
CHAPTER FIFTEEN OF THE ELECTRIC
By Andrew David Barker, © 2014

The room became very still. Muxloe leaned back in his seat and stared at us. I wondered 
about the things those eyes had seen. I could sense Emma breathing heavily beside me, but I 
didn’t look at her. I couldn’t move.

Emma surprised me then by asking a question I thought was a little off track, initially 
anyway.

“When was the Electric built?” 
Muxloe looked at her and rubbed his chin. Emma wanted the whole story, and although I 

was eager to hear about Seymour Janks and those weird films of his – not to mention my 
dad – it did make sense. If we were really going to fall down this rabbit hole, we needed to  
know everything Muxloe knew.

“Depends,” said the man himself, after a lengthy silence.
“Depends?” said Emma. “On what?” 
“Well, it depends on if you’re talking about the actual building that stands there today, or 

what stood on that ground before it?” 
“I don’t understand.” There was a sharpness to Emma’s voice. I figured she was getting 

annoyed by all these riddles. I was with her on that score.
Muxloe said, “To understand that place I should probably read you an account written by 

a lanternist over a hundred and fifty years ago. If you want to hear it, I could read it you. But 
truth be known, I never thought I would speak of these things to anyone – always thought  
I’d take this knowledge with me to the grave… yet something is telling me I should pass 
this story on. Maybe it’s because I knew your father, Sam, or perhaps… perhaps there are 
other reasons at play? I don’t fully understand why, but something feels very right about you 
two coming here today…” He fell silent for a moment, then said, “I suppose I have to give  
these mysteries to you now.” 

I felt my legs and arms break out in goose flesh.
“We do want to know, Mr Muxloe,” said Emma, although I thought her voice sounded 

shaky, on the borderland of tears.
I cut in. “What’s a lanternist?”
“The first projectionists, I suppose. You see, people have been fascinated with moving 

images  long before  the  invention of  cinema.  Thousands of  years  ago the  Chinese  were 
putting on shadow plays.  They did this  by manipulating cut-out figures,  much like you 
would a puppet, and projecting their shadows onto thin pieces of cloth by lighting them 
from  behind.  Very  simple,  but  very  effective.  Already  folk  were  understanding  the 
relationship between how light behaves and the effect it has on the human eye, and were 
using this… certain kind of magic to tell stories. Lanternists used a similar approach, only 
their method of displaying moving images were more advanced than simple shadow plays.



“They called them Magic Lanterns, and they were used as far back as the seventeenth 
century. The lanterns themselves were nothing more than a simple box really, through which 
light was projected and an image was caught in a kind of sliding compartment – you could 
pull this and move and enlarge the image as it cast onto a wall or a white sheet; sometimes  
they even used smoke for a really dramatic effect. They were, by and large, the fundaments 
of the projectors we have today, only without the mechanics, of course… and the miracle of 
electricity… and the images were painted onto glass slides, not captured on celluloid. That 
wouldn’t happen until Thomas Edison and the Lumière brothers came along at the end of 
the 19th Century.

“The lanterists themselves would travel from town to town, village to village, displaying 
their attractions. They would walk the streets and hawk, rounding up crowds like a carnival 
barker out on the midway – roll up, roll up, that kind of thing.

“Soon enough, the shows developed, and became a grand form of new theatre, and were 
almost certainly the forerunner to cinema. They were adopted by magicians and illusionists 
and the like, and they got increasingly theatrical in their use of sound effects… music, and 
what-have-you. Also, they became increasingly macabre – depicting phantoms and devils 
seemingly coming through from the other side to howl and rage at audiences. They became 
known as phantasmagoria shows, and for many people, they were thought to be real.

“The account I have was written by a Frenchman by the name of Albert Lévesque. He 
was third-rate magician, a first-rate drinker, and a pitiful gambler… from what I’ve learned 
of him anyway. He was also a lanterist, and his account, or at least the fragments I have of  
his account, are quite extraordinary. I suppose you could also say that he is the reason for 
the Electric’s... how can I put it?… the Electric’s certain kind of magic.

“Pass me that box over there, will ya, lad.” Muxloe motioned across the room and I saw 
what he was referring to right away. It was sat on top of a narrow, chest-high bookcase 
(which was crammed full, of course) and looked like it hadn’t moved in a long, long time. I 
suppose it had once been white, but time and age had dulled it long ago. On the lip of the lid  
I could make out a single word scrawled in black marker. It read: Electric. 

