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Collecting Vintage Plastic Aquariums
By Emiliano Spada

My career as a fishkeeper started when | was just a baby. It happened thanks to a plastic
“aquarium”. Actually, it was an educational toy that my father secured to one of the sides of
my crib, a leakproof pouch of transparent vinyl filled with water, iridescent nuggets, and live
goldfish! Every now and then, my parents still recall how | instantly became hooked on that
pouch of goldfish.

That’s why vintage aquariums and fishbowls made of plastic have always held a special
meaning to me, and take up a constantly growing section of my collection.

Creatlvew Playthlngs

A rare example of the crib toy “Inquarium” released by Creative Playthings (New York, NY) in 1969.

Early models

Plastic aquariums made their debut in the United States in the late 1940s, becoming in a way
the joining link between the toy world and the aquarium hobby. In addition to being colorful
and lightweight, they had a modern design, all features that made them a perfect gift idea as
well. Even though they were mostly just starter aquariums for goldfish and bettas, they un-
doubtedly had the merit of having introduced a plethora of children to our hobby.
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PERFECT AS A LAMP!
The modern aquarium for modern living . ..
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Used as a promotional give-away, the “South Sea Aquarium” was one of the earliest plastic tanks. This modern design led
to Will-Nes making similar plastic aquariums in the same shape. Also, Pemco, Blaise and Metaframe made an angular met-
al-frame tank in this shape as well. MOAPH’s archive.

The more iconic vintage plastic aquarium is doubtless the Aqua-Flair by Wil-Nes (New York,
NY). Complete with an electric full hood, this angular tank was originally available in six col-
ors, and complemented with a line of specially designed accessories. This was a long-lasting
design, since it remained largely unchanged both when Wil-Nes merged with Metaframe and
Gro-Well in 1961, adopting the Metaframe company name, and when in 1969 Metaframe was
sold to Mattel, which introduced the “Living World” brand. Today, the Aquaman’s Supersea
Aquarium made under license by Living World in 1974 is one of the most sought-after Aqua-

Flair’s versions.

.
Ohe
Museum oF

AQUARIUM ¢ PET
& HISTORY Yo



wu //zw/
new

| the first all-mo

the modern aquarium A /]
for modern living = — 940U\ 1 i

six decorator
colors

« complete with
electric full
hood

size 15" x8”x11

Only AQUA-FLAIRE Gomplemented with a complete line of specially designed
is break resistant AQUA-FIAIRE acCe%orles
and completely 7_/\3. »Ué

leakproof! .~ l
FILTERING KIT Il SUMLINE l' HEATER MWAPINE LS

o new concept in aquarium design ! S WIL-NES MANUFAGTURING COMPANY

220 EAST 134 STREET + NEW YORK 51, N- Y
merica’s Leading Manufu er of Fine A d

The iconic box of the early Aqua-Flaire made by Wil-Nes. Aqua-Flaire advertising on the maga-
zine Tropical Fish Hobbyist. Courtesy of

Joseph Ferdenzi.

the modern. aquarium
for modem living

L new.concept in aquarium detngn'

The original box of a later model of Aqua-Flaire manufac- Gold frame Aqua-Flaire from the 1960s.
tured by the Aquariums Incorporated company.
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A factory sealed Aquaman’s Supersea Aquarium. o
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YOU CAN HAVE LOTS
OF FUN WITH YOUR
NEW AQUARIUM. ITS
JUST LIKE MY WORLL)
ONLY SMALLER.

The Aquaman’s Supersea Aquarium was a 2%z gallon tank. It
came with a plastic hood with built-in light (light bulb not includ-
ed), paper background, pedestal base and instruction booklet.

DRY THE OUTSIPE OF YOUR
 AQUARILM. CAREFULLY TAPE
MY QUPERSEA"“ ACTION'

Background of the Aquaman’s Supersea Aquarium.
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YOU CAN HAVE LOTS
OF FUN WITH YOUR
NEW AQUARIUM. ITS
JUST LIKE MY WORLZ
ONLY SMALLER.

GET SOME COARSE POUR THE SAND INTO LECORATE  YOLIR AQLIARILIM W/TH
SAND OR GRAVEL PLANTS ANP

S YOUR AQUARIUM, BE ACRLASCAFPERS ™
ANP WASH IT IN N CAREFUL NOT TO 7 ORNAMENTS.
A PAIL. SCRATCH THE .
SIPES OF THE / <
A TANK.
NS G | TANK. %

DRY THE OUTSIPE OF YOUR
AQUARIUM. CAREFLILLY TAPE
MY SUPERSEA™ ACTION
PICTURE TO THE OUTSIDE
BACK, OF YOUR
AQUARILM.

