
Like Clockwork
Automata Through the Ages



Automata

Accounts of automatons in China date from as early as the 3rd 
century bce, during the Han dynasty, when a mechanical orchestra 
was made for the emperor. By the Sui dynasty, in the 6th and 7th 
centuries ce, automatons had become widespread, and a book titled 
Shuishi tujing όά.ƻƻƪ ƻŦ IȅŘǊŀǳƭƛŎ 9ƭŜƎŀƴŎƛŜǎέύ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘΦ 

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C7oSFNKIlaM 

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uzM32wVTbsY 

Åhttps://themadmuseum.co.uk/history-of-automata/ 

Åhttps://www.history.com/news/7-early-robots-and-automatons 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C7oSFNKIlaM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uzM32wVTbsY
https://themadmuseum.co.uk/history-of-automata/
https://www.history.com/news/7-early-robots-and-automatons


Ancient Greece

The Ancient Greeks were well-acquainted with sophisticated metal 
gearing mechanisms, such as the analog computer they used to predict 
the future paths of the sun, the moon, and the planets. 

Their engineering skills with gears and valves enabled them to produce 
a surprising variety of machines.

Most of the inventions below were described by Hero of Alexandria, 
who lived in the first century AD. However, there is evidence that the 
Ancient Greeks were actually producing some of the machines Hero 
described in the third and second centuries BC. Hero described 
machines in two works ς the Pneumatica and the Automata.

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0QGkf13fVs4 

https://www.famousscientists.org/ancient-greek-computers/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0QGkf13fVs4








Ismail Al-Jaziri

Al-Jazari built automated moving peacocks driven by hydropower. He also created automatic doors 
as part of one of his elaborate water clocks, and invented water wheels with cams on their axle 
used to operate automata.

Al-Jazari was born in the area of Upper Mesopotamia in 1136. Sources state his exact location is 
unknown, but they speculate he could have been born in Jazirat ibn Umar, where he got the name 
Jazari from or Al-Jazira which was used to denote Upper Mesopotamia.The only biographical 
information known about him is contained in his Book of Knowledge of Ingenious Mechanical 
Devices.[7] Like his father before him, he served as chief engineer at the Artuklu Palace, the 
residence of the Mardin branch of the Artuqids which ruled across Upper Mesopotamia as vassals 
of the Zengid dynasty of Mosul and later of Ayyubid general Saladin.[8] Little is known about his 
ethnic background, so he has been variously described as Arab,[9][10]Υ нм[11][12] Kurdish[13] or Persia.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qz7soHvy-Pw 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qlLg6PmCo-Q 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ryYgUvrDcPM&t=4s 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MCW_wp0dgF4 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9q9G0S8fADQ&t=25s 
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The Monk

Though its origins are shrouded in mystery, one legend proposes that this 
marvel was made after a relic of the Franciscan brother Diego de Alcalá 
miraculously cured the young Spanish prince Don Carlos. The prince's father, 
tƘƛƭƛǇ LLΣ ǾƻǿŜŘ άŀ ƳƛǊŀŎƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƛǊŀŎƭŜέ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƻƴ 
representing the monk, who was canonized as a saint (San Diego, namesake 
of the California city). The king's comparison of clockwork to a miracle 
references the contest between human clockmakers and the divine, a 
popular concept in the Renaissance. Sensitively carved and painted in human 
likeness, the monk figure walks slowly and steadily. He beats his chest in 
penitence and regularly lifts his left hand toward his lips. As shown in this 
video, the figure once wore the robes of a Franciscan friar and probably 
kissed a miniature cross on a rosary (now lost). 

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jiVKnlXcDDg 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jiVKnlXcDDg


Pierre Jaquet-Droz

Pierre Jaquet-Droz was a watchmaker of the late eighteenth century. He was born on 28 July 1721 in 
La Chaux-de-Fonds, in the Principality of Neuchâtel, which was then part of the Kingdom of Prussia.

The Writer was built in the 1770s using 6,000 moving parts by Pierre Jaquet-Droz, his son Henri-
Louis, and Jean-Frédéric Leschot

Designed in the late 1770s this incredible little robot called simply The Writer, was designed and 
built by Swiss-born watchmaker Pierre Jaquet-Droz with help from his son Henri-Louis, and Jean-
Frédéric Leschot. Jaquet-Droz was one of the greatest automata designers to ever live and The 
Writer is considered his pièce de résistance. On the outside the device is deceptively simple. A small, 
barefoot boy perched at a wooden desk holding a quill, easily mistaken for a toy doll. But crammed 
inside is an engineering marvel: 6,000 custom made components work in concert to create a fully 
self-contained programmable writing machine that some consider to be the oldest example of a 
computer.

Åhttps://www.thisiscolossal.com/2013/11/the-writer-automata/

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WofWNcMHcl0&t=3s

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ux2KW20nqHU&t=12s 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pierre_Jaquet-Droz
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David Roentgen

David Roentgen, was a famous German cabinetmaker of the eighteenth 
century, famed throughout Europe for his marquetry and his secret drawers 
and poes and mechanical fittings. His work embraces the late Rococo and 
the Neoclassical styles

David Roentgen (1743--1807) took his royal patron by surprise when he 
delivered this beautiful automaton to King Louis XVI for his queen, Marie 
Antoinette, in 1784. The cabinetry for this piece is very much a neoclassical 
masterwork, and the mechanism behind it is truly extraordinary: the figure 
strikes the strings in perfect rhythm with two small metal hammers held in 
her hands, which move with great precision. 

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nITEU4fsqCU 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nITEU4fsqCU




The Silver Swan

The Silver Swan is an automaton dating from the 18th century and now housed in the Bowes Museum, Barnard 
Castle, Teesdale, County Durham, England. It was acquired by John Bowes, the museum's founder, from a 
Parisian jeweler in 1872.

The swan, which is life-sized, is a clockwork-driven device that includes a music box. The swan sits in a "stream" 
made of glass rods and surrounded by silver leaves. Small silver fish can be seen "swimming" in the stream

When the clockwork is wound, the music box plays and the glass rods rotate giving the illusion of flowing 
water. The swan turns its head from side to side and also preens itself. After a few moments the swan notices 
the swimming fish and bends down to catch and eat one. The swan's head then returns to the upright position 
and the performance, which lasts about 32 seconds, is over. To help preserve the mechanism, the swan was 
only operated once each day, at 2pm. The museum was closed during 2020 and 2021 so the daily display did 
not take place; when the exhibit was being prepared for reopening in May 2021 the clockwork mechanism was 
found to have seized up and it was withdrawn from display for further conservation.[2][3] 

The mechanism was designed and built by the Low Countries inventor John Joseph Merlin (1735ς1803) in 
conjunction with the London inventor James Cox (1723ς1800) in 1773.[

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ECuS6HDa-9Y 

Åhttps://www.thisiscolossal.com/2013/11/the-writer-automata/ 
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Floutisteτby Alexandre Theroud

The Morris Museum, in Morristown, NJ, is proud to present "Guinness 
Collection Highlights", a newly created series of video shorts, to share 
some of the amazing mechanical or "Living Dolls" of the Murtogh D. 
Guinness Collection of Automatic Musical Instruments & Automata. 
The collection consists of over 750 objects, 150 of which are exquisitely 
displayed to the public in an immersive, educational & interactive 
gallery space, featuring live demonstrations at 2pm each day. For 
directions (only 1 hr. from New York City), hours of operation, wide 
range of exhibits & available programming, please visit our website: 
https://www.morrismuseum.org

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1TxrjpWGRXU 

https://www.morrismuseum.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1TxrjpWGRXU





