
MAGIC ON THE EARLY ENGLISH STAGE

Magic on the Early English Stage investigates the performance of
magical tricks, illusions, effects and their staged appearance in the
medieval and early English theatre. Performers who created such
magic were not known as conjurors, as we might refer to them today,
but as jugglers. Records concerning jugglers on the medieval stage
have been hitherto misunderstood or misapplied. These references to
jugglers are re-examined in the light of discussions of ‘feats of
activity’ that also include tumbling, vaulting and ‘dancing on the
rope’; appearances and disappearances of the ‘Now you see it, now
you don’t’ variety; and stage versions of these concepts; magic
through sound in terms of ventriloquy and sound through pipes;
mechanical images and puppets; and stage tricks. Information that
has remained dormant since original publication is discussed in
relation to jugglers such as Thomas Brandon, the King’s Juggler,
and William Vincent, alias ‘Hocus Pocus’.
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For

S. A. B., J. R. B.,

I. N. and J. E. N.
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For the ende of this skil is not to doo simplely, but to stretche out
imaginations euen vnto apperaunce, of whiche there shall afterwarde
no sign appeare.

Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, Henry Cornelius Agrippa of the Vanitie
and vncertaintie of Artes and Sciences, Englished by Ja. San. Gent.,
Imprinted at London, by Henry Wykes dwelling in Fleete streat, at the
signe of the blacke Elephant. ANNO. 1569

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
052182513X - Magic on the Early English Stage
Philip Butterworth
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/052182513X
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

List of illustrations page xi
Foreword by Edwin A. Dawes xv
Prefatory note xix
Acknowledgements xx
Note on the text xxii

Introduction 1

1 Jugglers: the creators of magic 7

2 Feats of activity: juggling, tumbling and dancing on the rope 26

3 Conveyance and confederacy 49

4 Appearances and disappearances 74

5 Magic through sound: illusion, deception and agreed pretence 98

6 Mechanical images, automata, puppets and motions 113

7 Substitution 140

8 Stage tricks 159

9 Terminology 180

Appendix 1 Edward Melton’s text (1681) 195

Appendix 2 Wily Beguild (1606) 200

ix

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
052182513X - Magic on the Early English Stage
Philip Butterworth
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/052182513X
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Appendix 3 Beggars’ Bush (1622) 202

Appendix 4 The Knave in Graine (1640) 204

Notes 207
Bibliography 261
Index 291

x Contents

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
052182513X - Magic on the Early English Stage
Philip Butterworth
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/052182513X
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Illustrations

2.1a Tumbler with hoop from a drawing, The Overthrow
of the Magician by Pieter Bruegel the Elder (1564).
Engraving by Jan van der Heyden (1565). Courtesy of
Dover Publications page 35

2.1b Tumbler with hoop from Joh[n] Amos Comenius,
Orbis sensualium pictus: hoc est omnium principalium
in mundo rerum, & vita actionum, pictura &
nomenclatura, trans. Charles Hoole (London:
S. Leacroft, 1777), p. 170 35

2.2a ‘The Hercules Leape’, from William Stokes, The
Vaulting Master; or, the Art of Vaulting reduced to a
method … Illustrated by examples (Oxon: [n.p.], 1652),
Figure 7. By permission of the British Library 36

2.2b ‘Ye Pomado at the hind bon of ye Sadle’, fromWilliam
Stokes, The Vaulting Master; or, the Art of Vaulting,
Figure 8. By permission of the British Library 36

2.3 Tumbler wearing gloves, from Stories in Stone: The
Medieval Roof Carvings of Norwich Cathedral, ed.
Martial Rose and Julia Hedgecoe (London: Herbert
Press, 1997; repr. 2000), p. 17. Courtesy ofHerbert Press 40

3.1 ‘Bankes and his beast’, from John Dando and Harrie
Runt, Maroccus extaticus; Or, Bankes Bay Horse in a
Trance: A Discourse set downe in a merry Dialogue,
between Bankes and his beast: Anatomizing some abuses
and bad trickes of this age (London: [Thomas Scarlet]
for C[uthbert] Burby, 1595), title page. By permission
of the British Library 62

xi

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
052182513X - Magic on the Early English Stage
Philip Butterworth
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/052182513X
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


