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				PREFACE

			

			WE ARE GOING to reveal some secrets. We are going to tell you the story of magic and explain what really happened. We wish to correct a few mistakes, but we also wish to tell a better story: a story that explains what magic has been, what it is, and why it matters.

			However, there are many things that we are not going to tell you. We are not going to tell you about many of the conjurors who have been discussed by other historians. There are several conjurors who deserve a mention, no doubt, but they do not get one here. There are also a few centuries that we fail to discuss, and far too many countries. We have done what a magic audience does: we have focused on what seems important to us, and we have ignored what else is going on. We have done what historians do: we have told a particular story, not the whole story, about the past.

			We do explain how some tricks were done, but competent magicians need not worry. The reason they need not worry, as it happens, is part of the story. It is one of the reasons why magic has survived. However, we have revealed some secrets because unless you have some sense of how magic works, you simply cannot understand what magic has been, what it is, and why it matters.

			In any case, as you shall discover, the secrets of magic are not what you imagine them to be.
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				CHAPTER 1

			

			ORIGIN MYTHS

			A LONG TIME AGO, in ancient Egypt, there was a magician whose name was Djedi.1 On one particular day, Djedi was summoned to appear before the Pharaoh. So he went to the palace and stood before the Pharaoh. And he performed a miraculous feat with a goose.

			He severed the head of the goose from its body. He placed the head of the goose on one side of the great hall and the body of the goose on the other side of the hall. He then uttered some magic words, and the body of the goose stood up. It began to walk toward its own head. The head and the body became reconnected, and the goose stood up and cackled at the Pharaoh. Djedi then proceeded to do the same thing with a long-legged bird. Then with an ox.

			“This,” according to the historian of magic Sidney Clarke, “is the earliest conjuring performance of which any record has come down to us.”2 Clarke wrote that in the 1920s, and since then, historians of magic have agreed. For almost a century, they (no, we, because we are historians of magic, too) have claimed that the first recorded magic trick was the decapitation and resurrection of a goose.3

			In fact, the story is a myth. It appears in the Westcar Papyrus, which was discovered in the 1820s. The story is one of a series of five tales that describe miraculous deeds. Djedi himself is described in mythical terms: it is said that he is 110 years old and is able to consume five hundred loaves of bread, half an ox, and one hundred jugs of beer. He also promises to make it rain and predicts the birth of future kings. Beyond this romantic tale, there is little reason to believe that Djedi even existed.
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					The Westcar Papyrus. For almost a century, standard histories have cited the fable of Djedi as the earliest record of a magic trick.

				
			
			Nevertheless, if you read a standard history of magic, this is how it begins. Historians are not trying to deceive you. This is not an attempt to conceal reality in order to create an illusion. Historians of magic, in certain respects, have been more like a magic audience. Sometimes we have not looked closely enough, or we have looked in the wrong place. Too often, we have listened to what magicians have claimed and believed too easily what we have been told. As a result, in the story of magic, things are not always as they appear to be. If you want to know what really happened, then you need to distinguish between myth and reality.

			When you take a closer look, behind the unbelievable tales, you discover the more extraordinary truth. The real history of magic is a story of people from humble roots who traveled the world, made and lost fortunes, and deceived kings and queens. In order to survive, they concealed many secrets; yet they revealed some, and they stole others. They exposed the methods of mediums and psychics, and they pilfered those of rivals. They engaged in deception, exposure, and betrayal in an ongoing quest to make impossible things happen. And they managed to survive in a modern world of wonders by providing us with a unique kind of wonder.

			First, however, we must begin the story, and we cannot begin with the antics of Djedi. After all, this story is fact, not fiction. So the first thing we must do is find a beginning, and if it is not Djedi, then where to start? As it happens, there has long been an alternative. The Westcar Papyrus was not translated for decades, until the end of the nineteenth century. By then, however, histories of magic had already appeared, such as Thomas Frost’s The Lives of the Conjurors, which was published in 1876. Knowing nothing of Djedi and his resilient goose, Frost had to begin with a different trick. How, then, according to Frost, did the story of magic begin?
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			A LONG TIME AGO, in ancient Egypt, there were two men whose names were Moses and Aaron. On one particular day, they were summoned to appear before the Pharaoh. So they went to the palace and stood before the Pharaoh. And they performed a miraculous feat with a stick.

			Aaron cast his rod to the ground, and it transformed into a serpent. So the Pharaoh summoned his local magicians, and they performed a similar feat. Aaron proceeded to turn the waters of the Nile into blood, and then he made a plague of frogs appear. And, according to the book of Exodus, the Egyptian magicians did the same.

			At the end of the nineteenth century, before the Westcar Papyrus was translated, we thought that the first recorded magic trick was a rod that transformed into a serpent. Thomas Frost did not explain how it was done, though he believed that it required “a high degree of skill.”4 However, Henry Ridgely Evans, who wrote the next history of magic, suggested a theory. The rod, he reckoned, was not really a rod but a hypnotized serpent, stiff as a pole, which awoke from its trance when it hit the ground.5 This, they reckoned, was the first recorded magic trick, but Aaron was not the first magician. It was the Egyptian magicians, who did the same afterward, who were given credit for the first illusion. Aaron’s version did not count, because it was considered a genuine miracle.

