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The Rhetoric of Ghost Story 
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 A clinical light fills the monochromatic stage. Dusty, off-white tarps conceal objects 

meant to be auctioned. The withered Victorian architecture, supplemented by solemn artifacts 

and characters scattered throughout the space imply the presence of a large elephant in the room. 

 Something significant occurred here. 

 Heavy organ chords permeate the space. Fiery, blood-red smoke ignites the sky. Tarps fly 

into the air, revealing four pieces of a broken chandelier. Slowly, the pieces levitate, and circle 

each other within the stage’s airspace. Quickly, they suffuse the audience, and join additional 

chandelier pieces in a dance above the heads of the audience. Following this two minute display 

of technical prowess, unlike anything I’d seen before, the chandelier pieces click together. 

 The Phantom of the Opera has officially begun. What follows is the story of a young 

ingénue named Christine who becomes the Paris Opera House’s new leading lady. As her career 

progresses, she lives up to her father’s legacy by becoming a world-class musician. While 

performing in the opera house, she finds her long-lost love, but the discovery is tainted by 

another. A Phantom lurking in the shadows draws her attention as well. In time, this radiant 

young lady experiences tragedy, terror, longing, success, failure, adversity, and love as a result of 

her prestigious position in the opera house and the Phantom’s influence over her. 

*** 

 After seeing Andrew Lloyd Webber’s rock-opera, The Phantom of the Opera, live and 

fully staged for the first time, I was captivated by how the multitudinous technology was able to 

support the narrative, and amazed by how that support influenced my view of the Phantom’s 

character. In the 2004 film of the same name which I studied prior to attending the performance, 

the Phantom was portrayed in a humanistic light. While watching the movie, I was shown 

exactly how the Phantom pulled off tricks, such as cursing the opera diva’s voice by poisoning 



her throat spray, or appearing in Christine’s dressing room mirror through a one-sided window. 

While it is obvious in the film that his feats aren’t the result of any special magical abilities, the 

staged production is much more ambiguous. Through the implementation of pyrotechnics, rigged 

furniture, and flying mechanisms, audiences are led to believe that the Phantom possesses some 

supernatural abilities, and could be viewed as a mystical figure. 

 For centuries, theater makers have used the technology available to them to portray 

ghostly characters in live performance. In turn, the way in which ghosts have been portrayed and 

presented has evolved in tempo with our civilization’s gradual technological innovations. One 

must question, how does the available technology in a given time period influence the way 

ghosts are portrayed in theatrical contexts. Laterally, how may the choice to utilize, or not utilize, 

an era’s given technology be placed in dialogue with society’s views and beliefs of ghosts? 

When analyzing and researching the history of theater technology in conjunction with historical 

societal beliefs of what ghosts are and what they represent, it is evident that the portrayal of 

ghosts in live performance greatly influenced societal views of ghosts over time. In Ancient 

Greek theater, limited technological resources forced ghosts to be portrayed as devils rising from 

hell through the use of trap doors and smoke. In turn, society viewed ghosts as religious, hellish 

human forms. However, as technology advanced, and the use of technology like projections 

became widespread, ghosts began to be represented as intangible supernatural beings, 

influencing society to view ghosts in a non-religious context. It is important to identify how 

different types of technology and mass media can influence societal beliefs, as exposure to 

content can influence mental states and dictate future actions. In addition, understanding how the 

representation of ghosts in live performance can influence societal beliefs is essential for 

responsibly interacting with technology in the future.  



 A human desire for using performative self-expression as a tool to influence societal 

well-being has existed since the dawn of mankind. For centuries, primitive cultures engaged in 

shamanistic rituals, in which a shaman, or a master of spirits, would represent nomadic hunting 

cultures during a performance in an attempt to cure the sick. The shaman would attempt to 

perform hunting magic, vegetation magic, conveying souls to the realm of the dead, divination, 

and the giving of oracles during the rituals. Evidence of such performances and practices can be 

traced back to Early Magdalenian times, approximately 13000-6000 B.C.E (Kirby 1). While the 

origins of performative expression can be traced back to primitive tribes across cultures, theater 

as an organized art form began to develop in five focal areas: India, China, Japan, Greece, and 

Europe (Kirby V). It is widely accepted that westernized theater primarily derived from ancient 

Greek plays. The first public performance of a Greek satyr play appeared at the Athenian festival 

of the City Dionysia in 534 B.C.E (Kirby 90).  

