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 About ten years ago, the Scientific and 

Technology Council tasked me with presenting a 

program on ñPre-Cinema.ò On the Sci-Tech. 

Awards Committee (yes, Iôm on a lot of 

committees) we have a process where we form 

surrogate committees, special sub-committees, to 

investigate specific areas of film technology for 

awards consideration, and Iôve done a lot of those.  

So the assignment seemed very similar to that 

process.  Investigate and report on pre-cinema. 

What could be simpler.  And when weôve 

completed our investigations we submit a nice 

report that starts out something like ñweôre pleased 

to submit the following findings..ò And so on. 

Of course, I didnôt realize that my first citation 

would be a magic lantern projector in fourteen 

twenty! Leaving me with nearly six hundred years to cover!   

Of course it wouldnôt be true to suggest that I started these investigations just ten years 

ago. Iôve always been interested in history as it lights our way into the future.  And our 

history, cinema history, is especially interesting. But preparing for that program ten 

years ago, propelled me into a fascinating journey of discovery that seemed to pose two 

new questions for every one that it answered. What Iôll present here, therefor, is still only 

a work very much in progress. Itôs also a perspective, very much my own, and is not 

authorised or endorsed by any institution.   



The first thing my investigation revealed is 

the statement of Dr. Ray Fielding in his, 

ñTechnological History of Motion Pictures,ò 

that, ñwe know more about the Greco-

Roman civilizations of antiquity than we do 

about the early years of the motion picturesò.   

Well, Ray, weôre working on that. The next 

realization was that, trying to pin down any 

definitive ñah-haò moment of conception for 

motion pictures was like trying to pin the tail 

on a live donkey -  itôs a very good way to 

get kicked. Myriad elements were connected 

to yet more myriad elements.  The relative 

significance of Edison and Muybridge and 

Marey and Eastman quickly faded before the 

insistent clamor of yet more seminal events.  

Rather than ñan inventorò we find, ña whole 

community of inventors.ò Many  óitems of invention; but none that signify  ñthat moment.ò  

Itôs all about context.   

 

 

And our context, our place in time where the notion of moving pictures fits like an 

element in the periodic table, is the renaissance of science that occurred in conjunction 

with the age of enlightenment and the industrial revolution and which came to flower 

during the second, or ñcommunication phaseò of that revolution, beginning around the 



same time as the reign of Queen Victoria. The present phase, what we call the 

ñinformation ageò is the third phase of a revolution that is still ongoing. Or was until we 

arrived at the ñfinancial meltdownò phase!  

 

The communication phase of the industrial 

revolution is, of course, the electric age, and so 

weôre going to begin our narrative with a pre-

eminent figure in the field of electricity and this 

countryôs first great scientist:   Ben Franklin!       

Walter Isaacson called him, ñthe most 

accomplished American of his age.ò Franklin is 

remembered in history for many things but not 

principally as a scientist.  Natural enough as the 

very termòscientistò did not come in to existence 

until the eighteen-thirties, well after his death.  

However, every kid in school knows about his 

experiments with kites and lightning.  In reality 

he was a very serious and dedicated scientist 

and would soon be recognized as such.   

 

 

 

 

At about the same time as he began his interest 

in lightning, events took him to England where 

he represented the interests of no less than four 

separate colonies in a role essentially that of a 

lobbyist, a role he may well have created. Heôll 

spend nearly twenty years doing this.  

His home in London is the only surviving 

Franklin residence.   

 



 

In England he fell in with a remarkable group known as the ñLunar Menò which included 

a number of the protagonists of the scientific and industrial revolution such as James 

Watt, Josiah Wedgwood, Joseph Priestley, Mathew Boulton, William Murdock.    

They got the name, ñLunar Menò from the fact that they met monthly and on the night of 

the full moon, so that they would be able to find their ways home in the wee hours of the 

night.  Among the Lunar men was,  Dr. William Small who had taught Thomas Jefferson 

at William and Mary College in America and about whom Jefferson had said,ña man 

profound in most of the useful branches of science, with a happy talent of 

communication, correct and gentlemanly manners, and a large and liberal mind... from 

his conversation I got my first views of the expansion of science and of the system of 

things in which we are placedò.  

 

Small not only introduced Jefferson to the science of Isaac Newton but also, the 

philosophy of John Locke, probably the most influential mind of the Enlightenment, and 

arguably the inspiration for what would soon become - the United States of America. 



 

Wedgwoodôs installation of Wattôs 

steam engine in his pottery factory in 

1782 was a seminal event in 

industrialization. Pottery was a major 

industry in England the Wedgewood 

firm would last for some eight 

generations. 

 

 

 

 

Josiahôs son William, born around the time 

Franklin was visiting with Wedgewood, will 

publish, in 1802, one of the first 

ñphotographicò papers, ñAn Account of a 

Method of Copying Paintings Upon Glass,ò 

the beginnings of an idea that will incubate 

and grow in significance. It introduces the 

idea of silver nitrate as a photosensitive, 

image forming material. William was 

certainly able to make what weôd call 

photograms, but he also attempted to make 

images with a camera obscura but simply 

couldnôt, in 1802, achieve enough 

sensitivity. Although the term had not been 

conceived yet, itôs arguable the ñLunar Menò 

represented the beginnings of what weôve 

come to know as a ñscientific community.ò 



 

Another Franklin friend among the ñLunar Menò was 

Erasmus Darwin, a doctor who actually began developing 

the beginnings of the theory of evolution that his grandson 

Charles would unravel and make famous. Erasmus and 

Ben could be found wading around gleefully in the bog 

trying to capture methane that bubbled up in the ponds 

(though it wasnôt called methane yet).  

 

 

For Franklin, being among such 

science minded friends was like 

turning a kid loose in a candy store. 

His scientific enquiries and 

experiments make him well known 

and respected and heôs elected a 

fellow of the Royal Society, and is 

awarded their Copely Medal for the 

advancement of scientific 

knowledge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eventually he sits on the Governing Council of the Society. Heôs also acquainted with 

this gentleman, who thinks very highly of him.       


