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The door to magic is closed,
but it’s not locked.

—Jack Delvin, Magician
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Introduction

I spend three hundred days a year on the road, performing magic. I spend a lot of time on the other side of the stage, too, watching magicians. One night, I was in the audience for a performance by Yann Frisch. His act looks like nothing you’ve ever seen: A little red ball torments Yann by disappearing and appearing where it’s least expected, driving him mad. At one point, it even leaps off the table and hits him on the forehead. And though the show is as funny as it is skillful, what happened at the end of his act that night was something nobody in the audience will ever forget.

I had seen Yann’s act a dozen times and knew all my favorite moments by heart. But when he finished his act that night, Yann bowed for applause and a thick stream of water poured down from the top of the stage, soaking him and his signature white T-shirt. As the water drenched him, he extended his empty hand into the spray . . . and a bright red ball appeared. Blackout.

That wasn’t how his act was supposed to end. But the previous act in the show used water, and this was Yann’s way of winking at the audience to let them know that he’d been watching the show, too. He adapted his magic to the venue, scrambling the audience’s expectations while pulling off the perfect trick for that evening.

As a magician watching a magician, I’m looking for two things: seamlessness and context. Seamlessness means that the illusion is airtight, that the magic flows naturally. If the technique is poor or the material choice is ugly, there’s no illusion—so the first step for any magician is to attain fluidity, to become seamless.

The other thing I’m watching for is context. Suppose I borrow a dollar from a child and change it into a one-hundred-dollar bill, and then give it back to her. There is context, since I’m using money that belongs to someone else. There’s a story line—causing money to multiply. And there’s an emotional hook, since I give her back something far more valuable than what she gave me. The “magic” money feels real to the child because she can touch and remember it—and spend it!

My hope is that after reading How Magicians Think, you’ll watch magic shows differently—not less critically, but in a more enlightened way. Too many of us watch magic shows to figure out how the tricks are done. As you’ll learn, that mindset is a trap. While you’re busy trying to find the solution to an illusion, you miss what is in plain sight: artistry. You miss the staging of the illusion, the carefully considered script, and a perfectly timed observation that distracts your mind or makes you laugh. You ignore the aesthetics of the show, the grace with which the objects appear and disappear, and the way the lighting, the costumes, and the props are thematically linked. You fail to grasp the metaphor of what the magician is doing and the interplay between their work and what’s going on in the world around them. Magic tricks aren’t puzzles, but most of us see them that way.

At its very best, magic reminds us of the thrill of the unknown. Many of the performing arts can take our breath away, but only magic makes you question whether you saw what you just saw. Most other performing arts are about understanding and experience. Magic puts front and center what we don’t understand, so we can marvel at the mystery.

People often conflate being fooled with feeling foolish. I want to help people see that although being fooled is magic’s baseline for success, it can be—and ought to be—much more. Magicians do things beyond our comprehension. When done well, those things should instill in us a unique cocktail of feelings that no other performing art can deliver: escape, awe, and—in the best cases—pure wonder.

I would further argue that there is a place where we can appreciate magic without knowing how it works. This book is a road map to that place. You’ll still be fooled by the magician, but you’ll notice and appreciate her choices. Magic shows make for great stories, but the better stories are about the formation of illusions, the characters who create them, and the psychology behind the tricks. Houdini observed, “Many things that seem wonderful to most men are the everyday commonplaces of my business.” I’ll share some of the remarkable ideas and people who are changing the way we think about magic, and even the world.

The performance of magic is necessarily shrouded in secrecy. Most magic performances are elusive by design—you get glimpses of a magician’s interests and origins, but only enough to serve the illusion. My show, and the shows of my colleagues, are meant to make you perk up and ask: “Where did that go?” “How did he know that?” “Can I see that again?” Secrecy breeds curiosity. People want to know—they want the gaps filled in. Each of the fifty-two essays that follow is set up as an answer to one of the many questions I’m asked after shows by people who are fascinated with magic. The questions vary, but they tend to come from the same core curiosity: People are trying to better understand the power of magic beyond a particular trick. And because I’ve dedicated my life to creating and performing magic, they think perhaps I might have some insight to offer. Each essay stands alone, so feel free to skip around to what interests you most. I hope that, taken together, they’ll give you a deeper appreciation for how magicians think.

