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First of all, a word or two to explain my title. 

• Mr Maskelyne is J N Maskelyne, the founding father of the Maskelyne magic 

dynasty. 

• His famous play is Will, the Witch and the Watchman – known in its early days as 

Will, the Witch and the Watch. I often abbreviate it to Will, the Witch. 

It was the first of a long series of Maskelyne magical plays and Maskelyne was rightly 

proud of it. One of the treasures in the Magic Circle Archive is a very early script of Will, 

the Witch and the Watch, and that’s what I’d like to tell you about today. Before I do that, I’ll 

run quickly through the history of the play. 

  If you look in the magical literature, you’ll find various dates for the first performance 

of Will, the Witch. The first one that I know of was at Preston Corn Exchange in October 

1871. Maskelyne & Cooke’s manager placed this advert in the Era on 22 October: 

Tremendous success of Nevil Maskelyne’s new magical seven-character farce, 

entitled Will, the Witch and the Watch, performed for the first time at Preston 

on Wednesday last.  

 “Wednesday last” was 18 October. “Nevil Maskelyne” was J N Maskelyne – not to be 

confused with his son Nevil, who was eight years old at the time.  

 So, Will, the Witch and the Watch had its first public performance in Preston in 1871. 

• It was in Maskelyne & Cooke’s show in 1873 when they opened at the Egyptian 

Hall in London.  

• 44 years later, in 1917, Will, the Witch and the Watchman was in the show at 

St George’s Hall when J N Maskelyne gave his last performance. He died shortly 

afterwards at the age of 77. 

• The last production by members of the Maskelyne family was in 1927, when 

J N Maskelyne’s grandsons revived Will, the Witch and the Watchman at St George’s 

Hall. 
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Other people have made use of Mr Maskelyne’s famous play. 

• In 1903 David Devant included it in his full-evening show – with Maskelyne’s 

permission. 

• In 1904 Kellar added it to his show under the title of The Witch, the Sailor and the 

Enchanted Monkey – possibly without Maskelyne’s permission. 

• In 1914, 1919 and 1952 there were some amateur performances organised by Ernest 

Evan Spicer. (That story is told in the appendix.) 

• Most recently, in 1997, Will, the Witch and the Watch was featured at the Los Angeles 

Conference on Magic History.  This was 116 years after Maskelyne & Cooke’s first 

performance in Preston. Will, the Witch has a very long history indeed. 

 

On the left is the poster for the Los Angeles 

production. Will the Sailor is locked up in 

Maskelyne’s cabinet; the Witch is at bottom left. 

  This Los Angeles poster is a reworking of a 

poster that Maskelyne & Cooke used in 1873, 

round about the time that they opened at the 

Egyptian Hall. The example below is on display in  

the Magic Circle museum. 

 

 

 

These two posters give a false 

impression of the play. The action 

takes place early one morning, not on 

a moonlit night, and the stage setting 

doesn’t include a bonfire. The magic 

effects don’t include a levitation of 

Will the Sailor. 
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 As you’d expect with such a long history, Will, the Witch evolved over the decades. 

Information about the details of the play is patchy, but I know of three scripts dating from 

around 1900. One is in the Davenport Collection. The other two were published by John 

Braun in the Linking Ring in 1958; one of them was used by Kellar, and I suspect that the 

other was used by Ernest Evan Spicer. 

 For the early period there are synopses in brochures which M&C published in the 

1870s. The synopses aren’t very detailed but it’s clear that the play changed a lot between 

the 1870s and 1900. 

I got quite excited when David Hibberd showed 

me this item. It’s the first script of Will, the Witch, 

and it belonged to the Maskelyne family until 

they gave it to The Magic Circle in 1965. 