			If you want to understand the history of magic, then you need to separate the wheat from the chaff. However, as this story reveals, this is not so easy. Of course, you must consider the reliability of the sources, but people interpret these differently. In the case of the Westcar Papyrus, for example, you merely need to take a closer look to see that it is a series of fables. However, in the case of the Bible, many people believe that it is true. Thus, what some regard as fiction, others believe to be real. Indeed, when the early histories of magic were being written, this was the standard view. It was believed that Moses and Aaron could perform miracles, but as heathens, the Egyptian magicians could not. Hence the conclusion that they resorted to trickery.

			This made sense at the time, though it now seems a rather odd conclusion. But we always interpret the past in a way that fits with our present assumptions. We do this now, we did it then, and we did it long before. A few centuries earlier, for example, early modern folk took a different view. Like the Victorians, they believed in miracles, but most of them also believed in witchcraft. So when they discussed the book of Exodus, they considered other options. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, demonologists were eager to stress the dangers of witchcraft. In order to convince folk that witchcraft was real, they appealed to what everyone then regarded as the most reliable source: the Bible. In short, if witchcraft was in the Bible, then witchcraft must be real. And, according to the demonologists, the first case of witchcraft was when the Egyptian magicians managed to duplicate the miracles of Aaron.

			However, while most early modern folk believed that witchcraft was real, some were skeptical. These skeptics saw innocent people being persecuted, subjected to torture and sometimes death, and they tried to persuade the majority that witchcraft was a delusion. But they did not question the accuracy of the Bible, so they had to provide an explanation for how the Egyptian magicians did what they did. Their strategy was to make the case that these were merely magic tricks. In an attempt to make this more convincing, some suggested how the tricks were done.

			According to one skeptic, Thomas Ady, the first feat was accomplished by using “slight of hand to throw down an artificial Serpent instead of his staffe.”6 Another skeptic, John Webster, added a few more details. He claimed that the fake snake was made of “painted linen, perfectly resembling a serpent, with Eyes and all.” And, to make it seem more lifelike, “with the wiar . . . he maketh it to move.” How, we might wonder, did he manage to duplicate the other miracles of Aaron? “As for the changing water into blood, and the producing of Frogs,” Webster continued, “they were so easy to be done after the same manner, that they need not any particular explication.”7

			Now, you might be forgiven for thinking that this explanation sounds rather vague. That is certainly what demonologists such as Joseph Glanvill thought. Glanvill pointed out a basic flaw in the theory. He wondered how “those jugglers should know what signs Moses and Aaron would shew, and accordingly furnish themselves with counterfeit Serpents, Blood and Frogs . . . or had they those always in their pockets? If not, it was great luck for them that Moses and Aaron should shew those very miracles.”8 His point, of course, was intended to prove that the Egyptian magicians had relied on witchcraft. Nevertheless, it is a very good point.

			Over the centuries, then, we have argued about various kinds of magic. We have interpreted evidence in different ways, based on different assumptions about what magic is and whether it is real. There have been times when it was normal to believe in witchcraft or in the miracles of a particular god. We continue to believe in a variety of psychic and supernatural phenomena. Some of us, on the other hand, would say that we do not believe in any kind of magic. But we believe in the existence of unseen things, of places unvisited, and of goals not yet reached. We believe in phenomena that are unobservable, such as gravity and democracy. We can see things fall and people vote and so can believe in invisible powers. We believe in such things because we assume that they exist, in some sense, beyond our vision.

			We do not see such things as magical, of course, because they seem so ordinary. They are part of our daily experience, and so we take them for granted. But we also take other things for granted, such as mobile phones and air travel, which our ancestors would have regarded as impossible. Few of us truly understand how such things work, though we find them unremarkable. In other words, our ideas about what is possible and what is not have changed. And yet, as they have changed over the centuries and we have become harder to impress, magicians have continued to astonish us with magic tricks. The story of magic is a story of how, no matter what we take for granted, we can always be astonished.

			First, however, we must begin the story, and we cannot begin with the antics of Djedi or with the miracle stories of Exodus. These were clearly not magic tricks, so they are not the earliest recorded magic tricks. As we shall see, the earliest references to what are clearly magic tricks do not appear until later. Meanwhile, we still need an origin story before we can begin. Origin stories are fundamental to understanding what we are talking about. Origin stories are, in fact, forms of definition. By describing how we began, they tell us something about who we are. The story of Genesis tells us that we are part of God’s creation. The story of evolution tells us that we are part of the natural world. The story of how we came to be is a definition of who we are.

			History, in general, is a form of definition. We tell stories about the past in order to understand the present. We tell stories about our ancestors in order to understand ourselves. The stories we tell, and the ones we prefer, define us in particular ways. They provide us with traditions that we can embrace, which shape how we see ourselves. And when we begin a history of something at a particular point, we are saying that this is when it began. Whatever happened earlier was something else; if not, then we would have begun at an earlier point. So choosing a beginning is important, because it should tell us something about the subject at hand. With this in mind, here is a new origin myth, though it may sound rather familiar. It is no truer than the story from the book of Exodus, though it is a little earlier. More important, it is a form of definition, which tells us something about what magic is.
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			IN THE BEGINNING, God created the heavens and the earth. And the earth was without form. Then He made light appear, and He saw that it was good. And it was indeed good, because now He could see that the earth was without form. And so He decided to improve things. He separated the land from the seas, and the day from the night, and He created vegetation and a variety of beasts. And He saw that it was good, and it was indeed good. But nobody else could see how good it looked, and so He created the first audience. But here’s the thing: Adam and Eve did not express the slightest sense of wonder. Indeed, throughout the book of Genesis, there is not a single expression of wonder.

