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Here is Where the Boys Come In
Perhaps those most easily pleased with all manner of gifts are the young boys to whom everything is good, and yet occasionally
one is puzzled to know what will appeal to the male individual between the ages of 10 and 18. Most boys like things that work or
play, and yet the growing boy, while supposed to be utterly devoid of vanity, is sufficiently manlike to want the personal little
things of the toilet and individual dress…. Besides all these things are military, brushes, gloves, boxing gloves, punching bag,
skates, magic lantern, sled, steam engine, typewriter, printing press, carving outfit, pyrography outfit, watch, ring, iron working
outfit, tool chest, work bench, books, to which a whole article might be devoted; rifle, hunting suit, football, football outfit, music
box, electric engine, games, and pictures.
The Salt Lake Herald, December 4, 1904, p.24

This issue of the Gazette is somewhat longer than usual, but
consists almost entirely of one long article that I wrote about
toy magic lanterns. There are a couple of reasons for this.
First, I spent the better part of a year doing research for the
article, so I decided to publish the results in full. Second, nobody sent me any other articles for publication, so I had the
space.
The article draws on a largely untapped resource for understanding the history of magic lanterns in the 19th and early
20th centuries—databases of online American newspapers
from the early 19th century through about 1920. These fully
searchable databases, many of which are freely available to the
public and others through university library subscriptions, contain thousands of references to magic lanterns, including announcements of magic lantern shows in churches, schools, and
lectures halls; articles describing magic lantern lectures; fictional pieces and poems referring to magic lanterns; and advertisements of magic lanterns for sale or exchange. In my article,
I focus on advertisements for toy magic lanterns placed in
newspapers by a variety of merchants, including department
stores, dry goods stores, stationery shops, book stores, drug
stores, and sporting goods stores. These ads can tell us a lot
about the cultural and economic history of toy magic lanterns-when they became popular and when their popularity faded,
what kinds of merchants sold them, how much they cost, who
bought and played with them, and how they were perceived
alongside other kinds of children's toys.
My electronic voyage through online newspapers from all over
the United States revealed interesting patterns about the marketing of toy magic lanterns that would have been impossible
to uncover with a more limited data set drawn from hand
searches of printed newspapers. First, toy magic lanterns appeared earlier than many people have assumed (about 1840)
and lasted longer than most would expect (until about 1910),
with a peak in popularity in the early 20th century, not the 19th
century. Second, these toys were advertised almost exclusively
as Christmas gifts, and specifically, as gifts for boys. I relate
these patterns to the growth of a commercialized Christmas in

America, the growth of department stores and the associated
development of mass-marketing in newspaper ads, and the
widespread gender identity assigned to toys in the 19th and
early 20th centuries. My research also revealed that the
charming toy magic lanterns now coveted by collectors, who
will pay hundreds of dollars for some models, were incredibly abundant and extremely inexpensive when they were
new. Few sold for more than about $10.00, and many sold
for 25 cents to $1.00, complete with slides and carrying
cases. Often they were simply given away for free, as premiums with magazine subscriptions, as rewards for selling
packets of bleach, or as prizes in newspaper contests.
As always, I am eager to receive additional articles on any
aspect of magic lantern history or magic lantern collecting for
future publication in the Gazette. So if you are working on
some new research or made an exciting discovery on Ebay,
consider writing about it. If you have written an academic
research article for another publication, think about adapting
it for the Gazette. Only participation by a wide range of authors will ensure the continued success of our journal.
Kentwood D. Wells, Editor
451 Middle Turnpike
Storrs, CT 06268
kentwood.wells@uconn.edu
860-429-7458
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Magic Lanterns: Christmas Toys for Boys
Kentwood D. Wells
451 Middle Turnpike
Storrs, CT 06268
kentwood.wells@uconn.edu
What better or more interesting present for 'that boy' could we suggest? He will stay home nights if he has a good Magic Lantern.
Advertisement for Hale's Department Store, San
Francisco Morning Call, December 1, 1895
The boys' wants are looked after in a fine assortment of soldier outfits and uniforms, lead soldiers, horns, drums, magic lanterns….
Article on toys available from Abraham & Straus,
Brooklyn Daily Eagle, November 30, 1897
A magic lantern is always a delight to a small boy's heart. This year the newest lantern is fitted with a device by which moving
pictures can be shown.
"Toys That Act and Play," The New York Times,
December 6, 1906

The nature of children’s play in America changed dramatically
during the course of the 19th century. For the first half of the
century, manufactured toys were relatively scarce and were
found mostly in the homes of wealthy city-dwellers. By the
1870s, however, things began to change. In addition to increasing production of toys by American manufacturers, the American market was flooded by inexpensive machine-made toys imported from Europe, especially from Germany. The metalworking factories of Nuremberg turned out an enormous variety
of cheap toys, while the doll factories of Sonneberg kept the
American market supplied with a vast array of dolls and doll
accessories. By the end of the 19th century, German toy manufacturers controlled more than 60% of the world toy market and
95% of the German market. Total numbers for some types of
toys were astonishing. By 1910, metal-toy factories in Nuremberg could produce 100,000 tin soldiers per day, while the doll
industry exported 40 million dolls per year. Never before had
such a variety and abundance of toys been available to children
of all income levels. Included in this cornucopia of manufactured toys was a great variety of toy magic lanterns (Fig. 1). In
Nuremberg, six firms dominated the export market in toy magic
lanterns: Gebrüder Bing (Bing Brothers) (founded 1863), Ernst
Plank (1866), Max Dannhorn (1872), Jean Schoenner (1875),
Georges Carrette (1886) and Johann (Jean) Falk (c. 1895).1
Research on toy magic lanterns, and on 19th century toys in general, is surprisingly meager. Most books and articles have focused on issues such as identifying manufacturers and their
trademarks, determining dates of manufacture, and illustrating
different models. Books on the history of toys often are richly
illustrated with color photographs of museum-quality examples,
and the toys themselves are treated as museum artifacts or even

Fig. 1. German-made toy magic lanterns from the late 19th century. Toy magic lanterns came in a great variety of styles and
sizes. Makers of these lanterns include (from left): Ernst Plank,
unknown (possibly Jean Schoenner), unknown (possibly Ernst
Plank), Ernst Plank, Jean Schoenner. Wells collection.
pieces of folk art. Toy magic lanterns usually are described as
artifacts of the pre-cinema era, although toy magic lanterns were
not the direct ancestors of movie projectors, and they remained
popular for years after motion pictures were invented. Relatively little attention has been given to the cultural history of
these toys, leaving a number of important questions unanswered.
To fully understand the role of toys, including magic lanterns, in
19th century consumer culture and in the life of middle-class
families, we need to know more than who made them and when
they were made. Ideally, we would like to answer questions
such as the following: When did toy magic lanterns become
popular, and when did their popularity fade? What sorts of merchants sold toy magic lanterns? How much did they cost? How
were they advertised? Why did they come in so many different
models and sizes? What was the target audience for these toys?
I address these questions by treating toy magic lanterns as consumer products and not just curiosities of the pre-cinema era.2
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Recently, scholars interested in the cultural history of toys
have used a variety of methods to understand the role of toys
in 19th century life. One approach is to use published letters,
diaries, memoirs, and autobiographies to reconstruct childhood memories of favorite toys and how children played with
them. Unfortunately, individuals who leave behind such published records represent a very small and non-random subset
of the general population, so there are limits to the sorts of
information that can be gleaned from these sources. In any
case, the number of such accounts that make reference to
magic lanterns is far too small to allow us to draw meaningful
conclusions, so, at best, we are left with a set of anecdotes.3
Another approach has been to study the history of toys as
business history, using a variety of 19th century catalogs and
periodicals, especially trade journals of the toy industry, to
reconstruct patterns of toy manufacture and sales, as well as
patterns of toy consumption by buyers and changing perceptions of toys by middle-class families.4
In this article, I use newspaper advertisements for toy magic
lanterns to provide a quantitative analysis of the evolution of
these toys in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. My principal sources are searchable online databases of 19 th and early
20th century American newspapers. In some cases, it is possible to search separately for references to magic lanterns in
advertisements, whereas in other cases, finding such references requires a search of all parts of the newspapers, including advertisements, announcements of magic lanterns shows,
general news articles, and even fictional writing and poems.
By using a number of different databases available through
university library subscriptions or free to the general public, I
compiled a sample of over 900 advertisements for toy magic
lanterns from 1840 to 1921, and over 200 advertisements for
“professional” or “exhibition” magic lanterns from the 18th
century to 1921. The newspapers in the sample include those
from most of the major cities throughout the country, as well
as many smaller towns and cities in most of the lower 48
states and even some territories that were not yet states, such
as New Mexico and Arizona. Often the same advertisements
appeared day after day in the same newspapers, so in my
quantitative analyses, I counted each advertisement only once
for each month of publication. Including all of the duplicated
advertisements would simply inflate sample sizes without
adding any new information to the analysis. This sample provides a reasonable cross-section of advertisements for magic
lanterns across the country, but it obviously does not represent
a complete sample of all such advertisements, because several
thousand newspapers were published in the United States in
the 19th and early 20th centuries, most of which are not available in digital form.5
Marketing Magic Lanterns
Throughout the 18th century and the first four decades of the
19th century, the sale of magic lanterns in North America was
the province of opticians, dealers in scientific instruments,
booksellers, and stationers. Lanterns were relatively large,
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hand-made, expensive, and usually imported, mostly from
England. As early as 1762, bookseller and stationer James
Rivington of New York was advertising “The Magick
Lanthorn” along with imported musical instruments and
scientific goods, including telescopes, microscopes, thermometers, barometers, and surveying instruments.6 Nearly
twenty years later, Rivington was advertising “A curious
and new invented Magic Lanthorn very useful for people at
the head of affairs. This was constructed by an able artist
under Lord North’s immediate direction, for the entertainment of the good people of England; the spectators are
highly entertained with an illuminated view of the fictitious
object presented, but kept totally in the dark with respect to
the real objects around them.”7
Some merchants went so far as to mention the names of the
ships and captains that brought goods over from Europe. In
1768, Garrat Noel of New York announced the arrival of a
magic lanthorn, “with sliders and objects,” along with a
wide variety of other goods and scientific instruments, “just
imported in the Albany, Capt. Richards, from London.”8 J.
Carr of Baltimore announced the arrival in 1797 of the ships
Nelly, Kitty, and Montezuma from London, with a cargo that
included musical instruments, mirrors, and “a large size
Magic Lanthorn, with lamp and reflectors complete, with 22
slides and one double one.” 9
Often magic lanterns were sold with a variety of imported
“fancy goods” not readily available in North America. In
1804, Thomas Brewer of Boston advertised an impressive
array of goods, “by the late arrivals from London and Liverpool,” including guns, swords, daggers, military hats, jewelry, decorated boxes, ivory and tortoise shell combs, tea
pots, riding whips, fishing rods, musical instruments, and
scientific instruments such as camera obscuras, microscopes,
machines for viewing prints, electrical machines, thermometers, and “Magic Lanthorns, with curious slides.”10 In the
1830s, a Washington, D. C. druggist, Glenn and Company,
sold fancy French and English soaps and perfumes, but also
carried other goods, such as snuff boxes, silver tooth
brushes, French ink stands, and magic lanterns. 11 At the
same time, Baltimore merchants Benjamin K. Hagger and
Son announced the opening of a “Comb and Fancy Business,” with the usual array of combs and other toiletry items,
snuff boxes, razors, decorated boxes, guns, daggers, whips,
canes, and a full line of mathematical, optical, and philosophical goods, including magic lanterns.12
John McAllister of Philadelphia, whose family name became closely associated with magic lanterns in the 19th century, started in business as a manufacturer of buggy whips
and walking canes. By the 1790s, he was supplementing
that business by selling a variety of optical goods, and he
listed magic lanterns for sale as early as 1820.13 Conspicuously absent in all of these early advertisements is any reference to magic lanterns as toys, or any association in the ads
of magic lanterns with other goods that could be considered
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toys.
These advertisements generally made no mention of
the goods for sale being suitable as Christmas or holiday gifts,
and in fact, they could appear at almost any time of year as
ships arrived from England.
Before the Civil War, most newspaper advertisements were
simple lists of items available for sale. Merchants took out
newspaper ads to announce new products arriving in their
shops, but did not provide either prices or illustrations of the
merchandise.14 Nevertheless, from the 1840s onward, it is
possible to get some idea of the cost of magic lanterns from
advertisements announcing private sales of used lanterns. In
1842, auctioneer H. W. Bool of Baltimore advertised a raffle
for “a Magic Lantern, of the best figures, larger than than life,
with celestial figures, cost $180.”15 The next year, the same
auctioneer advertised “a Magic Lantern, very large size, imported” that originally cost $120, to be auctioned with household goods.16 In 1845, Oliver Brooks of Philadelphia offered
for private sale “A Superior Magic Lanthorn, together with
rich English and American Paintings embracing a handsome
variety of humorous [and] changing slides—Natural History,
Temperance, Sea Views, Chinese Fire Works, Scripture
Pieces, together with some views of the Holy Land from late
drawings.” The whole lot was to be sold for $150.17 Other
private sales in Philadelphia in the 1840s listed magic lanterns
for $100-$200, while an ad for a Philadelphia auction house in
1857 listed a double magic lantern with dissolving views for
$150.18
Similar prices for exhibition magic lanterns appeared in advertisements throughout the 19th century. Clearly these lanterns were not toys, being far too delicate and expensive to be
entrusted to the hands of small children. This is particularly
true of early hand-painted lantern slides, which could be quite
expensive. In 1843, a Boston auction house advertised a set
of “large astronomical sliders for Magic Lanterns, painted to
order by Jones of London, and probably the best thing of the
kind that can be made,” at $100 for the set.19
Magic Lanterns as Toys
There is no clear agreement about when magic lanterns came
to be considered toys suitable for small children. Some scholars have dated the origin of toy magic lanterns to very late in
the 19th century. Roberta Basano, for example, stated that
“Just before the dawn of the twentieth century, the magic lantern was transformed from an optical and phantasmagorical
instrument into a tin-plate toy,” although she later discusses
the manufacture of toy lanterns several decades before the end
of the century.20 These toys actually have a longer history
than is generally recognized. I think it is appropriate to view
the transition of magic lanterns from scientific instruments to
children’s toys as a two-step process. First, the idea developed that magic lanterns could be used to entertain children,
even if adults operated the lanterns. Only later did toy magic
lanterns appear that were suitable for use by children themselves. I would date the first development to sometime after
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1750. The earliest illustrations of magic lanterns, in the 17th
and early 18th centuries, often grouped magic lanterns with
other scientific instruments in treatises on optics or natural
philosophy. In the first half of the 18th century, prints began
to depict magic lantern shows, typically with audiences
composed largely of adults, although some children may be
seen around the periphery of the groups. After about 1760,
an increasing number of illustrations depicted adults exhibiting magic lantern slides to groups of children, although such
pictures did not become common until the 19th century (Fig.
2).21

