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Gems from the John Salisse Archive 
 
If you ever visited John Salisse in Hampstead, you’ll 
remember that he kept most of his collection in a big room 
on the second floor. There were windows at both ends of 
the room, with views over the gardens of Hampstead - 
though you didn’t waste time looking out of the window 
when you were there. There was far too much to look at 
inside the room. 
 
John kept small paper items - things like photographs, 
programmes, and letters - in black plastic A4 photograph 
albums which became known as black books. There were 
180 of them and John kept them on shelves at one end of his 
room. In 2007 the Davenport family bought the black books 
and a few other items - and that’s the collection that we call 
the John Salisse Archive. 
 
This Archive was the result of over 40 years of collecting and research by John Salisse. His 
interests were the Maskelyne family and their theatres. That’s three London theatres - the 
Egyptian Hall, St George’s Hall and the Little Theatre - and three generations of the 
Maskelyne family. Not to mention the many people who worked with the Maskelynes - 
including George Cooke, David Devant and Oswald Williams. Today I’ll concentrate on 
the Egyptian Hall and Maskelyne & Cooke’s first two years there.  
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The Egyptian Hall opened in 1812, sixty years before Maskelyne & Cooke came to London. 
It was built by William Bullock to house his collection and in the early days it was known 
variously as: 

• the London Museum (as you see in the print above), 

• Bullock’s Museum, 

• the Egyptian Museum, and  

• the Egyptian Hall.  
Bullock was primarily interested in natural history, but his collection is best described as 
eclectic. He chose to have his museum built in the Egyptian style because that was in 
fashion in 1812.  
 

 
 
William Bullock actually had two museums in London, and the Egyptian Hall was the 
second one. His first museum was at 22 Piccadilly and this is a print of the interior. Bear in 
mind that it’s a drawing, not a photograph. If the gallery really was that big, Bullock 
would have crammed more exhibits in it. He had the Egyptian Hall built - at 170 Piccadilly 
- because this first museum wasn’t big enough.  
 
In 1819 Bullock sold his natural history collection and turned the Egyptian Hall into an 
entertainment complex. Over the years there were exhibitions and shows of all kinds, 
including, I’m sorry to say, high class freak shows. Perhaps the most famous Egyptian 
Hall freak was General Tom Thumb, who appeared there under the management of 
Barnum in 1844. The engraving below shows General Tom Thumb’s carriage and ponies 
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outside the Egyptian Hall. The Tom Thumb 
show is said to have often realised £125 a day, 
which was big money in those days. 
 
John Salisse accumulated a collection of 
material on the various exhibitions at the 
Egyptian Hall. I’ve picked out two items to 
show you. 
 
This is a flier for Captain Siborne’s model of 
the battle of Waterloo. Waterloo was seen as a 
major British victory, and this exhibition 
aroused great interest. Captain Siborne’s 
model was exhibited at the Egyptian Hall in 
1838 and again in 1845. 
 
If I’d been in London in 1838, I’d have gone to 
this exhibition. It does look interesting. 
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This is Mr Sainsbury’s Napoleon Museum, which was at the Egyptian Hall in 1843. 
Sainsbury was a wealthy collector who was interested in European history up to the death 
of Napoleon - hence the name of the exhibition. He had an enormous collection, including 
vast numbers of works of art, and his show was on the ground floor of the Egyptian Hall. I 
find this image interesting because it shows the inside of the building - though it’s 
anybody’s guess whether the gallery was really as grand as this. 
 
I’ve said that there were exhibitions and shows of all kinds at the Egyptian Hall. Some of 
the showmen were magicians. For example, Henri Robin had a season at the Egyptian 
Hall in 1857, and Colonel Stodare was there in 1865 and 1866. Alexander Herrmann had a 
long season at the Hall from 1871 until the spring of 1873. Then Maskelyne & Cooke 
opened there in May 1873. 
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This photograph is an anachronism. It was taken in the early 1900s, not long before the 
Egyptian Hall was demolished. It isn’t in the John Salisse Archive. It’s on the dust jacket of 
George Jenness’s book on the Egyptian Hall, and I’ve included it because it shows the 
details of the building rather well. The statues on the facade were the Egyptian deities Isis 
and Osiris - though I have to say that they don’t look very Egyptian. 
 
If you’re interested in Maskelyne & Cooke at the Egyptian Hall, George Jenness’s book is 
the one you need. It’s a slim volume, but it’s packed with information. Another useful 
reference is an article by Dean Arnold on The Architectural History of the Egyptian Hall in 
Gibiciere, Summer 2017 (volume 12, number 2), pages 117-160. 
 