I wrote this book on tour, in the days and hours between shows. These words brought me face-to-face with my subject every night, an endless supply of the ups and downs experienced by a performer in the trenches. The secrets shared here can’t be found in YouTube tutorials or Google searches. They are psychological in nature, developed over centuries of deceiving the public. My answers are part essay, part memoir, and with one exception, I reveal everything but how tricks are done. I’ve been careful not to reveal too many of the actual secrets to magic tricks, yet still some magicians will inevitably be upset about the concepts I explore in these pages. But if I deepen your interest and respect for the art of magic even a little, it’s worth bending the rules.

Showtime.

✦ ✦ ✦
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1
Why magic?

(Part 1)
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Any life is made up of
a single moment,
the moment in which a man finds out,
once and for all, who he is.

—Jorge Luis Borges, writer, poet

✦ ✦ ✦

Werner Reich, a ninety-one-year-old Holocaust survivor, has a fascinating answer to why he does magic. Orphaned during the war, he endured two different concentration camps before being transferred to Auschwitz. His bunkmate there was a magician who showed Werner a simple trick, along with its secret. The two used magic to assuage hostile guards. Werner remained a performing magician his entire life. He spoke to me about the importance of jokes and magic in the camps. “They took us away from reality,” he said. “They engaged your imagination and moved you away from the dismal surroundings. It is there that I learned the true value of imagination.”

I asked the same question of magician Abbey Lynn Albani. Abbey was floating ten feet above a stage, rehearsing an illusion with her husband, David Goldrake, when she unexpectedly fell to the stage floor and broke her neck. The fall also damaged her spinal cord. She was flown to Luxembourg and Germany for lifesaving procedures, and for a time used a wheelchair. “After being told I would never breathe alone, walk, or move, I am now able to breathe without support, sit up, and stand,” Abbey said. I shared the stage with her at a magic conference in Las Vegas and watched from the wings as she recounted her harrowing accident, then rose out of her chair and walked across the stage.

When I asked Abbey what drew her back to magic, she recounted the anguish she still feels about her injury. “Before the accident,” she told me, “going a day not performing would drive me insane. Now it’s been almost four years, and I don’t know if being on a stage is even in the cards for me. I battle these thoughts every day. It honestly kills me to even think that I may never perform again. It’s all I ever wanted in life.”

I asked David Copperfield this same question. He’s worth just south of a billion dollars, and yet he does more than five hundred shows a year in Las Vegas. He owns his own private island in the Bahamas—and a private jet to get there—yet almost never takes vacations. What draws him back to magic? An impulse to push the craft forward, it turns out. “I’m trying to change theater in my own way—not just magic. I say that humbly because I’m learning every single day. I do fifteen shows a week, and every single audience I have is like a test screening.”

[image: Images]

Werner Reich used magic to momentarily escape Auschwitz. Abbey Albani still feels a call back to the magic show stage, despite a trick almost ending her life. David Copperfield performs a backbreaking fifteen shows a week in pursuit of perfecting new material. What do these magicians have in common? Nothing, except being uncontrollably drawn to magic—and that’s the point. Critics paint magicians with the same broad brush. But magic means something different to every magician I interviewed for this book, and while each was powerfully attracted to magic, they all came to magic for a different reason. What’s more, the reason someone gets into magic is almost never the reason they stay with it.

Esteemed magic historian and mentalist Max Maven observed that we have to evolve beyond whatever got us into magic in the first place. Everyone goes through a magic phase, but loving magic comes from a place of wanting to figure out how things work, to know something others don’t. I got my start in magic when my dad did a card trick for me and didn’t tell me how it was done. I had to figure it out for myself. And the act of solving the trick and performing it for him hooked me. I couldn’t wait to show off my new skill to anyone at school who would watch. That’s what magic is about for most of us when we start. We want to fool our friends, but for me that wore off by the time I was ten.

