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BUZZ MAGAZINE - I just love finding out the first of something. In this case, it’s the 
first Christmas movie. My research led me to Santa Claus in 1898, a silent short British 
movie roughly a minute and 17 seconds long and the first to showcase Santa, the jolly 
character we know and love today.

Directed by George Albert Smith, the special effects may not seem too special now, but 
I am sure they were groundbreaking at the time. The short scene is very much 



commonplace now of children getting into bed before St Nick dressed in traditional red 
and white comes down a chimney putting goodies in each child’s stocking then 
disappearing before they wake. The small cast including Laura Bagley, Harold and 
Dorothy Smith make this a quick but enjoyable watch. You can currently watch it on 
YouTube and it’s interesting that even back then, the lore of the character has not 
changed all that much.

Anyone who watches Hallmark or Lifetime during the holiday season can tell you there’
s just something about Christmas movies that makes the viewers feel good. While not 
every holiday film will include a visit from Santa or a trip to the North Pole, there is 
usually some undefinable element of Christmas Spirit throughout each production. 
There’s a reason why we return to our favorites each year, and why so many classics 
have endured the test of time, even when there are well over 150 new holiday movies 
produced annually.

Maybe the oldest movie you’ve seen on TV playing during the holiday season rotation 
is Holiday Inn, It’s A Wonderful Life or A Miracle On 34th Street - all bonafide 
classics, but they came out in the 1940s and are nowhere near old enough. 1934’s March 
of the Wooden Soldiers came out just a few years after “talkies” became popular. And 
what’s a Christmas film without Christmas music, right? Well, there were dozens of 
holiday films produced before sound was even added to the picture, so we have to go 
further back. In fact, we must go all the way back before the turn of the century.

In the 1880s, while Thomas Edison was working on the first motion picture camera in 
America, Louis Le Prince was working on his own in Europe. Le Prince even filmed a 
few shorts in 1888, one of which is regarded today as the oldest surviving motion 
picture. It is only a single 2.1 seconds-long shot of a horse running, but it opened a 
world of possibilities.

Many of the films that followed similarly lacked narrative, but audiences still lined up to 
be amazed by this wondrous new creation. By 1896, the most popular “movie” was a 50-
second clip of a train coming towards the camera by the Lumiere Brothers. It is said that 
audiences went wild at screenings, sometimes ducking out of fear that the train was 
really coming towards them.

Just two years later, George Albert Smith made the very first Christmas movie. 
Although only 76 seconds long, Santa Claus was a groundbreaking cinematic creation 
and an all-around technical marvel. Through innovative special effects, the short told the 
story of Santa’s visit to the home of two children on Christmas Eve. The silent film 
begins with two kids checking the chimney for Santa before their maid puts them to bed. 
As they fall asleep, the maid turns off the lights, and the walls of the room go dark. 
Projected on the right side of the screen is the image of the rooftop, as Santa appears and 



heads down the chimney. The projection fades and Santa magically appears in the 
children’s room to stuff their stockings full of presents. Santa waves goodbye, and 
magically disappears just as the kids awaken.

Like many of the filmmakers of his time, George Albert Smith was a stage magician, 
and turned to cinema as an extension of his act. Rather than document, his goal was to 
mystify. Smith pioneered a process known as “parallel action” to simultaneously show 
Santa on the rooftop and children waiting for him in their beds below. He further used a 
double exposure technique to make Santa magically appear from a chimney and 
disappear just as quickly. Audiences were likely shocked to see such magic on the big 
screen, and some may have thought it to be the real Santa. Likely to keep this illusion 
persisting, the actor who played Santa was uncredited; so, we, unfortunately, will never 
know who the first onscreen Santa really was.

At the time of production, Santa Claus was the most technically and conceptually 
sophisticated film ever made. George Albert Smith is now widely considered to be the 
father of film editing, and it is because of the many of the techniques he pioneered in 
this short. Santa Claus also happened to be the birth of the Christmas movie, and 
audiences are still mesmerized by the magic of Santa on screen.

Home Alone is considered one of the best Christmas films ever made. It’s a 1990 
American Christmas comedy film directed by Chris Columbus and written and produced 
by John Hughes. Hughes conceived Home Alone while on vacation, with Warner Bros. 
being originally intended to finance and distribute the film. However, Warner Bros. shut 
down production after it exceeded its assigned budget. 20th Century Fox assumed 
responsibilities following secret meetings with Hughes. Filming took place between 
February and May 1990 on location across Illinois.

Home Alone premiered in Chicago on November 10, 1990, and was theatrically released 
in the United States on November 16. It received positive reviews, with praise for its 
cast, humor, and music. Home Alone grossed $476.7 million worldwide, becoming the 
highest-grossing live-action comedy until the release of The Hangover Part II (2011), 
and made Macaulay Culkin a child star. It was the second highest-grossing film of 1990, 
behind Ghost, and was nominated for the Golden Globe Award for Best Motion Picture 
– Musical or Comedy, and Best Actor in a Motion Picture – Musical or Comedy for 
Culkin, and for the Academy Award for Best Original Score for John Williams, and 
Best Original Song for "Somewhere in My Memory". A sequel, Home Alone 2: Lost in 
New York, was released in 1992.

Justin Childress loves movies and has been writing about them for as long as he can 
remember. Contact him at jchilli1981@ gmail.com.



This story was originally printed in the December issue of The Prairie Land Buzz 
Magazine http://www.thebuzzmonthly.com.
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