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In the early 1870s Maskelyne and Cooke advertised themselves as the Royal Illusionists. This 

was on the strength of a performance arranged for the Prince of Wales, Queen Victoria’s son. 

A few programmes for this performance exist in various collections. 

 The Prince of Wales had agreed to visit Berkeley Castle, Gloucestershire, in January 1870. 

The plan was to have a day of hunting and two days of shooting, with an entertainment by 

Maskelyne and Cooke on the evening of the second day. The programme for Maskelyne and 

Cooke’s show was printed on silk. 

 Unfortunately it all went wrong. At the very last minute the Prince of Wales sent word 

that he had a bad cold and had been advised to cancel the visit. There was a houseful of 

guests at Berkeley Castle, and Maskelyne and Cooke’s show went ahead. But because the 

Prince was not present at the performance, they could not call themselves Royal Illusionists 

– or could they? 

 They did, of course. On display at Davenport’s Magic Kingdom is a poster that Maskelyne 

and Cooke used in the early 1870s. The poster is reproduced in full overleaf and the section 

about the Berkeley Castle show is shown here: 

 

 
 

This is very cleverly worded. It says that Maskelyne and Cooke were asked to appear before 

the Prince of Wales, which is true. It does not say that he was present at the performance, so 

it avoids telling a lie. 

 The Prince’s visit to Berkeley Castle caused great excitement among local people: 
 

Many of the residents displayed flags in front of their houses; the Berkeley Arms was 

illuminated with a large design with plume of feathers in gas jets; there were other 

illuminations in the streets; and, some distance from the town itself, a neighbouring farm 

had every window so brilliantly illuminated that the house formed quite a conspicuous 

object in the distance. … As the time passed on the expectations of the assembled crowd 

began to droop, and the last hope of seeing the Prince that night died away with the return 

of the carriages from Stonehouse Station. Essex Standard, Friday 21 January 1870 

 

Maskelyne and Cooke must have shared their disappointment. 
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