3.2 St Paul’s Cathedral, from Sir William Dugdale, The
History of S t Paul’s Cathedral in London, from its
foundation. Extracted out of Original Charters, Records,
Leiger-Books, and other Manuscripts, 2nd edn (London:
Edward Maynard, George James for Jonah Bowyer,
1658) after p. 133. By permission of the British Library 72

4.1 Christ’s tomb from Il quaderno di segreti d’un regista
provenzale del Medioevo: note per la messa in scena
d’una passione (Alessandria: Edizioni Dell’Orso, 1984),
ms x 29, fol. 23v. Courtesy of the Biblioteca Nazionale
Universitaria di Torino 79

4.2a Entertainers showing ‘Sleights’ or ‘Praestigiæ’ from
Comenius, Orbis sensualium pictus, p. 170 88

4.2b ‘The Juggler, sheweth sleights, out of a Purse’ from
Comenius, Orbis sensualium pictus, p. 170 89

4.3 ‘Chinese conjuring extraordinary’, from Colonel
Henry Yule, The Book of Ser Marco Polo, The Venetian,
Concerning the Kingdoms and Marvels of the East, 2
vols., p. 309. This image is extracted by Yule from
Eduward Melton, Zee-en Land-Reizen; Door Egypten,
West-Indien, Perzien, Turkyen, Oost-Indien, en d’aan-
grenzende Gewesten …Aangevangen in den jaare 1660.
en geeindigd in den jaare 1677 (Amsterdam: Jan ten
Hoorn, 1681), after p. 468 94

4.4 Chinese feats of activity, from Melton, Zee-en Land-
Reizen, after p. 468 95

6.1 ‘How to present musick playing, (by the help of fire)
with anticks dancing’, from John Babington,
Pyrotechnia; Or, A Discovrse of Artificial Fire-works
(London: Thomas Harper for Ralph Mab, 1635; facs.
repr. Amsterdam/New York: Da Capo Press and
Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, 1971), p. 38 118

6.2 ‘A toy bird that effectively simulates a bird flying’,
from Albert A. Hopkins, Magic: Stage Illusions and
Scientific Diversions Including Trick Photography (New
York: Munn, 1897), p. 413 123

xii List of illustrations

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
052182513X - Magic on the Early English Stage
Philip Butterworth
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/052182513X
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


6.3 Puppeteer and glove puppet. From The Overthrow of
the Magician by Pieter Bruegel the Elder (1564).
Engraving by Jan van der Heyden (1565). Courtesy of
Dover Publications 132

7.1 ‘The decollation of Iohn Baptist’, from Reginald Scot,
The Discouerie of witchcraft (London: H[enry]
Denham for W[illiam] Brome, 1584), p. 352 153

8.1 ‘To thrust a bodkin into your head, and through your
toong, &c.’, from Scot, Discouerie of witchcraft, after
p. 352 168

8.2 ‘To thrust a knife through your arme, and to cut halfe
your nose asunder, &c.’, from Scot, Discouerie of
witchcraft, after p. 352 169

List of illustrations xiii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
052182513X - Magic on the Early English Stage
Philip Butterworth
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/052182513X
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Foreword

Treatises on the history of what in Britain today is generally referred to as
conjuring, and our American cousins prefer to term magic, usually begin
with an account of Dedi’s decapitation illusion performed in Egypt for
King Cheops around 2600 bc , originally described in a papyrus dis-
covered by Henry Westcar in the early nineteenth century. Sacerdotal
temple mysteries of a similar era produced by the application of pneu-
matics, hydraulics and acoustics were subsequently explained by Hero of
Alexandria in about ad 62, while the first authenticated reference to a
sleight-of-hand trick, the Cups and Balls, dates from Seneca (3 bc–ad 65)
at a time when it was already a very familiar feat.
Although it is evident that performances of magic for entertainment

purposes existed long before the birth of Christ, there is a lacuna in the
history of magic during the Dark Ages. Clearly, itinerant practitioners
would be plying their craft during these largely unrecorded centuries,
establishing a continuum with the earliest performers identified in the
Middle Ages. Simultaneously the Christian Church was developing apace,
and from this source the origin of much medieval drama may be attrib-
uted. The miraculous was an essential feature of the Church’s teachings
and thus the dramatisation of biblical lore required the presentation of
magical effects, the nature of which has provided the stimulus for this
present work by Philip Butterworth.
The first detailed explanation in the English language of how to