LATER ...FOR EVEN MORE FLIN IF YOURE REALLY INTO 17, THE NEXT
YOU CAN BUYy gXOTIC TROPICA STEP IS A BIG LIVING WorLD ® [0
FISH. YOU'LL NEEP A PUMP GALLON ALL GLASS AQLARILIM
FILTER, AND HEATER. YOUR SET. LIKE THIS ONVE.

PET STORE HAS THEM.

YOU CAN GET AND 10 FEEP YOUR FISH... USE
ALL OF THESE ( I\ SAN FRANCISCO BAY BRAND FOODS.
\  PRODLICTS FROM \ : THEY'RE REALLY GREAT! THANKS FOR
Y LIVING WORLD ®, § \ BRINGING MY SUPERSEA"WORLP INTO
IT'S THE COMPAN! 2

v YOLIR HOME.
1 WORK FOR ANV
IS SLIPER!

The amazing instruction booklet of the Aquaman’s Supersea Aquarium.

Quirky fishbowls

Speaking of plastic fishbowls, it’s almost mandatory to mention the quirky Aqua-Loop in its
tabletop and wall versions. This novelty was a brainchild of the goldfish farmer Earl A. Rice,
who filed three patents between 1950 and 1953 for this hollow handle fish globe design. Be-
fore being an inventor, Rice was a seasoned goldfish expert. He, in fact, got his start growing
goldfish in the early 1900s, and from 1923 to 1958 he managed Mt. Parnell Fisheries, his own
company in Mercersburg (Franklin County, PA).
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These weird fishbowls were manufactured by the well-known company Nosco Plastics (Erie,
PA), and distributed from 1949 by both the latter and Mt. Parnell Fisheries. The Aqua-Loop
creatively dusted off the concept of a swim-through/cross-over fish bridge which fascinated
American inventors since the 1920s, and that would later be seen in other plastic aquarium
designs like the Fishville Super-quarium launched in 1975 by Vistron Corporation (Florence,

MA).

Earl A. Rice’s first hollow handle fish globe design, 1950.

® FISH LOVE FREEDOM —*
“Aqua-Loop” bowls afford a

Yo raolcatyi o the
Neptune and Venus.

® IT TAKES MORE THAN JUST FISH

i plants such as Cabomba should always be kept
ppu

bowl free from excrement. Shells, castle rnd other
accessories make bowl more attractive.

KEEP BOWL CLEAN

Thefreq elcyul‘ changing the

and size of you
phenc mndmmm and temperat
for complete instructions.

© FISH EAT, TOO

Feed spotinaly ot all times=not. more then brice
weeldy Excess food discolors water and vusl)ﬂ'pn

R e T
ing. CAUTION: FEED ONLY FISH FOOD.

o WHY FISH DIE
*“Aqua-Loop” bowls can in no way harm fish or cause
i . Other than natural causes, fish die from
100 much chlmme in the water, or over-
atai to stand O Benighin
SR R ke
containing a softener.

When fish are Heallhy,
Happy and il o Pep
They

>4 >

When fish are sick
They look like this .
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The *“Aqua-Loop” is an cntirely new idea and design
in fish bowls. These amazing, new aquariums are the
result of years of research by the Mt Parnell Fish-
eries who are nationally recognized as an authority
on fish, their habits, and environs. The moders,
scientific “Aqua-Loop” bowls make all other stand=
ard fish bowls obsolete. Great care has been exer-
cised in the designs, making of the molds, and selec-
tion of materials, o produce these fascinating aquari-
ums which offer lasting pleasure.

Distnilusted. by
MT. PARNELL FISHERIES, Mercersburg, Pa.

| PRODUCERS & DISTRIBUTORS of BETTER GOLDFISH & SUPPLIES

and
NOSCO PLASTICS, Erie, Pa., U.S.A.

CUSTOM MOLDERS of BETTER ENGINEERED PLASTICS

The tabletop Aqua-Loop was available in two different models: “The Neptune”
(half gallon) and “The Jupiter” (1 gallon).

Earl A. Rice’s second design, 1950.

Earl A. Rice’s third design, 1953.

Technical drawings from Earl A. Rice’s patents. Images from the digital book A history of aquarium inventions by the late

Albert J. Klee.
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gl‘mﬂouvize‘YOUR HOME it
NEW TYPE AQUARIUMS

|
[HOW TO FILL THE BOWL
[

WITHOUT PLASTIC TUBE

by i

fresh water.