Fig. 2. Illustrations of adults presenting magic lantern shows
to children became increasingly common in the 19th century.
Usually it is the father or another man who is shown operating
the lantern. From Harry's Vacation (first published 1868).
Wells collection.

There also are occasional 18th century literary references to
magic lanterns being suitable for children. In 1784, a book
translated from French on the education of children described
the use of a magic lantern to amuse and instruct children: “The
idea of my tapestries, or hangings, have given me another, of
historical magic lanthorns. I have had four or five hundred
glasses made to represent subjects taken from history; and we
have the diversion of the magic lanthorn four times a week. I
take upon myself to shew it, and generally do it in English; by
this means I give them two lessons at once; and as the pictures
are often changed, I assure you Adelaide and Theodore are
infinitely more delighted with our magic lanthorn, than the
generality of children are with the sun, moon, and seven stars,
the prodigal son, the baker pulling the devil by the tail, &c.
&c.” 22 In a morality tale for children, The Two Cousins, published in 1794, there is a brief description of a room in a house
strewn with various toys: “There were no less than five dolls,
tumblers, children flying a kite, horses and hounds, a large box
with a very pretty show, a magic lanthorn, and a book of
prints....” 23 Fictional stories and books with descriptions of
magic lantern shows for children became more common in the
first half of the 19th century, especially after 1830 (Fig. 3). 24
This shift in perceptions about the type of audience suitable for
magic lantern shows can be seen in the writings of Benjamin
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felt compelled to argue for the scientific merits of magic
lanterns: “The magic lanthorn has been generally applied to
magnify small pictures in a dark room for the amusement of
children: we shall shew you that it may be applied to more
important principles of optics, astronomy, botany, &c.”27
Later authors simply lifted wording from Martin and Adams, thereby spreading the notion that the magic lantern
was primarily a children’s toy. John Imison’s Elements of
Science and Art (1822) stated that “The magic-lanthorn is a
small machine which has been generally used for amusing
children, by magnifying paintings on glass, and throwing
their images upon a white screen in a darkened chamber.
But it is capable of being used for more important purposes,
by using such figures as will explain the principles of astronomy, botany, &c.”28 Another book, also published in
1822, went further, stating that “This instrument, which was
invented as a mere play-thing, has of late years been employed for more important purposes, by adapting it to figures that will explain the principles of astronomy, botany,
&c.”29

Fig. 3. Title page of Lily's Magic Lantern (London and New
York, 1880), one of many 19th century works of juvenile fiction that featured magic lanterns. Available online through Google
Books.

Martin, a London scientific instrument maker and lecturer
who wrote several books on optics and “rational recreations.”
Martin took a dim view of the name “magic lantern,” considering it undignified for such an important scientific instrument, preferring instead the more sophisticated name
“Lanterna Megalographica.” In A New and Compendious
System of Optics, published in 1740, Martin stated that “The
Magic Lanthorn is an optical Machine...[which] has been
since used rather to surprize and amuse ignorant People, and
for the Sake of Lucre, than for any other Purpose,” apparently
referring to the use of magic lanterns by traveling showmen.25
In a later book, published in 1772, Martin shifted his emphasis
to the use of magic lanterns to entertain children: “A Magic
Lanthorn, whose principal Use, as I understand, is to divert
Children with the Appearance of ludicrous Objects.”26 By the
1790s, the notion that magic lanterns had degenerated from
scientific instruments to children’s toys was sufficiently widespread that another London instrument maker, George Adams,

In reality, the more expensive magic lanterns sold alongside
scientific and optical instruments never really disappeared.
It is useful to view magic lanterns as having evolved along
two quite independent tracks. The earliest magic lanterns
were expensive, hand-made optical instruments, probably
not produced in great numbers. As Savoyards and other
traveling showmen spread magic lantern shows throughout
Europe, less elaborate and less expensive forms of magic
lanterns appeared. At the same time, “scientific” lanterns
were being perfected for use in university lecture halls and
other public venues, and this line of evolution continued
more or less unbroken through the development of dissolving view lanterns, stereopticons, Marcy sciopticons, and
other relatively expensive lanterns, culminating in motion
picture projectors (Fig. 4). These sorts of lanterns often
have been called “professional” lanterns.
The term
“exhibition lantern,” which was widely used in American
newspaper ads, seems more appropriate, because such lanterns were widely used in homes, churches, schools, and
lecture halls by amateurs and professionals alike. 30

Fig. 4. Professional or "exhibition" magic lanterns, like this
model made by James Queen & Co., were marketed for use
by adults in homes, schools, churches, and lecture halls.
Wells collection.
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Some scholars of the history of toys have referred to toys as
“miniatures,” and indeed, many kinds of toys are miniature
versions of adult objects—toy guns, swords, drums, wagons,
fire engines, trains, steam engines, dolls, doll houses, tea
sets—the list goes on.31 Toy magic lanterns, however, are
different. They are not in any meaningful way miniature versions of adult magic lanterns. They share with adult magic
lanterns basic characteristics, such as having a source of illumination in some kind of enclosed box, a slide holder, and
condensing and focusing lenses. There were not, however,
any toy versions of the Marcy sciopticon or a McAllister
stereopticon or a biunial dissolving lantern, and toy magic
lanterns did not show miniature versions of adult lantern
slides.
Toy magic lanterns and their slides are much more similar in
design to the early lanterns of the 17th and 18th centuries, and
in many ways, are the descendents of the simple lanterns used
by traveling showmen. Indeed, many designs, particularly of
French-made toy lanterns, are nearly indistinguishable from
18th century designs (Fig. 5A & B). Because all toy magic
lanterns basically work the same way, the form of the lantern
is not closely tied to its function. Consequently, manufacturers were free to experiment with a wide range of whimsical
designs, with bright colors and elaborate ornamentation that
served no purpose other than making the lanterns attractive to
children and their parents. Carried to an extreme, this trend
led to toy magic lanterns in the form of pagodas, buddhas,
automobiles, factory buildings, or even the Eiffel Tower (Fig.
6).32

Fig. 5B. Some 19th century French toy magic lanterns,
like these models made by the Lapierre Brothers, retained
design elements of the simple lanterns used by traveling
magic lantern showmen a century earlier. Wells collection.

Fig. 6. Because the form of toy magic lanterns was not
closely tied to their function, manufacturers were free to
produce all sorts of whimsical designs, including the Buddha and Eiffel Tower magic lanterns made by the French
manufacturer Aubert. Dick Balzer collection.
Magic Lanterns Under the Christmas Tree

Fig. 5A. Savoyards and other traveling showmen often were
depicted carrying magic lanterns of relatively simple design
that have much in common with later toy magic lanterns.
From The Lantern Image (Magic Lantern Society, London,

In 1840, a Philadelphia importer and wholesaler, A. F. Ott
Monrose, announced the arrival of a shipment of imported
toys and fancy goods for the holiday season. Included in the
shipment were the usual sorts of fancy items, such as perfumes, music boxes, dressing cases, opera glasses, and musical instruments. Monrose also offered a wide variety of candies and confectionary items, Christmas baskets, and something relatively new to the market, “20 cases of German and
French toys, from $5 to $100 per case.” These imported toys
included dolls, doll heads (ceramic doll heads frequently
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broken and had to be replaced), magic lanterns, woolly dogs,
drums, and other toys. There is no description of the magic
lanterns, but they probably were fairly simple stamped tin
lanterns (Fig. 7). This advertisement is the earliest one I have
found in an American newspaper that describes magic lanterns as toys for children. The ad also reflects the dominant
pattern of advertising of toy magic lanterns in the 19th and
early 20th centuries: the identification of magic lanterns specifically as Christmas gifts, although Monrose’s ad actually
appeared on December 28, three days after Christmas. The
following year, Monrose was quicker off the mark, announcing on October 25 the arrival of 40 cases of kid (leather) dolls,
drums, tea sets, magic lanterns, wooden and paper toys, sold
in assortments from $5 to $100. Presumably these ads were
aimed mainly at local retail shops, which could purchase toys
and other gift items by the case and resell them to their own
customers.33
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fancy goods for adults. The ad included an engraving
showing “Santa-Claus in the act of descending a chimney to
fill children’s stockings,” a copy of the first widelydistributed visual representation of Santa Claus, which had
appeared in Brother Jonathan, a New York weekly, in
1841. Included in a long list of toys for sale by Pease were
magic lanterns, along with dolls, toy kitchens, tea sets,
games, rocking horses, swords, guns, drums, sheep and
dogs, printing presses, Noah’s arks, magnetic fishes, whistles, carriages, wagons, and many other items to delight
children.35
These early newspaper advertisements from the 1840s reflect a relatively new development in American life, a childcentered and commercialized Christmas season. For the
first several decades of the 19th century, Christmas was not
uniformly celebrated as a holiday, either in Europe or the
United States. When celebrations did occur, they often consisted of boisterous mischief-making and carousing in the
streets. Partly in response to this sort of activity, Christmas
became a more domesticated and family-centered affair,
moving indoors and out of the streets (Fig. 8).

Fig. 7. Some early stamped tin lanterns, probably from the
1850s and 1860s. The first German toy magic lanterns imported into the United States may have resembled the square
lanterns in the middle or the odd-shaped lanterns on the right.
Dick Balzer collection.

