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Lewis Davenport was a respected performer of magic and a successful businessman. For 

much of his career his business had to come first. 

 By the mid-1920s, though, the business was well-established and he was a wealthy 

man. Not only that, his sons were old enough to take charge of his magic shop while he 

was away – so he and his second wife could go on tour as a variety act. They worked in 

Britain, but they also went to South Africa, South America and continental Europe. Today 

I want to talk about their experiences in Britain and Europe. 

 

 

These two photographs show 

Lewis Davenport at the 

beginning and end of his career 

as a variety artist. The photo on 

the right was taken at the 

Wintergarten, Berlin, most likely 

when he appeared there in 1931. 

His speciality was manipulation 

of thimbles and billiard balls, but 

he liked to do larger tricks as 

well.  

 

 

 

 

This is the stage set for his 1920s act. It had an elaborate backdrop, which was a vital part 

of the act.  

c.1904 c.1931 
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Lewis’s closing item was De Kolta’s expanding die. In this photograph, Lewis is on your 

left and his wife Winifred on your right. The die (arrowed) is in its expanded state, sitting 

on a low platform. The creature in front has just been produced from it. He’s one of 

Lewis’s sons, dressed as a cartoon character named Felix the Cat. 

 The other thing to note is Lewis’s waistcoat. It’s made of the same fabric as Winifred’s 

dress. A feature of this act was the colour changing waistcoat; each time Lewis’s waistcoat 

changed colour, Winifred changed her dress to match.  

 

 

These two photographs show Lewis Davenport’s version of the mutilated parasol. The 

one on the left is a studio photograph: carefully posed and not very exciting. The action 

shot on the right is much livelier. 
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Lewis launched his new act in 1924. With hindsight it wasn’t a good time for a new 

variety act.  

• In the entertainment business, cinema was gaining ground at the expense of 

variety. Films were still silent, but talking pictures were only five years away. 

• In the wider world, Europe was a mess, economically and politically: it was 

recovering from the first world war, and the second world war was on its way. 

But Lewis’s new act got bookings. 

 

 

This is Davenport’s magic shop in London, photographed in the 1920s. The address is 

15 New Oxford Street. This was Lewis Davenport’s London base. It was a small shop, but 

it was the headquarters of a much larger business. 

 Davenport’s imported much of its stock from Germany, and Lewis often travelled there 

on business. For example, he used to visit his friend Janos Bartl in Hamburg.  

 

This photograph shows the 

Bartls and the Davenports at a 

place called the Alkazar. Rosa 

Bartl is on the far left, Janos on 

the far right; Winifred and 

Lewis Davenport are sitting 

between them. 
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Davenport family tradition led me to believe that Lewis did a lot of work in variety on the 

continent, especially in Germany. In fact he performed in only four cities on the continent: 

two in Belgium and two in Germany.  

• In Belgium he had two weeks in Brussels, followed by a week in Antwerp (1928).  

• In Berlin he had three bookings of one month each at the Wintergarten (July 1924, 

January 1928, January 1931). 

• In Leipzig he had one month at the Drei Linden (September 1928).  

 

Variety was international, but the way it was organised varied from country to country. I 

find that interesting because it affected the lives that variety artists led. Today I’ll look at 

five theatres that Lewis Davenport visited: 

• In Britain,  

o the Leicester Palace, and  

o Bradford Palace. 

• In Belgium, the Palais d’Eté, Brussels. 

• In Germany,  

o the Drei Linden, Leipzig, and 

o the Wintergarten, Berlin. 

 

On the way, we’ll meet some speciality acts. 
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In Britain the home of variety was 

music hall. This drawing shows the 

Leicester Palace, one of the larger 

music halls. It had a very large 

auditorium with three tiers of balcony: 

dress circle, upper circle and gallery. It 

seated over 3,000. Like all music halls 

of the 1920s, it was a proper theatre. It 

had an orchestra and a fully equipped 

stage. 

 At a high class music hall like this 

one, Lewis Davenport appeared as a 

supporting act. At lesser halls he might 

be top of the bill. 

 

 

 

This poster is for the Bradford Palace, week beginning 

1 June 1925. We have it on the wall at home because 

Lewis Davenport was at the top of the bill – joint top 

with a comedian named Scotch Kelly. 

 British music halls offered twice nightly variety 

(two performances each evening). At the Bradford 

Palace, the two evening performances started at 6.40 

and 8.40; there was a matinee every Thursday at 3.  

 Theatres in Britain were closed on Sunday. That 

wasn’t the case on the continent. At the four 

continental theatres that Lewis Davenport visited, 

there were performances seven days a week. 

