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Episode One, Season 2 : The Phantasmagoria.

In the first episode of the NOIL Podcast, Emma Williams and Vic Llewellyn explore the history of the Phantasmagoria, a 19th-century theatrical exhibition featuring ghostly apparitions. The show originated from Johan Schopf's Magic Lantern projections, evolving into immersive horror experiences with smoke, electrical shocks, and sound effects. The Phantasmagoria's creator, known as Phil, faced public safety issues and eventually disappeared. Belgian physicist Etienne Gaspar Robertson advanced the show with multiple projectors, sound, and ventriloquism. By 1801, the show had shifted from claiming to summon real ghosts to being purely for entertainment, attracting diverse audiences.

Vic Llewellyn  0:00  
No one is listening, a podcast that explores ghosts, memory loss and feeling the fear.

Emma Williams  0:09  
Welcome to no one is listening a podcast made by me, Emma Williams and performer and writer Vic Llewellyn. We are sharing research gathered while we remount our live show, no one is listening (a ghost story), and through these six short episodes, we're going to talk about ghosts as entertainment. It's October 1801, and you are standing outside the Lyceum Theatre in Wellington Street, and opening tonight is an exhibition, and it's called the phantasmagoria, just what a brilliant name. I tried to find out how they've got to this name, and some people say maybe it means a gathering of ghosts. But what is more likely is that the director of the show got the word AGORIA, which he thought was really cool, and he added it to the word phantom so he could sell his show. I mean, that's just genius, really. Now, this impresario was a bit of a mysterious figure. He had lots and lots of different names, so for the ease of this podcast, I'm just going to call him Phil. Now what you were promised, if you went through the door of this exhibition was that you would be introduced to

Vic Llewellyn  1:26  
“...the Phantoms or apparitions of the dead or absent in a way more completely elusive than has ever been offered to the eye in a public theatre, as the objects freely originate in the air and unfold themselves under various forms and sizes, such as imagination alone has hitherto painted them”.

Emma Williams  1:50  
So how did this show develop? Well, it started with Johan Schopf, who was German. He lived between the kind of murky middle ground of science and occultism. He was a chemist and dabbled in Magic Lantern shows, where pictures were painted in transparent colours on glass slides and projected onto a screen or a white wall or a darkened room. Now originally, magic lanterns used candles, and the scenes were educational or of nature. You know, valleys and flowers, really lovely stuff. But in Schrock hands, it all moved away from a kind of Sunday night in front of the TV watching a nature programme about squirrels to something much more like an immersive 3d version of The Exorcist. So, I think, if I'm honest, I probably wouldn't have gone to Shropshire shows, but lots and lots of people did. He was known as the ghost maker, and in 1769, he took over a coffee house and installed an immersive horror show. It included smoke and also electrical shocks for the audience and these images of ghostly creatures, and he told the audience that it was a seance now Schopf believed that by summoning technically these images, he was actually able to reach the spirit world. And he really believed this. He vowed that when he was dead, he would return to a seance like the ones that he ran. And then in 1774, he went for a walk with his friends, and he promised that they would see something they had never seen before. He went off ahead and turned round a corner, and they heard this loud explosion, and when they went round the corner, they discovered him dead on the floor because he shot himself. I mean, his shocking demise only heightened the reputation of the ghost maker. And this is where up pops Phil; its 1780 in Vienna, and he's staging a horror show, but he's developed it a little bit. So, he's got back screen projection so the audience can't actually see the lanterns. He's also projecting onto a screen, whereas previously in the seances, they used to project onto smoke, which was one, not very reliable, and two absolutely hideous for everyone. It was sitting in there. He also added wheels to the Magic Lantern so he could move it back and forth, and so these kind of ghostly forms could actually get bigger as they got closer to the audience. But in 1790 Phil mysteriously shut down all his shows, and he was run out of Berlin. And now there's sort of different reports about why someone because he was like a charlatan, and he was conning everyone with these seances. But I read another book that said that it was to do with the fact that he'd run foul of public safety. I mean, this is like the 1700s you know, they locked people in these rooms. Sometimes they gave them hallucinogenic drinks or made them fast. They gave them electric shocks. I mean, goodness knows what kind of health and safety problem he encountered in the 1700s is pretty bad, I think. But anyway, he kind of disappeared. And then we meet this guy called Etienne Gaspar Robertson, and he was Belgium, and he was a physics teacher, not like my physics teacher, Mr. Brown, who pretty much main interest was trying to hit us on the head with a board rubber when he turned around. No. Robertson was a different kind of physics teacher, and he was an artist. He was absolutely obsessed with optics, and also he kind of lived through the French Revolution and witnessed the beheading of very famous people, including Marie Antoinette. And what he did is he started to add more. He used multiple projectors so that these figures were animated. He performed them in an abandoned convent that was kind of crumbling. He used no external light, and he used sound. There were bells and thunder, and he used ventriloquism. He was also used this amazing instrument called a glass harmonica. Just look it up on YouTube. It's beautiful, and it created these ethereal sounds. This is a quote we've given him a French accent, but actually he was Belgian, so apologising in advance for that.

Vic Llewellyn  6:58  
I am only satisfied if my spectators shivering and shuddering, raise their hands or cover their eyes out of fear of ghosts and devils dashing towards them.

Emma Williams  7:11  
Back to Phil because this is where he pops up again, and this time in London with his phantasmagoria show in 1801, but it's got all the new developments. It was the visual spectacle of the time, and it drew crowds from all parts of society. There was one character, David Brewster. He was an ordained minister, yes, and a scientist. He actually invented the kaleidoscope, not that that is relevant to this at all, but I found it quite interesting. Anyway, he went to the shows, but he wanted to sort of work out how they were working, what was being done. He was really also fascinated by optics, and his reviews of them are both really kind of scientific. But he also does kind of think, Ooh, okay, I think I know what he's talking about there. And here is one where he is describing the production

Vic Llewellyn  8:08  
“several figures of celebrated men with us exhibited with some transformations, such as the head of Dr Franklin being converted into a skull. And these were succeeded by phantoms, skeletons and various terrific figures, which, instead of seeming to recede and then vanish, were by enlargement made suddenly to advance to the surprise and astonishment of the audience and then disappear by seeming to sink into the ground”.

Emma Williams  8:41  
But the Phantasmagoria of 1801 was not just different to the early horror shows because of the technology that it used. It was also different because it didn't claim to be a seance anymore. This was possibly for legal reasons, but what Phil stated was that he was not resurrecting ghosts. This was a monumental shift. No one was saying that these ghosts were real. They were saying they're scary, they're entertaining. I mean, I wouldn't have gone in 1801, well, not in the front door anyway. I mean, I would have 100% gone round the back, maybe to see them, like rig the lanterns and the screen, maybe listen to a sound, check on the glass harmonica. Yeah, they've definitely gone to that but to actually see that show. Oh, no, no way. Now they've been way too scared.

Vic Llewellyn  9:39  
I no one is listening. Has been brought to you by Emma Williams and Vic Llewellyn with music by Sam Halmerack. This project has been supported by the Arts Council England and 10 Radio.