Around that age, I became attracted to something else in magic, something subtler and harder to define: the chase. I had an idea for a trick that wasn’t in the magic catalogues or in my small collection of magic books. The daydream was this: I wanted to show a handful of beads, wave a wand, and show that all the beads were now connected by a string. Not miracle material, but I was ten. Since the trick didn’t exist, I had to invent it. So I did.

That trick—that silly stunt with the beads—would be my moment. I started to understand how little I understood, and how much more magic could be. It isn’t just about fooling people. It’s about transporting them.

✦ ✦ ✦
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2
When did you know magic would be your life?
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The secret of happiness is:
find something more important
than you are and
dedicate your life to it.

—Daniel Dennett, Philosopher

✦ ✦ ✦

I can’t say that I wanted to be a magician my whole life, because I’ve been a magician my whole life. I have no memory of my life without magic. In my earliest photos, I’m top hatted and caped. Dai Vernon, the most influential magician of the twentieth century, used to say that he got into magic at age seven. Then he added, “I wasted the first six years of my life.”

Me too. I already mentioned that my father—a dentist by day, magician by night—kindled my interest in magic by showing me a card trick. It wasn’t the trick itself that sparked my interest. It was that, no matter how I begged, he wouldn’t tell me how it was done (the magician’s code is strong in my family). I locked myself in my room with a deck of cards and a notepad. Four tormented hours later, I figured it out. And in that process, I was hooked forever. Writer Graham Greene observed, “There is always one moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in.” This was mine.

I did my first show ten months later for the Wilkof family next door and charged the princely sum of $25. I’ve never held another job. I have toured the world more or less nonstop since the age of twenty. I have performed magic for the president of the United States (for Bill Clinton and at one of Obama’s official inaugural balls). I have also performed magic at 11:00 a.m. at a strip club buffet. I have entertained crowds of twenty thousand people. I recently did a show in North Dakota and absolutely nobody showed up—not one person. I performed for Michael Jackson when I was a teenager. I was the youngest person to win the World Magic Seminar. I fooled Penn & Teller on their hit show Fool Us, and I was told by producers of America’s Got Talent that I didn’t have the “it” factor they were looking for in a magician but that I should work on a new act and try out again next year. I have read minds with Jimmy Fallon on The Tonight Show, and I hold the Guinness World Record for most selected cards found from a shuffled deck in less than a minute. Still, more often than not when I tell someone I’m a professional magician, their response is, “You can make a living doing that?”

I have given magic my sole focus at the cost of much of my social life. Glen David Gold captures the professional magician’s plight in Carter Beats the Devil: “With age, the world falls into two camps: those who have seen much of the world, and those who have seen too much.” I have scarcely slept in the same bed for more than two weeks in a row in the last decade. I miss all the important stuff: birthdays, big games, holidays, weddings.

Is it worth it? When I’m onstage doing my best material, and the show happens to be going well, I experience the sensation of what it’s like to actually have magic powers. It doesn’t feel like sleight of hand or theater—it feels real. Yes, it’s worth it to experience that thrill.

We teach our children that their self-worth is not determined by how fast they can run or how much money they will someday earn. Yet a magician’s self-worth is almost entirely dependent on his relationship to his work. This obsessive drive has left me with few friends, but it’s also pushed me beyond what I thought possible for myself. I suppose, in this way, magic has helped me understand my own peculiar paths to happiness.

Every country, every show, every trick brought me closer to this page. A heckler in Fort Lauderdale took a swing at me and taught me something about how to perform for drunk people. At a show in Wichita, an eight-year-old boy shouted something funnier than anything in my show. Every show since, I’ve used the line as my own, and it brings down the house. Each experience—successes and failures—is a lesson about the vital role magic plays in our lives.