Soon other merchants were getting in on the action. Philadelphia merchant John N. Bauersachs, who may well have bought
goods from Monrose, announced in December 1843 the opening of his “Cheap Toy and Fancy Store,” offering goods for
both the wholesale and retail trade. Bauersachs offered for sale,
“cheaper than any Store in this city, the greatest variety of Toys
and Fancy Goods consisting partly of Kid, Wax, and Jointed
Dolls; Dressed Dolls, from 50 cents to $7.50 per dozen; Magic
Lanterns, Masks, Harmonic Trumpets, Guns, Drums, Cups and
Saucers, Doll Heads, Children’s Tool Boxes, Games, &c.” In
1845, yet another Philadelphia merchant, J. Evans, offered at
his Variety Store “Goods for the Holidays,” including “Cheap
Dolls, Doll Heads, Toys, Drums, Horsemen, Harmonicon
Trumpets, Masks, Fiddles, Guns, Barking Dogs, Tea Sets,
Magic Lanterns, Games, Dissected Maps; Penny Toys, a large
assortment.”34 In 1842, Pease’s Great Variety Story in Albany,
New York, placed a newspaper ad listing toys and assorted

Fig. 8. The child-centered family Christmas celebration with
a tree festooned with toys, as shown in this lantern slide, is
largely an invention of the second half of the 19th century.
Toy magic lanterns, along with many other kinds of toys,
were advertised by stores almost exclusively in the Christmas
season. Wells collection.
The practice of exchanging gifts during the holiday season
developed gradually and at different time in different cities and
regions. The Christmas season became a time to indulge in
luxury goods that most people would not have purchased at
other times of year. Starting in the 1820s and 1830s, books
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The Evolution of Toy Magic Lantern Advertising
Following the initial appearance of newspaper ads for toy
magic lanterns in the 1840s, advertising of these toys in
American newspapers grew very slowly until the 1880s
(Fig. 10), and the number of different cities represented by
these ads remained relatively small as well (Fig. 11).
300

Number of Advertisements

Toy manufacturers both encouraged and exploited the commercialization of Christmas, and no manufacturers were more
effective at doing so than the toy-makers of Germany, including many firms that made magic lanterns. Certain regions of
Germany had long been centers of toy manufacturing, with
dolls being a specialty in the region around Sonneberg and
metal toys coming mostly from Nuremberg. With the advent
of machine manufacturing techniques, the ability of German
toy-makers to produce a wide variety of inexpensive toys
grew explosively in the second half of the 19th century. Everimproving rail and ship transportation helped German manufacturers spread their cheap toys throughout the world. Production costs were further reduced by filling toy factories
with large numbers of women and even children, who could
be paid much less than men (Fig. 9). Christmas markets
around the world became flooded with inexpensive German
toys, including an every-increasing variety of toy magic lanterns and slides, and by the end of the 19th century, German
manufacturers dominated the world market. Increases in toy
production and profits were particularly impressive in the
1890s and the first ten years of the 20th century. In 1895, an
estimated 1671 workers were employed by 141 metal toy
manufacturers in Nuremberg. By 1907, those numbers had

grown dramatically, to more than 5300 workers at 204 companies, with the largest firms, such as Bing Brothers, showing the most impressive growth. As a result, toys that once
would have been luxuries that only the wealthiest families
could afford, including magic lanterns, became widely
available to range of consumers with different incomes.37
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were popular gifts, and publishers soon established a thriving
business producing fancy gift books, usually anthologies of
poetry and prose, often illustrated with engravings and covered in fine bindings. Gift books peaked in popularity in the
1840s and 1850s, but in the meantime, other sorts of fancy
goods and even toys for children began to enter the holiday
marketplace. Initially, gift-giving was not specifically associated with Christmas Eve or Christmas Day, and in many cities, it was more common for gifts to be exchanged on New
Year’s Eve. The first representation of Santa Claus descending a chimney, from the 1841 Brother Jonathan, described the
scene as taking place on New Year’s Eve, not on Christmas.
This may explain the appearance of Monrose’s 1840 advertisement on December 28, instead of earlier in the month.
The consolidation of Christmas as a child-centered event focused on toys, was largely a phenomenon of the second half
of the 19th century in both Europe and North America.36
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Fig 10. Number of advertisements for toy magic lanterns
in American newspapers in each 5-year period from 1840
to 1919. The data represent the combined totals from all
online newspaper databases used in preparing this article.
The totals do not include multiple appearances of the same
ad in the same month, as often occurred around the Christmas season.
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Fig. 9. Women painting toy
magic lanterns and other
metal toys in a Nuremberg
factory. From The Lantern
Image, Supplement 2, p. 28.

Fig. 11. Number of cities represented in newspaper advertisements for toy magic lanterns, 1840-1919. The upper
curve shows the cumulative number of cities in the sample.
Ads appeared in relatively few cities until 1890 and then
increased dramatically until about 1910.

Toy Magic Lanterns
Both the total number of ads and the number of cities represented in the sample grew dramatically starting in about 1890,
reaching a peak around 1904-1905. This pattern shows why
treating toy magic lanterns simply as pre-cinema artifacts is
unwise; the movies began in 1896, but advertisements for toy
magic lanterns did not reach their peak until nearly a decade
later. Like many cultural phenomena in the 19th century,
newspaper ads for toy magic lanterns first appeared in the
major cities of the northeastern United States and later spread
to larger cities, especially port cities, in other parts of the
country. By the late 1890s, toy magic lanterns were being
widely advertised not only in large cities, but in smaller towns
and cities in the hinterlands, from South Carolina, Alabama,
and Georgia to Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, Utah, and
Idaho (Appendix I). By the early 1900s, toy magic lanterns
were as readily available to children and their parents in Cloverport, Kentucky or Butte, Montana as those in New York,
Baltimore, or Philadelphia.
The dramatic increase in the number of advertisements for toy
magic lanterns in the 1890s probably represents several developments in consumer culture that occurred in parallel, making
the pattern hard to interpret. First, the increasing number of
ads may actually reflect the increasing popularity and availability of toy magic lanterns. Unfortunately, we lack the data
needed to independently verify the numbers of magic lanterns
being sold in the period from 1840 to 1890, but it is possible
that these toys were more popular than indicated by the number of newspaper ads (an 1874 description of Macy’s Christmas toy display in New York reported that hundreds of magic
lanterns were available).38 Second, the dramatic rise in the
number of newspaper ads for toy magic lanterns probably
reflects the rapid growth of department stores, which became
the principal retail outlets for toy magic lanterns and other
Christmas toys in the larger cities. Third, the growth of department stores was paralleled by changing advertising practices. Large, full-page ads with abundant illustrations of
goods for sale replaced the simple lists of goods of earlier
decades. Most department stores featured toy displays as
spectacles to draw in customers at the Christmas season.
Newspaper ads mirrored the store displays in emphasizing the
abundance and variety of toys available to consumers (Fig.
12).

Fig. 12. Illustrated toy ad for Alkemeyer's department store
in Houston, Texas (December 8, 1901), showing an all-brass
magic lantern made by Max Dannhorn of Nuremberg, offered
in two sizes for 50 cents and 95 cents.
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Advertisers increasingly emphasized the low prices of toys
as well, often featuring the lowest prices for items such as
magic lanterns, but also stating that a bit more money
would buy a much better quality product. Mark-down sales
were commonly used to lure customers into stores, with
items like toy magic lanterns often deeply discounted well
before Christmas (Fig. 13). 39

Fig. 13. Ad for Rothenberg & Co. in New York announcing deep cuts in prices of toys, including toy magic lanterns, more than a week before Christmas. Discounting of
toys before Christmas occurred almost every year from
1890 to 1910. From The Evening World, December 16,
1902.
One pattern that is abundantly clear is that toy magic lanterns were sold almost exclusively as Christmas gifts, as
were most other kinds of toys. The vast majority of newspaper ads (86%) appeared in the first three weeks of December, and the only other month in which large numbers
of ads appeared is November, usually after Thanksgiving
(Table 1). Toy magic lanterns almost never were advertised
for sale between March and September, and the few ads in
February were for clearance sales of leftover Christmas
toys. Toy magic lanterns were offered for free during all
months of the year, often as premiums for children willing
to sell items such as cheap costume jewelry, colored prints,
packets of bleach, or subscriptions to newspapers and
magazines; as prizes in newspaper contests; or as gifts with
purchases of clothing (Table 1). I suspect that businesses
offering free toy magic lanterns took advantage of afterChristmas mark-downs to stock up on lanterns that could be
given away later in the year.
The pattern of advertisements being concentrated in the
Christmas season contrasts with the monthly distribution of
ads for more expensive exhibition lanterns, which appeared
in newspapers at all times of the year, albeit with a slight
increase in December (Table 1). Ads for exhibition lanterns
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Table 1. Monthly distribution of number of advertisements for toy magic lanterns, free toy magic lanterns, and exhibition
magic lanterns, in American newspapers 1840-1920.
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr

May

June

July

Aug

Sept

Oct

Nov

Dec

Toy magic lanterns

0

3

0

0

0

0

0

0

2

5

115

800

Free toy magic lanterns

9

5

2

3

4

1

2

4

5

9

19

24

Exhibition magic lanterns

14

16

12

13

11

15

6

10

13

16

21

40

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
were placed by manufacturers such as James Queen, T. H.
McAllister, E. & H. T. Anthony, and J. B. Colt, all of whom
advertised nationally. Exhibition lanterns also were offered by
dealers in optical goods, who advertised in local newspapers,
and individuals selling used magic lanterns. The contrasting
monthly distribution of ads for cheap toy magic lanterns and
more expensive exhibition magic lanterns is evident in ads by
one local dealer in Philadelphia, Theodore Harbach. This firm
sold a variety of optical goods and frequently placed classified
ads in Philadelphia newspapers listing items for sale. Harbach
ads for relatively expensive magic lanterns appeared mostly in
winter, spring, and fall (January-May, October-December),
whereas 85% of their ads for toy magic lanterns appeared in
December.
Who Sold Toy Magic Lanterns?
From the time toy magic lanterns first appeared in the 1840s
until the 1870s, most merchandise in the United States was
sold in small specialty shops. Some of these shops, such as
Bauersachs & Company’s Cheap Toy and Fancy Store in
Philadelphia added magic lanterns and other toys to their line
of fancy gift items intended for adults.40 In 1851, Mr.
Rogers’s Fancy Bazaar in New York, presumably a similar
type of store, began listing magic lanterns along with other
kinds of Christmas toys, while in Hartford, Connecticut, local
Stationer Elihu Geer included magic lanterns with his new line
of Christmas toys. Geer was the only Hartford merchant advertising toy magic lanterns in the 1850s.41 Throughout the
1850s and 1860s, a variety of small merchants in large cities
began adding toy magic lanterns to their stocks of Christmas
merchandise: Bunce & Brothers and Tuttle’s Emporium in
New York, John R. Diggs & Brothers in Baltimore, Dodge &
Company’s Great Republic Toy Depot in Brooklyn.42 Auction
houses occasionally sold toy magic lanterns as well, mostly to
the wholesale trade. In 1852, Baylis & Brooker, Philadelphia
auctioneers, offered assorted toys, including magic lanterns,
individually or by the case. In 1861, Duncan & Company,
auctioneers in San Francisco, advertised a “Great Sale for the
Holidays! 50 cases of costly toys! Comprising dolls, magic
lanterns, cosmoramas, tea sets, automatons, violins, horns, and
wagons, moving figures, and a countless variety of desirable
toys.”43

In the middle years of the 19th century, a new type of store
began to appear in America—the department store. This new
form of retail store, which evolved from smaller dry goods
establishments, combined the sorts of merchandise sold by
smaller specialty shops into one large building with multiple
departments, selling everything from adult and children’s
clothing to household goods, glassware, dishes, furniture,
books, and an ever-increasing variety of toys. Alexander
Stewart’s Marble Dry Goods Palace on Broadway in New
York, opened in 1846, was the first true department store in
the United States. Chicago merchant Potter Palmer imitated
Stewart’s store with the establishment of his own dry goods
store in Chicago in 1852, a store that was purchased by Marshall Field and Levi Leiter in 1865. They named their store
the Marble Palace. Later, under the Marshall Field name, it
became one of the leading department stores in the country.
Rowland H. Macy started a small store in New York in 1858
that rapidly evolved into a large department store. John
Wanamaker opened a large department store in Philadelphia
in 1877 (Fig. 14) and eventually expanded to New York,
where he absorbed Stewart’s original dry goods store in 1896.