			This is a better origin myth for magic, because it tells us something about the experience of magic. In the beginning, like the characters in Genesis, we live in a world of constant wonders. As infants, we experience the world as chaos because we do not understand the rules. Before we can experience magical things, we first need to understand that they should not happen. This is why young infants are not impressed by magic tricks, because they do not yet understand, for example, that objects are not supposed to appear and disappear. We have to learn the rules of what is possible before we can understand what is impossible. We need to form a worldview that rules out certain events before we can marvel at what should not happen. Until then, we live in a world in which anything is possible, but nothing is extraordinary.

			The experience of magic depends on beliefs about what is possible and what is not. The problem for magicians throughout history has been that the limits of possibility have changed. Over the centuries, we have encountered a series of extraordinary technological developments. We have discovered the power of steam and electricity. We have been given the telephone, the television, and cinema. We are now surrounded by automobiles and airplanes, and we depend on computers and the internet. Our world has become full of technological wonders that our ancestors would have viewed as magical. Today, we take them for granted. Meanwhile, as all of this has been happening, magicians have had to find new ways to astonish us. Otherwise, they could not have survived.

			This is the story of how they succeeded. This is the story of how they reminded us not to take extraordinary things for granted.
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			THE ORIGINS OF MAGIC are long, long ago. The roots of deception are deeper. Deception, after all, is natural. The chameleon mimics its surroundings and seems to disappear. The stick insect transforms into a twig, and the cricket into a leaf. The bird feigns a broken wing and misdirects the predator from the nest. The opossum plays dead. The dog hides when it hears the bath running and pretends not to hear its master’s voice. Deception is a matter of survival.

			We humans can deceive before we can walk. As infants, we cry and pretend to be hurt in order to get attention. We can mislead with our eyes, before we can speak, and as soon as we can speak, we can lie. We deny what we did to avoid punishment and pretend to be sick to get off school. The older we get, the better we get, and the better we get at justifying it. We lie to spare the feelings of others, to make them feel better, or so we tell ourselves. We lie for the greater good, we claim. We deceive others, and we kid ourselves.

			In short, deception comes easy. We deceive in order to survive, to get what we want, and to avoid what we’d rather avoid. And we know that others deceive us. We can spot a lie, when it is accompanied by a suspicious look or a clumsy delivery. We are wary of sales pitches and ideological sermons, and of any stranger who promises something but seems to be after something else. We know perfectly well that we can be deceived, and yet we are frequently deceived. We swallow the lie and believe the hype. We know well that others deceive us, but still we are prone to deception. This is because, in that moment, we do not realize that we are being deceived.

			But magic is different. It is a unique form of deception, in which we know that we are being deceived, but still we are deceived. In such conditions, the liar, the snake oil salesman, and the con artist would fail. Their deceptions depend on a lack of suspicion. The magician, however, is known to deceive and yet has to succeed in spite of this. Animals and infants may deceive, and adults do so frequently. But only magicians explain that they will deceive you, and then live up to their word. So, while the origins of deception may be in our evolutionary past and our earliest years of development, the story of magic is different. It is a story about humans who deceived humans who knew that they were being deceived.

			The true origins of the magic trick are a mystery, but perhaps that is appropriate. It allows us to try to guess, in hindsight, how this extraordinary thing might have happened. Perhaps it was invented in the Neolithic Age, while someone was casually playing with a stone. Perhaps, as it was being passed from hand to hand, it was unknowingly dropped. Perhaps, when its absence was suddenly noticed, this minor act of clumsiness was transformed into a moment of astonishment. Perhaps, having figured out what had happened, this accidental pioneer of wonder decided to show it to someone else. And so, without a wand to wave, the first magician appeared. Perhaps, but what the first trick was, and who performed it, remains a mystery.

			There are references to various kinds of magic in ancient Egypt, India, and China, but we cannot be sure that these belong here, in a story about humans who deceived humans who knew that they were being deceived. We thought we had found magic tricks in ancient Egypt, but as we have seen, we were wrong about that. There would have been performers of magic tricks then, and perhaps they even served as inspiration for stories about decapitated geese or rods that changed into serpents. But, at present, we have no reliable evidence of this.9 There are also some who trace the origins of conjuring to shamans.10 And there is certainly evidence of shamans, in different cultures, using trickery in various ways. However, we do not know when they started doing this.

			Once we get to ancient Greece, however, we are on more solid ground. Plato (c. 428–348 BCE) refers to magic tricks in The Republic, comparing them to other kinds of illusions. He observed how “the same objects look bent and straight when seen in and out of water . . . and every kind of deception like this is clearly present in our soul. So illusionist painting, by exploiting our natural shortcoming, is nothing short of wizardry, likewise conjuring and many other such tricks.”11 Precisely what these tricks were, however, Plato does not mention.