How we explain ourselves to ourselves is who we really are. Writer and illustrator David Macaulay says that he “draws to understand.” But understand what? For me, I write to understand magic. But I perform to understand myself.

✦ ✦ ✦
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3
What is magic?
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The profession of magician
is one of the most perilous
and arduous specializations
of the imagination.

—William Bolitho, Author

✦ ✦ ✦

Magic is about time. The moment the ace of spades changes into your card. When your signed dollar bill appears inside a lemon. That night the mentalist reveals a secret you’ve never told anyone. These moments—collectively less than a few precious seconds—are pure astonishment. Magicians spend their lives in pursuit of these moments. Our tricks take minutes to perform, months to learn, and decades to develop. In very good tricks, those seconds become memories. In the best tricks, those memories create wonder that lasts a lifetime.

But astonishment is fleeting. As soon as the moment is over, your rational mind steps in to try to make sense of what you saw. You’re no longer astonished—you’re curious. Our job as magicians is to keep you in a state of astonishment for as long as possible. Charles Reynolds, my late friend and a magic scholar, wrote, “The true magical experience should be more about wonder and less about wondering.” Which, of course, is easier said than done.

For me, the joy of a standing ovation is short-lived. The audience can’t take with them what they feel during my show. When you hear a great album over and over again, singing along to your favorite parts, the music accumulates meaning with every listen. But a magic show is meant to be enjoyed once. The role of surprise is key to the experience—you get exactly one first time. When you watch a magic show a second time, you might laugh as hard and appreciate aspects you didn’t notice before, but you won’t feel pure astonishment in quite the same way. Wonder decays with repetition, which is why magicians don’t repeat their tricks (see page 19).

Pure astonishment is something most of us rarely experience, but we never forget it. There's a Tom Petty lyric about getting high that perfectly encapsulates the first blush of astonishment, about where magic exists in our minds. It’s at the intersection, he points out, between a memory and a dream.

Magic can be aesthetic, but it is really a thinking person’s performance art. Teller, the silent half of Penn & Teller, captured this notion well: “A romantic novel can make you cry. A horror movie can make you shiver. A symphony can carry you away on an emotional storm; it can go straight to the heart or the feet. But magic goes straight to the brain; its essence is intellectual.”

The problem is that good magic—I mean world-class magic—is hard to come by. Most of us have rarely seen magic of that caliber. I hope someday you will. Even most magicians themselves have seen mostly mediocre magic—the kind that amuses as it amazes but rarely does more. It’s human nature to mimic what we see, which is why there are so many middling magicians.

The very best magic brings together two conditions in perfect alignment. You need spectators ready to accept that magic can be artistic, even transformational, and a skillful magician who believes that magic can have a profound effect on people. Most magicians don’t believe this, and in my experience, most audiences don’t, either. But occasionally, on lucky nights, an audience gets to experience true astonishment.

This interplay between magician and audience isn’t simply just the most important part of a magic show; it’s also what makes magic unique in the performing arts. Juliet always dies by her own hand. Sherlock Holmes always catches the culprit. But the way a good magic show unfolds depends on the audience. What if you chose a different card? What if you thought of something else? We all know it’s theater, but it feels real. “Both the viewer and the view are part of the same field,” wrote Robert Hughes in The Spectacle of Skill. “Reality, in short, is interaction.”

There isn’t a magic effect unless someone is there to experience it. If you’re doing magic alone, you’re just practicing.

✦ ✦ ✦
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4
What does it feel like to perform magic?
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It’s still magic
even if you know
how it’s done.

—Terry Pratchett, humorist

✦ ✦ ✦

I’ll never forget the first time I cut off my dad’s head. I was eight, and my dad lent me the money to buy the gimmicked guillotine collecting dust at our local magic shop (I dutifully paid him back in installments of $10). The prop is one of our craft’s endless examples of ingenious engineering. You lock a volunteer into the contraption, load the blade above his neck, and push down. The illusion is perfect, and the prop takes care of all the work. The hard part is learning to trust the method.