 British music halls booked by the week. Artists had 

to give two or more performances each day from 

Monday to Saturday. They were paid after the last 

performance on Saturday, and they travelled to their 

next booking on Sunday. 

 They had to get to the next theatre in time for band 

call at 11 o’clock or 12 noon on Monday. Distances in 

Britain are short, so there was plenty of time to make 

the journey. Most artists will have arrived at their 

destination by Sunday evening. 

 British variety was dominated by comedians, and 

speciality acts were not well regarded. There was 

often only one speciality act in a music hall show, and 

usually it was a supporting act. 
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As you might expect, there are three 

comedians in the Bradford Palace poster: 

• Scotch Kelly, “the miniature comedy 

comet”; 

• Arthur Pond, “burlesque comedian”; 

• Rex Davis, “the British film star, in a 

cockney comedy sketch, The Borstal 

Boy by Hamilton Fyfe, introducing 

Charles Ashton, Fred Binnington and 

Lila Norden”. 

What’s unusual is that there are two 

speciality acts: Lewis Davenport and the 

Benedetti Brothers. Not only that, one of the 

speciality acts was at the top of the bill.   

 The Benedetti Brothers are interesting. 

They’re billed as “Italy’s funniest comedians 

and violinists, introducing their own 

original one-violin duet”.  

 I’m told that one brother held the violin 

and did the fingering, and the other brother 

worked the bow. I’d love to see a 

photograph of that - I looked on the Internet 

and couldn’t find anything.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moving on to Belgium, this is the top section of a 

poster for Lewis’s first week at the Palais d’Eté in 

Brussels. The entire poster can be seen on the next 

page. Top of the bill was Lewis Davenport, “with his 

astonishing illusions” (“dans son étonnant illusion”).  

 The week at the Palais d’Eté ran from Friday to 

Thursday, and there was one performance each 

evening at 8.15. There were also matinees, on Sundays, Thursdays and public holidays.  

 Lewis had two weeks at the Palais d’Eté, so his last day in Brussels was Thursday 16 

August. That day he gave a matinee and an evening performance. Then there was a rush 

to pack everything up, because he had to open at the Scala, Antwerp the following 

evening. Belgium is a small country, and it could be done - but British artists were used to 

a more leisurely transfer between theatres. 
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As the star act at the Palais d’Eté, Lewis Davenport had 

his name up in lights. He had this postcard printed. I 

was intrigued to know what the building behind the 

lights looked like. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This photograph came to light quite recently. It shows that the lights were at the entrance 

to an arcade. The entrance to the theatre itself was in the arcade; you can just see it on the 

far left. 

 If you look at the top of the image, you can see the bottom half of the “Palais d’Eté” 

sign. The name “Davenport” is lower down.  
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Later on in 1928 Lewis Davenport 

had a month at the Drei Linden, 

Leipzig. We don’t have a poster, but 

we do have the programme (left). 

There was one performance each 

evening, plus a half price family 

matinee on Sundays. 

There were two big trade fairs each 

year in Leipzig, in spring and 

autumn, and each fair had its own 

badge. The two examples above are 

in the Davenport Collection. Lewis 

went to the Leipzig fairs in search of 

new items to sell in his business. His 

month at the Drei Linden coincided 

with the 1928 autumn fair, which is 

possibly why he wanted the booking.   

 Details of the show at the Drei Linden can 

be found in the inside pages of the 

programme (below). Lewis Davenport, the 

man with the waistcoats, appeared in the 

second half, immediately after the star act. 
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Lewis had a daughter named Wyn. She was 13 years old when he appeared at the Drei 

Linden, and she had an autograph album. She collected autographs from five of the acts in 

this show. Three of them were speciality acts. 

This postcard shows the Bramsons in evening 

dress. On stage they did hoop juggling and 

hoop rolling, and their stage costumes were 

designed accordingly. In real life they were 

Gertrude and Paul Renner and they came 

from Berlin. 

 The Bramsons claimed to be the first to use 

hoops which were lit by electricity. They made 

a feature of that in their billing at the Drei 

Linden: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hans Beetz and Partner were equilibrists. 

I don’t know which of these two 

gentlemen was Hans Beetz – but it’s easy 

to guess which one was the bearer, and 

which one did the balancing. 
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Top of the bill was a trapeze 

act, the Maxim Trio. Their 

autograph is written in 

French. When I first saw this 

photograph, I thought it 

must be a comedy act - but it 

wasn’t. The Maxim Trio 

were highly skilled and 

deadly serious. 

 They performed in the 

auditorium over the heads of 

their audience. That wasn’t 

allowed in British music 

halls but, obviously, it was 

permitted in continental 

variety. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So there were four speciality acts in this show: 

• jugglers (the Bramsons) 

• equilibrists (Hans Beetz & Partner) 

• trapeze artists (the Maxim Trio), and 

• a magician (Lewis Davenport). 