Nowadays it resides in the Inner Sanctum of the 

Magic Circle Museum. It’s bound in red leather 

and it comes with a red leather slipcase. The 

block lettering on the front isn’t very clear, but 

here’s a transcript:  

The Mystic Freaks of Gyges, or Will, the Witch 

and the Watch  

Original script in the handwriting of J N 

Maskelyne  

Presented to the Magic Circle by  

Noel Maskelyne Esq, MIMC, 1965  

Noel was a grandson of J N Maskelyne. He made the formal presentation during the 

Magic Circle Banquet at the Cafe Royal in October 1965. 

 

The President of The Magic Circle was Francis White, and he received the script on behalf 

of the society. In this photograph he’s thanking Noel Maskelyne for his generous gift. He’s 
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holding the script open so that two pages can be seen. If you apply a magnifying glass to 

the original photograph, it’s possible to see that the script is handwritten on both sides of 

the paper.  

 A modern photograph of the same two pages is shown below. The hands belong to 

Terry Wright, Executive Librarian of The Magic Circle. 

 

 

 The script has lots of crossings out and insertions and it really does look like a first 

draft. The writing is difficult to read and one of the sheets was bound the wrong way 

round, so the last two pages are in the wrong order. I’m not good at reading handwriting, 

and I had to make a transcript before I could understand the script. The Magic Circle 

Archive has a paper copy of my transcript. 

 At this point I’d like to thank David Hibberd. He made it possible for me to transcribe 

the script, not least by scanning all eleven pages for me.  

 The first page of the script is headed with the two alternative titles that we saw on the 

front cover: 

The Mystic Freaks of Gyges  

or  

Will, the Witch and the Watch. 

These alternative titles have caused a great deal of confusion over the years, and 

Maskelyne & Cooke didn’t help. When they opened at the Egyptian Hall in 1873, they 

used both titles. 
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In their poster (left) the title is The Mystic Freaks of 

Gyges. In their programme (below) it’s Will, the 

Witch and the Watch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 What I’d like to do now is talk you through 

the first script of Will, the Witch and the Watch. 

But first, let me introduce you to the seven 

characters.  

Will is a sailor named Will Constant, played by George Cooke. He’s been away at sea for a 

long time. His girlfriend Dolly lives at home in the village and she’s worried about him.  

 The Witch was played by J N Maskelyne, who also played the Butcher. 

Will Dolly The Witch The Butcher 
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Two characters represent the watch: the junior 

watchman, Miles Mooney, and his boss, Daddy 

Gnarl.  

    Miles is the principal character in Will, the 

Witch. He’s on stage almost all the time, and he 

needs to be a good comic actor. For many years 

the part of Miles was often played by an Irish 

actor named J B Hansard. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The images of these six characters come from two sources. The colour ones are from a 

Maskelyne & Cooke poster dating from around 1903; the others are original photographs 

in the Magic Circle Collection.  

 

 

The seventh character is the Gorilla, 

for whom I have two photographs.  

• The colour one, Gorilla I, is from 

an internet source. It’s a modern 

photograph of a real gorilla. 

• The black and white one, Gorilla 

II, is from the Magic Circle 

Collection. It shows a young J N 

Maskelyne with an early 

Maskelyne & Cooke gorilla. The 

gorilla is standing in a barrel and 

it’s not a good image. It’s a 

photographic copy, made in the 

early 1990s, of a Victorian 

photograph which is no longer in 

the Magic Circle Collection. 

 

 

There’s enough detail in the black and white photograph to make it clear that Maskelyne 

& Cooke’s gorilla bore little resemblance to the real animal. This didn’t matter in the 1870s, 

when few British people knew what a gorilla looked like. Maskelyne himself made the 

mistake of endowing his gorilla with a tail like a monkey’s. 

Miles Mooney Daddy Gnarl 

Gorilla I Gorilla II 
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Four of the seven parts were doubled: 

• George Cooke played the Sailor and the Gorilla; 

• J N Maskelyne played the Witch and the Butcher. 