I stood up and crossed the room. I had to move a few knick-knacks out of the way to pick 
it up. Once I did though, I found the box to be heavier than I thought it would be. I had to 
carry it with both hands.

“Here, lad.” Muxloe stretched out his arms and took the box from me, placing it down on 
his lap. I then sat back on my stool and glanced at Emma. She had a strange look on her  
face,  one  I  hadn’t  seen  before.  Her  eyes  glistened.  She  looked  nervous,  but  there  was 
something else as well – wonder maybe, reverence. I wanted to take her hand again, but  
didn’t dare in front of Muxloe.

He opened the lid. The box was full of paper. I tilted my head to the side and tried to read 
the top page. It appeared to be a letter. I saw that it was addressed to someone named Mr  
Stokely, but didn’t manage to read much further than that.

As Muxloe rifled through the box, a lobby card from the film Key Largo fell onto his lap.
Bogart again.
I  knew this  film;  it  was  another  one  I’d  watched  with  my dad.  The  picture  showed 

Edward G. Robinson levelling a gun at Bogie. He stood firm, however – even with a gun 
pointed at his chest, Bogart took it as if it were all in a day’s work.

Everything is connected, I thought.
“Ah, here it is,” said Muxloe. From the box he pulled out about half a dozen pieces of 

yellowy  paper.  They  were  handwritten,  and  terribly  faded.  I  worried  that  they’d  be 



completely illegible, but Muxloe didn’t seem concerned at all. He set these pages on the arm 
of his seat, then collected up everything else, including the lobby card, and crammed it all 
back into the box with little care. He then put the lid back on and placed it down on the floor  
beside him.

“Now then…” he said, settling back in his seat. “It’s been a long while since I read this.” 
He picked up the pages and scanned the opening lines. “This isn’t the original,” he said. 

“Gawd knows where that is – long been lost, I suppose. This is a translation I discovered at  
the Electric in the autumn of 1951; a couple of years after I’d started working there. Who 
translated it? I’ve no idea…” 

“How do you know it’s not the original?” I asked.
Muxloe smiled. “Well, it’s not in French for one thing.” 
“Oh, yeah.” 
“Also, there’s a note at the end. Lemme see…” He shuffled through to the last page. “It  

says here, ‘Translated from French, 1902’… there’s no signature.” 
He then returned to the first page, cleared his throat and began to read. The pages were  

scattershot,  the  narrative  fragmented.  The  translator  clearly  hadn’t  had  very  many  of 
Lévesque’s original  pages,  but those he or she had managed to translate astounded me. 
Muxloe read very slowly and very carefully, his voice low and intoxicating.

It began with a charlatan’s séance: a phantasmagoria.

My name is Albert Lévesque, and I made my trade as a lanternist. I first saw this illusion  
in the winter of 1835. I was but twenty-one years old then and knew from the moment I saw  
the phantasmagoria that its mysteries had gripped me forevermore.

I had seen this macabre form of magic lantern show at a séance, held in a grim little  
apartment in the Quartier Pigalle district of Paris. Of course, the séance itself had been  
nothing more than a hoodwink, but the artistry behind the performance had, quite simply,  
been nothing short of spellbinding.

A shadowy old man, whose name I later found out may have been Paul de Philipsthal, or  
possibly just Philidor, was the master of ceremonies at the séance.

He led attendees into a darkened room. The floor was covered in black cloth, upon which  
was painted a white circle. Philidor, if that was indeed his real name, told his audience not  
to step over into the circle, no matter what. He then began reading from a book of ancient  
spells. I was impressed by the theatrics right from the start.

A swirl of fine smoke tendrils hung in the air above the circle, and then, without warning,  
there was a loud crack and a disembodied head appeared within the smoke; a skull with  
piercing eyes. It howled in unearthly agony.

A deplorable state of fear overcame the audience at once. One woman fainted outright,  
while others screamed at the apparition, men and women both, all pushing and shoving one  
another in their hysteria. It was quite a sight to behold, and I savoured every moment.

And still the séance went on.
More spirits came – a seemingly endless parade of the dead; each more ghastly than the  

last  –  goblins  and  grotesqueries,  daemons  and  devils:  every  manner  of  ghoulish  
manifestation that you could image, and many you couldn’t.

Not all were in such eternal agony either, some phantoms danced and laughed in hideous  
joy. The mirth and clatter terrified the audience beyond all else – some men drew their  
blades to the spectres,  some even fled the room altogether.  One lady lay cowering and  
sobbing, pleading to God for forgiveness.

