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Magic lanterns 

were the first projectors to 

use a lens like a modern film 

projector does. The inside of the 

lantern contains a very bright light, 

which is directed through a lens. When 

a slide with a translucent painting is 

placed between the light and the 

lens, the image on the slide is 

projected onto a wall.

Some magic lantern slides even had moving 

parts. A slide showing a boat at sea might 

rock back and forth like a wave, or a 

slide showing a man chopping wood might 

move the axe up and down.

ANIMATIONHISTORY OF
HOW

  IT ALL

BEGAN..

Thaumatropes 
were extremely 

popular children’s toys 
in the 1900s.

It’s believed that 

thaumatropes were 

the first piece of technology 

to use persistence of vision to 

combine two images into one. 

They didn’t create animation, but 

they were an important step along the 

way. So when you make a thaumatrope, you’re 
creating a little piece of movie history!

see page 3

to learn more

and make

your own
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  IT ALL

BEGAN..

Movies didn't just happen overnight. Modern movies 

can be traced back to many different gadgets that 

create the illusion of motion. These fantastic 

inventions are still fun to watch, even today. And we 

can imagine how amazing it must have been the 

first time people saw pictures that move!BEGAN..

Although the first 

zoetrope was created in 

1833, it didn’t really take off as a toy 

until the 1860s when a design was developed 

to allow the animation strips to be swapped out.

The praxinoscope 
was a modification of 

the zoetrope where the 

slits were replaced by 

mirrors. This design 

creates a clearer 

animation than 

zoetropes do. The 

mirrors also make it 

easier for several 

people to view the 

animation at the 

same time. Families 

could gather around 

the praxinoscope to 

watch a little show!

The phenakistoscope was the first 

device to create the illusion of movement 

with a series of rapidly changing pictures. The 

simplest version was paper disk with slits cut 

around the edge. To use a phenakistoscope, 

you spin the disk while peeking through the slits 

into a mirror. The pictures drawn on 

the disk come to life and create 

a loop of animated motion. 

These disks could be 

considered the first 

cartoons ever 

created!
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Photography had been 

invented 40 years earlier, 

but 1873 marked the first 

time someone successfully 

used a camera to “freeze” 
a living creature in motion. 

But Muybridge didn’t just capture motion in still 

photographs. He also created a way to play back the 

motion to an audience. He called his invention a 

zoopraxiscope or zoogyroscope. The frames of the 

horse running were painted onto a large clear disk, 

much like a phenakistoscope. Combined with a 

projector similar to a magic lantern, he was able to 

turn his photos into a 2-second loop of animation. 

Projected 

onto a wall, his 

running horse was 

nearly life-size. 

It was as if the 

living, breathing horse 

had been captured 

in light. Muybridge 

amazed and delighted 

audiences all 

over America and 

Europe with his 

zoopraxiscope movies.

Using multiple cameras triggered 

in sequence, artist Eadweard 

Muybridge created a series of 

photographs unlike anything in the 

history of art. Before his work, nobody 

knew exactly how a horse moved when 

it ran. Muybridge's photos proved that 

for a fraction of a second, a running 

horse lifts all 4 legs off the ground! 



Movies today might look very 
different than those made when 

movies began. But in all that time, 

one thing hasn't changed a bit—
everyone loves movies!

120 Years of Movies

Thomas Edison’s Kinetoscope brought movies to 

market. Instead of huge glass disks like the 

zoopraxiscope, the Kinetoscope used film. Viewers looked 

through a peephole in the top of the cabinet, and the film 

was pulled past the 

viewing window. A 

flashing light acted like 

the slit on a zoetrope, 

so the viewer’s eye saw 

each frame in quick 

succession.

Edison opened up 

Kinetoscope parlors 

and charged people 

5 cents for each 

1-minute show. 

Performers for 

these short films 

included dancers, 

strongmen, tightrope 

walkers, and other 

famous personalities.

The cinematograph 

was invented by the 

Lumiere brothers right 

around the same time 

that Edison was opening 

his Kinetoscope parlors. 

The cinematograph also 

used film, but combined 

that with a projector. 

This meant that a large 

audience could watch 

together, just like a 

theater performance.

The cinematograph was 

immediately popular, and 

quickly replaced the 

Kinetoscope. Soon, 

movie theaters using 

the cinematograph 

or similar devices 

popped up all over 

the world! 
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