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Viewing unknown worlds and unexpected

phenomena through the lens of a magic

lantern, the peephole of a peepshow, or a

modern equivalent, has proved irresistible and

captures our imagination. The allure of a

peepshow is that you obtain a privileged private

view even if the experience is shared with a

limited number of others peeping through

adjacent portholes.

Peep-boxes were relatively large with one or

more viewing holes onto a scene that could be

changed by adding new objects, sliding new backdrops

into place and other effects. The travelling shows, with multi-holed

peep-boxes so a number of observers could see it at the same time, were popular

around the world in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Examples include the ‘wonder box’

of the Ottoman Empire and the layang pian (or xiyang jian) show (‘pulling foreign picture cards’) in

China. MLS member Tony Lidington has recreated the type of show commonly seen in this country and is

currently using digitised images of magic lantern slides from the Million Pictures programme. These shows brought

exotic images and new experiences to many for 1d a view – and a rather high risk of pickpockets. You might see

landscapes, plays, current events and even a storm at sea. Such was the level of popularity of peep-boxes that they feature

in other art forms and two members have provided examples here from their collections.

For more everyday use, and especially for

children, a breakthrough in viewing a private

world was the advent of the pocket-sized paper

peepshow in 1825. This was a very different type

of peepshow. It comprised a series of cut-out

scenes, usually on paper, presented in sequence

and expanded by paper bellows. These scenes

took the observer towards a final backdrop at

the end, giving a three-dimensional effect. Paper

peepshows were viewed through one or more

peepholes at the front end, with different holes

giving different views, and only one observer

could use the peepshow at a time. The news of

the extraordinary Jacqueline and Jonathan

Gestetner collection of these and related devices

moving to the Victoria & Albert Museum in

London will interest many members.

TRAVELLING PEEPSHOWS – PAST AND PRESENT
LUCKY DICKY CRANGLE AND THE CINNABAR MOTH
Tony Lidington

Many members will know of Dr Richard Crangle and his work with Dr Joe Kember

on digitising the magic lantern slide collections at the Royal Albert Memorial

Museum (RAMM), in Exeter.

Richard updated the MLS on

this project at the Bath meeting

in July (see report). Earlier this

year, I was approached by RAMM

to see if there was a way to

bring these digitised slides before

a wider public through perform -

ance. Funding was limited, so 

it was not feasible for me to

create a bespoke magic lantern

show. In any case, much of my

work is produced in public,

outdoor locations, with no

possibility of controlling the
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amount of daylight. As a result, I

suggested that I take a selection of

the slides (ulti mately 40) from a range

of different sets and construct a

fictional story that I would tell as the

‘The Raree Man’, illustrated by the

slides inside my ‘peep box’.

Having presented a flea circus

at festivals and events for the last

four years – and performed outdoor puppetry and storytelling for a long time before that – I had become

intrigued by the history of travelling shows. For some time, I have been exploring how stories were

illustrated and augmented by itinerant showmen in Britain since the eighteenth century. It was while

exploring the origins of the flea fantocinni that I came across the early methods of illustrating stories with

cabinets of curiosity and their subsequent evolution into the peepshows. 

However, whenever I raise the topic of peepshows, it always suffers from rather insalubrious

connotations – largely because of their loose association with the mutoscope (‘what the butler saw’)

machines and the furtive peeping common in Soho strip-joints. But for at least 150 years prior to the

innovation of the bioscope and indeed, for some years after the beginnings of cinema, the peepshow –

presented by a raree showman – provided the basis of illustrated storytelling and lecturing. 

The raree men were itinerant storytellers who often originated from northern Italy and Switzerland.

Their regional skills in precision engineering (such as clockwork) were particularly well suited to the kind of

technical requirements of automata, moving scenery and optical illusions. These were the basis of what

they brought into the towns, villages, fetes, fairs and seaside resorts from the late eighteenth and

throughout the nineteenth centuries. I am based in Dawlish, Devon (where the railway collapsed!) and as

part of my occasional teaching in the Drama Department at Exeter University, my research drew me

towards the Bill Douglas Cinema Museum – a treasure trove of early

cinematic objects, literature and ephemera. Here I learned about Bill

Douglas’s cult film Comrades – the story of the Tolpuddle Martyrs, seen through the eyes of an

itinerant magic lantern raree man (see also Mike Simkin article). Bill had based this character on a

seminal text Sergeant Bell and His Raree Show, published in 1839, which tells the story and schtick of

this early showman as he travels around the West Country in the early nineteenth century.

With support from Arts Council England, Exeter University and Exeter Unexpected Festival, we

created a twenty-first-century reinterpretation of a raree peepshow. This was built on a nineteenth-

century handcart chassis and we researched the appropriate sightlines and viewpoints to create a

Georgian theatre interior with working houselights and footlights as well as working scenery (including

a sprung trapdoor, stage pyrotechnics, swagged and rouched curtains and a scrolling panorama). The

interior of the peep-box is a theatre, a puppet booth and a cinema combined – with sound, lights and

projections. These are all run off lithium batteries so that it can perform even on a greenfield site,

independent of the mains. 

