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            Further praise for Houdini’s Box:

            ‘Phillips tickles out [the] peculiarities – both in Houdini and his rapt audiences – with his customary urbanity and confident eye for the incongruent … [His] rehearsals of Houdini’s life are captivating … [but] by for the most riveting magic trick in Houdini’s  Box  is the reproduction, or at least approximation, of Phillips’ sessions with a reluctant – or resistant – patient.’ Alex Clark, Guardian

            ‘An ingenious premise. There are also several passages of great insight, even brilliance.’ Evening  Standard

            ‘Phillips puts together a shake-up of escapists, and discovers a trove of resonances.’ Time  Out

            ‘A pleasure to read … there is enough legerdemain here to whet anyone’s appetite.’ Washington  Post

            ‘As always Phillips has written a beautiful book. This writing is superb and the ideas appealing.’ Washington  Times

            ‘In a tsunami of witty, stylish books and literary essays, he has used psychoanalysis not as an ideological straightjacket but as a prism through which to ask, and even sometimes answer, questions about what it might mean to be human. His questions – and answers – tend to be highly paradoxical, counterintuitive, ironic and playful … Mainly though Phillips is interested in us – that is, in ordinary men and women – and the ways in which we too are always escaping from ourselves, our knowledge, our certainties and our doubts.’ Los  Angeles  Times
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            The way to solve the problem you see in life is to live in a way that makes the problem disappear.

                  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture  and  Value

             

            My sole concern was to borrow forms, no matter from where, by which my own preoccupations could declare themselves.

                  Marion Milner, An  Experiment  in  Leisure

             

            They desire to be good and bad at the same time.

                  Sandor Lorand, Compulsion  Neurosis

         

      

   


   
      

         
            A five-year-old girl …

         

         A FIVE-YEAR-OLD GIRL comes into my room ready to play another round of her favourite game, hide-and-seek; a game she has been playing with me twice a week for several months. It is the way, down to the smallest detail, we always begin our time together. In the room there is an armchair, a table and a chair. She stands in the middle of the room, closes her eyes, and says, ‘Start looking.’

         I have watched her, as usual, walk into the room and simply close her eyes. But in her mind she is now hiding. And quite quickly getting impatient.

         ‘Look!’ she says. ‘Start looking!’ Of course I am looking – what else could I be doing? – but I don’t seem to be playing the game. It occurs to me, for once, that perhaps I should close my eyes, which I do. And then she says a bit crossly, ‘OK, I’ll give you a clue … I’m not behind the chair.’

         I say to her, not too plaintively, ‘How will I ever find you?’

         ‘Just keep looking,’ she says blithely, clearly wanting to be helpful. Then, a bit more frantic, a bit more Alice in Wonderland, ‘I can’t escape, I can’t escape … I must be here somewhere.’

         I say, ‘No one can look everywhere’; and she replies, as though thoughtfully, as though this was the most sensible, least histrionic of acknowledgements, ‘We can’t escape, we’re doing that.’

         She waits, eyes squeezed, while I keep failing to do what it looks like I’ve already done. So what I have found – indeed can’t help seeing: her in the middle of the room, hiding – is obviously not what she wants me to look for.

         ‘Will it be dangeroos when I find you?’ I ask. (Her mother would read the sign at the zoo as, ‘Do not feed these animals, they are dangeroos’, so dangeroos was her word for it.)

         She says, ‘You’ll die’; then there’s a pause, and she says in her most world-weary voice, ‘I give up.’ And it is as if the rehearsal is over, and we can now resume, after another failed attempt at something, our ordinary life in the room.

         There is a drama, a tableau that she has to show me, that we are both trapped in. This is what we have to take for granted, she seems to be saying, this is what we need to do together, to get things started. And the sign of our entrapment is that she never changes; whatever I say, her lines are always the same. So what I say – even though it is as different as I can make it each time, even though I rack my brains for what she wants to hear – seems equally repetitious. I am her desperate improviser, trying to spring her. I will only know if I am someone else to her if she wants to change her tune. But in this strange duet for one the hide-and-seek is like a dream game, secluded away; a play within a play that we both briefly enact and watch, and then give up on. She rarely refers to it afterwards, and I refer to it as much as I can, trying to fit it in or link it with the rest of her life. But because there is no conversation about it, because it is at once open and unopened, it is, to all intents and purposes, an unspoken thing between us.

         I thought sometimes that there was a note of triumphant relief in her apparent dismay inside the game. She wants me to find her, but she warns me that I will suffer if I do; or she fears that no one really wants to find her because they wouldn’t be able to bear the consequences. Either she is practising her privacy, or there is a solitude she feels imprisoned by. The girl standing in the middle of the room with her eyes closed sometimes seems to be parading her safety, and sometimes alerting us to a terror (people often feel most alive while they are escaping, most paralysed before and after). But either way, what is most striking about the game, when we are in it, is that I can’t escape from looking for her, and she can’t escape from hiding. There is nowhere else for either of us to go.