In Maskelyne & Cooke’s time, the ground floor had two shops and an art gallery called the 
Dudley Gallery. On the first floor there were two theatres: the Large Hall and the Small 
Hall (also known as the Drawing Room). For most of their time at the Egyptian Hall, 
Maskelyne & Cooke gave their entertainments in the Large Hall. 
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Here’s a photograph of the inside of Maskelyne & Cooke’s theatre. It shows the stage set 
for Paul Valadon’s act, so it was taken in the early 1900s. I find it astonishing that 
Maskelyne & Cooke could present elaborate magic shows on such a tiny stage. 

This photograph must have been taken from the stage. It shows the auditorium except for 
two rows of seats at the very front. On a rough calculation from the photograph, the 
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Egyptian Hall seated about 250. That number varied over the years, of course. The seats in 
the first four rows were well upholstered and presumably comfortable. Further back they 
were more spartan, and the cheapest seats were benches in the gallery. 
 
These two interior shots are modern copies of old photographs. John Salisse was happy to 
exchange photographs and photocopies with other collectors. The only problem from my 
point of view is that he didn’t usually make a note of where the material came from. I now 
know (in 2018) that the top photograph belongs to the Magic Circle Archive, but I still 
don’t know where the bottom photograph comes from. 
 

This is the poster for the first 
Maskelyne & Cooke show at the 
Egyptian Hall - opening on 26 
May 1873. 
 
Maskelyne and Cooke had been 
professional entertainers, 
mainly touring the provinces, 
for eight years. The Egyptian 
Hall was a high class venue and 
their hope was that, if they had 
a season there, it would look 
good on their publicity when 
they went back to the 
provinces. As it turned out, 
they stayed at the Egyptian Hall 
for 31 years. 
 
We don’t have the 1873 poster 
in the John Salisse Archive, only 
a photograph of it. What we do 
have is a flier for the show, 
which you’ll find on the next 
page. 
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The top section of the flier describes Maskelyne & Cooke as the Royal Illusionists. They 
were booked to perform for the Prince of Wales at Berkeley Castle in 1870, and they’d 
called themselves the Royal Illusionists ever since. 
 
In these early days at the Egyptian Hall, they gave a performance at 8 o’clock every 
evening (but presumably not on Sundays), and there were matinees at 3 o’clock on 
Mondays, Wednesdays and Saturdays. Before very long they were doing two shows each 
day, at 3 and 8, and that continued for many years.  
  
The other helpful piece of information in the top section is that Maskelyne & Cooke were 
in the Large Hall for this first season. The Large Hall was one of the theatres on the first 
floor. 
 
The bottom section of the flier gives the seat prices, which were very high: 1s to 5s. If you 
took a party of four to see Maskelyne & Cooke at the Egyptian Hall and you sat in the 
most expensive seats, it would cost you 20s - £1. In 1873 a poor family could live on that 
for a week. 
 
 

In addition to the flier, we have a 
programme for the show. It looks 
very posh: elaborately embossed 
round the edges and typeset with 
a variety of decorative fonts. 
 
On the back there’s an advert for 
Rimmel’s choice perfumery. 
Rimmel offered “perfumed 
programmes for balls, concerts 
and private theatricals”, and it’s 
quite possible that this 
programme was perfumed. It’s 
130 years old now, so all traces of 
perfume will be long gone. 
 
Maskelyne & Cooke presented 
their tricks and illusions in the 
form of sketches, and they 
claimed that this made their 
shows different from the 
competition. I’ll take you through 
this programme so that you can 
see what the show was like. 
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It started with an overture, played on the piano by Charles Mellon. After the overture, 
there was the first of four magical sketches. 
 

 
 
The programme describes this first sketch as “an amusing sketch, intended as an 
exposition of spiritualists’ manifestations, a la Home”. Daniel Dunglass Home was a 
prominent medium of the time and J N Maskelyne believed, not unreasonably, that he was 
a fraud. 
 
 In the absence of a proper title, I call this the Sir Hugh Credent sketch. It had a cast of 
three: a rich widower named Sir Hugh Credent, and his two friends, Mr and Mrs Johnson.  
 
The plot was very simple. Sir Hugh had been to a medium named Mrs Bokanky, and he 
told Mr and Mrs Johnson about the wonders of her seance. Mr Johnson announced that he 
could do everything that Mrs Bokanky had done. Mrs Johnson was roped in to act as the 
medium and amazing things happened. At the end of the “seance” Sir Hugh 
congratulated Mrs Johnson on her talents as a medium. Mr Johnson said, “But we did it by 
trickery.” 
 