In the early days Maskelyne also played Daddy Gnarl, but I think this was primarily to 

save money. As a further economy measure, Dolly was sometimes played by Maskelyne’s 

wife, Elizabeth. When money wasn’t so tight, actors were employed to play Daddy Gnarl 

and Dolly. 

 The play is written around Maskelyne’s box trick and it uses a cabinet which represents 

the village lockup. The cabinet is called the watch box in the script, but that’s confusing. 

I’ll call it the lockup. 

 

 

The lockup is illustrated in this 

Kellar poster. There’s a clean-cut 

American sailor inside, holding 

onto the bars of the cage. 

 It’s an action-packed poster. In front of the lockup, Dolly is remonstrating with Daddy 

Gnarl, while the Butcher is about to cut off the tail of the monkey. By the time Kellar came 

into the story, the gorilla had become a monkey; Kellar’s title for the play was The Witch, 

the Sailor and the Enchanted Monkey. 

 

Then there’s an escape trunk, used for Maskelyne’s box trick. In the script it’s usually 

called the trunk, but occasionally it’s called the box– and that’s confusing. So I’ll call it the 

trunk. 

 The escape trunk on the right 

is in the Davenport Collection. 

It isn’t Maskelyne’s original 

trunk but it does the same job. 

It can be stood on one end and 

put in the lockup. 

 In the lid of the trunk there 

are airholes, so that the person 

inside doesn’t suffocate. 
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This diagram of the lockup is adapted from Sam 

Sharpe’s Optical Secrets. The lockup is roughly 

square; the two doors at the front are solid 

except for two very small windows, which are 

not shown in the Kellar poster.  

 The Kellar poster does show the vertical bars 

which form an L-shaped cage inside the lockup. 

The way into the cage is through a gate. The 

dotted orange rectangle indicates the position of 

the trunk when it’s inside the lockup. 

 The cabinet stands on four feet which raise it 

above the stage, so that the audience can see 

underneath. Before the play begins, members of 

the audience are invited onto the stage to 

inspect the cabinet. A few of them are formed 

into a committee, which stays on stage 

throughout the play. Committee members can 

stand where they like, as long as they don’t 

interfere with the action of the play. 

  

That’s the apparatus. Let’s move on to the play.  

 

 

It’s set in an English village in the 18th century and it opens with Miles on stage, talking 

about his unrequited love for Dolly. 

• Dolly comes in. Miles makes a rude comment about her sailor boyfriend, Will, and 

she slaps his face. He tries to kiss her and she screams. 

• Will comes to Dolly’s rescue. He’s just come home from sea. Will hits Miles and 

knocks him down.  

• Miles raises the alarm and Daddy Gnarl comes to help. 

Miles and Daddy Gnarl put Will in the stocks and lift 

him into the lockup.  

• Daddy Gnarl goes off, leaving Miles to stand guard. 

The photograph on the right is in the Magic Circle Collection. 

It shows George Cooke as Will the Sailor, secured in the stocks. 

Maskelyne and Cooke were physically very flexible, as this 

photograph demonstrates. They were small men, short in 

stature and slight in build. 

 George Cooke’s bearded, whiskery sailor looks very 

different from the clean-cut American sailor in the Kellar 

poster. 

 

I’d like to pause here and reflect on what we’ve seen. There’s been a lot of action on stage, 

but we haven’t seen any magic yet. That’s about to change. 
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• The Witch comes in. Dolly pays her a guinea to set Will free; she casts a spell and 

goes off.  

• Miles opens the lockup and it’s empty. The Witch’s spell has worked and Will has 

disappeared, leaving only the stocks behind. 

• Dolly goes off to look for him. 

• Miles opens the lockup again and a Gorilla rushes out. Miles shouts for help. 

• His friend the Butcher comes to see what’s going on. There’s a terrific fight between 

the Butcher and the Gorilla. Miles keeps out of it because he’s a coward.  

