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INTRODUCTION:
THE MOON THAT
LAUNCHED A
THOUSAND
DREAMS

In  the  vast  history  of
cinema,  few  images
are  as  iconic  as  the
man in the moon with
a rocket lodged in his
eye. This single frame
from Le Voyage Dans
La Lune (A Trip to the
Moon),  released  in
1 9 0 2  b y  F r e n c h
filmmaker  Georges
Méliès, is not merely a
whimsical  piece  of
early animation. It is a
milestone  of  human

i m a g i n a t i o n ,  a
technical marvel of its
time, and the founding
stone of science fiction
cinema. Over a century
later,  this  silent  film
continues  to  captivate
audiences,  inspire
directors,  and  remind
us  of  the  boundless
power  of  storytelling.
While  modern  space
epics rely on computer-
generated imagery and
mult i -mi l l ion-do l lar
budgets,  Méliès  built
his  lunar  adventure
with hand-painted sets,
elaborate  costumes,
and  a  profound  belief
that cinema could take
us anywhere.
Understanding  Le
Voyage  Dans  La
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Lune is to understand
the  very  essence  of
film  as  an  art  form.  It
was  not  the  first
narrative  film  ever
m a d e ,  b u t  i t  w a s
certainly  one  of  the
first to treat cinema as
a  veh ic le  for  pure
fantasy and spectacle.
At  a  time  when  most
films  were  brief,  static
recordings of everyday
life,  Méliès  dared  to
imagine  a  journey  to
the  stars.  This  article
explores  the  film's
c r e a t i o n ,  i t s
groundbreaking special
effects, its plot, and its
endur ing  l egacy .
Whether you are a film
student,  a  science
fiction  enthusiast,  or
simply  curious  about
cultural  history,  the
s t o r y  o f  h o w  a
magician  from  Paris
sent  his  actors  to  the
moon  is  one  worth
knowing.

THE VISIONARY
BEHIND THE LENS:
GEORGES MÉLIÈS

To  app rec i a te  Le
Voyage  Dans  La
Lune,  one  must  first
appreciate  its  creator.
Georges  Méliès  was  a
professional  magician
and  theater  owner
before he ever picked
up a  camera.  Born  in
P a r i s  i n  1 8 6 1 ,  h e
managed  the  Théâtre
Robert-Houdin,  where
he  staged  elaborate
magic  shows.  When
the  Lumière  brothers
held  their  first  public
film screening in  1895,
Mé l i ès  was  i n  the
a u d i e n c e .  H e
i m m e d i a t e l y
r e c o g n i z e d  t h e
potential  of  the  new
medium,  but  not  for
documenting  reality.
He saw cinema as the
u l t i m a t e  t o o l  f o r
i l lusion.
Méliès  built  his  own
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c a m e r a  a n d
constructed  a  glass
studio  in  Montreuil,
where he could control
every element of light
a n d  s c e n e r y .  H i s
background  in  stage
mag ic  gave  h im  a
unique  perspective.
Whi le  o ther  ear ly
filmmakers  aimed  for
realism,  Méliès  sought
the  f an tas t i c .  He
accidentally discovered
the  "stop  tr ick"—a
technique  where  the
camera is stopped, an
object  is  moved  or
replaced,  and  the  film
resumes,  creating  a
jump  in  reality.  This
h a p p y  a c c i d e n t
became the foundation
of  cinematic  special
effects.  By the time he
made  Le  Voyage
Dans La Lune, Méliès
was  already  a  master
of  these  techniques,
having made hundreds
of  short  films.  This
particular  film,

however ,  was  h i s
m a g n u m  o p u s — a
grand  production  that
required  immense
resources,  time,  and
creative  energy.