USE BOTTLE BRUSH TO
REMOVE FILM IN HANDLE

G4
BUBBLE IN HANDLE EASILY REMOVED
George W. Bringman’s arch aquarium, 1934. Oscar G. Beck’s fish bridge, 1935.

Al Rights Reserved - Fited In US.A.

A few ideas of glass fish bridges patented in the US from the
1920s through the 1930s. Images from the digital book A
history of aquarium inventions by the late Albert J. Klee.

The Aqua-Loop “Venus” model was a wall half-bowl featuring a decorated background. These fishbowls are much rarer than
the tabletop ones.
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Have one tosell? Sellnow

Wall mount Aqua-Loop fishbowl recently listed for sale on eBay.

an amazing scientific demonstration x fun and fascination for all ages

watch the fish swim from tank
= to tank through the
water-filled skyway cross-over

Share - Add toWatchlist

Vintage Antique Aquarium Wall Mount Nosco Aqua-
Loop Fish Bowl 1940s 50s & Tags

No Interest if paid in full in 6 mo on $99+

Seller's other items - Contact seller

with PayPal Credit*

Condition: New

Shipping:

Duties:

Delivery:

Returns:

Add to cart

© Add to watchlist

US $59.83 eBay International Shipping ©. See details

Located in: United States
US $17.94 - Estimate, final at checkout @

Estimated between Tue, Sep 10 and Fri, Sep 20 to 00132 ®

Please note the delivery estimate is greater than 15 business days.

30 days returns. Buyer pays for return shipping. See details

SUPER-QUARIUM

PATENT PENDING

TRAIN YOUR FISH TO GO

TO SCHOOL AND
COME HOME FOR MEALS
’ ' THROUGH THE o
- SKYWAY CROSS-OVER ‘

ik T S s ghiNaso00 T ik

Complete instructions enclosed b

"~ MadeinUSA by,

i VS‘I"R(‘JN‘
L O

8]
Z"\}ISTRON CORPORATION + Florence, Mass. 01060
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Advertnsers Index

African Fish Imports .
All Glass Aquarium
All Pets Bedding Co.
Allied Tropical Fish Fal
Aqualine, Inc. .
Aquamod ......
Aquarium Stock

Big Fish Little Fish Dist. Co. ........ 54  East Williston Tropical Imports ...... 39
Blue Ridge Fish Hatchery . .56 Emark Tropical Imports . 51
Excalibur Internation:
60  Canada Wild Kingdom . .58 Exotic Imports .
46 Cosmic Industries .................. 31 Exotica Fisheries. -

al

34 Danner, Eugene ..
Aquarium Systems Delray Fish Farm .
Aquatrol Inc. Deodor, Inc. Geisler .........

' Great Western Aquatics .
A nl_ Greenspan Tropical Fish .

Fritz Pet Products.....

[, A S, wl

Introducing....The New Modular Aquarium by AQUAMOD" | }iorson Cocer sescing.........48
Hills Division, Riviana Foods .. 10
Interfish, Inc. .. 5
Items, Inc.

EVERYBODY
S WANTS AND GETS

Jodo’s Importers ...

Lakeshore Artisans
Lamy’s Exotic Fish Farm
Longlife Div., Hartz Mount:
Loveland Products Co.

The World’s Most Fantastic
AQUARIUM

Homes, schools, institutions and business
places are among your customers when you
show the all-new, all-exciting Rainbow Mul-
ti-Vision Aquarium! It’s designed to mul-
tiply and reflect all the colors and objects
around it—makes two fish look like 32—all
because it’s a scientific combination of geo-
metric shapes skillfully designed to catch
and refract light at dozens of different
angles. Looks like a fantastic luxury item—
Aquarium, Stand and undergravel Filter
sells for $7.95! Made of strong Plexiglas
molded in three pieces, the aquarium is 9”7
tall and 17” wide at its largest point, holds
up to 2% gallons of water plus fish and ac-
cessories. A fabulous gift, a fast seller every-
where you show it. Send $4.75 for a post-
paid sample (Aquarium, Stand and Filter)
complete with discount and profit details;
$37.80 for a dozen, $212.40 for 6-dozen and
$403.20 for a gross F.0.B. Midland, Texas.
Nothing on the market like this aquarium.

RAINBOW MULTI-VISION AQUARIUM

Dept. PS, P. O. Box 741, Midland, Texas 79701

Mardel Laboratories
Midway Wholesale Di
Milbrook Farms ...

National Aquatics ..
Nylabone ...