         This girl has been referred to me for what is called, in the strange language of Social Services, ‘query child sexual abuse’, and truanting from home and school. So the voices of my (psychoanalytic) education provide me with a serviceable understanding of this apparently split-off game. There is something eerie about her ability to remember her lines – her knack of keeping them identical, whatever I say – but this too might be a way of managing a bewildering invasion (the violent foisting of desire upon her making her mechanical). The game might literally repeat her experience; the impossibility of being able to hide, and the wish for a magical solution to this: all you have to do is close your eyes. If I do find her, she fears that I will do something terrible to her – but the terror of waiting seems more unbearable than the terror of the event – or that she might do something to me. So I might think of myself as finding words for her fears, voicing what there might be to escape from and, one way or another, providing reassurances about safety. But both she and I, in her ‘game’ and my practice, are telling each other stories about safety and danger; about people, more or less obscurely, wanting something from each other. Indeed, what else could there be to talk about?

         Whether or not fear is our founding passion, we are haunted by a picture of ourselves in flight, on the run. Whether we are getting away from something, or getting away with something – as Icarus, or Oedipus, or Narcissus; as victims or tyrants – we cannot describe ourselves without also describing what we need to escape from, and what, we believe, we need to escape to.

         When children play hide-and-seek – or when adults are knowingly or unknowingly elusive with each other, playing at repulsion and enticement – what is being played with is the fear (and the wish) of never being found. When the game goes on too long the child who is hiding always helps the seeker out. No one must disappear for too long, no one must get too far away. And the odd moment of being found is the end of the game. But if playing hide-and-seek is one of our emblematic games – at once testing the appetite of the seeker, and the resolve of the one who hides – it is also a game haunted by the possibility of escape; of being able to escape the intention, the desire of another (chosen) person. Every successful game of hide-and-seek – and one way or another, barring tragedy, it is always successful – reassures the players that no one can escape, that there is nowhere else to escape to. The transgression is to disappear; to find a place where no one keeps an eye on you. The puzzle of hide-and-seek – its absurd drama of conflicting wishes, in which to be found is to lose the game, and not being found has to be got just right – becomes a blueprint for the dilemma of the erotic; of whether we want our sexuality to intensify our self-consciousness, or release us from it. In her game the little girl is convinced that neither of us can escape, that what we are doing is not escaping; that the adult was as confined as she was. What they (we) share is being trapped in something together, that might be called need or sexuality, or the wish for certain kinds of recognition and reassurance.

         When I first discussed this game with her parents they told me that, when she played hide-and-seek with her friends, ‘she often goes so far away that she’s not really playing the game any more’; and that this had made her friends very scared at first, but eventually they got used to it and ‘didn’t waste much time on her … they don’t bother.’ Beyond a certain point, after an uncertain amount of time, she has changed the game (and it is worth wondering what this particular kind of arranged solitude releases her into). And the impatience of her parents and her friends – verging on indifference, as impatience always does – seems to be an essential part of her drama; a message carefully though unconsciously sent, a reminder of the frustration that is afoot here. She makes everyone so impatient with her that they are quite unable to think exactly what it is that they are impatient for. Her not playing the game is not seen by her friends as a fascinating innovation; from their point of view she contributes nothing. But what do they want from her? What is assumed not to be working properly here, or indeed, in her? Like all so-called symptoms her truancy stages a dilemma for everyone involved with her. She creates a conflict inside them that they dispose of as blame and accusation. When she gets away – when the school, or her friends, or her parents give up on her: that is, do the opposite of invade her – who is disappointing whom? Her behaviour conjures up in people something they want to get rid of. It is not clear, when her friends just stop looking for her, who is fleeing from whom (or from what). To escape – or, of course, to be unable to escape – is often linked to a sense of failure.

         Because it is apparently the preferred life we are escaping to, our fears are the key to our ideals. What we want is born of what we want to get away from. ‘She’s a right little Houdini,’ her father told me, ‘she can’t wait for anything.’

      

   


   
      

         
            Houdini, the great escapologist …

         

         HOUDINI, the great escapologist, was the son of a failed rabbi. And Houdini was not his real name. Born in Budapest in 1874 – a year after the great Hungarian psychoanalyst Sandor Ferenczi – Erik Weisz was the third son of Rabbi Mayer Samuel Weiss, as his name was spelled when he arrived in America in 1876. A scholarly man, who had also been trained in the law, he failed to establish himself in an America that was becoming the main destination for the growing exodus of European Jews (in the 1880s over 200,000 Eastern European Jews arrived in New York alone). Houdini’s father came to America by himself, and his family joined him in 1878 for what was to become sixteen years of itinerant failure. Unable to establish himself as a rabbi in Wisconsin, Milwaukee or New York, for reasons that are not clear, he ended up working as a cutter in a ready-made clothing business in New York, where Erik as a teenager worked with him. His age may have been against him – he arrived in America aged 47 – and his unworldly Old Worldliness. Whatever the hopes and fears that forced him to leave Europe, he died an impoverished and disappointed man, one of the many invisible immigrants unable to adapt in the increasingly prosperous New World. As a boy Houdini was a permanent witness to his father’s limitations: the ways in which his adopted culture closed him out, the way his past was always shadowing him.