The first time is always the hardest. I bolted my dad’s neck between two wooden panels and placed carrots through the two tiny holes (the blade actually slices the carrots without harming the assistant, a beautiful feature of the design). Dad was on all fours, face to the floor, as I loaded the heavy blade onto the track. I let go, and the blade slammed down “through” his neck and out the other side. I watched in disbelief, a combination of fascination and fear. I just cut off my dad’s head, I thought. I am now a magician.

For me it was the right lesson at the right time. It’s the rare magic effect in which you can forget about technique and focus on presentation. I learned quickly to lose myself in the routine, to believe that I could decapitate someone without harming them. I don’t mean that figuratively—I coaxed myself, however briefly, into actually believing I had magical powers. This belief made for a convincing finale to my first magic shows.

A couple of years later, I was hired to perform at a retirees union luncheon where a US senator was speaking. In a moment of incredibly poor judgment—even for a ten-year-old—I thought it would be funny to call the senator onstage for my last illusion. I remember loading the senator into the guillotine and glancing stage left into the wing. Only then did I notice my dad jumping up and down, silently begging me not to publicly decapitate an elected official. But it was too late—the senator was on all fours, awaiting a large blade being loaded into place by a ten-year-old. To his credit, the humiliated senator smiled and played along. Nobody lost a head.

I can’t overstate the importance of conviction during a show. You may not be able to observe the difference between a magician who is just hitting his marks and one who is doing magic in his mind, but you can feel the difference. Rob Zabrecky, one of the oddest and funniest characters in magic, opens his magicians’ workshop with the line “Actors and magicians must live truthfully in untruthful circumstances.” The quote is adapted from Sanford Meisner, the legendary acting coach. For magicians, this means a complete belief in your own powers.

Performing “real” magic is a peculiar sensation that comes only with complete conviction. When a magician practices so much that muscle memory takes over, the trick unfolds automatically. It’s like the last minute of your drive home. You’ve done it so many times that it feels like the car is driving itself. When I pretend to put a coin into my left hand, even if my right hand secretly retains the coin, I myself am convinced that I took the coin into my left hand. With enough practice, nothing starts to feel like something. I feel its weight. I open my fingers a little to check the date. I am looking into an empty fist, but I see the coin there. And then I concentrate, I squeeze, and I make magic. Artifice is the enemy of magic; it has to feel real.

But how does it actually feel? Powerful. Being fully in the zone is unquestionably the best part of being a magician. I envy rock stars during the last refrain of their final song, when the packed stadium sings along. For basketball players, it must be amazing to leave the ground at the end of a fast break, peer over the top of the rim, and then slam the ball through. I’ll never know these moments. But several times a week, I get to walk onstage and convince myself that my magic is real. And in doing so, I make it real for someone else. And that feels amazing.

✦ ✦ ✦
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5
How do you saw someone in half?
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✦ ✦ ✦

I can’t tell you that.

Not yet.

✦ ✦ ✦
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6
Why don’t magicians repeat their tricks?
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They’re not real surprises,
in the sense that they are not
fully unforeseen, not shocking.
They’re designed to deliver on
the promise, to please an audience
by completely satisfying them.

—Jim Steinmeyer, illusion designer

✦ ✦ ✦

The closer you look, the less you see. That’s an old hack line magicians like to use to punctuate the end of a trick. We have confidence in our material because much of the time there’s simply too much to take in. And so there’s little risk of anyone figuring out the solution, even when they’re laser focused. When you’re fooled by an illusion, it’s usually because you’re zoomed in too close or focused on the wrong thing. You’re watching hands when you should be watching the table. You’re focused on the magician when you should be paying attention to the assistant. By the time the magic happens, it’s too late to figure out how it happened.

The golden rule of magic, or so the elders say, is to never repeat a trick. Magicians follow this rule because we’re worried we’ll get caught the second time around. But it’s more than that; you can be surprised by something only the first time you see it.

