhaps less known as a pioneer in the field of photography.

Soon after leaving school, Swan was apprenticed to a firm of chemists. About 1844, he 
entered the firm of John Mawson. In 1860 the firm of Mawson & Swan was established.
For the next ten years Swan was busy experimenting and inventing methods of producing 
permanent photographs. This work enabled him in 1877 to begin manufacturing dry 
plates of superior sensitivity and led to George Eastman, the founder of Kodak, acquiring 
Swan’s formula.





Swan, since very early in his career, had carried out electrical experiments after being
inspired at a lecture given by W E Staite in 1845.

In 1841, before Edison was born, and when Swan was still a youth, the Englishman, 
Frederick De Moleyns secured a British Patent for an incandescent lamp. In 1848, Wilson 
Edwards Staite of Bristol developed an incandescent lamp. Both Staite and De Moleyns 
used platinum for the filament, but this was too expensive for commercial use and only 
electricity from batteries was then available.

However, it was in Gateshead that Joseph Wilson Swan first experimented with filament 
lamps from 1848 to 1860, and then being partially successful in 1878 and 1880. Though 
his lamps lit up, the filaments rapidly burnt out. 

Early Swan incandescent filament lamps



Swan lamps



Swan’s notebook with sketches of possible shapes for his carbon filaments

Swan in his laboratory



Swan’s Electric Light: The Newcastle Daily Chronicle, 4th February, 1879 (continued next page)





1900 Portrait

A Newcastle Street lit by Swan lamps



Swan in his laboratory



In 1880, Swan wrote to Thomas Edison



Edison and Swan did eventually meet and after initial legal arguments over patents, a 
possible court battle in Britain between the Edison and Swan companies was avoided 
when they agreed in 1883 to form the Edison & Swan United Electric Light Company 
Limited.

Report of Swan’s Electric Light at Cragside: The Graphic, 2nd April, 1881



The Light at Cragside



Cragside Library, said to be the first room in the world to be lit by electricity produced from 
water-power (with Swan Lamps)

The old staircase at Cragside, lit by electricity in 1880



In 1880, Richard D’Oyly Carte commissioned a new theatre to be built on London’s 
Somerset Street facing the Thames Embankment. This was to be the Savoy Theatre, 
which opened in 1881. All parts of the building were lit by electricity (though an 
emergency system of gas lighting was provided, just in case). The lighting installation 
was carried out by Siemens & Company using Swan incandescent lamps. The power was 
generated by steam engines on an adjoining site and it was claimed that “the Savoy 
Theatre was the first public building in the world to be permanently lit in all areas by 
electric light and the first theatre to plunge the auditorium into darkness during the 
performance.”

The Savoy Theatre, London



The Savoy Theatre, 1881



Cartoon from: The City (a financial newspaper), 4th November, 1882

The drawing depicts the nightmares of a gas director haunted by the thoughts of the 
electric light and its inventors and manufacturers. Swan is the bearded gentleman in the 
centre holding aloft an electric lamp.
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Stages in the making of a Swan lamp

Workers at the Swan lamp factory in South Benwell, near Newcastle, in 1881



1901 photographs from Robertson’s lamp factory in Newcastle, where the work carried out 
was similar to that in Swan’s Benwell factory



An Ediswan advert and their London office



Sir Joseph Wilson Swan





Page from Swan’s Notebook, June, 1892



Early decorative lamps (Ediswan Collection of Historic Lamps)

Some modern filament lamps (c.1950 or before) and their ancestors
(From a case in the Ediswan Collection of Historic Lamps)



The Swan Family home in Bromley in Kent after he moved from Tyneside in 1883

The Swan Family at home



About 1894, Swan moved to 58 Holland Park, London

Gateshead Blue Plaque
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POSTSCRIPT: FURTHER READING
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EPILOGUE

Joseph Swan was awarded a Fellowship of the Royal Society in 1894 and was knighted 
in 1904. In the spring of 1914, Newcastle Corporation decided (belatedly) to bestow the 
Freedom of the City upon Sir Joseph, who looked forward to visiting Newcastle. 
Unfortunately, his health failed him before the intended ceremony and he died on the 27th

May, 1914.

Sir Joseph Wilson Swan’s final resting place at All Saints Church, Warlingham in Surrey



Sir Joseph Wilson Swan’s grave as it is today, over 100 years later

Sunderland memorial