Not only that, the trapeze artists were top of the bill. Very different from British variety. 

 

 

 

I’ll move on to my last theatre, the Wintergarten, Berlin. On the next page is a postcard 

showing the auditorium, together with a seating plan from a 1931 programme. 

 The auditorium was very wide and the audience on the far sides had a restricted view 

of the stage. If an act wanted to be seen by the whole audience, it had to work well 

forward. This was difficult for Lewis Davenport because his closing trick had to be 

worked near the backcloth. I don’t know how he solved that problem.  
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Postcard showing the auditorium of the Wintergarten, Berlin. Note the cabaret-style 

seating at the back. There was plenty of space for aerial acts above the stalls. 

 

 

 
 

Seating plan from a 1931 programme. 
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We have a poster and some autographs for Lewis Davenport’s January 1931 booking at 

the Wintergarten.  

This is the poster. The times of the shows can be found at top left: one performance each 

evening at 8.15, and matinees on Saturdays and Sundays at 4. Lewis is one of the 

supporting acts, billed as “The manipulator Davenport”. 

 Top and bottom of the bill were two aerial acts: the Three Codonas and Lilian Leitzel. 

Both acts were international circus stars. 

 

The Three Codonas 

The Codonas were a trapeze 

act. The lady, Vera Bruce, was 

Australian. The two men were 

brothers: Lalo and Alfredo 

Codona. They were descended 

from a Scottish circus family 

but they were born in Mexico. 

There’s some film on the 

Internet of the Codonas at the 

Wintergarten in 1925. 
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The photograph on the right is from the Circopedia 

website. It shows Alfredo Codona and Vera Bruce on 

their perch, high above the audience. Their faces are 

serious. Alfredo’s speciality was the triple somersault, 

and it was dangerous. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lilian Leitzel 

 

Lillian Leitzel came from Germany. The postcard on the right shows her as a pinup girl, 

but she was respected in the circus profession as a highly skilled performer. Her act 

involved aerial gymnastics on a rope and two rings. It’s illustrated in a page from the 

Wintergarten programme (above, left) and there’s some film of her on the Internet. 
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Leon Rabello 

 

Leon Rabello, the Danish boy juggler (der jugendliche Jongleur) was one of the supporting 

acts. His autograph occupies two pages of Wyn Davenport’s album: a publicity postcard 

on the left and a delightful little drawing on the right. I think he looks older in the 

drawing than he does in the postcard. 

 

 

 

To summarise, there were four speciality acts in the show at the Wintergarten in January 

1931:  

• trapeze artists (the Codonas), 

• an aerial gymnast (Lilian Leitzel), 

• a juggler (Leon Rabello), and 

• a magician (Lewis Davenport). 

As at the Drei Linden, Leipzig in September 1928, the trapeze artists were top of the bill. 

Again, it was very different from variety in Britain. 
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In January 1931 there were at least two magicians working in 

Berlin: Lewis Davenport at the Wintergarten and Okito at the Scala. 

Okito (left) was a Dutchman named Theo Bamberg and he had a 

silent Chinese act. He was a customer of Davenport’s magic shop 

and a personal friend of Lewis Davenport and his family. 

 At the Scala, Okito was billed as “Chinese magician and 

illusionist” and he closed the first half of the show. Nowadays 

that’s the second best spot, but things were different in 1931.  

 Okito was number 6 in the programme, billed as “Chinese 

magician and Illusionist”. Act number 5 was “Harry Bentell and 

Helen Gould, the dancing xylophonists. First time in Europe.” 

Their names were printed in bigger type than Okito’s. This tells us that Okito was a 

supporting act at the Scala, just as Lewis Davenport was at the Wintergarten. 

 

At the Wintergarten in 1931 Lewis finished his 

act with De Kolta’s expanding die, as in this 

photograph – but there was a difference.  

 When he launched his act in 1924 he used 

Felix the Cat in his die routine. Felix was a star 

of the silent cinema, and he became a back 

number when talking pictures came in. The 

newest, most up to date cartoon character was 

Mickey Mouse – so Lewis began to use Mickey 

Mouse instead of Felix the Cat. 

 

 

That’s why this 1930 publicity postcard has 

Mickey Mouse in it. 

 De Kolta’s expanding die was a startling, 

mystifying illusion, but the apparatus was easily 

damaged during setting up and performance. It 

is a measure of the skill of Lewis Davenport and 

his team that they were able to present this 

challenging item on a regular basis, week after 

week. 

 The addition of Mickey Mouse to De Kolta’s 

expanding die gave Lewis a closing illusion with 

international appeal – and one which was not 

easily copied. 