THE PLOT: A
JOURNEY OF
SELENITES AND
STARS

The  narrative  of  Le
Voyage  Dans  La
Lune  is  loosely based
on  two  popular  works
o f  the  t ime:  Ju les
Verne's From the Earth
to the Moon (1865) and
H.G.  Wells'  The  First
M e n  i n  t h e  M o o n
(1901) .  However ,
Mél iès  took  these
scientific  adventures
and  filtered  them
through  the  lens  of
pure  fantasy.  The  film
is  approximately  14
minutes  long  when
played  at  the  correct
speed ,  wh ich  was
exceptionally  long  for
its era.
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The
Launch
and the
Landing
The  film  opens  at  a
m e e t i n g  o f
astronomers,  led  by
P r o f e s s o r
Barbenfouillis,  played
by Méliès himself. They
decide to build a giant
cannon  and  a  bullet-
shaped  capsule  to
travel  to  the  moon.
With great fanfare, the
astronomers board the
capsule,  and  it  is  fired
from  a  cannon.  The
camera  follows  the
capsule  as  i t  sa i ls
through space, passing
stars  and  p lanets
rendered  in  painted
backdrops.  The  most
f a m o u s  m o m e n t
a r r i v e s  w h e n  t h e

capsule  lands  directly
in the eye of a human-
faced  moon .  Th i s
image  is  so  powerful
that  it  has  become  a
universal  symbol  of
ea r l y  c inema  and
human  curiosity.

Encounte
rs on the
Lunar
Surface
After  landing,  the
astronomers  explore
the lunar surface. They
marvel  at  the strange
landscape,  wh ich
includes  craters  and
giant mushrooms. They
also witness a celestial
phenomena, such as a
comet passing by and
the Earth rising in the
distance.  Sleeping
under  the  stars,  they
are  disturbed  by  a



Le Voyage Dans La Lune 5

5

snowstorm.  Seeking
shelter,  they  discover
an underground cavern
where  they  encounter
the  Selenites—the
insect-like,  aggressive
inhabitants  of  the
moon. These creatures
m o v e  w i t h  j e r k y ,
unnatural  motions,  a
deliberate  effect
created by the actors'
pe r fo rmance  and
Méliès'  editing.

Escape
and
Return to
Earth
The  Selenites  capture
the  astronomers  and
bring them before their
king.  The  explorers
fight  back,  discovering
that  the  Selenites
explode into dust when
st ruck .  P ro fessor

Barbenfouillis  grabs
the king,  hurls him to
the  ground,  and  the
group  escapes.  They
return to their capsule,
which is now dangling
off a cliff on the moon.
They tip over the edge,
and  the  capsule  falls
th rough  space .  I t
splashes down into an
ocean on Earth, where
it is rescued by a ship.
The  film  ends  with  a
g r a n d  p a r a d e
c e l e b r a t i n g  t h e
explorers '  return,
including the unveiling
of  a  captive  Selenite.
T h i s  c e l e b r a t o r y
conclusion  reinforces
the  film's  tone  of
triumph  and  wonder.

TECHNICAL
INNOVATIONS:
HOW MÉLIÈS BUILT
THE IMPOSSIBLE

The  most  remarkable
aspect  of  Le Voyage
Dans La Lune is how
it was made. In 1902,
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there  were  no  visual
effects  studios,  no
computers,  and  no
reference  books  for
c r e a t i n g  a  s p a c e
journey.  Méliès  used
every  trick  he  knew
from  the  theater  and
his  earlier  films.  The
result is a masterclass
in practical filmmaking.