 At its core, the only difference between ancient forms of theatrical storytelling and 

modern theatrical storytelling are the tools that each civilization’s actors had at their disposal. 

According to Berthold, “the performer of primitive and primary cultures makes do with a gourd 

rattle and an animal’s skin… [while] the baroque opera mobilizes all the scenic paraphernalia of 

its age” (Berthold 1). It wasn’t until the middle ages when the use of technology in plays became 

widespread. Between the beginning of the 15th century and the end of the 18th century, 

emerging theaters used various types of technology to trick, surprise, and astound their 

audiences. Ancient Greek theaters used “temple magic,” by “letting heavy doors open by 

themselves via secret systems of pulleys, wheels, ropes and reservoirs and employing hidden 

tubes and secret passages” (Nield). This effectively portrayed ghostly characters as mystical, 

devilish beings, influencing society to view ghosts in a religious context.  



As technology became more advanced, and magic tricks were inserted into plays, the 

religious connotations of ghosts decreased dramatically. At the beginning of the 15th century, 

Italian artists became deeply interested in pursuing illusory construction techniques. Scenery and 

machinery were constructed with the intention of fooling audiences, by building in the ability to 

perform optical tricks such as having a single vanishing point (Kubalcik 26). Quickly, these 

tricks became so popular that magic shows began to be performed independently of a narrative 

drama. An increase in development of sophisticated machinery designed for the theater 

paralleled this increased demand for optical and illusory tricks in theatrical and magical 

performances. In the latter half of the 15th century and 16th century during the Middle Ages, 

Renaissance, and Baroque Eras, changeable scenery, sound effects, trap doors, and wooden 

machinery to move clouds and waves were integrated into theatrical productions (Kubalcik 63). 

 Ghosts in performance were represented in accordance with the type of machinery used 

in 15th and 16th century theatrical productions. Because creators weren’t yet able to portray 

ghosts in an intangible way, through the use of projections or audio recordings, ghosts were 

forced to be represented as corporeal creatures. It was nearly an impossibility to separate the 

actor from the ghost they portrayed, so theater makers resorted to helping the actor appear ghost-

like through external tricks, like trap doors and fog (Luckhurst 34). As a result, nearly all 

theatrical ghosts were portrayed as physical, humanized devils rising from Hell. This 

representation aligned well with a widespread societal belief in pre-enlightened Christianity 

during the Middle Ages in Western civilization. In fact, Western Europe had claimed forests and 

souls to be thought of in primarily Christian contexts rather than in spiritualized contexts of 

different religions (Berthold 228). Though such ideas were spread through literary and oral 

means, theatrical staging’s capitalized on these previously established societal beliefs by 



incorporating such elements into their performances involving ghosts. So the way theaters chose 

to represent ghosts established a clear mental image of what a theoretical spirit, or ghost, could 

conceivably appear to be to those who had only encountered them through literary or oral means. 

 Many Shakespearean ghosts accurately represent this tendency to portray ghosts as 

humanistic, yet devilish creatures. A primary example of such a portrayal is in the writing and 

staging of the Ghost in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. In Act 1 Scene 5, commonly referred to as the 

“old mole” scene, Hamlet encounters his father’s spirit. In the scene, the Ghost interacts with 

Hamlet through conversational means: 

 I am thy father's spirit, 

 Doom'd for a certain term to walk the night, 

 And for the day confined to fast in fires, 

 Till the foul crimes done in my days of nature 

 Are burnt and purged away (Shakespeare 28). 

 

 

 Although the ghost claims he is a spirit, the technology at the time forced the ghost to 

reside within a human form. According to Luckhurst, this ghost’s appearance was forced to be 

accompanied “by other visual and aural effects, going back to those accompanying the devils 

coming out of the Hell-Mouth in the medieval theatre - smoke effects, flames and loud noises” 

(Luckhurst 35). As a result, audiences neither viewed this ghost nor other equivalent theater 

ghosts at the time as supernatural figures, but rather hellish versions of their own human selves. 

