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History—The Camera Obscura 

How old is the camera? It surprises many to learn that the camera was invented long 
before photography. In fact the camera was known to the ancient Greeks. It was, of 

course, quite different from a modern camera, but any Terry Pratchet fans would    
immediately see the connection between the two! 

 
The camera obscura (Latin for dark vaulted room) is an optical device that  projects 

an image of its surroundings on a screen. Originally it would have been a room, or even 

a tent, which was blacked out apart from a small hole in one side. An image from     
outside would be projected onto the far side of the room, but that image would be up-

side down and round the wrong way. If a piece of material was placed in the path of 
the light, then it would be possible to draw, trace, or paint the image ‘seen’ by the hole 

in the wall.  Camera Obscurae were used in drawing and for entertainment, and it’s 

easy to see from a later, portable version with a lens, that these devices had a great 
impact on the     development of photography. The largest camera obscura in the world 

is on Constitution Hill in Aberystwyth, Wales.  
 

Using mirrors, as in the 18th-century overhead version, pictured, it is possible to    
project a right-side-up image. This portable type is a box with an angled    mirror   

projecting onto tracing paper placed on the glass top, the image being   upright as 

viewed from the back. 
 

As the pinhole is made smaller, the image gets sharper, but the projected   image   be-
comes dimmer. With too small a pinhole, however, the sharpness   worsens, due 

to diffraction. The need for a good, sharp image to work with gave rise to  camera   

obscura using a lens rather than a pinhole because it allows a larger aperture, giving a 

usable brightness while maintaining focus.  
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