Think back to the last time you experienced true wonder—a film’s shock ending, an exhilarating something whispered in your ear, a blazing sunset that seemed to emerge just as you looked up. Wonder is rooted in surprise, in new experiences. It’s incredibly hard to instill wonder when someone knows what to expect.

Experiences are less impressive the more they happen. Psychologists call this habituation. If I pull a coin from someone’s ear, I’ll likely get an impressed reaction. If I pull a coin from everyone’s ear, I quickly become the uncle who does the annoying coin-from-the-ear shtick every Thanksgiving. And it’s not just tricks that get repetitive. Themes, presentations, even emotions can fall victim to habituation. This is why film sequels so rarely outshine the originals. They seek to deliver the same emotional experience when what the audience craves is profound surprise.

All wonder has an element of surprise. But not every surprise has the element of wonder. There are degrees of surprises. Suppose, for example, a magician changes a banana into a bowling pin. There will be surprise, but it will be unsatisfying because it’s illogical. You’re surprised—perhaps even amazed—but the path leads to a dead end. Why a banana? Why a bowling pin? Without fore shadowing or meaning or context, there is no wonder. The surprise may be impressive, but it’s artless.

Building artistic surprise in a magic show is the magician’s greatest struggle. Audiences expect surprise. So if we expect a surprise, and we get one, is it still a surprise? The ultimate surprise is one that’s logical in hindsight. If I change a coin into a key, it’s surprising but just as random as turning the banana into a bowling pin. If that key unlocks the handcuffs that bind my hands, however, you’ll remember the coin-to-key trick because, in hindsight, it had to change into a key. And above all you must see the trick only once, because if you see it a second time, there will be no surprise and therefore no magic.

[image: Images]

In 2010, Penn & Teller fooled me so completely with an illusion that as soon as their show was over, I changed my flight and bought a ticket for the next night’s performance. I had to see it again.

The piece starts with Penn, the taller, talking member of the duo, seated alone at a table onstage. He invites someone from the audience to sit opposite him. The night I was there, he picked a guy in a NASCAR hat, with an impressive mullet peeking out of the back.

Penn handed the man a video camera that was hooked up to a live feed on large monitors, so we could see on the screen what the guy filmed. He aimed the camera at Penn, and from a distance of just a few inches, Penn started doing amazing things. Objects changed and floated, then the tablecloth itself changed color—all under the unblinking eye of the camera, operated by an audience volunteer. What the guy couldn’t see while he looked into the camera was that Teller had sneaked onstage, behind him, and was assisting Penn, pulling the tablecloth out from under Penn’s hands. We, the audience, could see how these feats were done, but the volunteer was clueless as he filmed apparent miracles. It starts off as a silly piece, in which Penn & Teller pull one over on a volunteer while we watch the interplay of his viewpoint (via the screen), and what’s really going on as Teller waves and winks between feats.

But then Penn took the camera from the spectator and aimed it back at him . . . and the man took off his hat, wig, and tinted glasses. The volunteer became Teller. We had just seen Teller behind a prop, and yet there he was across the table from Penn. I was as surprised as everyone else and completely fooled. Until I saw it a second time.

When I looked where I was supposed to look, the illusion was sound. But when I knew what was coming, I also knew where to look, and the misdirection failed. It wasn’t a flaw in the magic effect—very few magic tricks can withstand a second viewing. But from a magician’s perspective, the first time you see a trick it’s entertainment, and the second time it’s education.

[image: Images]

The truth is that magic’s golden rule of never repeating a trick is more of a guideline, and one that has faded with time. There are numerous tricks—entire acts, even—that are built around the repetition of and variation on a single idea. These illusions are enhanced with every repetition. René Lavand (see page 60), an Argentinian magician, performs a masterpiece routine called “The Three Breadcrumbs,” in which three wadded balls of bread keep appearing inside an empty teacup. He displays the balls—each a little bigger than a pea—and despite putting them in his pocket, flicking them off the table, and throwing them over his shoulder, they appear together in a previously empty teacup. At the end of the act, we’re no closer to understanding the methods he uses. But we’re amazed by the recurrence of the same effect despite the repetitions.