Hand-
Painted
Color and
Special
Effects
While  the  film  is  often
seen in black and white
today,  many  original
pr ints  were  hand-
c o l o r e d .  M é l i è s
employed  a  team  of
artists, mostly women,
who  pa inted  each
frame individually with

watercolor  dyes.  This
process was incredibly
labor-intensive  but
gave  the  film  a
dreamlike,  almost
surreal  quality.  The
colors  were  vivid  and
fantastical,  marking
t h e  m o o n  a n d  i t s
inhabitants as a world
separate  from  reality.
The  surviving  color
print, discovered in the
1990s, is a revelation.
Mé l i è s  e mp loyed
mult iple  exposure
techniques  to  create
the  i l lus ion  of  the
c a p s u l e  m o v i n g
through  space.  He
used  painted  glass
slides  superimposed
over  the  film  to  show
stars and planets. The
Selenites'  explosive
deaths  were  achieved
by  using  pulleys  and
trapdoors,  combined
with  the  stop  trick.
Actors were suspended
o n  w i r e s ,  a n d
miniatures  were  used
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for  the  capsule.  Each
shot  was  careful ly
planned  in  storyboard
form,  a  practice  that
was not yet standard in
the film industry. Every
second of  Le Voyage
D a n s  L a  L u n e
represents  a  solution
to a technical problem
that no one had solved
before.

Set
Design
and
Costumes
T h e  s e t s  w e r e
elaborate  painted
backdrops in the style
o f  a  t h e a t r i c a l
p r o d u c t i o n .  T h e
astronomers'  lab,  the
cannon  foundry,  and
the  lunar  landscape
were  all  constructed
with  careful  attention

to detail. The costumes
w e r e  e q u a l l y
imag ina t i ve .  The
astronomers  wore
traditional  academic
robes  and  pointed
h a t s ,  w h i l e  t h e
Selenites  wore  insect-
like  suits  with  wings
and clawed hands. The
moon's  face  was  a
large plaster sculpture.
Every  element  was
created  by  hand  in
M é l i è s '  s t u d i o ,  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
filmmaker's  complete
control  over  his  art.

CULTURAL IMPACT
AND LEGACY:
FROM 1902 TO THE
MODERN ERA

Upon  its  release,  Le
Voyage  Dans  La
L u n e  w a s  a n
international sensation.
It was widely pirated in
the  United  States,
where  distributors
made illegal copies and
showed  them  without
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paying  Méliès.  This
p i r a c y ,  w h i l e
devastating  for  Méliès
financially, ensured the
film's  global  reach.  It
inspired  countless
other  filmmakers  and
e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e
template for adventure
and  science  fiction
cinema.

Influence
on
Science
Fiction
Cinema
Every  space  film  that
came  a f te r—from
Metropolis  to  2001:  A
Space Odyssey to Star
Wars—owes a debt  to
Le  Voyage  Dans  La
Lune. It was the first to
treat space travel as a
visual  spectacle.  The

film  established
conventions  such  as
the team of explorers,
the  alien  encounter,
the  escape,  and  the
triumphant  return.
Modern  filmmakers
often reference Méliès
d i rect ly .  In  2011,
Martin  Scorsese's  film
Hugo  paid  tribute  to
Méliès and his legacy,
introducing  a  new
generat ion  to  the
magician of Montreuil.

The
Rediscov
ery and
Restorati
on
For many decades, Le
Voyage  Dans  La
Lune  was  thought  to
be  lost  in  its  original
color  form.  A  single
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hand-colored print was
d i s c o v e r e d  i n  a
Spanish  film  archive  in
1993 .  Th i s  p r i n t ,
d o n a t e d  b y  a n
anonymous  collector,
was severely damaged
but  conta ined  the
original colors. In 2011,
a  major  restoration
p r o j e c t  w a s
undertaken,  resulting
in a new digital version
that  was  screened  at
t h e  C a n n e s  F i l m
Festival  with  a  l ive
score by the band Air.
T h i s  r e s t o r a t i o n
brought  the  film  back
i n t o  p u b l i c
consciousness  and
cemented its status as
a masterpiece.

