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The Magic Lantern: A Short History of Light and Shadow
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Magic lantern is generally held to have been invented by the Dutch Christiaan Huygens (1629-95) in
the mid-seventeenth century. When in 1659, this mathematician/physicist wrote down the words “To
show by means of convex glasses on the lamp” in his manuscript, he left the world's first ever account
of projective lantern with a description of its essential components. Subsequently the device spread
to the entire Europe. Employed in the ghost-themed show called phantasmagoria by the mid

eighteenth century, it was highly popular in Paris and other cities.
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In the nineteenth century magic lantern underwent various improvements, and inexpensive, home-
use versions came onto the market, further contributing to its popularity. For example, “Dissolving
Views,” a mechanism developed in the early years of the century, consisted in a metallic shutter that
interrupted the light beam for the very brief moment when slides were swapped, realizing a smooth
transition between projections. In addition to this and other types employed by showmen, the use of
magic lantern divided itself into subcategories including scientific slide projection to children's games,
and its shape, function and decoration became more and more elaborate in the hands of

manufacturers.
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Magic lantern’s arrival in Japan occured in two separate phases. First, during the Edo period [1603-
1867], in the late eighteenth century, it entered Nagasaki via the Netherlands and was brought to Edo.
In the Kyoto-Osaka region it was called “nishiki kage-€' [“colorful shadow picture”] and in Edo
“utsushi-€" [“projected picture”], evolving into a unique form. Second, during the Meiji period [1868—
1912], in the 1870s, Tejima Seiichi carried back from his Euro-American tour a magic lantern, which
then spread under the name “gento.” This latter was promoted as the latest Western pedagogical
technique, distributed to teacher’s schools across the country under the auspices of the Ministry of
Education. Initially as a mass entertainment, later as a visual device for forming modern man, magic

lantern thus circulated and took root in Japan.
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Slide is the contents magic lantern projects. By literally sliding painted glass plates, pictures can be
sequentially projected, and several designs interconnected like a picture scroll can be shown as a
single fluid transition. With the increase in number of magic lantern manufacturers, slides were
produced, sold and consumed in a great variety. Some had complex mechanisms; others were more
upscale, with elegantly subtle hand-painted images; still others were cheaply printed and mass-
produced. After the invention of photography some were printed with photographic images. From
narratives and parables to famous sights, manners and customs to stars and dignitaries to news of

war and disasters, slides took up a wide range of subjects.
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In the late nineteenth century kinetoscope was invented by Thomas Edison and cinématographe by
the Lumiére Brothers. These were machines to show moving images, though the latter turned out to
be more popular thanks to its ability to be seen at once by multiple spectators. Even after cinema took
over as predominant form of entertainment, magic lantern did not simply disappear, its apparatus and
ideas living on to this day. Modern projectors, projection mapping, “slide show” in a PowerPoint

presentation—- they all belong to the same history that began with magic lantern.
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In an interview, Koganezawa Takehito said that what interests him in eizd [projected and/or moving
images] is their movement, the variability of their size, and the fact that they can disappear with just
a flick of switch, like a phantom. These are precisely the most defining characteristics of such images.
Koganezawa has produced two new works for the present exhibition. As repeatedly demonstrated in

this show, one feature of magic lantern is that the device can cast its image on any kind of screen. In



other words, any object on which it projects thereby becomes a screen—a crucial difference from
cinema, in which the narrative unfolds strictly within a predetermined angle of view. In Koganezawa's
new works, a projector goes on casting its image 360 degrees in a room as it rotates at the rate of one
revolution per hour. What we see in the projection is ghosts conjured up by the artist.

When phantasmagoria and necromancy were at the height of their popularity, it is said that people
visited the mediums not just for the frisson of terrifying phantoms but to meet the dead dear to them—
—ghosts. Perhaps magic lantern, or projector, is the greatest human invention, created with the help
of science in order to fulfill the wish many have to meet specters and apparitions. It is curious that

eiz0, as shown at the outset, shares a good deal of its characteristics with ghosts.