As an audience member, if you want to appreciate a magician, you have to break magic’s golden rule. Anything worth watching is worth watching again, and that includes magicians. It’s the reason I changed my flight to see Penn & Teller’s show again. I was fooled, sure, but seeing the performance a second time allowed me to see what had initially been made invisible.

The second time we see a magic performance can be an education, and a distinctly different, experience. We can appreciate nuances like this one, for example: Was the hilarious interplay with the spectator truly organic or somehow instigated by the magician? The first time I saw Las Vegas magician Mac King, he caused a shockwave of laughter in the middle of his act. Onstage in front of a packed showroom, a spectator had chosen a card, then was asked to sign it. However, she signed her name on the back of the card instead of the front, so the audience could see it when Mac worked it into the deck. This made it completely obvious which card she took. It was an innocent mistake, but it was three minutes of gut-gripping laughter and genuine interaction. The second, third, even tenth time I saw Mac King, though, the same thing happened. Through nonverbal cuing, he creates the funniest moment in his show. He tricks the spectator into signing on the back without saying a word, and then he acts utterly shocked when she does it. Everyone who sees Mac for the first time thinks they are seeing him on the funniest night of his career.

When you watch a great magician a second time, you get to track her show. How do they transition from their opener to the next piece? How do they select her volunteers and minimize that awful minute it takes someone to get from their seat in row W to the stage? How is their technique? Does their misdirection work?

When I watch a magician for the second time, I like to sit in the back, alone if possible. I’m studying the performer, looking for context, for evidence of the magician’s personality behind the magic. But I’m often watching the people around me more carefully, too. Are there lulls in the performance where people check their phones for missed texts? Or are they so enthralled, their eyes never stray from the performer? Are they reacting in all the right places or does the magician’s script still need editing?

[image: Images]

In the early days of television, magicians feared being recorded because they were afraid their acts would become irrelevant immediately after the broadcast. Before the emergence of television, magicians spent decades perfecting their ten-minute acts; they could tour the theater circuit for life without changing a thing. But after a single appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show, everybody would have seen it at once—it was used up.

Today things are harder still. The twenty-first century brought YouTube, which makes it easier than ever to watch magicians over and over. Any recorded magic show has to withstand the scrutiny of multiple slow-motion viewings, pauses, zooms, and Google searches.

Magicians cope with this new technology the way we always have, by staying two steps ahead. Television magicians like David Blaine and Justin Willman work with the brightest inventors in magic to devise airtight tricks that amaze both in the moment and after a million views. They know their material will be scrutinized more tightly than it would be with a live audience, so they rely less on misdirection and more on perfect technique and ingenuity. The closer you look, the more you enjoy.

✦ ✦ ✦




[image: Image]

7
Seriously, how do you saw someone in half?

[image: Image]

Sharing secrets,
real secrets, important ones,
with even one other person,
will change them.

—Erin Morgenstern, writer, artist

✦ ✦ ✦

P.T. Selbit invented “Sawing Through a Woman,” which was loaded with symbolism, mostly of the sexist variety surrounding the treatment of women at the time. Its creator was born Percy Thomas Tibbles in 1881, and he ascended the ranks in magic through clever inventions and whimsical plots for tricks. He reversed the letters of his last name, Tibbles, dropped a b, and toured the world as P. T. Selbit.

In January 1921 on a London stage, Selbit sent a seismic shock through the magic world when he made a startling announcement:

Ladies and gentlemen, it gives me great pleasure to demonstrate a modern mystery and a scientific marvel, the inexplicable problem of solid through solid, which I shall now demonstrate this evening by attempting to saw through a woman.