			In the first century, Seneca the Younger refers to a particular trick: the “cup and dice.” The cup and dice was an early version of the “cups and balls,” which is still performed today. Seneca, as it happens, was not particularly impressed. As far as he was concerned, a magic trick was a trivial diversion, much like the arguments of sophists. The sophists, of course, were famous for paradoxes, such as:

			That what you have not lost, you have.

			You have not lost horns, therefore you have horns.

			Seneca dismissed these “tricky word-plays” as “sophistries” and a waste of time. He sneered, “The man who is asked whether he has horns on his head is not such a fool as to feel for them on his forehead, nor again so silly or dense that you can persuade him by means of argumentation. . . . Such quibbles are just as harmlessly deceptive as the juggler’s cup and dice, in which it is the very trickery that pleases me. But show me how the trick is done, and I have lost my interest therein.” As far as Seneca was concerned, “Not to know them does no harm and mastering them does no good.”12

			Seneca might have thought that paradoxes and magic tricks were trivial, but others would have disagreed. After all, Plato’s teacher, Socrates, had been rather fond of paradoxes. In a famous dialogue with Theaetetus, he had provided a few examples. The apparent contradictions caused Theaetetus to be amazed, until his head began to swim, and he wanted to figure out what was going on. This sense of wonder, according to Socrates, is where philosophy begins. And, according to Socrates, the paradox is a source of wonder.

			These early references to magic tricks are rather like origin myths, because they also tell us something about the nature of magic. On the one hand, the magic trick is trivial, because it is merely an illusion. On the other hand, it is far from trivial, because it is a source of wonder. This has been an ongoing theme throughout the history of magic. Some have dismissed magic as a trivial diversion, because it is not real. But the point of magic is not that it is real; the point is that it creates an effect. And the effect of magic is this: something happens that cannot happen. This is a paradox and a source of wonder.

			This is the purpose of magic: to astonish us. We think we know what is going on. We think we know what is possible. But the magician shows us that we do not really know what is going on and that the impossible is possible. We know, of course, that it is an illusion, but that is not the point. The point is that as we watch a magic trick, we experience the impossible happening. We know that the event is not real, but in that moment, the experience is real. In one sense, magic is not real, but in another sense, it is. It provides a real experience of astonishment by showing us something that we know is an illusion yet still seems genuinely impossible. Magic has survived, since ancient times, by providing this experience.

			Here, for example, is the first detailed description of a conjuring performance. It is from a man called Napeus, who went to the theater and saw a remarkable thing:

			I can tell you that one thing I saw made me almost speechless with astonishment. A man came forward, and, setting down a three-legged table, placed three little cups on it. Then under these cups he hid some little round white pebbles, such as we find on the banks of rapid streams. At one moment he would hide them under each cup; and at another moment (I don’t know how) he would show them all under a single cup; and then again he would make them entirely disappear from under the cups and exhibit them between his lips. Then he would swallow them and, drawing forward the spectators who stood near him, he would take one pebble from a man’s nose, another from a man’s ear, and the third from a man’s head, and after picking them up he would make them disappear from sight again.13

			Now, as it happens, like the story of Djedi, this is a work of fiction. The author is the third-century Greek writer Alciphron, and it appears in one of his epistles. These were fictitious letters written to portray the character of different classes of people. In this case, the character is Napeus, who is described as a simple rustic. However, even though the letter is fiction, it is clearly based on a genuine performance. It is, like the earlier reference to the cup and dice, an early version of the cups and balls. In other words, the story and the character of Napeus are fictional, but the trick itself is genuine. In one sense, it is not real. In another sense, it is real.

			Like many fictions, the story contains some truth. The character of Napeus, a simple rustic, is made almost speechless with astonishment. He does not know how it is done, but he understands that it depends on sleight of hand. At the end of the story, Napeus concludes that the performer is “a very nimble-fingered gentleman!” Even the character of a simple rustic, then, is portrayed as someone who understands this: he is watching a trick. Like Plato, who described magic tricks as an illusion, and Seneca, who described them as trickery, ancient folk could understand that magic tricks were simply tricks. Elsewhere, Plato had also compared the conjuror to the sophist, whose arguments are illusions, based on deception.14 In a similar way, Sextus Empiricus (c. 160–210 CE) compared magic tricks to deceptive rhetoric: he pointed out that in both cases, we “know that they are deceiving us, even if we do not know how they are deceiving us.”15

			Later, Augustine wrote about magic tricks. He also wrote at length about other kinds of magic, distinguishing true miracles from demonic magic. He was subsequently credited with having performed a few miracles of his own. However, he was quite capable of recognizing trickery for what it was, and so, it seems, were others at the time. Augustine describes how people “watch carefully and pay close attention to the conjurer, who freely acknowledges that he uses nothing but trickery; and if they are duped, because they cannot delight in their own knowledge, they delight in the knowledge of the one who has duped them.”16 From Plato to Augustine, we get the same picture of performers who were honest about their use of trickery and of audiences who were aware that they were being tricked.