 Before the advent of advanced technology, stage ghosts were almost exclusively 

portrayed as devils rising from hell. It wasn’t until the mid-19th century when “spirit cabinets, 

levitating tables, slate-writing routines and spirit paintings” (Luckhurst 97) were invented that 

the typical cultural perception of what a “ghost” could be dramatically shifted towards the 

supernatural. This provided theaters with the opportunity to “make visible on the stage less 

solidly corporeal specters through the use of projections, which provided an alternative to the 



frequently used and all-too-physical trap doors and bass drums” which were utilized for stagings 

like Shakespeare’s Hamlet (Luckhurst 35). With the advent of such technology came a 

widespread interest in live exhibitions of séances and magic, colloquially named Phantasmagoria 

shows. During this time period, “there was hardly an illusionist in Europe or America who was 

not including at least one spiritualistic séance as part of his act,” (Luckhurst 97) and in these 

performances, ghosts were largely portrayed as villains in need of being tamed.  

 The primary invention which contributed to this technological and mental shift in mid-

19th century ghost portrayal was Henry Dircks’ reflective and transparent glass. According to 

Luckhurst, “the effect was based on the principle that a sheet of plain glass can be either 

transparent or reflective depending on the strength of light on either side… Dircks demonstrated 

how, under certain conditions, the glass could be both, as for example when the reflection of a 

candle in a darkened room at dusk may seem to be floating outside in the street seen through a 

window” (Luckhurt 37). Dircks invented this technique specifically for the presentation of ghosts 

in theater, and in collaboration with Professor John Henry Pepper, created “Pepper’s Ghost.” To 

create Pepper’s Ghost, Pepper used Dircks’s technique, but tilted the vertical sheet of glass 45 

degrees. The actor playing the ghost then stood in the orchestra pit as his image was projected on 

the screen, creating a three-dimensional spectacle (Luckhurst 39). This invention, along with 

others of its time, caused a decrease in explicitly religious connotations in ghost portrayals, and 

contributed to a societal mindset of a separate, supernatural presence. This lead to an increase in 

cultural interest in the supernatural, especially among French peasants. Throughout the 19th 

century, villagers’ fear of the unknown, such as “forests thick with monsters and goblins… 

included the fear of state officials out to destroy rural atavisms and instruct peasants in the ways 

of civilized city justice” (Devlin 169). In fact, it is suggested that “stories of fantastic creatures 



served both practical purposes and psychological needs” when confronted by these fears, which 

further perpetuated the success of the portrayal of a villainous ghost.  

 As the types of available stage technology grew exponentially at the beginning of the 

20th century, society began to view ghosts in theater as representations of societal fears rather 

than supernatural beings. Complex lighting and projection effects, episodic plots, overlapping 

dialogue, and ambient mechanical sound were commonly used in production (Jerz 34). However, 

as technology was experiencing rapid growth, so was an interest in artistic minimalism, and 

criticism of technological growth. It seemed as though “anything more than a helpless gesture or 

a spotlight [was] excessive” (Berthold 1). In addition, creators began to use performance to 

comment on the growth of technology in their productions, and use theater as a medium to raise 

awareness of the ubiquity of mass-media and social conformity (Jerz 34). 

 Early 20th century ghosts were, resultantly, either portrayed in technologically complex 

or non-technologically complex ways, as a choice existed. However, nearly every theater ghost 

contained a hint of nostalgia. Ghosts were no longer viewed as spiritual beings, but rather, the 

embodiment of cultural fears. As a result, ghosts were often portrayed in theater as monsters, 

which strengthened the growing cultural interest in the seductive power of technology, science 

fiction, the anxieties of an isolated individual, by manipulating audience members both 

psychologically and physiologically (Jerz 34) (Luckhurst 101).  

 This cultural interest in science fiction was powerfully influenced by evolving film 

technologies. In the early 1930’s, many movies involving monsters, like Frankenstein, Dracula, 

and The Mummy, were released (Luckhurst 105). Theater shows capitalized off of this interest 

by using such characters in their own performances. However, as the powers of film technology 

strengthened, the desire to go to a theater to experience ghost stories dwindled. In the mid-19th 



century, playwright’s stage ghosts were no longer used “as an amusing experiment… but as tools 

of serious political and social critique” (Luckhurst 115). Famous playwrights, such as Arthur 

Miller and Sam Shepard, were able to interrogate audiences’ learned ideas of physicalized ghosts 

by using them as an abstract symbol of “present absence, a reminder of weakness and failure 

even in the shadow” (Luckhurst 117), by potentially not physicalizing them in their productions 

at all, but rather by inserting them into their plays through the dialogue of other characters. These 

interpretations often convinced audience members to believe that “the presumed superiority and 

confidence of post-war American masculinity… [was] nothing more than a fleeting vision” 

(Luckhurst 119). 