•  The Butcher tries to put the Gorilla in a sack, but it drags him into the lockup. In 

this very early version of the play, that’s the last we see of the Butcher.  

• Dolly comes back. She’s looked everywhere for Will and she can’t find him. She 

opens the lockup and it’s empty – no Gorilla, no Butcher, no Will. 

• Dolly closes the lockup doors and goes off to look for Daddy Gnarl. 

• The Gorilla comes out of the lockup and chases Miles off stage. Miles comes back 

but the Gorilla doesn’t. 

• Dolly comes in followed by Daddy Gnarl. Miles tells them about the Gorilla. 

• The Gorilla, whom the audience last saw running off the stage, comes out of the 

lockup. Consternation! 

• Dolly runs off screaming and we’re left with Daddy Gnarl, Miles and the Gorilla on 

stage.  

Maskelyne’s box trick begins. 

• Miles and Daddy Gnarl capture the Gorilla and put him in the trunk. 

• The trunk is covered with canvas and tied with cords, then it’s put in the lockup 

where the audience can’t see it. Daddy Gnarl starts to go off, but Miles has a change 

of mind. He wants the trunk outside the lockup, where he can keep an eye on it. 

• Miles and Daddy Gnarl take the trunk out of the lockup and put it back on the 

stage. 

• Daddy Gnarl goes off, leaving Miles on his own, guarding the trunk. Miles teases 

the Gorilla by putting his finger through one of the air holes in the trunk. He pulls it 

out quickly – ouch! the Gorilla’s bitten it.  

• Dolly comes in, followed by the Witch. Dolly is angry with the Witch because her 

spell hasn’t worked properly, and Will has been changed into a Gorilla. 

• The Witch casts another spell to bring Will back, and Miles chases her off stage. 

• Daddy Gnarl comes back. He completes the box trick by opening the trunk and 

showing it empty – no Gorilla. The Gorilla must still be in the lockup – or so the 

audience think.  

• The lockup doors open. The audience expect to see the Gorilla again - but Will 

comes out. 

• Dolly is happy to see her boyfriend again. The curtain falls on the final tableau as 

Will and Dolly embrace. 

And that’s the end of the play. This very early version uses the same tricks and illusions as 

later versions. The plot is simpler and, to my mind, better. 
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We’ll look now at the title and list of characters on the first page of the script. I’ll start with 

the list of characters. The writing is hard to read, so there’s a transcript underneath: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It seems that Maskelyne originally named his heroine Dorothy Dubbins, but changed her 

name to Dolly Varden. We’ll see later why he might have made the change. 

 If you’re used to looking at Maskelyne & Cooke programmes, some of these names are 

unfamiliar. In the programmes that I’ve seen: 

• the heroine is plain Dolly, not Dolly Varden or Dorothy Dubbins 

• the sailor is Will Constant, not Bill Constant  

• the junior watchman is Miles Mooney, or just plain Miles. 

 

                            Dramatis personae 
Dorothy Dubbins Dolly Varden  – a village maid 

Bill Constant  – her loving sailor 

Daddy Gnarl  – the watchman 

Miles O’Shaughnessy – his man 

                           The Witch of the Village 

Joe Killbull  - butcher 

Gorilla 
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Now for the title. Again, there’s a transcript underneath the scanned image. 

 

The third line has been altered quite a lot.  

 I think Maskelyne’s original title was The Witch and the Watch. Initially the play ended 

with some dreadful puns on the name Bill and bills of exchange (we don’t use bills of 

exchange now, but Victorian audiences knew all about them). The ending of the play was 

long-winded and, I think, old-fashioned even by the standards of the time. 

 Maskelyne remedied this by cutting out the puns and making the ending much 

snappier. While he was at it, he changed the sailor’s name to Will. His title then became 

Will and the Witch and the Watch, and finally Will, the Witch and the Watch – the title that you 

see in Maskelyne & Cooke’s early programmes.  