perform conjuring tricks was Reginald Scot’s The Discouerie of witchcraft,
published in 1584. His aim was to demonstrate that the tricks of contem-
porary magicians were achieved by purely natural means and not by any
diabolical influence, as part of his major crusade against the then preva-
lent belief in witchcraft. In divulging these methods his conscience was
clearly pricked, ‘being sorie that it falleth out to my lot, to laie open the
secrets of this mysterie, to the hindrance of such poore men as live

xv
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thereby’. Obviously the tricks he described, learned from Jean Cautares, a
French conjurer then working in London, were not new at the time he
described them and had been in the repertoire of performers for many
years.

To Scot we are indebted for the names of some of the conjurors who
were operating within the living memory of his sixteenth-century readers,
but undoubtedly there were others. Yet who were they and where might
their identities be ascertained? Philip Butterworth, in this pioneering
research on magical effects portrayed in Early English drama, has simul-
taneously found some welcome answers to this question in his searches of
county and city records, together with interesting information about their
remuneration from treasurers’ accounts, principally sourced from the
Records of Early English Drama project of the University of Toronto. In
doing so he has also been able to take us back in time closer to the
seemingly impenetrable past of conjuring during the Dark Ages, and we
are indebted to him for the invaluable references and annotations he
provides.

For the student of magic history it is interesting to observe how the
employment of magical effects in dramatic presentations characteristic
of the medieval theatre, as related in this book, essentially disappeared
after the seventeenth century. They were to be resurrected in the second
half of the nineteenth century, not by dramatists, but by a scientist and
also a magician. The scientist was John Henry Pepper, Director of the
Royal Polytechnic Institution in Regent Street who, on Christmas Eve
1862, introduced the illusion that bears his name (though Henry Dircks
was its inventor) in a representation of Charles Dickens’ The Haunted
Man. Its tremendous impact led to a number of plays being written
during the following year purely as vehicles for this single illusion.

It may well have been the great success attendant on the Pepper’s Ghost
illusion dramas that influenced John Nevil Maskelyne at the outset of his
magical career in 1865, leading him to pioneer a new genre of magical
dramatic sketches to clothe the brilliant illusions he and his colleagues
created at the Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly, London, from 1873 until 1905,
and subsequently at St George’s Hall. It was a lead that other famous
illusionists of the early twentieth century were happy to follow, for
Lafayette, Horace Goldin, Arnold de Biere and Servais le Roy all featured
magical playlets in their shows.

xvi Edwin A. Dawes
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So this present book, by extending our knowledge of the interaction
of magic and early drama, will be warmly welcomed by historians of
conjuring and of drama alike and, indeed, by anyone who shares an
interest in the theatrical fare that both instructed and entertained our
forebears.

edwin a . dawes
Historian, The Magic Circle

Foreword xvii
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Prefatory note

Although this work is rooted in the medieval theatre of England it contains
a number of allusions to medieval theatre in Europe. Equally, there are
many references made to sixteenth- and early-seventeenth-century theatre
in England. The scope of this range exists because of shared practical issues
and insights provided by the later evidence that illuminate or explain earlier
practice.
Also, in this investigation there are a number of techniques and

solutions to performers’ tricks, illusions and stage devices that have been
cited from appropriately published evidence as a means of demonstrating
how these effects were or might have been produced. Such citation does
not necessarily provide evidence that these declared methods work or have
worked. Their use in this book is to indicate the possible means by which
tricks and illusions might have worked, but more importantly, to demon-
strate the kinds of ingenuity, insight, lateral thinking and guile of the
perpetrators. Even if a proposed solution to the means by which given
tricks were performed does not work, or has not worked, it is not
excluded for that reason.
References to the ‘stage’ in this book are concerned with both the

physical stage and that performance space created by the ambit that
surrounds the performer, whether he be actor or juggler.

xix
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Note on the text

Throughout the text, abbreviations in original manuscripts and early
printed books have been expanded. Expansions are indicated by the use
of italics.
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