Fig. 14. John Wanamaker's Department Store in Philadelphia
(1896). From a stereoview. Library of Congress.
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Other early department stores included Snellenburg’s in Philadelphia (1869), Bloomingdale’s in New York (1872), and The
Fair in Chicago (1874). New department stores continued to
appear throughout the 1880s, 1890s, and early 1900s: Hale’s
in San Francisco (1880), Gimbel Brothers in Philadelphia
(1887) and New York (1910), Woodward & Lothrop in Washington (1887), S. Kann Sons in Washington (1893), Abraham
& Straus in Brooklyn (1893), Hecht’s in Washington (1896),
The Emporium in San Francisco (1896), Saks in New York
(1902). All of these stores became major retailers of toy
magic lanterns (Fig. 15).44

Fig. 16. Ad for toy magic lanterns sold by Ingersoll's of New
York. Note the wide range of prices and the very low prices
of the cheapest lanterns. From The New York Times, December 22, 1900.
were available in extra abundance, and newspaper ads carried
illustrations not only of items for sale, but Christmas-themed
images such as engravings of Santa Claus with a sack full of
toys. Department store toy departments often were the center
of attention, with many stores devoting an entire floor to holiday displays of dolls and toys. The object of these displays
was to dazzle children and their parents with the enormous
variety of toys, available at prices to suit almost any budget.45
Fig. 15. The growth of a new form of retailing, the department store, led McLoughlin Brothers to create this Game of
Playing Department Store (1898). A magic lantern is among
the goods on offer in the toy department, priced at $1.00.
Wells collection.

The advent of department stores brought with it new ways of
displaying merchandise and new forms of advertising.
Stores increasingly focused on the spectacle of shopping,
luring customers into stores with elaborate displays of merchandise that emphasized the abundance, variety, and low
prices of goods. Newspaper advertising became more elaborate as well, with full-page illustrated ads replacing the simple lists of goods of earlier decades (Fig. 16). These trends
were most evident during the Christmas season, when goods

Department stores often had large numbers of magic lanterns
on display in their toy departments. In 1874, Macy’s Christmas toy display included “hundreds of magic-lanterns...which
seem to have such a powerful attraction for the boy element.”46 Another article in 1883 described the spectacular
toy display at Frederick Loeser’s store in Brooklyn: “It is,
however, principally the little folks who are provided for, and
how astonished they must be when suddenly plunged into
that bewitching collection of printing presses, tin kitchens,
magic lanterns, miniature blackboards, Punch and Judy
shows, sheep, goats, lambs, and military equipment...clocks,
watchs, organettes, drums, organs and other musical instruments, and all other things that delight children.”47 In 1892,
Wechsler & Abraham in Brooklyn advertised “300 fine imported Magic Lanterns, with best quality lenses and one
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dozen slides in a neat box.”48 Two years later, Hale Brothers
of San Francisco announced that “We had dozens and dozens
of brass magic lanterns, and were delighted that they sold so
rapidly. They were marked $3.00 each. Imagine our surprise
when we were told the other dealers charged $5.00 for the
same thing.”49
The growth in the number of ads for toy magic lanterns from
1890 onward (Fig. 10) mirrored the spread of department
stores from the nation’s largest cities to smaller and more remote cities like Richmond, Virginia; Salt Lake City, Utah;
Dallas, Texas; Sacramento, California; Worcester, Massachusetts; Hartford, Connecticut; New Orleans, Louisiana; St.
Paul, Minnesota; and Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania (Fig. 17).

Fig. 17. Ad for toy magic lanterns sold by A. H. Pomeroy of
Hartford, Connecticut, a major retailer of magic lanterns and
other toys. From The Hartford Courant, November 11, 1899.
In addition, other types of merchants began stocking magic
lanterns and other toys for the Christmas season. In Minneapolis, shoppers could buy toy magic lanterns from Kennedy
Brothers’ sporting goods store, along with a variety of outdoor toys and games (Fig. 18). Other sporting goods stores
also offered toy magic lanterns for Christmas: Schoverling,
Daly, & Gales and A. G. Spalding in New York (the latter
became a leading national manufacturer of baseball gloves,
basketballs, and other sporting goods); William R. Burkhard
in St. Paul, Minnesota; Walford’s in Washington, D.C. The
association with sporting goods probably stemmed from the
common notion that magic lanterns were toys most suited for
boys.50

Fig. 18. Some sporting goods stores carried toy magic lanterns for
Christmas. From the St. Paul Daily Globe, December 21, 1891.
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Other merchants selling a wide variety of goods, some unrelated to toys, also carried toy magic lanterns for the holidays.
In Omaha, Nebraska, shoppers could buy toy magic lanterns
from Morse Dry Goods, the 99-Cent Store, or the Orchard
and Wilhelm Carpet Company. Toy magic lanterns were
available in Trenton, New Jersey, from The 4-Cent and Bargain Store; in Ogden, Utah from the Ogden Bargain Store; in
Lancaster, Kentucky from Frisbie’s Drug Store; in Hopkinsville, Kentucky from Cook & Higgens Drug Store; and in
Box Elder, Utah, from the Eddy Drug Store. Local bookstores also sold toy magic lanterns during the holidays: Sisk
Brothers’ Book Store in Madisonville, Kentucky; Deseret
News Book Store in Salt Lake City, Utah; Coe’s Bookstore
in Pensacola, Florida; and Strong’s Book Store in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Certainly by 1900, toy magic lanterns
were ubiquitous during the Christmas season in large cities
and small towns throughout the United States (Fig. 19).51

Fig. 19. Ad for Ogilvie's in Paducah, Kentucky listing toy
magic lanterns. Stores in small towns usually sold cheaper
models of magic lanterns than did stores in larger cities.
From The Paducah Evening Sun, December 11, 1908.
How Were Toy Magic Lanterns Advertised?
Regardless of what type of store was offering toy magic
lanterns for sale, the way advertisements were structured
was very similar throughout the country. Toy magic lanterns were seldom advertised by manufacturer’s name or
model, but instead were marketed by size. Because all
magic lanterns are functionally identical, size is the major
determinant of quality—large toy lanterns have brighter
illumination and larger lenses than small lanterns and therefore can throw a brighter and larger image on a screen.
Larger lanterns also require larger slides, which usually
have better quality images. Toy magic lanterns came in a
remarkably finely-graded array of sizes, with the same
model often available in 3-8 different sizes, with similar
fine-scale gradation in prices (Fig. 20). In the rare instances
in which toy lanterns were identified by maker, they always
were German-made, with Ernst Plank lanterns being the
most frequently referenced. Lanterns from this company
seemed to be considered the highest quality models, with
some ads using words such as “Plank’s celebrated magic
lanterns.”52 Most newspaper ads simply listed “magic lanterns” without much information, but some ads referred to
“imported magic lanterns,” and some specifically identified
them as having been imported from Germany. In ads with
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How Low Can Prices Go?

Fig. 20. Many models of toy magic lanterns, like these barrel-shaped lanterns mostly made by Ernst Plank, came in a
finely-graded assortment of sizes with a corresponding range
of prices. The smallest lanterns of this type sold for as little
as 25 cents, whereas the largest models cost several dollars.

One of the astonishing findings of this survey of newspaper
ads is the very low price of many toy magic lanterns. The
first advertisement that I found which quoted a price for a
toy lantern was placed by W. F. Daly, an optician in Baltimore, in 1866, who listed magic lanterns ranging in price
from 25 cents to $35.00.55 Advertisements with prices were
rare until about 1890, but the lowest priced lanterns in the
1870s and 1880s were mostly under $1.00. The same pattern
continued from 1890 to 1910, as more and more ads listed
prices for toy magic lanterns; throughout this 20-year period,
the lowest advertised prices were consistently under $1.00.
Prices under 50 cents were common, with 25 cents generally
being the cheapest price for a toy magic lantern.

Wells collection.

illustrations in which the type of lantern can be identified, all
are German models. There is no evidence from this survey of
newspaper ads of any significant contribution of French magic
lanterns to the American market, although other kinds of
French toys, such as dolls, were imported. Some stores in the
Minneapolis-St. Paul area, a region with a large German immigrant population, advertised “Deutsche Spielwaaren” (German toys), including magic lanterns (Fig. 21).53
In 1901, one such store, the St. Paul Book and Stationery
Company, announced, “In order to meet the demand for firstclass Toys, we have imported two carloads from Germany and
France, which are now on display—not the perishable trash,
but the best grades, made to use” 54

Fig. 21. Ad for the St. Paul Book and Stationery Company
highlighting "Deutsche Spielwaaren" (German toys) for
Christmas, an approach presumably designed to appeal to
the region's many German immigrants. Minneapolis Journal, December 19, 1901.

The lowest price for a toy magic lantern that I found in any
newspaper was 9 cents, in a 1900 ad for a sale of damaged
toys by a Washington, D.C. merchant.56 It is hard to equate
these prices with modern prices, but by way of comparison, a
full suit of boy’s clothing or a child’s overcoat could be purchased during this period for about $2.50, ten times the price
of some of the cheapest toy magic lanterns. These cheap
prices were not unique to magic lanterns. Nearly all types of
toys were incredibly inexpensive, with many toys available
for well under $1.00. There was virtually no inflation during
these years, and in fact, the opposite was often seen—price
deflation brought about by over-production of manufactured
goods. Even with these very low prices, mark-down sales of
toy magic lanterns were common (usually about 50% of full
value), both before and after Christmas, suggesting an oversupply of these and other kinds of toys (Fig. 22). These low
prices would have put simple toys within reach of even some
factory workers, whose wages could be as low as $12.00 a
week.57

Fig. 22. Price
reduction sale of
Christmas toys by
the Hecht Co. of
Washington,
D.C., including
magic lanterns for
less than half
price. Washington Times, December 20, 1909.
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The abundant supply of magic lanterns and other manufactured toys, and the resulting very low prices, were a boon to
consumers, but created problems for manufacturers and retailers. Profit margins on these items were extremely low. In the
face of stiff competition, there was little capacity for manufacturers to lower prices any further. Workers in the German toy
industry, many of them women and children, already were
paid rock-bottom wages, a situation that led to labor unrest
and even worker strikes at some factories in the early years of
the 20th century. The low wages paid to German toy makers
even attracted the attention of the American press, which ran
stories on German workers making toys for one cent an hour,
or 80 cents a day for a family of seven. Other stories reported
on strikes by Nuremberg toy factory workers in 1906, although the same stories reported no diminution in the volume
of toys being shipped into the United States from Germany.
American toy manufacturers consistently argued for increased
tariffs on German toys to counteract the very low prices, but
the effect on the toy trade was minimal because American
manufacturers often did not make the same sorts of toys as
German manufacturers, including magic lanterns.58
With profit margins on cheap toys being very low, manufacturers and toy dealers had only one choice, and that was to
appeal to higher-income consumers by producing higher quality and higher priced toys. This marketing strategy served an
important social function as well. Toys essentially are luxury
goods, and the ability to purchase a large number of Christmas toys for children became a symbol of middle-class status
for families in both Europe and America. The problem with
ever-decreasing prices for toys is that eventually even lowincome families could afford them, thereby robbing toys of
their symbolic value as indicators of wealth and status. Consequently, higher-income consumers sought out better quality
toys, and the result was a proliferation of sizes and models of
everything from toy magic lanterns to toy steam engines,
trains, dolls, and many other kinds of toys. David Hamlin has
noted that after 1900, “the most perceptible trend in the prices
of toys was for the top of the line to become still more elaborate and expensive.” He uses the example of steam-powered
and electric toys trains from firms such as Bing Brothers and
Märklin, in which the most expensive models could be more
than 50 times the price of the cheapest models. He goes on to
say, “Therefore, the gap between upper and lower classes in
the years before World War I was manifested less in who had
toys and who did not than in what kind of toys a family might
have.”59
This increasing demand for higher quality toys probably explains the proliferation of similar models of magic lanterns
(Fig. 23), as well as the finely-graded sizes of lanterns of the
same model. Although modern collectors often covet toy lanterns painted in bright colors like red, with brass trim, or allbrass lanterns, these models originally were quite inexpensive.
One of the most commonly illustrated models in newspaper
ads was a vertical red-bodied lantern trimmed with brass
made by Max Dannhorn (Fig. 24), which sold for about 49
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Fig. 23. Basic square Russian iron magic lanterns made by a
number of different Nuremberg manufacturers. Merchants
often highlighted the variety and abundance of toys such as
magic lanterns, with models to fit every budget. Wells collection.
$1.00, depending on size. All-brass lanterns by the same
manufacturer (Fig. 25) sold for similar low prices, as did the
various vertical lanterns by Jean Schoenner, readily identified
by the figure of Atlas holding up the slide carrier (Fig. 26), and
the common horizontal barrel-shaped lanterns made by Ernst
Plank and others. All of these models came in a range of sizes,
with the larger ones being made of heavier metal and having
brighter illumination and better lenses. Even lanterns with
ceramic bodies, now much sought-after by collectors, sold for
astonishingly low prices (Fig. 27). The highest quality lanterns were not necessarily the most ornately decorated models,
but instead were the substantial Russian iron lanterns like
Ernst Plank’s “Gloria” model, which also came in several sizes
and was equipped with quality features such as a rack-andpinion lens focusing mechanism (Fig. 28). In the early 1900s,
Bing, Plank, and Carette began producing hybrid lanterns that
could be used to show both magic lantern slides and motion
pictures, and the best of these models tended to be somewhat
more expensive than ordinary toy lanterns (Fig. 29).60