It was quite a show.



I was struck by how eager the public were to leave their rational minds at the door. In the  
dark, it seemed people were willing to believe anything.

Muxloe paused here and said, “Seems there’s a fair few pages missing after this, because it  
jumps considerably.” He then continued to read.

I had set up my equipment out in the woods at the request of the strange girl from the  
village. There was something incredibly enchanting about her. She was pretty, there was no  
doubt. But it troubled me to be giving a performance to just this one person, no matter how  
handsome she was. I had hoped she would bring others, but she had stated quite firmly that  
she would be coming alone. Yet the curious thing was that she had also requested twelve  
chairs – which I had taken from the barn of one of her neighbours, at her advising.

So here I was, in a foreign land, falling for a young girl who wanted nothing from me  
other than a single performance of my lantern show. She had cast a spell over me, that  
much was certain. Every curious thing she asked of me, I did without quarrel. This in itself  
was not in my nature. I felt very out of sorts around her. 

I lighted the woods with staffs of fire which I pierced into the ground, making a perimeter  
around  my  makeshift  theatre.  It  was  certainly  a  difficult  prospect  performing  the  
phantasmagoria in such surroundings, but not impossible. My show was not the spectral of  
the great Paul de Philipsthal, or Etienne-Gaspard Robertson for that matter. I was just an  
itinerant lanternist and a clumsy one at that. Also, I shall admit my vices greatly hindered  
my showmanship, the drink being the worst of my sins. Yet somehow I kept travelling and  
attracting  crowds  to  my  shows.  I  had  performed  in  barns,  inns,  private  houses,  even  
alleyways and gardens, and had crossed many oceans. But I’d never held a performance in  
a wood before, and certainly never for an audience of one. Still, the girl had allured me; her  
femininity all too comely to resist. 

She came through the woods carrying aloft a lamp, its  candle flame casting dancing  
shadows about her face. It made her look ethereal, like something from my show. She bade  
me a good evening, but said nothing else. She took her seat before the screen – a white sheet  
I had tied from tree to tree. I asked her again if anyone else was coming – still puzzled by  
the amount of chairs – but she ignored this question and simply said for me to begin the  
show.

So that is what I did. I performed all my trickery; from the ringing of bells to warn of the  
coming of spirits, to my ventriloquism, where I would throw my voice and howl and screech  
like a tormented soul. The girl watched, a strange half smile tugging at her mouth.

Then came the apparitions. First, the Death Head, that hideous skull warning of the grim  
fate of man, then the imps and faery folk – a particular flourish of my own – and then to the  
daemons of hell. My voice carried well within the enclosure of the trees, and the setting  
certainly  gave the  performance an extra dimension.  The girl  however  remained placid,  
unreadable, only that thin smile of hers gave any hint of emotion. I was used to audiences  
screaming in terror, so this silence stilted my act somewhat.

I’d just got to the part when the old witch came through from the netherworld, when I  
heard the first laugh. It was a deep laugh, a gentleman’s laugh. I looked at the girl, but she  
remained as unreadable as ever.  The witch hung on the screen,  her dialogue forgotten.  
Another laugh came, then another, and another. I stepped back from my lantern box, leaving  
the witch, and the act, in limbo. That was when I saw them.

Every  one  of  the  eleven  remaining  chairs  were  suddenly  filled.  The  people  in  them  
guffawed at the screen. They didn’t arrive, they appeared. However, as uncanny as that was,  
their appearance was even more so. Each and every one of them sparked with colour. Their  



clothes, their skin, their eyes, all seemed impossibly vibrant, as if a great artist had painted  
them onto the very night.

The  girl  spoke  up  then.  She  told  me  to  continue  with  the  show as  her  friends  were  
enjoying it. How I didn’t run from that place I do not know. Perhaps it was the girl? Her  
beautiful porcelain face weakening my reason.

So that is just what I did. I continued with my show. At every new spectre that came 
through my lantern, the audience would howl with ever more laughter. Soon enough, I know  
not if it were madness or cold hard hysteria, but I was laughing with them.

Muxloe set the pages on the arm of his seat once more, then interlocked his hands and rested 
them on his belly. He watched us both, reading our expressions. My mouth was dry and I 
tried to work up some saliva, but the act sounded very noisy to my ears, so I stopped.

Emma asked a question then that I was afraid I already knew the answer to. “Where did 
all that happen, Mr Muxloe?”

The old projectionist leaned forward and said, “Where the Electric now stands.” 
I was right, I had known the answer.
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