0O'dell Manufacturing, Inc. ..
0ld Mother Hubbard Dog Foo
Oster Corporation ..

Seamless Construction Pacific Bind..
Spaceage Material

Leakproof

Non-Corrosive

Accommodates any filter and
Temperature System.

Fish Magnify in Aquatrails

Add modules

easily at any time f%

Penn Plax Plastics .
Pet Supply Imports
Philadelphia Seed C:
Pioneer Pet Supply ...

Reppco Products
Rila Products ...
Ro-Jer Tropaquatics ..

Single Unit
Rover Pet Products ...

S & P Bait & Fish Foods, Inc.
S &S Aquarium....
Safari Kennel Products
Standford Seed Co.

T.F.H. Publications
Temple’s Tropical Fi
Tidewater Tropical

7 Tieder, R.J. ..
Corner Unit | Tomlyn Products
Tropical Fish Distributors

|

Distributor inquiries invited
Verco Manufacturing Co. ........... 53

AQUEINTODENOSR e

Wardlgy Products Co.,
1450 W. 228th St. - #13 e Torrance, CA 90501 Whitmite Heseaicrtabe
Phone: (213) 328-0950

An interesting acrylic aquarium concept from the 1970s. Ad from the Octo-  Rainbow Multi-Vision Aquarium, 1969. Now-
ber 1974 edition of Pet Dealer. MOAPH’s archive. adays this crazy angular Ruba-Rombic like
plexiglass aquarium is next to impossible to

find. MOAPH’s archive.
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A corral for... seahorses

Thermoplastics and injection molding technologies made it possible to manufacture very
small aquariums as well, like the “aqua-rama tank” which was inside the box of Instant Fish, a
novelty launched by the toy manufacturer Wham-O (San Gabriel, CA) in 1962. The two com-
peting products of Instant Fish, Kwikee Fish and Fish in a Flash, also included a small plastic
tank.

I MOLDSPLASTIC...MAKES

VAC-U-FORM |

The small “aqua-rama tank” included in the box of Instant Fish. In the 1960s, the manufacturing process called
“injection molding” led to an exponential increase
in the use of plastic across several industries.
Children in those days could even make their
own plastic toys by themselves thanks to novelty
devices such as “Vac-U-Form” by Mattel.

Towards the end of the 1960s, another “educational” toy involving live fish hit the American
market, but this time the bar was raised as the product had to do with... seahorses. Like the
aforementioned Fish in a Flash, however, the Sea Horse Corral by Uncle Milton (Hollywood,
CA) had limited success primarily because it did not include ready-to-hatch eggs of aquatic
animals. In order to get live, “frisky sea horses” at home, one had to mail in a “stock certifi-
cate” and patiently wait. In addition to that, the mortality rate of seahorses during transport or
after being introduced into the aquarium — which was completely lacking in accessories — was
too high.

o
SEA HORSE
CORRAL

o

Sea Horse Corral by Uncle Milton, 1969.
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VALUABLE
GET AS MANY AS COUPON

Extra Playmates 6 EXTRA SEAHORSES
i FOR YOUR CORRAL FOR ONLY 50¢ EACH.

Seal (Regular price —— $1.75 + .30 postage per pair)

This special price is possible because of savings on air mail post-
age, shipping cartons and time required to package the seahorses.
The extra seahorses available at the special price of 50¢ each must
be ordered at the same time that your Stock Certificate is mailed to
us. This offer is void if ordered separately.

Enclosed is $ . Please send me
extra seahorses, plus those that will be sent for the enclosed Stock
Certificate.

(No additional postage required.
Include only the postage as stated on the Stock Certificate)

Crazy 1990s!

Some of the most successful plastic aquariums usually came from licensing agreements
among aquarium manufacturers and the industries of movies, cartoons, and comics. | al-
ready mentioned Aquaman, but if we move from the 1990s onward, several examples really
start to add up: Garfield, The Little Mermaid, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, The Flintstones,
Spongebob, Star Wars, and so on. Over the past few years, the value of some of these color-
ful themed aquariums has skyrocketed. The most striking example is certainly the R2-D2 Fish
Tank launched in 2008 by Planet Pets (New York, NY), which is definitely one of my favorites
although it can’t be considered vintage yet.