Fig. 24. A size-graded series of vertical red-bodied magic
lanterns with brass lamps and chimneys by Max Dannhorn.
These originally sold for about 49 cents to $1.00. Wells collection.
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Fig. 25 (left). Two all-brass toy magic lanterns by Max Dannhorn, which sold for about 49 cents to $1.00. Wells collection.
Fig. 26 (right). This all-brass lantern by Jean Schoenner was
made of a thicker grade of brass, but still cost only $1.00$2.00, complete with a wooden carrying case and a full set of
slides. Wells collection.

Fig. 27. This magic lantern with
a porcelain body and nickel trim
had a regular price of $4.00, but
could be purchased for $2.50 at
Snellenburg's Department Store
in 1904 (Philadelphia Inquirer,
December 9, 1904). Dick Balzer
collection.

Fig. 29. Three models of Ernst Plank magic lanterns designed
to show both lantern slides and motion picture film. The
model on the left could be purchased for $3.49 at S. Kann
Sons Department Store in Washington, D.C. (Washington
Times, December 16, 1909). The small lantern in the middle
probably sold for less than $1.00. Wells collection.
If the pattern of ever-increasing prices for top-of-the-line toys
applies to magic lanterns, then we would expect to see a divergence in prices of lanterns over time, with the cheapest
lanterns remaining at roughly the same price, while the more
expensive ones should continually increase in price. To test
this idea, I averaged all of the lowest advertised prices of toy
magic lanterns for each year from 1890 to 1910 and then compared these values with the averages of the highest advertised
prices in the same years. When only a single price was given
in an ad, this almost always was a very low price, so those
were included in the averages for lowest-priced lanterns. As
predicted, the lowest prices for toy magic lanterns changed
very little over a 20-year period, whereas the highest prices
increased substantially over the same time period (Fig. 30).
This clearly indicates that magic lantern manufacturers were
increasingly targeting higher-income consumers in the early
years of the 20th century, while retaining their stocks of cheap
lanterns for lower-income families.
14
Low
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Fig. 30. Averages
of the highest and
lowest advertised
prices for toy
magic lanterns,
1890-1910. The
curve shows the
best polynomial fit
to the high-price
data.
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Fig. 28. Three high-quality Russian iron magic lanterns by
Ernst Plank. These lanterns sold for about $2.00-$10.00 and
were considered to be among the best of the toy magic lanterns. The lantern in the middle is the "Gloria" model and
the one on the right is the "Amateur." The large lantern on
the left combines design elements of both of these models.
Wells collection.
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Magic Lanterns as Toys for Boys
Perhaps the most surprising result of my survey of newspaper
advertisements is the consistent treatment of magic lanterns as
toys for boys. I first encountered this trend when going
through issues of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle and thought this
pattern might be something unique to Brooklyn, or perhaps an
idiosyncrasy of a particular newspaper copy writer. Many
such references appeared in news articles summarizing the
variety of toys found in local stores, while others appeared in
ads for particular stores. In 1889, for example, an ad for
Ridley‟s stated, “The boy of the family may entertain the
guests of an evening delightfully... [with a magic lantern].”
An 1895 ad for Batterman‟s announced that “Here may be
found most of the large toys which boys have fun with....
probably the largest selection of magic lanterns in the city.”
An 1897 article about the toy selection at Abraham & Straus
said, “The boys‟ wants are looked after in a fine assortment of
soldier outfits and uniforms, lead soldiers, horns, drums,
magic lanterns....,” while another article a few days later about
the toy selection at Bauland‟s reported that “...magic lanterns,
with special slides...are among the special attractions for the
boys (Fig. 31).”61

Fig. 31. Four boys with their toys on Christmas morning
1905. A magic lantern sits on the table on the right.
Library of Congress.

Further research revealed that the tendency to associate
magic lanterns with boys was not peculiar to Brooklyn, but
was a nationwide, and very likely, worldwide phenomenon.
From an 1872 advertisement by an optician in Hartford,
Connecticut, who listed magic lanterns among gifts that
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were suitable for boys, straight through to 1921, many newspaper ads and articles identified magic lanterns as toys for
boys. A few ads suggested that both boys and girls would
enjoy magic lanterns, but I could not find a single example of
a magic lantern being described as a toy especially suitable
for girls. A few examples of the wording on these ads are
given here, just a small sample of the ones that I found. In
an 1874 ad for Macy‟s in New York, magic lanterns were
said “to have such a powerful attraction for the boy element.” An 1888 ad in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle called
magic lanterns “the boy‟s delight.” In 1891, an ad for John
Wanamaker‟s Philadelphia department store declared,
“Somewhere there is boy in your Holiday thoughts. 50 cents
will buy a Magic Lantern...” The next year, an article on
mechanical toys in the Elizabethtown Post & Gazette of
Elizabethtown, New York, stated, “The toys which small
boys desire nowadays are of the sort which will really work
and do something.... A magic lantern that will afford a great
deal of amusement can be had for the same price [$1.00].”
The firm of Stone & Barringer in Charlotte, North Carolina,
urged shoppers to “Come early and secure a magic lantern,
just the thing for that boy,” while Hale Brothers of San Francisco suggested a magic lantern was just the thing to keep
boys out of mischief: “What better or more interesting present for „that boy‟ could we suggest? He will stay home
nights if he has a good Magic Lantern.” According to Miller
& Rhoads‟ Department Store in Richmond, Virginia, “Magic
lanterns have always been a favorite toy with boys.” In
1901, an ad for Macy‟s in New York suggested that nothing
could please a boy more than to find a magic lantern on
Christmas morning: “He‟ll be happy when he sees a Magic
Lantern on the hearth (see back cover illustration).”62
It is not immediately obvious why boys would be more likely
than girls to enjoy watching magic lantern slides. After all,
there are many scenes in toy magic lantern slides that would
appeal to girls: pictures of girls playing with dolls or doll
kitchens, girls dancing around a Maypole, or girls picnicking
with their mothers, just as there are scenes that would appeal
mostly to boys (Fig. 32). The real key to understanding this
sort of gender identification of toy magic lanterns is not the
passive observation of magic lantern slides, but rather the
active manipulation and working of the lantern itself. Magic
lanterns were frequently listed in newspaper ads with various
kinds of mechanical toys such as steam engines, express
wagons, and trains, all of which were marketed almost exclusively to boys. Toys for girls, on the other hand, revolved
around domestic pursuits and housekeeping, especially as
reflected in doll play, doll houses, doll furniture, doll clothes,
elaborately equipped toy kitchens, and other domestic miniatures. The result is that the range of toys available to boys in
the 19th and early 20th century was far greater than those
available to girls. Boys were being prepared for active jobs
as adults: work as engineers, factory managers, soldiers, locomotive drivers, and a host of other professions, whereas
girls were being prepared to raise families and organize
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Fig. 32. Toy magic lantern slides typically contained scenes
that would appeal to both boys and girls, yet the lanterns
themselves were almost universally treated as toys for boys.
Wells collection.

households. Toys that actively engaged a boy’s mind were
thought to provide suitable preparation for adult life, and
magic lanterns fitted into this category.63 One 1905 advertisement in the Hartford Courant put it this way: “The big boys—
those whose faculties have become interested in things of
greater magnitude than tin soldiers—find the world of Mechanical Toys fascinating, and are quite as interested as those
whose minds have not passed the stage of wonder and astonishment at things unusual. They examine and compare with
intelligence the things that run by steam and do not break
down. And the tool chests and the magic lanterns have great
charm for them.”64
In some ways, the role of magic lanterns was similar to that of
toy theaters, which were all the rage in the first half of the 19th
century, and like magic lanterns, were marketed almost exclusively as toys for boys. This is despite the obvious aesthetic
appeal of toy theaters to girls, who no doubt enjoyed the
brightly colored stage scenes and elaborately costumed cardboard actors. Yet for the most part, girls were expected to be
passive spectators at toy theater performances staged by their
brothers or male friends. Boys were the ones who set up the
theaters, manipulated the scenery and actors, and read the
plays.65 If we examine 19th and early 20th century illustrations
of magic lantern shows for children, girls are much in evidence in the audiences, but the overwhelming majority of
these pictures shows either boys or men actually manipulating
the magic lantern (Fig. 33).66 As Bryan Ganaway has pointed
out, this gender distinction is even apparent in the pictures
that appeared on magic lantern box labels (Fig. 34).67

Fig. 33. This advertising card is a typical 19th century depiction of a children's magic lantern show, with a boy operating the lantern while an audience of girls and boys
watches the show. Wells collection.

Fig. 34. Box label from an Ernst Plank magic lantern,
showing a boy operating the lantern, with a mixed audience
of boys and girls enjoying the show. Wells collection.
Giving Away Magic Lanterns for Boys
Beyond the many newspapers ads for toy magic lanterns,
there are other lines of evidence that reveal a pervasive tendency to associate magic lanterns with boys. One comes
from ads placed by clothing stores, which frequently gave
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away magic lanterns with purchases. In every instance that I
have come across, magic lanterns were offered as gifts only
with purchases of boys’ clothing, typically a suit or an overcoat (Fig. 35). Furthermore, this was a nationwide phenomenon, not a pattern confined to one or two cities. These giveaways of free magic lanterns with boys’ clothes seem to have
started in the 1890s and continued into the 20th century. In
1893, L. M. Jones & Co. of Houston, Texas, was offering “A
fine magic lantern free with every purchase of $2.50 in boy’s
clothing.” In 1901, the Alex Rice Department Store in Montgomery, Alabama, was advertising “A magic lantern free with
every cash purchase amounting to $5.00 in boy’s clothing
department.” In 1902, both the Trenton Clothing Company
and the Rice Clothing Company of Trenton, New Jersey, were
offering free magic lanterns, steam engines, or fireman’s outfits with the purchase of a boy’s suit or overcoat. In San Francisco in 1905, the Roos Brothers clothing store offered a free
magic lantern to any boy patron, and the S. N. Wood Company in the same city made a similar offer in 1907.68
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Fig. 36. Newspaper ad offering a free magic lantern to
boys or girls who sold 24 packets of Bluine at 10 cents
each. The ad incorrectly describes the lantern as a
"powerful German stereopticon," when in fact it was a
cheap quality toy lantern. Wells collection.
Times-Leader offered a magic lantern to boys who signed
up newspaper subscribers. On the other hand, the Kansas
City Weekly placed ads in 1908 in small-town newspapers
in Oklahoma, Colorado, New Mexico, Iowa, and Missouri
offering a free magic lantern to either a boy or a girl who
signed up eight new subscribers to the newspaper.69