 

Finally, I promised to suggest a reason for Maskelyne’s 

use of the name Dolly Varden. The image on the right is 

a painting by William Powell Frith which is in Tate 

Britain in London. Frith’s subject is Dolly Varden, the 

beautiful young heroine of Charles Dickens’ novel, 

Barnaby Rudge. Frith painted a number of portraits of 

Dolly Varden, and one of them was owned by Charles 

Dickens himself. 

 Dickens died in 1869, two years before that first 

performance of Will, the Witch and the Watch in Preston. 

After Dickens’ death his Dolly Varden portrait was sold 

and the image caught the public imagination. The name 

Dolly Varden was highly topical in the early 1870s. This 

explains why Maskelyne chose it for his heroine. 
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Dolly Varden (c. 1842-9) by William Powell 

Frith (1819-1809). Tate image T00041. Photo 

© Tate, London 2021. Courtesy Tate under 
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Appendix: amateur performances organised by  
Ernest Evan Spicer 

 

Ernest Evan Spicer organised amateur performances of Will, the Witch and the Watchman in 

1914, 1919 and 1952. He was an accountant, not a magician; in the world of accountancy he 

is remembered as a founding partner in the firm of Spicer and Pegler. 

 He became acquainted with J N Maskelyne in the 1890s. At some point Maskelyne gave 

him a script of Will, the Witch and the Watchman, with permission to perform it. In 1914 and 

1919 he organised performances in the Village Hall at Chislehurst. The cabinet he used 

was made for a play entitled Caught at Last which he produced privately in 1891. Spicer 

claimed that Caught at Last included ‘all the illusions embodied in Will, the Witch and the 

Watchman’. 

 In 1952 Spicer happened to meet Francis White, who was then Secretary of The Magic 

Circle. They got talking about magic and, as a result, Spicer’s production of Will, the Witch 

and the Watchman was included in the 1952 Festival of Magic at the Scala Theatre, London.  

This advertisement appeared in the September 1952 Magic Circular: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Photographs of Spicer’s production were published in the Magic Circular, November 1952 

(V47 N519). They’re reproduced on the next page. 



13 

 
Left to right: Witch; Dolly; Miles (junior Watchman). 

 

 
Left to right: Witch; Gorilla; Daddy Gnarl (senior Watchman); Miles (junior Watchman); Joe the Butcher; 

Will the Sailor; Dolly. This version of the play required seven actors. In the early days of Maskelyne and 

Cooke, only four actors were needed. 
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The photograph below shows Spicer’s cabinet and trunk; it’s from a framed set of 

photographs in the Magic Circle museum. Spicer’s family gave the cabinet and trunk to 

The Magic Circle after his death. The cabinet was passed on to the Davenport family after 

a few years, but the trunk is still in the Magic Circle Collection. 

 

 

 
 The script which Spicer used has been lost, but I 

suspect it’s the one published by John Braun in the 

March 1958 Linking Ring. This script may have been the 

one that Devant used in 1903-1904; it’s very close to 

Kellar’s script of The Witch, the Sailor and the Enchanted 

Monkey. 

 John Braun was a prolific contributor to Linking Ring. 

He wrote a series of articles on Will, the Witch and the 

Watchman and The Witch, the Sailor and the Enchanted 

Monkey. They were published in Linking Ring from 

January to June 1958 (V37 N11 to V38 N4). Eighteen 

years later they were reprinted in Sam Sharpe’s book, 

The Magic Play (published by Magic Inc, Chicago, 1976). 

They can be found on pages 74 to 142 of Sharpe’s book. 
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To round off this appendix, here is the programme for Spicer’s 1914 production of Will, the Witch and the Watchman. It belongs to Dean 

Arnold and I’m grateful to him for permission to reproduce it. The front and back of the programme are on this page. A note on the back 

page refers to the 1891 production of Caught at Last, “23 years ago”; this tells us that the date of the programme is 1914.  
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These are the centre pages. 
 

 