The stories I tell as the ‘The Raree Man’ dressed in Napoleonic style are presented both live and

recorded as part of the performance. They cover a similar range of content as did the original

peepshows – mythical tales, morality tales, historical events – and they use every conceivable means

of cinematic device, from flicker effects and text boards, to 3-D projection mapping. The shows are

rooted in meticulous research and even use some of the raree

men’s authentic texts which I found in the Bill Douglas archives,

but all are also designed to have contemporary relevance and

radical intent.

Lucky Dicky Crangle and the Cinnabar Moth is my latest creation

for the peep-box – inspired by the slides from the RAMM collection.

This is the absurdist tale of a plucky hero (Dicky) who, after the

terrible Torbay potato blight of 1877, seeks his fortune by sailing

away aboard the good ship Magalouf, only to find that it is overloaded

with other migrants and sinks beneath the waves, leaving Lucky Dick

as the sole survivor … you’ll have to come and see the show to

witness the climax and discover the resolution of the story! We are

touring all three shows to greenfield festivals throughout the country

during summer 2016 and planning to play at different venues,

museums, educational and academic locations, etc, during the winter. 

We are always looking for future projects to develop and hope

to create a science-based show called Wonders of the Deep (a

nineteenth-century peepshow version of David Attenborough) and
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another that is based on the Battle of Waterloo (but perhaps using the

Bill Adams material – see The Magic Lantern issues 6 and 7 – as the

source of inspiration). We would also like to explore the possibilities of

a phantasmagoria show, or perhaps run workshops on how this

performance form relates directly to early cinema history and current

practices. As more and more people consume films, information and

their gaming experiences through single-view platforms such as tablets

or smartphones, so the parallels between the peepshows of the past

and these peepshows of the present become more and more apparent.

Do come, see a show, or get in touch if you would like to talk

about how to develop new ideas – we have a Facebook site (Promenade

Promotions), a website www.prom-prom.com and a brief introductory

film on YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iZc4C7SgtJI).

The more the merrier!

At the end of July, it was announced that the Jacqueline and

Jonathan Gestetner Collection of over 360 peepshows and other

optical phenomena had been given to the V&A under the Cultural

Gifts Scheme. Formed over 30 years, this is believed to be the world’s

largest and most comprehensive collection of paper peepshows and

contains examples from their precursors to modern versions. Given

the fragility of paper products, especially when handled by excited

children, survival of earlier peepshows has been precarious and this

makes the collection all the more remarkable. The collection will be

available online and can be viewed by appointment at the V&A’s

National Art Library.

A catalogue of the collection along with a history of paper

peepshows is given in the late Ralph Hyde’s beautiful book Paper

Peepshows: The Jacqueline and Jonathan Gestetner Collection (Antique

Collectors’ Club, 2015). Ralph, a historian and member of the MLS, gave

a presentation about the collection to the Society in January 2014.

Ralph considered one of the main forerunners of the paper

peepshow to be the specially designed boîtes d’optique of Martin

Engelbrecht (1684–1756), a printmaker in Augsburg. A set of prints

could be slotted into a wooden box and viewed through a lens and

diagonal mirror. The influence of baroque theatre was clear as there

was often a proscenium arch at the front, various wings, and a

backdrop. Scenes supplied included Bible stories, tableaux of everyday

life and catastrophes such as the Great Lisbon Earthquake of 1755. 

However, the significant date for paper peepshows is 1825 –

coinciding with an explosion of interest in all things optical during the

1820s. That year paper peepshows, with no box needed, appeared in

Austria, Germany, Paris and England. A prime mover

was Heinrich Friedrich Müller (1779–1848), a

Viennese bookseller who for Christmas

that year sold paper peep -

shows for children. He

called this a

‘teleorama’.

of eight cut-out

land scapes (front face,

back scene and six cut-out

panels) with figures in a slip-case.

In London, S&J Fuller were calling their

paper peepshows ‘areaorama’ using much the same

design as Müller’s with bellows and six panels. An early

subject was Regent’s Park, which had just been completed as part of

George IV’s grand scheme for London.

All these early paper peepshows were pocket sized with the

exception of an 1826 masquerade, an immensely fashionable form of

entertainment at the time. A popular early subject was Brunel’s

Thames Tunnel – the first underwater tunnel ever built, started in 1825

and finally opened in 1843. Crystal Palace, Joseph Paxton’s building

for the Great Exhibition of 1851, was the second most popular subject.

The peepshows of Joseph, Myers & Co of London were more

sturdily built and enclosed in a pasteboard or wooden box – almost

reinventing the boîte d’optique. Their ‘blockbuster’ of the 1850s was

Albert Smith’s Ascent of Mont Blanc (see also Mike Simkin article). 