Fig. 35. Ad for Trenton Clothing Company in Trenton,
New Jersey, offering a free magic lantern with a purchase
of a boy's suit or overcoat. The Cranbury Press, December
4, 1903.
Toy magic lanterns were given away in other contexts as well,
and in most, but not all cases, the giveaways were primarily
targeted at boys. Some newspapers regularly ran contests for
children and awarded toys as prizes. These could be puzzle
contests, essay-writing contests, or even competitions to write
the best letters to Santa Claus. Often when a variety of toys
was given out as prizes, the magic lanterns went to boys,
whereas girls received dolls or related types of toys. Sometimes the gender distinctions broke down, as with contests run
by the San Francisco Call in 1902 and 1903 in which both
boys and girls received magic lanterns as prizes. Many newspapers, especially in rural areas, ran ads urging children to
become junior sales agents for companies selling everything
from packets of bleach to cheap colored prints, costume jewelry, and magazine and newspaper subscriptions. Toy magic
lanterns were common premiums in these sorts of schemes.
Such offers were particularly common in the early 1900s and
often targeted boys, although some ads suggested that both
boys and girls could profit from selling a company’s products
(Fig. 36). The True Blue Company of Boston, advertising in
The Farmer’s Wife in 1906, offered a “big magic lantern” to
boys who sold their products, while in 1908, the Wilkes-Barre

Dear Santa: Bring a Magic Lantern for a Boy
Yet another line of evidence that magic lanterns were primarily toys for boys comes from the words of children
themselves. In the late 1890s and early 1900s, many
newspapers published children's letters to Santa Claus during the holiday season. These were sometimes written in
response to letter-writing contests, or simply sent into the
papers by children’s parents or by teachers who gathered
them up in their classrooms. This was largely a phenomenon of smaller towns and cities. Newspapers like the New
York Times seldom published such letters, whereas they
were common in papers from Washington, D. C.; Richmond, Virginia; Pensacola, Florida; Dallas, Fort Worth,
and Palestine, Texas; Earlington and Cloverport, Kentucky; Aberdeen, South Dakota; and Amsterdam, New
York. I found 237 letters to Santa that asked for magic
lanterns, of which 218 (92%) were written by boys. Sometimes several brothers would write separate letters, each
asking Santa for a magic lantern. Earl and Floyd Sanders
of Amsterdam, New York, both asked for a magic lantern
in 1904, and in the same year, Eddie, James, and Phillip
Kennedy of Plattsburgh, New York all asked for magic
lanterns. Girls did occasionally ask for a magic lantern for
themselves, or for new slides for a lantern they already
owned, but I found only 12 letters from girls (5%). Another 7 girls (3%) used the strategy of asking for a magic
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lantern for a brother. At least one girl really wanted a magic
lantern, but thought her father would not approve, so she
asked for other toys instead. Writing to Santa in 1900, Mildred F. Jones of Richmond, Virginia, said, “I want a magic
lantern but papa is afraid for me to have one, so bring me a
velocipede or a Patrol wagon, some good books, and games,
and please dress my doll in a velvet suit.”70
Literary Evidence of Magic Lanterns as Toys for Boys
There is a considerable amount of literary evidence that magic
lanterns were widely perceived as toys for boys. Throughout
the 19th and early 20th centuries, many handbooks of play and
recreation were published, and most of these books were
aimed at boys. These books often contained extensive discussions of how magic lanterns work, methods of making slides,
how to stage magic lantern ghost shows, and even instructions
for boys on how to make their own magic lanterns. Some of
these books are quite early, having been published before toy
magic lanterns were widely available. Once of the best
known in John Ayrton Paris’s Philosophy in Sport Made Science in Earnest (London, 1824 and many later editions),
which discusses magic lanterns and other optical toys at some
length (Paris was the inventor of the thaumatrope, a popular
optical toy).71 The Boy’s Own Book, a Complete Encyclopedia of All the Diversions, Athletic, Scientific, and Recreative,
of Boyhood and Youth (London, 1829), has a long description
of magic lanterns, phantasmagoria shows, and other optical
effects.72
These sorts of handbooks for boys became even more popular
in the second half of the 19th century. Among those with discussions of magic lanterns are The Boy’s Playbook of Science
(London, 1866, 1912, and many other editions), Cyclopedia of
Science Simplified (London and New York, 1871 and many
other editions), Harry’s Vacation (1868, 1884), The Boy Inventor (Boston, 1860), Every Boy’s Book (London, 1881), and
Cassell’s Complete Book of Sports and Pastimes (London,
1896 and many other editions). Even well into the 20th century, books such as Gilbert Light Experiments for Boys (New
Haven, Connecticut, 1920) included instructions on how to
make and use magic lanterns and postcard projectors.73 Of
particular interest is The American Boys Handy Book (New
York, many editions from 1882 to 1907), written by Daniel
Carter Beard, which contains instructions for boys on how to
construct a home-made magic lantern. A lengthy companion
book for girls, written by Beard’s sisters, Lina and Adelia
(The American Girls Handy Book, New York, 1888), does not
contain any mention of magic lanterns, but focuses instead on
house decoration, flower arranging, holiday preparations, watercolor painting, ceramic decoration, instructions for making
fans, picnics, nature study, and outdoor games deemed suitable for girls.74
There also is a considerable body of 19th century juvenile fiction, both in periodicals and books, in which boys receive
magic lanterns as Christmas gifts, present magic lantern
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shows, or long for magic lanterns in shop windows. An early
story was published in The Juvenile Gardener, “Written by a
Lady” (London, 1824). In this story, a boy receives a magic
lantern as a gift, although it is left to the father to actually
operate the machine:
On New-year’s day, Mr. and Mrs. Vernon distributed
some presents among the children; and Frank was not
a little pleased with his gift, which proved to be a
magic lantern, with a variety of glasses, on which
were painted beasts, birds, fishes, and views of cities
and towns, with many other instructive and amusing
subjects. In the evening, Frank assembled his companions in a small room, which had a white curtain
hung against one of the walls; and opposite to this, the
magic lantern was placed upon a table. When Mr.
Vernon had prepared the glasses for exhibition, he
ordered the candles to be taken out of the room, and
by the light reflected from the lantern, the children
beheld all the figures, moving on the wall, nearly as
large as life. Mr. Vernon took the trouble of explaining the subjects, to the great amusement of the young
party.75
Another early story published in Aunt Mary’s Tales, for the
Entertainment and Improvement of Little Boys (New York,
1827) depicts boys in a school engaged in various recreational activities, including setting up a toy theater and a
magic lantern: “Some were preparing scenes for a theatre,
which they intended to erect, and others for a magic lantern.”76 A story for very young children in Little Nightcap
Letters (Edinburgh, 1868) has a boy receiving a magic lantern
for his birthday: “I went up to a table, at which he had
pointed, and saw what looked like a large tin box. It proved
to be a splendid magic lantern! The children had saved all
their money for many months to be able to buy it, and the
little mother told me that when they came in a body that
morning and give it to Charley, with their dear love and many
kisses, their faces glowing with pleasure, it was the sweetest
sight in the world to see.”77
One of the most unusual stories of boys and magic lanterns
was published in 1848 in Clever Boys and Other Stories.
Oddly set in Florence in 1638 (before the invention of either
the magic lantern or shop windows!), it gives an apocryphal
account of the Italian mathematician Vincenzo Viviani as a
young boy longing for a magic lantern in a shop window:
Amongst the marvels that attracted his attention, there
was one which seemed to rivet him in front of a shop
window. This object of attraction was a magic lantern.... He took the somewhat bold measure of going
into the shop and asking the proprietor to explain to
him the construction of the lantern. A magic lantern
was at that time rare, and highly prized. Viviani, once
made acquainted with this new kind of toy, saw at
once what an advantageous use he might make of such
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an attractive spectacle, if he could but take it through
the different villages to exhibit to the country children.
He laid upon the counter all the coin that his pocket
contained, and asked if it would buy the wonderful
lantern.

disappears, a crash is heard, one operator calls the
other operator a fool, an awful smell pervades the
room, and you realize in the gloom of total darkness
that the magic lantern has upset, and that the oil from
the lamp is trickling over the new carpet.79

The magic lantern is too expensive for young Viviani to buy,
but the shopkeeper agrees to hire it out to him, if he agrees to
tell him each week how much he has earned giving shows.
He sets out as an itinerant showman, presenting his magic
lantern to people in local villages, but makes little money because the spectators cannot afford to pay for the shows. Eventually he encounters a man crossing the street, and he begs
him to stop and watch his magic lantern show. The man turns
out to be none other than the famous astronomer Galileo, who
agrees to watch his show:

There also were stories about the tendency for boys to be
profligate with their money, saving a few dollars only to
waste it on some passing fancy like a magic lantern. This is
the theme of Hervey White’s “The History of a Paradox,”
published in 1901. A boy scrimps and saves to accumulate
some money.

Touched with compassion at the sight of the little suppliant, he yielded to his prayer; and not-withstanding
the rain, condescended to stop for Viviani’s exhibition.
He listened patiently till the end of the boy’s explanation, and when the representation was over, still remained questioning him upon the construction of his
phantasmagoria.... So it is true that knowledge is a
treasure, that Viviani had rightly prophesied when he
said his fortune lay in the possession of the lantern: to
it he owed his meeting with Galileo. That great man
took a fancy to the child, brought him to his own
house, and was a father to him. So sedulously did he
cultivate the surpassing talents of the boy, that he became one of the first mathematicians of the seventeenth century.78
Some stories focused on the tendency for boys to get into mischief, thereby spoiling a magic lantern show. In “A Spoilt
Christmas,” published in Stories About Boys (Edinburgh,
1871), two boys, Fred and Tom, plan to present a Christmas
magic lantern show, but through a series of mishaps, the show
never materializes. Edward Turner, in a book of essays entitled More T Leaves (London, 1888), described the difficulties
of allowing boys to run their own magic lantern shows:
Among home amusements, the magic lantern is a most
ingenious and delightful plaything, and my boys are
very fond of it. It requires, however, certain accompanying arrangements which, from the parental point of
view, may be just described as inconvenient. Thus, it
does not make the heart bound with joy to see one of
your best sheets ruthlessly dragged forth, a pair of
steps taken into the drawing-room, the sheet nail with
tacks into the ornamental wood-work of an arch between the front and back rooms, and splashes of water
made at and round it from a pail. Neither does it make
the bosom swell with gratitude when, as you sit looking by compulsion for the twenty-fifth time upon a
policeman apparently following up a lion in a detective
spirit and pursued by a tree, the vision suddenly

Then, some day he would read a notice in the county
paper of some wonderful toy that he longed for, and
thereupon he would draw the money and buy it, never
thinking at the time how his small amount was lessened. Once it was a magic lantern with wonderful
pictures; once it was a toy engine; sometimes it was
books; I think he never regretted a Shakespeare so
long as he lived, but the rest were lamented sadly
when in time they had wearied his fancy.... After all,
his only hope was to save. Then he thought of the
extravagance of the magic lantern and the engine, and
he walked out on the level in the night, and cursed him
for a fool and a weakling.80
Although there were stories about girls and magic lanterns,
they seem to have been less numerous than stories involving
boys, and frequently the girls themselves did not actually
operate the lanterns. One of the best known is a children’s
book entitled Lily’s Magic Lantern (London, 1880), which
describes a girl receiving a magic lantern for Christmas. The
whole book consists of descriptions of the scenes depicted on
magic lantern slides, and the scenes are illustrated in the book
with engravings. Throughout the book, however, it is Lily’s
father who operates the magic lantern, and she is relegated to
being a passive spectator. In another girl-centered children’s
book, Bessie Bradford’s Secret (New York, 1881), Bessie
and her friends are treated to a magic lantern show (Fig. 37),
but it is a boy who actually receives the lantern as a gift. 81

Fig. 37.
Illustration
from Bessie Bradford's
Secret (1881), a story
about a girl who gets to
watch a magic lantern
show, but the lantern
itself is actually a gift
for a boy.
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The Decline of the Toy Magic Lantern in America
Judging from the number of newspaper advertisements, toy
magic lanterns reached their peak of popularity around 1904
-1905 (Fig. 10). By 1910, magic lanterns could still be
found in the playrooms of many middle-class homes (Fig.
38), but there is evidence that the popularity of these toys
was beginning to wane. The newspapers in my sample carried 276 ads for toys magic lanterns from 1905 to 1909 (not
counting the many ads published repeatedly in the same
newspaper), whereas in the next five-year period (19101914), there were only 70 ads, most of which appeared in
1910. This pattern is not simply an artifact of decreasing
numbers of newspapers or advertisements for toys.