J N Maskelyne made it his life’s work to warn the public about the frauds perpetrated by 
fake spiritualists. In 1873 the Sir Hugh Credent sketch was the anti-spiritualist part of his 
show. 

This is a detail of the poster that I 
showed you earlier. It’s an 
illustration of the Sir Hugh Credent 
sketch, but with the usual artistic 
licence. 
 
Sir Hugh Credent is on your right. 
He was played by J B Hasarde, an 
Irish comedy actor who was known 
in later years as J B Hansard. Mr 
Johnson, played by J N Maskelyne, 
is on your left. The lady floating in 
the air is Mrs Johnson, played by  
J N’s wife Elizabeth. 
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A feature of the Sir Hugh Credent sketch was the levitation of Mrs Johnson, and this is a 
newspaper report of it: 

The lady ... rises directly off the floor, where there is no trap, and remains 
suspended, full in the light, with nothing under her feet, over her head, or in 
any way visibly connected with her. 

That isn’t quite what you see in the poster, but it’s impressive all the same. Daniel 
Dunglass Home specialised in levitations, but he levitated in the dark. The salient feature 
of Mrs Johnson’s levitation was that she did it in the light. 
 

 
 
After the first sketch there were two non-magical items. The first one was a ballad sung by 
Mr Henry Collard. He was a 21-year-old midget: 3ft 6in tall according to George Jenness. 
 
The second was Chinese Plate Dancing, which was J N Maskelyne’s plate spinning 
speciality. The programme tells us that it was a feat of juggling: “six china dessert plates 
are, by skilful manipulation alone, made to go through the most extraordinary evolutions, 
ascending and descending a spiral only four inches wide. Undoubtedly the most difficult 
and elegant feat of dexterity ever accomplished.” No false modesty there. 
 

 
This is a staged photograph of the plate spinning. I don’t know the date of the photograph, 
but J N Maskelyne looks quite young. He revived the plate spinning in his old age, and he 
was doing it on stage shortly before he died at the age of 77. 
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After the plate spinning there was a sketch entitled Decapitation, or No Cure No Pay. This 
was a light-hearted warning about the perils of quack medicine. There were two 
characters: a naive farmer, played by George Cooke, and a quack doctor, played by J N 
Maskelyne. The plot, as described in a Maskelyne & Cooke brochure, went like this: 

A Gloucestershire farmer finds an advertisement for a quack doctor on the 
wrapping of a bar of soap. He is afflicted “wi’ a buzzing in his yed”, so he visits 
the doctor, who undertakes to cure him by cutting off his head, cleaning and 
repairing the inside, and fixing it on again. The head of the farmer is cut off and 
placed on a table some yards distant, where it begins to talk, while the body in 
the chair indulges in laughable antics. The doctor, terrified, rushes from the 
apartment. The scene closes with the head of the farmer reciting this verse: 

A moral I’ll teach, while expressing a hope, 
You won’t read quack advertisements wrapp’d round your soap; 
If you read ‘um, don’t heed ‘um, but remember instead, 
You’ll get robbed of your money, if not of your head. 

 
In later years the decapitation illusion was used in a sketch called Elixir Vitae, which was 
last seen in 1906 at St George’s Hall under the title of Dr Hardly’s Experiment. At the end of 
Dr Hardly’s Experiment the farmer’s head was restored - which was an improvement on the 
1873 illusion. 
 

 
 
Next we have the third sketch: Bodkin or The Lovers Plan-it with a Polar Star. The Victorians 
loved puns, and the Maskelyne & Cooke show was full of them. 
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The core of this sketch was a show-within-a-show which consisted of three items. George 
Cooke gave a comedy act in a bear’s costume, and J N Maskelyne did a magic act followed 
by Japanese top spinning, which was a juggling speciality. 
 
 

 
 
Then there were two musical items: Charles Mellon on the piano and Henry Collard with 
a character song. 
 
Henry Collard’s billing, “the pocket Sims Reeves”, may have raised some eyebrows. Sims 
Reeves was the leading British tenor of his day, in opera and on the concert platform. In 
1873 he was past his prime but he was still working. He and his fans might well have 
objected to Henry Collard’s billing. Later on, Maskelyne & Cooke’s publicity described 
Collard as “the smallest tenor in the world”, which was perhaps less controversial. 
 
 

 
 
The final item was Will, the Witch and the Watch. This was a sketch which incorporated J N 
Maskelyne’s box trick. It was a Maskelyne standard, last seen in 1927 at St George’s Hall 
under the title of Will, the Witch and the Watchman. 
 
