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In the early 1970s British conjurers were 
delighted to note that certain West End 
productions had magical advisers. The most 
recent example was the current Magician 
of the Year (1972), Ali Bongo, who devised 

and produced a conjuring sequence involving Ben-
jamin Disraeli in I and Albert at the Piccadilly The-
atre. A few years earlier Timothy Dill-Russell had 
been similarly involved with the musical Man of 
Magic which purported to portray Houdini’s life 
story. But this was no new phenomenon and if we 
flip back the calendar a century to the closing years 
of the nineteenth century we find that the 22nd 
November 1899 was the opening night of A Mes-
sage from Mars at the Avenue Theatre. This new 
three-act play was by Richard Ganthony and the 
management expressed their indebtedness to Mr 
J.N. Maskelyne (of Messrs Maskelyne & Cooke) 
for his kind assistance in the production.

A Message from Mars turned out to be a triumph 
of good judgement for the famous actor-manager 
Charles Hawtrey. According to the theatre his-

torian McQueen-Pope in Ghosts and Greasepaint 
(1951), this play had been refused by most man-
agements in London when it came into Hawtrey’s 
hands. Hawtrey immediately saw himself in the 
role of Horace Parker, the self-centred, selfish, 
central character, and decided to put it on. In Mc-
Queen-Pope’s words, “He was right. In the hands 
of anyone else Horace Parker might have been 
insufferable but in the hands of Hawtrey he was 
a joy.” Jessie Bateman, who made many successes 
with Charles Hawtrey, created the heroine role of 
Minnie Temple. The play ran for 544 performances 
at the Avenue and for many more in the provinces, 
approaching its 4000th performance in 1911.

The force of McQueen-Pope’s comment is even 
more apparent when one reads the play today. The 
current edition of Samuel French’s Acting Edition, 
No.112, reveals that it was rewritten and revised in 
1923. But even so, I was considerably surprised to 
discover in a bookshop in Rio de Janeiro in 1972 
a paperback version published by Longman and 
“simplified and brought within the vocabulary of 

J.N. Maskelyne & 
A Message From Mars
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The Magic Circular 67, 101-103 (1973)
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New Method Reader 5 by Michael West, M.A., 
D.Phil. (Oxon).” First published in 1935 in this 
series, it had been reprinted several times and my 
surprise was occasioned by the apparently unusu-
al choice of subject matter for a foreign language 
synopsis of the story, some of the concepts being 
unlikely to be readily appreciated by someone 
struggling with the English language.

The central theme of the play was undoubted-
ly suggested to Ganthony by Charles Dickens’ A 
Christmas Carol. Horace Parker is a prosperous, 
self-centred young man with a dilettante taste for 
astronomy, who knows something about political 
economy and the laws of supply and demand, but is 
qualified for nothing except a life of absolute ego-
ism. In his indolent way he has become engaged to 
Minnie Templar, an attractive orphan. In the first 
act Parker is found comfortably seated before the 
fire reading The Astronomer and refusing to escort 
Minnie to a Ball to which he had promised to take 
her. They quarrel and she returns her engagement 
ring before setting off for the dance with her aunt. 
Horace falls asleep after reading of the possibility 
of life on Mars and Act Two represents his dream.

He dreams that he is visited by a Messenger 
from Mars, surrounded by phosphorescent green 
light, who possesses magical powers and who has 
come to him as the most selfish, worthless of men 
on earth, to save him from the abyss of egoism into 
which he is sunk. Just as Scrooge was led through 
scenes calculated to cure him of his besetting mi-
serliness, so is Horace Parker led through a series 
of misadventures, magically controlled by the Mes-
senger, which reduces him to a homeless, penniless 
state and teach him the meaning of sorrow and 
suffering. Finally his heart softens under calamity 
and the Messenger leaves him cured.

In the third act Parker awakes, realises that it 
has all been only a dream, but, as with Scrooge, 
the effect of the dream remains. He takes in all 

the homeless from a nearby lodging house that has 
caught fire, helps a tramp to start in business and, 
generally basking in the approbation of everyone, 
is re-united with his now devoted Minnie.