			Now, you might wonder why this point is being spelled out so clearly. After all, this is hardly a paradox: our ancestors understood that a trick was a trick. The reason for making this clear is that, centuries later, a myth was invented. When the first histories of conjuring appeared in the late nineteenth century, they told a different story. According to the historians Thomas Frost and Henry Ridgely Evans, our ancient ancestors were gullible types who could not distinguish illusion from reality. According to them, in ancient times, magic was used “to dupe the ignorant masses” and to make “their minds subject to priestly influence.”17 In fact, for Frost and Evans, the story of premodern magic was one long tale of gullibility. In the Middle Ages, magic was used “to gull a susceptible public.”18 As for the early modern period, this was “a much less enlightened age,” when “many, even among the educated and better informed, regarded as real what the least educated spectator of the present day would know to be illusory.”19 In short, the story of magic, according to Frost and Evans, was this: before we became modern, we believed that magic was real.

			There is a reason why this story was told, and why it continued to be told. It is another example of how history can be used to define who we are. We have compared ourselves to our gullible ancestors and have seen ourselves as smarter than them. We have defined our modern selves as rational by describing a primitive, irrational past. However, as is often the case in the history of magic, things are not as they appear to be. As we have seen, according to the evidence, our premodern ancestors were not so gullible. Nevertheless, historians of magic created this illusion. So how did they do it? How did they manage to give the impression that our ancestors believed that magic tricks were real?
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					Trickery in a Greek temple, a quite different kind of deception.
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					Lighting an altar fire automatically opened the doors.

				
			
			Here is how they did it: they began the story of magic with references to the trickery of ancient priests. They explained how the gods appeared before their worshippers in ancient temples, with the help of smoke and mirrors. They described how Greek temple doors flew open, accompanied by the sound of thunder, which appeared to be due to supernatural forces but was, in fact, due to mechanical trickery. They revealed how a variety of ancient wonders were produced by optical illusions, hydrostatics, and acoustics. They pointed out that, in ancient times, trickery was used to create apparent miracles.

			This kind of magic was designed to be taken seriously, and it probably was. Faced with an unexplained event and told that it was a miracle, ancient folk probably believed the claims of their religious leaders. However, throughout history, countless people have claimed to have supernatural powers, and many have used trickery to fake them. They still do, and many people, too many people, believe that they are real. But this is not the magic of the conjuror. This is a different kind of deception. It is a lie, a scam, a piece of fraud, and we have always been prone to that kind of deception.

			So when we talk about the trickery of ancient priests, we are talking about another kind of deception. If we begin the story of magic with the trickery of ancient priests, before moving on to the magic of the conjuror, we create an illusion: first, there were magic tricks that people thought were real; then, there were magic tricks that people knew were trickery. We create the illusion that people used to believe in magic tricks, and then they did not.
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					An early depiction of cups and balls, a trick that dates back to ancient Greece, and perhaps earlier.

				
			
			That is how the illusion was done, and it is a tad ironic. We accused our ancestors of confusing one kind of magic for another. However, it was us, the historians of magic, who were confusing one kind of magic for another. Of course, it was not an attempt to deceive. The historians simply took it for granted that ancient folk were gullible and then found cases of trickery that ancient folk believed to be real. It is merely an example of how writing history can be like being in a magic audience: what we see depends on where we look.

			Nevertheless, the myth was created, and the story continued to be told. It would become a major theme in the history of magic, which would define magic in a trivial way. Rather than being seen as a source of wonder, magic would be defined, more than anything else, as something that was not real. What was said of our ancient ancestors was also said of our early modern ancestors. It was said that, during the age of witchcraft, jugglers who performed tricks were persecuted as witches. Historians of magic looked for evidence of this, and even managed to find some. We cited cases of conjurors who were persecuted, tortured, and put to death, simply for performing tricks. We regarded this as clear evidence that we had once thought that magic tricks were real, but that we now know they are not. As we shall see, we were wrong about that. This, too, was an illusion. But how did we do it? What really happened? What did people really think about magic tricks during the age of witchcraft?

			The story begins, as this chapter did, with the needless death of a bird . . .
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				CHAPTER 2

			

			FALSE ACCUSATIONS

			IN THE EARLY sixteenth century, Thomas Brandon killed a pigeon. He did this at the court of King Henry VIII, and he provoked “wondering and admiration.” This is how he did it: he painted a picture of a dove on a wall and pointed to a pigeon on top of a nearby roof. He then asked the audience to watch as he stabbed the picture of the dove with a knife. The pigeon fell from the roof, “starke dead.”1

			The story of Brandon’s pigeon trick is told by Reginald Scot in his book The Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584). Scot was skeptical about witchcraft, and wrote this book to debunk it. He claimed that witches had no magical powers. He argued that evidence of witchcraft could be explained by delusion and deception. He wanted to show that “a naturall thing [can] be made to seeme supernaturall.”2 One of the ways that he did this was to reveal how magic tricks were done. He exposed the secret of the cups and balls and how to make a coin disappear. He explained how to cut a piece of lace in half and then put it back together. He revealed, with accompanying illustrations, how to thrust a bodkin into your head, or through your tongue, without coming to harm. And he also included an explanation for how Brandon killed the pigeon.
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					Scot’s 1584 book, The Discoverie of Witchcraft.