Fig. 38. Children's playroom, from an article on remodeling attics that appeared in the Boston Cooking School
Magazine for November, 1910. Toys in the room include
two magic lanterns on the top shelf. Wells collection.
The decline in advertisements for toy magic lanterns was
particularly evident in the large cites. I searched the New
York Times through 1921, and the major New York department stores continued to run ads for Christmas toys. Ads for
toy magic lanterns, however, largely disappeared after 1910,
with only a single ad for Gimbel’s in 1913 mentioning these
toys.82 I searched the Chronicling of America database from
the Library of Congress through 1919; the last ad for a toy
magic lantern appeared in a newspaper from Canfield, Ohio
in 1911.83 Although ads for toy magic lanterns largely vanished from newspapers in large cities like New York, Baltimore, Philadelphia, Boston, Chicago, and Washington after
1910, they continued to be advertised from 1911 through
1914 in cites like Trenton, New Jersey; Boise, Idaho; Kansas City, Missouri; Butte, Montana; Portland, Oregon; San
Jose, California; Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania; Colorado
Springs, Colorado; Lexington, Kentucky; Aberdeen, South
Dakota; Dallas, Texas; St. Albans, Vermont; Hartford, Connecticut; and Cleveland, Ohio. To some extent, ads for toy
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magic lanterns were supplanted by ads for toy moving picture
machines, although many of these are included in my sample
because these often were advertised side-by-side with magic
lanterns, or did double duty as magic lanterns themselves.
There also was a brief spike in ads for postcard projectors
from about 1909 to 1912, but these never were more than a
tiny fraction of the number of ads for toy magic lanterns.
Ads for postcard projectors showed a decline after 1910 that
paralleled the decline for magic lanterns (I will discuss these
projectors in more detail in future article).
What accounts for the rather precipitous drop in advertising
of toy magic lanterns after 1910? Most likely the movies
were responsible. Nickelodeon theaters were proliferating at
an astounding rate during this period, starting in Pittsburgh
and rapidly spreading to other cities. By 1910, large cities
like New York had hundreds of movie theaters in which boys
could spend a nickel and keep themselves entertained for
hours. Presumably the somewhat old-fashioned pleasures of
projecting colored magic lantern slides on the playroom wall
paled by comparison with the excitement of real moving pictures, projected larger than life on a screen. Even in small
towns and cities, nickelodeons became a major source of entertainment for children. In 1910, a newspaper survey of 350
children in Willimantic, Connecticut, a textile-mill town,
found that 90% of the children attended movies at least once
a week, and many went several times a week.84
If toy magic lanterns were in decline after 1910, the onset of
World War I largely finished them off. In August 1914, the
German army poured across the border of neutral Belgium,
thereby setting off the bloodiest war up to that point in human
history. Beyond the obvious carnage and devastation caused
by the war, it was a disaster for the German toy industry and
the companies that made most of the world’s toy magic lanterns. The British Navy immediately threw up a blockade of
German shipping, which effectively cut off German toy companies from their best customers, which before the war had
been the United States, France, and Britain. Shipments of
toys bound for the United States were stranded for the duration of the war in ports like Rotterdam, because shipping
companies could not receive assurances that their ships would
not be torpedoed by one side or the other. The effect on the
market for toy magic lanterns in the United States was immediate. The newspapers in my sample ran only six ads for toy
magic lanterns from 1914 to 1916, and there were no ads at
all for these toys from 1917 through 1919.
In Germany, production of magic lanterns and other toys
slowed and then ceased altogether in 1917 as factories were
converted to producing war materials. The firm of Jean
Schoenner seems to have disappeared before the war, around
1906, and its magic lantern line apparently was taken over by
Falk. After production was halted during the war, Falk resumed production of toy magic lanterns, which continued
until the 1930s. The firm of Max Dannhorn was largely converted to producing war materials and was absorbed by Bing

Toy Magic Lanterns

23

Brothers in 1921. Georges Carette, a French citizen, left
Germany for Paris, and his factory was seized as alien property. Ernst Plank’s company survived and resumed the production of metal toys after the war. The company stopped
producing lanterns in the 1920s and was bought during the
depression of the 1930s by a company that manufactured
optical equipment. The same company also bought out the
Falk company in 1935. Bing Brothers, the largest toy firm
before the war, survived largely intact and expanded production of toys after the war, in part by absorbing several other
companies. Bing produced magic lanterns through the
1920s, mostly in the form of magic lantern/movie projector
hybrids. Although battered by the depression of the 1930s,
the company revived and continues to produce metal toys. 85
A chief beneficiary of the disappearance of German toys
from the American market was the American toy industry,
which until 1914 had not been very competitive in either the
domestic or world markets. Anticipating a shortage of
Christmas gifts for 1914, toy companies ramped up production of dolls, toy trains, cars, and other toys.86 These companies were not well positioned to make up for the loss of toy
magic lanterns, however, because American toy-makers had
never been major players in the field of magic lanterns. In
fact, the few kinds of toy magic lanterns that were produced
in the United States were made by optical companies, and
most of these toys appear not to have been very successful.
In the 1880s, Bausch and Lomb introduced a magic lantern
for home use, “The Rochester,” named after the home city
of the company (Fig. 39). This odd-looking lantern somewhat resembled a cross between a coffee pot and a thermos
bottle. For reasons that are not clear, it was advertised
mostly in agricultural periodicals, such as The American
Agriculturalist and Prairie Farmer. It was designed to show
very small slides, only 1 inch wide by 3 inches long, and
could project microscope slides as well, but probably wasn’t
a very good projector. In fact, one periodical that offered
this lantern at a low price with a subscription apparently
received some complaints that it didn’t work very well. The
paper responded, “The little Magic Lantern disappointed
two persons. The trouble evidently arose from not getting
the wicks and light right. It really costs the recipient only $2
above the subscription. We do not commend it as a $20 or
$30 instrument, but for a $3.50 one; it is far better than any
that we could ever find for twice the money.”87
During the same period, T. H. McAllister was marketing its
“Gem” magic lantern (Fig. 40), which supposedly had a
number of features superior to imported models, but it does
not appear to have been a strong seller. McAllister sold
other fairly cheaply made magic lanterns for home use, but
these were rather unattractive big black boxes, utterly lacking the charm of German-made lanterns, and selling for a
higher price. The “Radiant” magic lantern, sold by Peck and
Snyder in New York, was another American entry into the
toy or home magic lantern market, but this lantern also was

Fig. 39. Ad for the "Rochester" magic lantern in the Prairie
Farmer for 1886. This small lantern, made by Bausch and
Lomb, was an ill-fated American attempt to compete with imported toy magic lanterns.
rather large and therefore would have required large and relatively expensive slides (Fig. 41).
Once the war was over, a trickle of advertisements for toy
magic lanterns appeared in 1920 and 1921, some for lanterns
produced by German firms such as Falk, Plank, and Bing
Brothers. However, the American perception of German toys
had changed dramatically. Before the war, it was routine
during the Christmas holidays for newspapers to run highly
favorable stories on the wondrous efficiency and productivity
of German toy factories and the high quality of their toys.
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Fig. 41. Peck and Snyder's "Radiant" magic lantern, a
large lantern for home use that competed with smaller and
less expensive imported German magic lanterns. Wells
collection.

lanterns, and in the postwar years, the interests of American boys turned away from the simple pleasures of the
magic lantern to toys more suited to the modern world:
mechanical toys, electric trains, Erector sets, Lincoln Logs,
movie projectors, and other products of a newly thriving
American toy industry.89

Fig. 40. McAllister's "Gem" magic lantern was another
American entry into the toy magic lantern market. Although McAllister's catalog claimed that this lantern had a
lower price "than that of any other Magic Lantern in the
market of equal size and capacity," it actually fell at the
high end of prices for toy magic lanterns in the 1880s,
with prices ranging from $5.00 for a lantern without slides
to $12.00 for a complete outfit.

After the war, the Germans had been transformed in the
American mind from models of efficiency to blood-thirsty
Huns. Newspapers and magazines published cartoons of
bloody hands holding German-made toys. Shiploads of
German toys that had spent the war years stranded in European ports were refused landing rights in American cities.
One such shipment eventually ended up in Mexico. At the
same time, the American toy industry, fearing a reappearance of cheap German toys in the American market,
pressed for high tariffs on imported toys and mounted advertising campaigns to get consumers to buy American
toys. The Toy Manufacturers of the U.S.A. even distributed buttons to children to announce their allegiance to
American-made products (Fig. 42).88 American manufacturers, however, showed little interest in making toy magic

When newspapers mentioned magic lanterns, they increasingly referred to them in the past tense, as old-fashioned
artifacts of the previous century. An ad in the Duluth
News-Tribune in 1916 asked, “You remember the Christmas that Santa Claus brought you the very toys you
wanted? It was a great day in your life when you got the
engine, the magic lantern, the books, the skates, the doll,
the sled, or something else you had longed for. Looking
back through the years it seems like only yesterday—
doesn’t it?”90 Another ad for a home movie projector in the
New York Times in 1921 said, “If you had been able as a
child to use the old, smoky magic lantern to create the antics of Charlie Chaplin or Douglas Fairbanks—what would
you not have given!”91 Still another ad, from 1930, put it
this way: “’Pooh!’ Says Your Boy to the Toys that Thrilled
You. Can you picture the disdain with which your boy
would greet the toys that thrilled you when you were a
little shaver? A Jack-in-the-Box, a Monkey on a stick, a
Kaleidoscope, a Magic Lantern, a Noah’s Ark...no
siree...not for the Boy of today.”92 Although cheap toy
magic lanterns and other toy projectors continued to be
available, the heyday of the toy magic lantern, “the boy’s
delight,” had come to an end.
Fig. 42. Button for the "American
Made Toy Brigade," an effort by
American toy manufacturers to steer
consumers away from German toys.
Wells collection.
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1900-04: New York, Philadelphia PA, Brooklyn NY, Grand Forks ND,
Omaha NE, San Francisco CA, Washington DC, St. Paul MN, Richmond VA,
Scranton PA, New Orleans LA, Minneapolis MN, Trenton NJ, Hartford CT,
Dallas TX, Houston TX, Fort Worth TX, Kansas City MO, Salt Lake City
UT, St. Albans VT, Park City UT, Hopkinsville KY, Wilkes-Barre PA, Pawtucket RI, Jackson CA, Olympia WA, Butte MT, Boston MA, Prescott AZ,
Newark NJ, San Antonio TX, Paris KY, Biloxi MS, Lancaster KY, Colorado
Springs, CO, Paducah KY, Huntington NY, Safford AZ, Hartford KY, Evansville IN
1905-09: New York, San Francisco CA, Hartford CT, Paducah KY, Philadelphia PA, Washington DC, Salt Lake City UT, Hartford KY, Baltimore MD,
Colorado Springs CO, Boston MA, Wilkes-Barre PA, Cloverport KY, St.
Albans VT, Grand Forks ND, Biloxi MS, Paris KY, Evansville IN, Trenton
NJ, Hopkinsville KY, Fort Worth TX, Kansas City MO, Park City UT, Dallas
TX, Butte MT, Duluth MN, Brooklyn NY, Ogden UT, Lexington KY, Winona MN, Huntington NY, McCook NE, Los Angeles CA, Earlington KY,
Falls City NE, Pensacola FL, Ocala FL, Valentine NE, Frankfort KY, Watertown NY, Des Moines IA, Palestine TX, Eureka UT, Montgomery AL, Louisville KY, Springfield MA, Pullman WA, Canfield OH, Albuqueque NM,
Boise ID
1910-14: New York, San Francisco CA, Trenton NJ, Philadelphia PA, Butte
MT, Washington DC, Wilkes-Barre PA, Hopkinsville KY, Pullman WA,
Boston MA, Albuquerque NM, Earlington KY, Butte MT, Grand Forks ND,
Colorado Springs CO, Boise ID, Salt Lake City UT, Kansas City MO, Dallas
TX, Canfield OH, Hartford CT, Lexington KY, St. Albans VT, Des Moines
IA, Cleveland OH, San Jose CA, Springfield MO, Box Elder UT, Portland
OR, Aberdeen SD
1915-19: New York, Boise ID, St. Albans VT, Duluth MN, Kansas City MO,
Potsdam NY