The Times reviewer of the opening night 
thought it “a really delightful play which should be 
particularly welcome at Christmas time. As Park-
er, Mr Hawtrey has a part well-suited to display 
his special gifts of ease and quiet humour.” But he 
goes on to say, “If he could make up his mind to 
use the expression ‘damn’ less often in the course of 
the evening, his performance would give unalloyed 
pleasure.” It would seem that every age has com-
plained of permissiveness of speech on stage, and 
undoubtedly that particular reviewer would have 
died of apoplexy to experience the script of some 
plays a century later!

Apparently the first night was not without 
incident for The Times on 24 November carried 
the news “Mr Hawtrey had a slight accident on 
Wednesday night, which unfortunately stops the 
run of A Message from Mars for a few days. The 
Avenue Theatre was closed last night and will re-
main closed until Monday evening. Mr Hawtrey’s 
mishap occurred on stage during the production of 
the new play.”

Around 1911-12, A Message from Mars was 
filmed by United Kingdom Films Ltd, with 
Charles Hawtrey in his famous role, Mr E. Hol-
man Clark as the Messenger and Miss Crissie Bell 
as Minnie. The play was also put into story form 
by Lester Lurgan and published by Greening & 
Co. (n.d., c.1912). The book contains eleven half-
tone illustrations taken from the film and furnish-
es interesting examples of relatively early cinema 
in Britain.

What were the “mysterious illusions and 
wonderful electrical effects invented by Mr J.N. 
Maskelyne?” As The Times review makes no men-
tion of them, nor have I managed to locate any 

Top: Two touring production posters, ca. 1900 from the Victoria and Albert Museum 
Bottom: Charles Hawtrey as a penniless Horace Parker under the influence of the Messenger from Mars
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contemporary descriptions, it is impossible to say 
precisely, but the play instructions convey some 
idea of the effects desired. We are told that a large, 
standing oil lamp with a red shade should have a 
greenish figure of a classical style, represented as 
holding or steadying the standard lamp. This figure 
is supposed to become the Messenger from Mars 
in the dream, “only enlarged.” In the latest version 
of the play a note instructs that, if the lamp has 
the classical figure suggested, “this will now be re-
moved while the stage is dark and a proportionally 
larger one substituted in which an actor takes the 
place of the small figure. The lampshade will now 
be approximately four feet in diameter.” Clear-
ly Maskelyne would have been able to produce a 
much more convincing transformation without 
the necessity for complete stage darkness. 

At the points where the Messenger raises his 
arm and gives Horace an electric shock “the fur-
niture may be arranged to shake and rock about 
as if under some influence.” The staging also calls 
for transparency scenes involving the interior 
of a house. It is equally obvious that the original 
production of the play could command resources 
which would enable Maskelyne to incorporate ap-
propriate effects which would be beyond the scope 
of amateur productions.

Years later “A Message from Mars” became a 
featured item in Noel Maskelyne’s programme at 
St George’s Hall, only in this case it was the name 
of an effect in which a message appeared on a card 
isolated between two sheets of glass in a frame. 
Arthur Hambling described this trick as follows: 
A painted wooden frame about 30 by 20 inches 
in size, was suspended on two slender ropes that 
came from the flies. With the aid of an assistant 
it was taken apart —frame, two pieces of glass, and 
a blank card that completely filled the area of the 
frame. The apparatus was reassembled, then cov-

Still touring: a notice for A Message from Mars at the Grand Theatre, Hull, 
in 1911, with credit to Maskelyne & Cook(e)
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ered with a sheet of paper. Now a book contain-
ing questions was opened, each question having a 
number. The questions were read out; some were 
comical, some serious, such as, “When will Stanley 
Baldwin retire?” and others more ridiculous. Some 
ten questions having been read out, a number was 
chosen. The appropriate number was found in the 
book and the question read out. For example, “Who 
will be the next man to break the water speed re-
cord?” After some patter regarding the difficulty of 
the feat, the paper was pulled from the frame in a 
downward direction, disclosing the message “Wait 
and see!” printed boldly on the card.
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