				
			
			According to Scot, this is how he did it. The pigeon was secretly given poison, so that it would live no more than a half hour. The bird was released and landed on a roof near to the performance area. The magician then began the performance and started to talk. He continued to talk until the poison kicked in, and the pigeon fell from the roof.3

			If this were true, however, then Brandon must have been a courageous fellow. After all, the trick depended on the pigeon being in view. What if it had simply flown off or landed out of sight? And how, precisely, did Brandon time the performance to coincide with the bird’s demise? Did he stand in front of Henry VIII, a king not particularly known for his patience, and stall for up to a half hour by talking, pointing, and silently praying that the pigeon stayed where it was?

			As it happens, Scot was only guessing at how it might have been done. He had not even seen the trick. He was merely reciting a story he had heard, about something that had happened at least four decades earlier.4 However, for Scot, that did not matter. His main concern was not how it was done but rather that it could be done. It did not matter which method was used, so long as there was a way to do it. Scot was trying to undermine belief in witchcraft by providing natural explanations for seemingly supernatural events. He was trying to show that a natural thing could be made to seem supernatural.

			In the process, however, he suggested that people mistook magic tricks for real magic. He spoke of card tricks that were performed “to the wonder and astonishment of simple beholders, which conceive not that kind of illusion, but expect miracles and strange works.” He claimed that, when Brandon performed his pigeon trick, people had thought it was real and that this would still be the case. “If this, or the like feate should be done by an old woman,” Scot declared, “everie bodie would crie out for fier and faggot to burne the witch.”5

			This, however, was merely rhetoric. After all, nobody wanted to burn Brandon as a witch. Scot’s account of the pigeon trick was based on nothing more than hearsay, but even if we take the story at face value, Brandon was not persecuted. On the contrary, he was licensed by the king to entertain. He was paid the handsome sum of three shillings and fourpence to do so. He became such a successful entertainer that he was made a Freeman of the City of London. Far from being persecuted for performing tricks, Brandon made a rather good living at it.

			In fact, when you look at the evidence, you see that early modern people regularly distinguished between magic tricks and witchcraft. Demonologists and witch-hunters, who were adamant that witchcraft was real and evil, also made the distinction. Even the notorious Malleus Maleficarum distinguished between witchcraft and the kind of magic that “can be done without devils, since it is artificially done by the agility of men who show things and conceal them, as in the case of the tricks of conjurers.”6 Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the most ferocious enemies of witchcraft distinguished between the work of the devil and the innocent tricks of jugglers. They understood that “divers men, by reason of the agilitie of their bodies, & sleight of their hands, are able to work divers feats, which seem strange to the beholders, and yet not meddle with Witchcraft.”7 “As if a merry Juggler who plays tricks of Legerdemain at a Fair or Market,” wrote philosopher Henry More, “were such an abomination.”8 In short, they believed in witchcraft, but they understood that magic tricks were not the work of the devil.

			Our ancestors were not as gullible as we have sometimes thought them to be. Of course, they believed in witchcraft, and we (well, most of us) no longer do. But witchcraft beliefs were part of a wider contemporary worldview, in which science and religion, alchemy and chemistry, astrology and astronomy, were not yet separated. In the seventeenth century, the most eminent figures of the “scientific revolution,” such as Sir Isaac Newton and Robert Boyle, could study alchemy or believe in second sight. They were Christians who believed that the Bible was true, and several, including Newton, used it to calculate the date of Creation. They took certain things for granted, while they questioned other things.

			We now know more about how the world works, and so we see it differently. But if we had lived there and then, we would have believed in God and in the Genesis story of Creation. We would have believed in witchcraft, no doubt, because it would have made sense at the time. God was good, but bad things happened, and evil was the work of the devil. Strange things happened, which demanded explanation, and witchcraft was a popular explanation. It was denounced, at that time, as the work of the devil, but in other ways, it was not so different from later beliefs in spirits and other invisible forces, such as fate or luck.

			Like other religious beliefs, of course, witchcraft was exploited for various purposes. It was used to explain natural disasters and to justify social inequality. It was used to seek revenge on a neighbor and to punish unorthodox thinking. There was persecution, and sometimes torture, though it was not as common as we once thought. Magistrates considered the evidence and often found folk innocent. The darker tales are better known, of course, but the worst cases were not typical cases. And when belief in witchcraft declined, we went on to blame other evils for natural disasters and appealed to other unseen forces to justify social inequality. We continued to fight with our neighbors and to punish unorthodox thinking. We continued to persecute and sometimes torture. We did this in the name of one god or another, or one political ideology or another. We continued to justify appalling behavior by appealing to the power of invisible things.

			If we look at the world of our ancestors, as they saw it, then we can see that witchcraft made sense at the time. If we had lived there and then, we would have taken similar things for granted. We would have considered evidence according to the standards of the age. This is not gullibility. It is what we have always done, and what we continue to do. It is only in hindsight, when we think we know better, that we wonder how our ancestors could have been so blind. And no doubt our descendants will look back on us and wonder what on earth we were thinking.

			Meanwhile, throughout the age of witchcraft, jugglers performed magic tricks without persecution, because their audiences understood that they were watching tricks. Jugglers made a living on the street, at fairs, and sometimes indoors for wealthier company. They entertained the common folk, peasants and town dwellers, merchants and military. Some of them entertained nobility and royalty with similar tricks, for better money, though probably with more polite patter. And those who got the premium gigs were the first magic celebrities.