Selbit did just that, binding a woman at the hands, neck, and feet and placing her in a coffin-like box. He penetrated the box with sheets of glass, and then, with a razor-sharp saw, Selbit dramatically sawed through the box—and the woman. After a tense moment of silence, the woman emerged from the coffin unharmed. The audience let out a collective gasp of astonishment.

Context was everything. This was, as noted magic historian Jim Steinmeyer observed, the exact right illusion for the time. World War I was over, and the general public was acclimated to death, gore, and violence on a scale previously unthinkable. Before World War I, it would have been considered in poor taste to put a woman in harm’s way, even theatrically. But the Roaring Twenties were about excess, and “Sawing Through a Woman” was provocative, fast paced, and, for the first time, acceptable to the public.

One of Selbit’s chief “innovations” was the choice to use a woman, which played into the social narrative around women at the time. Magicians had been beheading and dismembering cast members for centuries, but not typically women, who were considered socially off-limits in such shows, so the sight of a beautiful young woman being slowly severed in two onstage, and then made whole again, was shocking, if not still about a man controlling the action. Just months before Selbit debuted the illusion, the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution, granting women the right to vote, was passed in the United States. So the plot of the illusion was powerful, particularly to a Jazz Age audience craving social change.

Steinmeyer points out that Selbit may not have been the first to saw through someone. The French magician Jean-Eugène Robert-Houdin wrote about a similar illusion in which a person in a box was sawed in two, but when each half of the box was opened, a full person emerged from each half. The effect is that a person was sawed into twins, which was remarkable, but the audience had no emotional investment in the transformation.

The change in women’s fashion likely played a role, too. It was 1921—gone were movement-inhibiting petticoats and restrictive dresses laced up to the neck. Now a woman’s stage costume could be more formfitting and flexible, allowing the box to be smaller. In Selbit’s illusion the woman was confined to a box not much larger than her body, making the illusion more deceptive. (Not to mention, a woman in a hoopskirt simply wouldn’t fit into a rectangular wooden coffin.)

Within six months of the debut of “Sawing Through a Woman,” it was already being performed by several magicians across the Atlantic and in the United States. Horace Goldin, a heavyset, mostly silent performer, improved the box. He allowed his subject’s head and feet to protrude from the ends, and he and others could separate the box to show two separate compartments—one with the woman’s torso, and the other with her legs.

But Goldin’s most important innovation was the way he framed the illusion. He didn’t play it for laughs, the way it’s often done now. (“With my luck,” the line goes, “I’ll end up with the half that eats.”) Instead, Goldin leaned into the inherent danger of the illusion. He would have ambulances outside the theater, and in between shows, stagehands would emerge from the backstage door to empty buckets of “blood” into the sewer grates. These offstage details made the onstage illusion scarier. And the media noticed, which is partly why the illusion became a mainstay of performers and has remained so ever since.

[image: Images]

With every great innovation, first there is imitation, and then come the hordes who only want to figure out how it’s done. And Goldin had just this problem while touring the United States with his version. Early cinema companies saw the sensation the trick was creating and made films exposing Goldin’s illusion, showing his exact methods. He sued the companies but lost because he couldn’t prove that his ideas were proprietary.

Then, in an effort to protect his methods from rival magicians, Goldin decided to patent his “Sawing a Woman in Half” illusion. But in patenting the illusion, he made it even easier for the public to access the patent blueprints. Camel cigarettes reproduced the patent drawings in ad campaigns (see page 30), exposing Goldin’s trick to millions of would-be ticket buyers before he could reach them with his show.

Meanwhile, P. T. Selbit chased the success of his version, “Sawing Through a Woman,” for the rest of his career. He later created “Destroying a Girl,” “Growing a Girl,” “Stretching a Lady,” and “The Indestructible Girl.” But the timing was never the same as the original.

[image: Images]

If you really want to know how to saw a person in half, Google it. You might be disappointed. Or you might find that the secret to this century-old mystery is brilliant and creative, and that you might enjoy inventing similar illusions. Every magician starts out like you, with an itch to know how
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