It’s interesting to see that J B Hasarde played the part of Miles Mooney, the Irish 
watchman, in 1873. It’s my belief that the sketch was written around him. When he died in 
1908, he was rehearsing Will, the Witch and the Watchman for a tour of Australasia - which 
had to go ahead without him.  
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That’s the show. The thing that strikes me about it is that it was run on a shoestring. There 
was no orchestra, only a piano. In the four sketches there were only six performers: Mr 
and Mrs Maskelyne; George Cooke; J B Hasarde; and two other actors, who played small 
parts. On the musical side there were two people: Charles Mellon the pianist, who must 
have been hard at work throughout the show; and Henry Collard, the midget tenor.  
 
There wasn’t a huge amount of magic, but the show was varied and there was a great deal 
of comedy. Victorian audiences found it immensely enjoyable. There was only one fly in 
the ointment: Maskelyne & Cooke weren’t the only magicians at the Egyptian Hall in 1873. 
Dr Lynn, the talkee-talkee man, opened there at about the same time as they did. 
 
The item on the right is a page from a periodical 
entitled The Theatrical Programme, dated 18 February 
1875.  The cover illustration has Dr Lynn in the 
roundel, as you see, and there’s a very flattering 
article about his show on page 2. The thing I find 
surprising is that the picture of Dr Lynn is a 
photograph, glued onto the printed page. 
 
The article describes Dr Lynn as “a plump magician, 
with the pleasant face and figure eloquent of a snug 
balance at the banker’s”. In 21st century English, he 
was a prosperous-looking man. The reporter had 
high praise for Dr Lynn’s patter and sleight of hand. 
He was less enthusiastic about Dr Lynn’s illusions, 
which were “very good indeed” but not original. 
That would have struck a chord with J N Maskelyne, 
who claimed that Dr Lynn stole his box trick. 
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This is one of Dr Lynn’s programmes. It’s in the same style as the Maskelyne & Cooke 
programme that I showed you, with the elaborate embossing and the decorative typefaces 
- and an advert for a perfumier on the back. 
 Dr Lynn’s seat prices were the same as Maskelyne & Cooke’s, and they were competing 
for the same audience. However the two shows were very different, and you’d have 
thought they could have coexisted. It didn’t work out that way. 
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This is J N Maskelyne’s compliment slip, complete with a picture of the great man. 
 
We’ve seen that Maskelyne & Cooke were in the Large Hall during their first season at the 
Egyptian Hall. After the end of the season, on 8 September, they went on tour for two 
months while the room was redecorated. When they came back, they reopened in the New 
Drawing Room (the Small Hall), which had been refurnished and was fitted out as a 
theatre. So far so good, but Dr Lynn was in the Large Hall. J N Maskelyne must have 
hated that. 
 
The rivalry between the two magic shows got rather silly. Maskelyne & Cooke spent a 
fortune on advertising and so did Dr Lynn.  
 
Then there was the row over the box trick. Dr Lynn published an autobiography, in which 
he claimed that his box trick predated Maskelyne & Cooke’s. That prompted J N 
Maskelyne to rush into print with a pamphlet which, according to him, set the record 
straight.  
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To make matters worse, the two shows were on the same floor of the Egyptian Hall and 
started at the same times. That added to the mayhem. 
 
While all this was going on, J N Maskelyne was working on his whist-playing automaton, 
Psycho. 
 

Psycho from the “Penny Illustrated Paper”, 6 Mar 1875   

 
Psycho was a mechanical marvel. He sat on top of his glass column, isolated from the 
stage, and played whist with real people - and, we’re told, usually beat them. 
 
He made his first appearance at Maskelyne & Cooke’s on Wednesday 13 January 1875. 
Two days before that, on Monday 11 January, Maskelyne & Cooke had performed for the 
Prince of Wales at Sandringham - so now they were Royal Illusionists twice over. That 
Wednesday their advertisement in The Times invited patrons to come and see the show 
that the Prince of Wales saw. It added that “Psycho, Mr Maskelyne’s latest invention, will 
play a game of whist with any three gentlemen in the audience.”  
 
Psycho caused a sensation and Dr Lynn must have found it hard to compete. That summer 
he left the Egyptian Hall, and Maskelyne & Cooke moved back into the Large Hall. For the 
next 29 years they reigned there unchallenged. 
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I’d like to finish with this cartoon from the Entr’acte, 13 June 1874. It’s a reference to the 
decapitation illusion and it shows a young J N Maskelyne with a knife in one hand and 
George Cooke’s head in the other. Images of George Cooke are few and far between, and I 
think this one is rather fine. 
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