For many years the centre of peepshow and toy production was

Germany, serving an international market. Their peepshows fall into

one of four categories: town views, festivals, souvenirs and reportage

with peepshows acting as the purveyors of news. In this last category,

they covered subjects such as Prince Otto becoming Greece’s first

modern king (1832), the opening of the Liverpool & Manchester

railway (1830), Queen Victoria’s coronation (1838) and the First

Tony LIDINGTON is a showman, teacher and broadcaster. His practical work
on peepshows is part of a PhD thesis at Exeter University about the
itinerant British showman. He regularly writes and presents programmes on
BBC Radio 4 about popular entertainment.

THE GESTETNER COLLECTION OF PAPER PEEPSHOWS
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A PEEPSHOW IN FICTION
Lester Smith

The following extract and illustration come from a book published in

1875 called The Story of a Summer Day. No author is credited but

the illustrator is Eugene Froment. The extract shows how excited the

children were about the peepshow – their excitement even

outweighing their fear of ‘nurse’. It is described as a ‘stereoscope’ at

one point but the illustration shows a single lens peep-box. 

… ‘Your papa has come, Master Herbert,’ said Susan, ‘and he has

brought Master Archie such a beautiful peep-show. We must

make haste, or you won’t have time to see it, for they were taking

out the tea-things when I came to look for you. I never thought of

you being here.’ [Herbert was in the dove-cot.] 

When Herbert heard that, he set off running, and he ran so fast

that he reached the house in a very few minutes. Archie came

running out to meet him, saying – 

‘Oh, do come, Herbert, and see what a beautiful thing Uncle Tom

has brought me. It is a great big box, with a glass to look through,

and there are all sorts of nice pictures inside, only the people look

like real people, and the houses and trees too. They don’t look like

pictures in a picture-book. Do come and see it.’ 

You may be sure Herbert did not need any pressing. He was quite

as eager to see the stereoscope as Archie was to show it; and,

seeing Archie’s new Punch lying in a corner of the hall, he snatched

it up, in order that the doll might enjoy the pleasure too. Susan

said that they must not stay long looking at the new treasure, or

else they would never be ready, and would keep every one waiting

for tea; but they kept begging for ‘just one slide more’, and then

another, that, at last, nurse sent Bessie to see, as she said, ‘whatever

they were doing’. Even then, Susan found it very hard to get the

little fellows away, though Bessie assured them that nurse would

be very angry if they did not come at once. …

Paper peepshows were sometimes published within books. A good

example – Dean’s New Magic Peep Show Picture Book (c.1861) – recently

appeared on BBC1’s Antiques Roadshow (4 September 2016). This

contained expandable peepshows of four London scenes, including

both Crystal Palace and the Thames Tunnel. The expert said that around

two million people a year went to see the tunnel at one time and

valued the book at £600–£800. A copy is in the Gestetner Collection.
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PEEPSHOWS IN PAINTINGS
Mike Smith

Peepshow paintings are rare things to find and years can go by

between one coming up for sale and another one appearing. However

in March this year, two came up for auction on successive days

and I was lucky enough to buy them both – the outdoor scene in

London and the interior in Munich.

The outdoor scene was painted by English artist Mark William

Langlois between 1862 and 1873 and shows three boys transfixed

by the peepshow images. 

The indoor scene is 100 years earlier. It was painted by

Johann Georg Trautmann who was born in Germany in 1713 and

died there in 1769. It shows the peepshowman entertaining a

family indoors.

Opium War (1839–42). However, as the book points out, factual

inaccuracies abound in peepshows.

Peepshow construction kits were also popular with examples in

the collection from H.L. Hoogstraten in the Hague as well as, in

France, Imagerie Haguenthal and Imagerie Pellerin (see also Gwen

Sebus’s article). Another key figure is Raphael Tuck (1821–1900), a

German working in London, who designed peepshows of tales such as

Little Red Riding Hood to construct and operate using slits and tabs. 

Early paper peepshows had one hole but soon many had two or

more. The Thames Tunnel would have two – one for each of the twin

tunnels, or, for above and below ground. A Crystal Palace example

has five – showing the

nave and four of the

galleries.

In contrast to the raree

shows, each hole gave a different

view. With the pocket models, you

would hold the front board and let the rest

hang down thus expanding the bellows. Some

had a self-supporting wooden front and back so

they could be spread horizontally on a table. Slides with alternative

back scenes were often supplied to prolong interest and entertainment.

In the early twentieth century interest in peep shows petered

out, with a few exceptions, but revived in the 1950s, exclusively for

children, with subjects such as the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II

and an Enid Blyton. In the 1980s interest revived for adults, especially

bibliophiles and art lovers, and nowadays North America, where they

are known as ‘tunnel books’, is the centre of manufacture. 

Façade of the Egyptian Hall, Piccadilly, with Albert Smith’s Ascent of Mont Blanc, and
cut out panels for the peepshow, Joseph, Myers & Co, c.1854)

The River Thames (top peep)
and the Thames Tunnel

(bottom peep), JMB c. 1835?

Peepshow painted by Mark William Langlois Indoor show painted by Johann Georg Trautmann