 In the later portion of the 20th century, western theater, namely Broadway musicals, were 

overrun by hard-edged musicals like Cabaret and Follies. Though the stigma of using ghosts in 

theater from the earlier part of the century was still present, Andrew Lloyd Webber’s famous 

musical adaptation of The Phantom of the Opera revived the public’s interest in both theatrical 

ghosts and advanced stage technology. The classic story, The Phantom of the Opera, has 

consistently remained one of society’s most potent cultural phenomena since the beginning of 

the 20th century. However, the way the story has been told through various mediums has 

drastically changed throughout the past century, and provides insight into how the Webber 

adaptation defied cultural norms, and effectively changed societal expectations of ghosts in the 

80’s. While in Gaston Leroux’s original 1910 novel, the Phantom fit the general cultural schema 

of a monstrous ghost, Webber’s musical portrayed Erik as a masked hero. This portrayal could 

not have been successful without the advanced theatrical technical prowess of the late 80’s. This 

depicted the Phantom not as a deformed villain, as Leroux originally had, but rather as a masked 

hero. According to Hall, “the Phantom…transformed from a ‘freak of nature’… to a deformed 



‘average Joe” (Hall 171). In turn, the public’s perception of the Phantom as a character was 

molded by the way Webber chose to use the advanced technology available in his era. 

 Presently, the number of technological theatrical tools available to creators has 

skyrocketed, allowing for various ways in which creators choose to represent their ghosts, 

resulting in varied societal beliefs regarding what ghosts truly are and what they represent. Now, 

more than ever, creators can choose to portray their stories and characters in various different 

ways using the plethora of resources available to them. Plays such as The Curious Incident of the 

Dog in the Night-Time utilize interactive and immersive technological techniques. In The 

Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, every wall of the stage is encompassed by large 

screens which utilize pixel-mapping technology. The pixel-mapping screens are then able to 

create visual effects which communicate how Christopher, the primary character in the play who 

is diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder, thinks. Effectively, the technology gives audiences 

a window into the ghosts of Christopher’s mind (Sullivan). Laterally, musicals like Next to 

Normal, which possess a ghost represented by a human figure with no special effects, choose to 

avoid the use of excessive technology in telling their narratives. In Next to Normal a mother 

hallucinates her deceased son, Gabe. She sees Gabe in his distinctly human form, and has 

discussions with him, though the other characters in the musical cannot see or hear him. Both 

techniques provide a window through which a common understanding of societal fears can be 

discussed. Though currently, many technological options exist, depending on the type of story 

being told, creators choose to use differing levels of technology to show audiences how the idea 

of a ghost represents a social issue, rather than trying to prove to their audience that a ghost 

actually exists. 

 Nearly every theater begins as a blank slate. This initial, unadorned stage space provides 



a medium through which human creativity can maximally flourish. On a single stage, audiences 

can be transported to a 19th century French opera house and be lustfully tricked by a Phantom 

one day, while being immersed in early 20th century British culture and witness Mary Poppins 

flying over their heads on the next. Creators continually attempt to capitalize off of this ability by 

inventing new ways to use the medium through novel stories or technological innovations. The 

constant desire to be on the forefront of evolving theatrical techniques and tools is in an effort to 

more effectively entertain their given audiences, and perhaps challenge, or even change, their 

beliefs.  

 The pointed use of technology can greatly heighten the theater’s innate ability to 

convince audiences of the story they are telling. While many forms of technology have played 

essential roles in the evolution of theater as a narrative art form, they have also influenced the 

way society views groups of individuals, like ghosts. If the technology of a time wasn’t capable 

of representing a character or story the way it was meant to be represented, or if creators feel the 

need to utilize emerging technologies to tell their stories without clear justification, the desired 

effect of a character or story may not be conveyed to audience members the way it was originally 

intended.  

 We live in an era of exponential technological growth, and we must use new 

technological tools wisely to accurately reflect life rather than forcing generalized images onto 

society as dictated by the parameters of a new technological format. Technology will continue to 

evolve and always be welcome in a theatrical production, but it is important to not become swept 

away by its extravagance. While certain technological components should be used if they 

positively support a narrative, it is important to remember that a mere stage and actor can be 

advanced enough to profoundly captivate an audience.  
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