			There was the Frenchman, Gonin, who entertained early-sixteenth-century Parisians, and whose name was kept alive by others who borrowed it, no doubt without permission, hoping to capitalize upon his fame. There was the Italian Scotto, who seems to have performed exclusively for European nobility, from the court of Emperor Rudolf II to that of Queen Elizabeth I. He appeared in the writings of Thomas Nashe and the soon-to-be King James. The most famous of them all, however, was an Englishman, William Vincent, of whom you will have heard. Indeed, he may be the most famous magician in history. His name appears in poems and plays, and he was cited in contemporary satire. He was, on one occasion, compared to Satan, but this was meant in jest. The name by which he was known, however, was not William Vincent. He was known throughout the land, and you will have heard of him by his stage name: Hocus Pocus.

			When James became King of England, Vincent became known as “the King’s most excellent Hocus Pocus.” He was licensed in 1619 to “exercise the art of Legerdemaine.” He performed the cups and balls and card tricks, swallowed daggers, and pulled ribbons from his mouth. Along with his company, he presented tumbling, vaulting, and dancing on ropes. He toured the land—or some of it, at least—performing in Leicester, Gloucester, and Coventry. At times of contagious sickness, when strangers were considered particularly risky, he was paid to leave as soon as possible. When he performed, he engaged in strange patter, a mixture of Latin and gibberish: “Hocus pocus, tontus talontus, vade celeriter jubeo.” As he commanded things to disappear quickly (“vade celeriter jubeo”), he opened his hands, one at a time, saying, “Here is nothing and there is nothing.”9 This was the essence of his magic and his script: first there is something, then there is nothing. Hocus Pocus became a household name, a name that became synonymous with magic, while the name of William Vincent disappeared.

			These were the most famous jugglers of the early modern period, but there had been others. There are references to jugglers in the early fourteenth century, who performed at the court of Edward II. Indeed, there are earlier references to “jugglers,” but these may have been minstrels who did not perform tricks. Those who did, however, continued to perform the cups and balls, as contemporary illustrations reveal. The most famous of these images is The Conjurer by Hieronymus Bosch, which shows a fifteenth-century juggler performing the classic trick, while a distracted member of the crowd is having his purse snatched. The itinerant juggler was often regarded with suspicion, though this had as much to do with his being an itinerant as with his being a juggler. In a predominantly rural society, strangers were difficult to miss and harder to trust.

			There were also amateurs who dabbled with tricks. There are fifteenth-century manuscripts that reveal novel ways to play with food. One describes how to make an egg move by itself, by previously hollowing out the egg and attaching it to a fine piece of hair. Others describe how to use the same method to make a loaf of bread dance on the table or to cause a dead fish to jump out of the pan. Today, such tricks would struggle to succeed, where modern lighting might reveal the secret hair, but they would have worked better in the darker rooms of late medieval homes. And those who knew about the secret uses of fine hair could still be astonished when an apple moved by itself, with no threads attached. They did not realize that someone had secretly made a hole in the apple and placed a beetle inside.10
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					The Conjuror, by Hieronymus Bosch, c. 1502, shows a cups and balls performance.

				
			
			By the time that Scot published Discoverie of Witchcraft, a few tricks of the trade had already been revealed in books that were available to those with the money to buy them and the education to read them. Performing magic tricks might be a diverting hobby for a gentleman, but legerdemain was a hard profession. Indeed, Scot regretted having to disclose the secrets of juggling “to the hindrance of the poore men as live thereby.” He admired John Cautares, a Frenchman in London, who was “a matchless fellowe for legierdemaine.” His sleight of hand, according to Scot, was the best “of anie man that liveth this daie.” Cautares did not make a living from this, however, and had to “laboureth . . . with the sweat of his browes.”11 As for those who made it their profession, the hours were long and the earnings precarious, as they sought tossed pennies from passersby or took their tricks into the taverns, where the audiences were captive, if not flush.

			Nevertheless, performed correctly, feats of legerdemain could astonish some of the finest minds of the age. Girolamo Cardano, the remarkable Italian polymath of the sixteenth century, admitted that he simply could not explain a card trick he was shown. The performer asked someone to select a card and hide it, and then he revealed the name of the card. “Now,” wondered Cardano, “perhaps this could have been attributed to manual dexterity, but that does not explain at all what happened next.” The card was returned to the pack, more cards were selected, “and we realized that the person who had first drawn the card drew the same one each time.” Unable to figure it out, he then brought a clever acquaintance to see the trick, who “confessed he could not understand how it was done.” Cardano agreed that he had “never been able to work out a rational explanation,” though he nevertheless attributed it to legerdemain, admitting that the juggler “proved cleverer than we were.”12

			In the seventeenth century, Francis Bacon had a similar experience. He was shown a card trick by a juggler, who told him what card he was thinking of. Bacon could not work out how the trick was done, and so he discussed it with a learned man. They considered the possibility of confederacy and of some kind of psychological ruse. They did not discuss the possibility of witchcraft. Nevertheless, the keen eyes of the most systematic of observers, the father of the scientific method, struggled to reveal the mystery.13