THE DEEPER
MEANING: DREAMS
AND REALITY

Beyond  its  technical
achievements,  Le
Voyage  Dans  La
Lune carries a deeper
message about human

ambition.  The  film  was
made at  a time when
flight  was  still  in  its
infancy,  and  space
t rave l  was  pure ly
theoretical.  Yet  Méliès
s h o w e d  t h a t  t h e
imaginat ion  could
reach  the  moon  long
before any rocket ever
could.  The  film  is  a
celebration of scientific
cur ios i t y  and  the
courage to explore the
unknown. It also has a
satir ical  edge:  the
a s t r o n o m e r s  a r e
b u m b l i n g  a n d
pompous,  and  their
triumph  is  as  much
about  luck  as  skil l .
Méliès,  the  magician,
knew that all journeys,
even the most serious,
contain an element of
play.
The moon itself in the
film is not a cold, dead
rock  bu t  a  l i v i ng ,
breathing entity with a
face and emotions. It is
a  cha rac te r .  Th i s



10

10 Le Voyage Dans La Lune 2026-06-04

personification  of  the
cosmos  reflects  a  pre-
modern  worldview
where  the  universe
w a s  a l i v e  w i t h
meaning. Méliès made
the moon relatable. He
made it a place where
a  man  could  stick  a
rocket  in  an  eye  and
walk  among  g iant
mushrooms.  In  doing
s o ,  h e  m a d e  t h e
universe  smaller  and
more  wondrous.

WHY LE VOYAGE
DANS LA LUNE
MATTERS TODAY

In  an  age  of  hyper-
realistic digital cinema,
watching  Le  Voyage
Dans La Lune can be
a  r e f r e s h i n g
experience.  It  reminds
us  that  film  does  not
need to be realistic to
be  powerful.  It  needs
to be imaginative. The
film's  hand-crafted
qual ity,  i ts  vis ible
brushst rokes  and

painted sets, give it a
warmth  and  humanity
t h a t  m o d e r n
blockbusters  often
lack. It is an artifact of
a  t ime  when  every
frame  was  a  labor  of
love.
For  educators,  the  film
is a perfect entry point
into  discussions  about
film  history,  the
evolution  of  special
effects,  and  the  early
2 0 t h - c e n t u r y
f a s c i n a t i o n  w i t h
science  and  progress.
For  art ists,  i t  is  an
inspiration to work with
your  hands  and  trust
your vision. For general
audiences, it  is simply
a  delightful  short  film
tha t  p roves  good
storytelling never goes
out  of  style.  The  fact
that  a  1902  silent  film
c a n  s t i l l  m a k e
audiences smile, laugh,
a n d  g a s p  i s  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
genius  of  Georges
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Méliès.

CONCLUSION: THE
ETERNAL VOYAGE

Le  Voyage  Dans  La
Lune  is  more  than  a
historical curiosity. It is
a  declaration  of  what
cinema  can  achieve
w h e n  i t  d a r e s  t o
dream. Georges Méliès
used  the  tools  of  his
craft—paint,  wire,
smoke, and mirrors—to
create a universe that
had  never  been  seen
b e f o r e .  H e  w a s  a
showman, an inventor,
and  a  storyteller  who
understood  that  the
audience's  greatest
d e s i r e  i s  t o  b e
transported.  Over  one
hundred  years  later,
his rocket still flies. The
image  of  the  moon
with a ship in  its  eye
remains  one  of  the
most recognizable and

beloved in all of art. As
we continue to explore
real  space  with  real
rockets, we carry with
us the spirit of Méliès,
the man who taught us
that  the  first  step  to
the  moon  is  always
t a k e n  i n  t h e
imagination.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
watching  the  restored
c o l o r  p r i n t  o r  a
scratched  black-and-
white  version  on  a
streaming service,  the
magic  of  Le  Voyage
D a n s  L a  L u n e
endures.  It  is  a  film
that  belongs  to  the
world,  a  testament  to
t h e  e a r l y  d a y s  o f
cinema when a French
magician looked up at
the night sky and said,
"Why not go there?" He
d i d  n o t  h a v e  t h e
technology to travel to
the moon