-
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n il gioco nuovo ed istruttivo per il tuo bambino

“Acquagioco” aquarium by Encia (Udine, Italy), late 1970s.
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Features Of

[
*0° The GARFIELD Aquarium:

% o Child's Room

SIS © Rec Room

»Q?j\"» * Study
)

o 2 Gullon Aquarium

e Aquarium Air Pump

o Light. System

\'® Undergravel Filter System
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Instructions
For The
Assembly and Maintenance Of
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Background of the NFL Team Aqua-Stadium.
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Q. Search for anything

Shop by
ebay -

All Categories d H Search

Aedvanced

< Backtosearchresults - PetSupplies » Fish& Aguariums » Decorations

Share

Agquarium Decor Filter Box Display

Seller's otheritems - Contact seller

US $199.95

[ 4 d 5 GALLON
il ACRILIC
AQUARIUM

Have one to sell? Sell now

NoInterestif paid infull in 6 mo on $99+ with PayPal Credit*

Condition: Used

VTG 1993 Hawkeye FLINTSTONES Fish Tank

Add to Watchlist

Buy It Now

7 B
| Add to cart Jil
N oL 8

~
© Add to watchlist |

/

(:) Breathe easy. Refurns accepted.

Shipping: US $108.24 eBay International Shipping @, See details
Located in: United States
Duties: US $10.79 - Estimate, final at checkout @
Delivery: Estimated between Thu, May 23 and Tue, Jun 4 to 00125 @
Please note the delivery estimate is greaterthan15 business days.
Returns: 30 days returns. Buyer pays forreturn shipping. See details

An example of 1993 Flintstones Aquarium recently listed for sale on eBay.

Deluxe CITYSCAPE fahk e

A Complete Aquarium Kit for Goldfish (Bettas and Guppies Tool)
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Tank-Top
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Sewer
Plant:
(Flanto digout),
Sewer Scene |
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Care Booklet
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Plastic aquarium for medakas made by Tetra in the 1990s only for the Japanese market.
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‘ Mickey Mouse Aquarium ! :
KEJ{ A real aquarium for real fish J Mickey Mouse Aquarium

MICKEY v
*° | A real aquarium for real fish

LED light changes tank to red, green, and blue!
R2:D2’s head moves back and forth!

1111941993019 000309223911 1 EETTETT T T—
| + Double:sided background graphics
*Filter - Adaptor

Gravel and fish sold separately Pictures on this package may
sometimes differ from the model

R2-D2 Fish Tank made under license by Planet Pets (New York, NY).
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Includes: Function
+1.8 Gal. (6.8 Liters) fish tank
led background graphics

Sound Sensor Features

Feeding Door Feeding Door

Pull down the feeding door to

Filter

The filter takes in any dirty water and

= drop in the food for your fish.
« Filter P ” cleans it up. Once it s clean, the fiter
Then close door. &/
- Adaptor releases the water back into the tank.
This helps keep your tank stay clean
5 Mode Switch from dirt and bacteria. See Filter
_ The R2-D2 fish tank has 4 mode: Instructions for more details.

a: Blue color mode

b. Static mode - The R2-D2 head will
not move, only the RGB (Red, Green &
Blue) LED (light) will tur on(color

in

changin) DOUBLE SIDED BACKGROUND

c. Sensor mode - The R2-D2 head will
tum right o left, when it hears a sound
or there is something moving across its
head. The LED (light) also will tum on
when itis in sensor mode.

Select from one of the two
background images provided.

Do not keep d. Off mode

multiple male r

betta fish in the Scope Operation

same aquarium. You can view the fish swimming through T s gyl e
\/ ZiDzeve. the tank background and slide in

behind acrylic cylinder.
PLEASE DO NOT RETURN TO STORE

For more information or questions,

please call Consumer Services:

1-877-FUN-TOYS

(1-877-386-8697) Gravel and fish sold separately.

A360° tum of the dial tums the
scope 65°

T
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Office Aquarium, 2004. Barbie Pool Time Betta Tank by Mattel, 2014.

Does a Holy Grail exist in the world of vintage plastic aquariums? Absolutely, even though it is
not a mass-produced tank like the ones we have talked about so far. It is the 300 gallon ele-
phant-shaped aquarium made in the early 1990s by the American artist Tom Wise, who spent
three years carving it out of a 6-by-7 foot block of blue glowing lucite (an acrylic-based plas-
tic). In 1994, this bulky masterpiece was offered for sale in the Christmas catalog of the luxury
chain Neiman Marcus at the crazy price of $120,000! Wise even made molds out of it, just in

case more than a single order had come in!

. The © - R l / W ¥ B )
' el \ A7 SHING FOR COMPLIMENTS
1994 Christmas \ 7 :
Book .=
i anfylr

20,000.00 (X)

s
&
S
s
F
@
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The acrylic “Elephant Aquarium” made by Tom Wise.
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