			Meanwhile, early stage-conjuring technology was being used to create theatrical effects. In late medieval Passion plays, the character of Jesus might disappear through a trapdoor or be resurrected with the assistance of a pulley. In Shakespeare’s The Tempest, Ariel clapped his hands upon a banquet table, and the banquet disappeared, with the help of a reversing tabletop. In numerous popular productions throughout the early modern period, actors were stabbed with trick knives and hanged from gimmicked ropes.14 These effects were designed to be convincing, but audiences did not rush to help or run from the theater in fear. On the contrary, these effects attracted the public, who enjoyed an entertaining illusion. Indeed, they were sometimes added to the play, even when they were unnecessary to the plot, simply to attract the public.15

			In the days of Reginald Scot, then, magic tricks could be found on the streets, at common fairs, at royal courts and in Shakespearean theater. At every level, they could be enjoyed as seemingly impossible illusions that were the product of deception. Beyond the world of entertainment, of course, there were always darker forms of deception. This was the case throughout the early modern period, as it has been ever since. There were some who used sleight of hand to cheat at cards or in a game of “fast and loose.” There were those who pretended to have magical powers, and some engaged in deliberate fraud. But this is not the magic of the conjuror. This is a different kind of deceit. It is a lie, a scam, a piece of fraud, and we have always been prone to that kind of deception. The story of magic, as we explained, is a story about humans who deceived humans who knew that they were being deceived. That is the story of magic, though it is not quite the story of magicians, because magicians have not always played by the rules.

			Consider the notorious Bornelio Feats, a shadowy figure of dubious character. Feats, we are told, loved good liquor and had a red face to prove it. He seems to have been known by different names, as “Hilles” and possibly “Cuts.”16 This may have been a useful strategy, since he had a reputation for great skill at cards, con games, and practical jokes. According to one story, he challenged a man, for the princely bet of £100, to stay in a room for an hour. He then put the man in a room over a stable and set fire to the stable below. Feats was also suspected of indulging in witchcraft and seems to have been good at training performing dogs. In other words, there were many good reasons why he might have wished to remain anonymous.

			One of his many victims was a Mr. Powell, who made fun of Feats’s red face. After dinner—and a good deal of liquor—Feats asked for a dish of nuts. He then asked a gentleman to think of a card, and if he would like the name of the card in red or black letters. The man chose red, and he was told to take a nut and crack it open. Inside the nut was a small piece of parchment. Written on the parchment was the seven of spades (the card that the man had chosen), and it was written in red letters. Feats then repeated the trick with Mr. Powell. Powell thought of a card, chose a nut, and eagerly cracked it open. This time, however, the nut was filled with “filthy, black, stinkinge stuff,” which went into Powell’s mouth and over his face and took more than a half hour to remove. Mr. Powell, though covered in filth, was filled with admiration.

			But Feats had not yet finished with him. On another occasion, he showed Powell a trick with three supposed virgins. He asked the landlord of an inn if there were any maids in the house, and the landlord said that there were three. Feats asked for a basin of water. To this, he added a special root. He then placed a knife in the water and told it to “get up presently” if the first young woman was a maid. The knife immediately shot upward and stuck in a beam of the roof. He then placed another knife in the basin and demanded similar proof of the second young woman. Once again, the knife flew upward and stuck in the handle of the first knife. But then the knife was asked to confirm the virtue of the third young woman. It did not move at all. When pressed, the landlord finally admitted that the young woman had a secret child. This deeply impressed Powell, who immediately offered to buy the special root for forty shillings. And, or so it was said at the time, he might have tried every maid in Christendom before he got the knife to fly upward again.17

			Such stories are, at the very least, exaggerations. Similar tricks can be found in Scot’s Discoverie of Witchcraft, but they would have looked rather less impressive than the stories imply. Nevertheless, the stories suggest something about Feats’s reputation. He appears to be the sort of man who used trickery to con and cheat and to pretend to have supernatural powers. Certainly, some suspected that he indulged in witchcraft and that he had magical powers. One man even suggested that Feats performed real magic but disguised what he did, in order to avoid suspicion. He thought that, when Feats performed magic tricks, he sometimes included some genuine magic, so that the audience would not suspect and would think that they were watching tricks. This curious theory made sense, of course, only if you believed that Feats was a witch. But even then, it assumed that audiences, when they watched Feats perform, thought that they were watching tricks.

			In other words, even in the case of a dubious character such as Feats, when he said that he was performing tricks, people would believe him. This is what all the evidence shows: when early modern folk watched magic tricks, they did not think it was witchcraft. Nevertheless, historians of magic would later tell a different story. We would claim that, throughout the early modern period, magic tricks were mistaken for witchcraft. We would claim that jugglers were persecuted as witches. We would even conjure up evidence of this and create an illusion of early modern gullibility that many people believed was real.

			This is how it was done.
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			REGINALD SCOT WAS trying to show that witches had no magical powers. He was trying to show that a natural thing can be made to seem supernatural. In the process, he claimed that people mistook magic tricks for witchcraft and would want to burn the performer as a witch. But this was rhetoric; he provided no evidence of this. Of course, during the age of witchcraft, if somebody claimed to have magical powers, then they might be persecuted. But all the evidence shows that when magicians were open about their use of deception, audiences believed them.18

			Nevertheless, following Scot, other books appeared that revealed how magic tricks were done. In the process, they also claimed that magic tricks were mistaken for witchcraft. The Art of Jugling (1612), for example, said that “many when they heare of any rare exploit performed which cannot enter into their capacity, and is beyond their reach, straight they attribute it to be done
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