Appendix I. Cities represented in samples of newspaper advertisements for
toy magic lanterns in five-year periods from 1840 to 1919. Underlined cities
represent those new to the sample in each time period.
1840-44: Philadelphia PA, Baltimore MD
1845-49: Philadelphia PA
1850-54: Philadelphia PA, Baltimore MD, New York, Hartford CT,
Brooklyn NY
1855-59: New York, Hartford CT, Brooklyn NY, Charleston SC
1860-64: Hartford CT, San Francisco CA
1865-69: No advertisements
1870-74: New York, Hartford CT, Brooklyn NY
1875-79: Baltimore MD, Indianapolis IN, Wheeling WV
1880-84: Brooklyn NY
1885-89: Philadelphia PA, New York, Brooklyn NY, Chicago IL, Trenton
NJ, Kalamazoo MI
1890-94: New York, Baltimore MD, Hartford CT, Brooklyn NY, Chicago
IL, Trenton NJ, San Francisco CA, Worcester, MA, Dallas TX, Knoxville
TN, St. Paul MN, Omaha NE, Minneapolis MN, Columbus GA, Kirskville
MO, Sacramento CA, New Orleans LA, Kansas City MO, Winona MN,
Duluth MN, Houston TX, Richmond VA, Cloverport KY, Hardingsburg KY,
Charlotte NC, St. Louis MO, Fort Worth TX
1895-99: New York, Hartford CT, Brooklyn NY, Chicago IL, Trenton NJ,
Philadelphia PA, San Francisco CA, Sacramento CA, Richmond VA, Omaha
NE, Cloverport KY, St. Paul MN, Worcester MA, Duluth MN, Kansas City
MO, Forth Worth TX, Houston TX, Southold NY, Washington DC, Ogden
UT, Scranton PA, Aspen CO, Sioux City IA, Grand Forks ND, McCook NE,
New Haven CT, Grand Rapids MI

Ad for Lit Brothers store offering magic lanterns for Christmas at a wide range of prices. Philadelphia Inquirer,
December 19, 1901.
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San Francisco Call, December 2, 1900

McCook Tribune, December 9,
1899

New York Evening World,
December 9, 1904

Houston Daily Post, December 10, 1895

Magic Lanterns to Exchange
A Magic Lantern for a Dozen Laying Hens
Kentwood D. Wells
451 Middle Turnpike
Storrs, CT 06268
kentwood.wells@uconn.edu
In the course of researching ads for toy magic lanterns in
American newspapers, I came across many ads offering
magic lanterns in exchange for other goods, or various kinds
of goods in exchange for receiving a magic lantern. It appears that almost any kind of merchandise could be exchanged for a magic lantern, and a selection of these ads
appears below. I don't know why this sort of exchange was
especially common in Philadelphia.
Marcy magic lantern. Perfect outfit to travel with, also suitable for schools or lodges, will make a 16 ft. picture, with
case and over 200 all kinds of expensive pictures for sale or
trade for a full-sized harp. Shawano, Wisconsin.—Chicago
Daily Inter Ocean, March 25, 1896.
Wanted to trade, an $85 imported magic lantern in good
condition for 1 dozen Leghorn or other good laying hens.—
Omaha World Herald, May 15, 1901.
For exchange, Richland Station, Pennsylvania: $25.00—
good as new, magic lantern for small printing outfit, combination tandem, or what's offered equally.—Philadelphia
Inquirer, February 16, 1902.
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Half-horse power engine and a large magic lantern, fit for
entertainment use, to exchange for printed material.—
Trenton Evening Times, February 22, 1903.
Will trade carpenter's tools and large toy magic lantern for
iron beds, cook-stove, chairs, metal folding bed.—
Colorado Springs Gazette-Telegraph, January 3, 1904.
For exchange: A copy of "Decameron" and of Balzac's
Droll Stories in exchange for a camera, magic lantern, or
offers.—Philadelphia Inquirer, March 20, 1904.
Shotgun, magic lantern, oil stove, typewriter for camera,
phonograph, oven for gas stove, wool blanket, overcoat.—
Philadelphia Inquirer, September 25, 1904.
A large magic lantern and over 70 views, 3X4 inches, colored and complete, some moving; want high grade
chainless bicycle, coaster.—Philadelphia Inquirer, July 9,
1905.
Exchange large magic lantern, 250 different views, 3 stamp
books, or what have you in exchange?—Philadelphia Inquirer, December 10, 1905.
A stereopticon—Prof. Lubin with acetylene generator, 8 tip
burner, reflector and stand, good as new, value $35; will
exchange for plate camera and outfit, must be first class, or
best offer.—Philadelphia Inquirer, December 17, 1905.

For exchange: New skiff and large magic lantern with slides
for typewriter. C. T. Emons, Columbia, Pennsylvania.—
Philadelphia Inquirer, February 16, 1902.

What is offered for a child's large magic lantern, a new gas
bag, a lineman's suit and safety straps, a small gas radiator,
a wire Baldwin couch and 12 electric batteries?—
Philadelphia Inquirer, December 17, 1905.

For exchange: Graphophone, records and horns, magic lantern and slides in exchange for camera, phonograph or bicycle. C. M. Jones—Philadelphia Inquirer, March 9, 1902.

Will trade restaurant meals for large phonograph and large
coal burning magic lantern.—Colorado Springs GazetteTelegraph, July 1, 1906.

For exchange: Juvenile bicycle and magic lantern for printing press.—Philadelphia Inquirer, March 9, 1902.

Will exchange $10 piccolo for large-sized magic lantern, in
good condition.—Philadelphia Inquirer, September 16,
1908.

Desire to exchange 4 volumes of Encyclopedia Dictionaries
for a gentle-speaking healthy parrot, with cage. These volumes weigh over 30 pounds and are almost new. Have also
a good magic lantern, with 42 good views, and other things
to exchange. Francis H. Osbourne, Seven Pines, Virginia—
Richmond Times, March 22, 1902.

Sleigh for pony in fine condition; also bells and food
warmer, magic lantern, nearly new, standard size, fine
Christmas gift for a boy, man's English saddle and bridle,
good condition.—Philadelphia Inquirer, December 13,
1908.

For exchange: Magic lantern and views, cost $35, will exchange for $13 cash or coal and groceries.—Philadelphia
Inquirer, April 20, 1902.

Fine magic lantern, 400 slides, fine scenery, for building lot
near shore; exchange paperhanging for willow plume, or
what have you?—Philadelphia Inquirer, April 10, 1910.

Exchange new no. 1 folding pocket Kodak; also fine flute;
want bicycle for small boy, magic lantern or trombone.—
Philadelphia Inquirer, June 29, 1902.

Exchange post card projector, new, double lens, two gas
burners, with mantel, tubing, for good magic lantern and
some slides.—Philadelphia Inquirer, January 8, 1911.

Toy Magic Lanterns
1908
07/28

Albuquerque Journal
(Albuquerque, NM)

07/30

Chillicothe Constitution
(Chillicothe, MO)

08/01

Boyden Reporter (Boydon, IA)

08/24
08/25
08/26

Hobart Republican (Hobart, OK)

1908
09/23
1908
10/18
1908
11/19

Wilkes-Barre Times Leader
(Wilkes-Barre, PA)
Baltimore American

1908
11/29
1908
12/06

San Francisco Call

1908
12/07
1908
12/13
1908
12/26
1909
12/10
1910
10/09

Ogden Standard

31
Kansas City Weekly

Magic lantern for the boy or girl for securing 8 new subscriptions for the
Kansas City Weekly.

newspaper

Wright‟s

Advertisement directed at boys; free magic lanterns for selling newspaper
subscription
Free to the boys. A Scholar‟s Companion, penknife, or magic lanterns with
each Child‟s Suit sold in our Clothing Department this week.
Fiction story “The Empty Pack” refers to magic lanterns for boys: “Oh, I am
going to have the bestest time,” said the little boy. “Mamma is going to get
me a new sled, Santa Claus is going to get me a magic lantern, „cause I wrote
him a letter asking for it....”
What Boy Wouldn‟t Like to Have One of These? Magic Lanterns $7.50$12.50.
Article entitled “Toys That Act and Play.” “A magic lantern is always a delight to a small boy‟s heart. This year the newest lantern is fitted with a device by which moving pictures can be shown.”
Magic lanterns: “The highest priced ones make fine gifts for older boys.”

San Francisco Call

Hale‟s

For exchange: Magic lantern, nearly new, standard size, fine Christmas gift
for a boy...”
After Christmas sale on toys for boys includes magic lanterns.

Mohoning Dispatch (Canfield,
OH)
Baltimore American

Euwer

Magic lanterns listed with Christmas toys for boys.

E. H. Kemp, New York

1910
12/14
1910
12/15
1910
12/17
12/18
12/20
1910
12/18
1911
12/05

Anaconda Standard (Butte, MT)

The Copper City

Every boy made happy. This marvelous moving picture machine free for
selling premium pictures (this is a combination magic lantern and movie
projector)
Magic lanterns listed with Christmas toys for boys

Box Elder News (Box Elder, UT)

Eddy Drug Store

Magic lanterns and movie projectors listed with Christmas toys for boys.

Grand Forks Herald

Benner, Begg & Garvin

Magic lanterns listed with Christmas toys for boys.

Gazette-Telegraph (Colorado
Springs, CO)
Trenton Evening Times

Kaufman‟s

Magic lanterns listed with Christmas toys for boys.

Kaufman‟s

1913
12/13
1913
12/21
1914
12/08
1915
12/08
1921
11/19
1921
12/19

Aberdeen Daily News (Aberdeen,
SD)
Dallas Morning News

Aberdeen Crockery & Novelty Store
Titche-Goettinger

Magic lanterns included in “toys that are wonderfully fascinating and very
instructive. The kinds that delight the young genius of tomorrow, the boy
who wants to know how and why.”
Magic lanterns listed with Christmas toys for boys.

Boston Journal (Boston, MA)

Filene‟s

Courier and Freeman (Postdam,
NY)
Philadelphia Inquirer

H. W. Galkins

“A boy could earn money with a moving picture machine, or an improved
magic lantern.”
“What is your boy thinking about? Perhaps a magic lantern.”

Strawbridge & Clothier

Magic lantern for the boy, only $1.50

12/21

Daily Journal (Telluride, CO)

The Farm Press

Hale‟s

New York Times

Philadelphia Inquirer

Fort Wayne News Sentinel (Fort
Wayne, IN)
Montgomery Advertiser
(Montgomery, AL)

For boys—magic lanterns.

Advertisement to encourage use of classified advertising that appeared in
several newspapers: “A bicycle, a drum, a magic lantern, a rocking horse and
an electric train is there for Jack—while Betty finds her doll, toy animals, a
tiny piano, and many books.”

German toy magic lanterns, clockwise from upper left: Two lanterns by Jean Schoenner; two all-brass lanterns by Max DannHartford Courant
horn; "Young America" magic lantern by "G. F."; two red lanterns by Ernst Plank; two barrel-shaped lanterns, probably by Ernst
Plank. Wells collection.

12/23

Postcard from 1904 showing a German-made toy magic lantern under a
Christmas tree. Toy magic lanterns were sold primarily as Christmas
gifts for boys. The peak in the number of advertisements in American
newspapers for toy magic lanterns was in 1904-1905. Wells collection.
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