         Houdini, escaping from the traditions his father could neither sustain nor be sustained by, suffering the fate of Old World pieties in the fraught commercialism of the New World, discovered a timely opportunism in himself: a personal religion of performed ingenuity. As a young boy he sold newspapers, shined shoes and ran errands to ease the family’s persistent financial worries. But it was a cult of spectacular defiance that he was clearly drawn to; as though his father was a negative ideal for him, and the most melodramatic way of being absolutely unlike his father would be the only way through for him. The family that tried, like so many other families, to assimilate – ‘To make or be like … to conform … to take after … to become absorbed or incorporated into the system’ (OED)– found (as they may have wanted) a child who would defy nature, confound gravity. He would devote his life to the performance of a violent parody of assimilation. He would be the man who could adapt to anything AND escape from it.

         At nine he first performed as a contortionist and trapeze artist; he would shape himself and balance, and return to normal. He called himself – and what he called himself, and that he was self-naming, were crucial to the person he was making himself out to be – Ehrich, the Prince of the Air (as a crossword-puzzle clue to his life, it is worth noting that Erik, in his new spelling, has ‘rich’ as its second syllable, just as Houdini has ‘who’ as its first). But the father who had lost his identity as a learned rabbi, and who had been crushed by financial pressures, haunted his son, though not as a story to be told. ‘Such hardships and hunger became our lot’, Houdini remarked later in his life, ‘that the less said on the subject the better.’ Very little was said – there was a great deal of verbal concealment, of sleight of hand and word – but many uncanny things were shown and performed about the confining of lives. The literally death-defying performances through which he made his name were organized around the mysterious disappearance of constraints (‘He will mystify you if he can … Houdini, look at him,’ was the advertisement). And yet he would, as we shall see, devote the last years of his life to a personal crusade to discredit Spiritualists. The ‘Greatest Magician the World has ever Seen’ wanted people to look, and to believe their eyes; and then he wanted to persuade them that seeing must not be believing. When it came to spurious magic – a curious idea in itself, implying that there is a real magic that is not a confidence trick – Houdini was very keen to name names. Calling up the dead by name, as the famous mediums were wont to do, Houdini treated as something akin to a heresy. He wanted constraints on what people could do with the dead, on the trick of names.

         There were to be many misspellings of his assumed name, despite his attempt to call himself something (perhaps after somebody) once and for all: Houdin, Professor Houdinis, Hondini, Hunyadi among them. It is, of course, common immigrant experience to have little control over what people can do with your name, over what they call you. And in Houdini’s case there was the added complication that to begin with there were two of them, called the Brothers Houdini; but though there were to be two sets of the Brothers Houdini, the first ones were not brothers. After joining up with a friend, Houdini eventually singled himself out from his brother Dash (itself an Americanizing of his Hungarian name, Deszo). The actual provenance of the stage name that became him, so to speak, is uncertain, though it is probably a version (an Americanization, that sounds Italian) of the name of the French conjuror, and founder of modern magic, Eugene Robert-Houdin. Ehrich’s nickname – Ehrie – became Harry, and Harry Houdini was born, as it were.

         Houdini was to become fascinated by the history and traditions of magic, collecting and archiving material for his extensive library. As though the father’s lifelong commitment to the Jewish tradition was displaced in the son to the counter-cultural tradition – the theologically suspect tradition – of magic. Houdini, as we shall see, attempted to legitimate himself through promoting and exposing what were from both a religious and a scientific point of view – the two most culturally privileged perspectives – illegitimate practices. Houdini, appropriately enough, became increasingly interested in what magic should be called; both literally, and metaphorically, how things (and people) do and don’t fit in; how they get categorized, and find their places.

         Asked in a questionnaire in 1909 what his favourite motto was, Houdini answered, ‘Do others or they will do you.’ If this was contemporary morality at its starkest, the sign of the times business ethic in a slogan, it was also, as Houdini often was, unpreciously poetic. Doing others is also what actors, and other performers do (magic as practised by Houdini in his spectacular shows made uncanny theatre out of his own peculiar mix of science and religion; he did amazing ‘experiements’, hyping unnatural powers). Doing others implies both exploiting them, and being like them, with the covert implication that to imitate is to exploit. Parodying, as it does, the Christian ‘Do unto others …’ – and Houdini was a Jew in the New Christian world of Freedom – Houdini’s motto is also the motto of the immigrant; perform other people, or they will perform you, typecast you in prejudice. For Houdini the whole notion of identity, of who one prefers to be seen as, was something one escaped into from the past. If you are defined by what you can escape from – your country, your language, your poverty, your name – then you may forever need to seek out situations to release yourself from. To defy, in ever greater feats of ingenuity and endurance, people’s descriptions of you. Like Mr Toad, Houdini was a man of crazes, one of which, unsurprisingly perhaps, was aeroplanes. He liked to do, and to be, the new thing. And he liked taking flight.

         The trick that first began to make Houdini’s name – that would settle the question of what he should call himself – was called Metamorphosis. And the transformation that actually occurred on stage was a simple exchange, a reversal of roles. He worked now, in the 1890s, with his wife, as a touring magician, versatile in his range of tricks, but drifting towards becoming above all an ‘escape-artist’; as one newspaper of his time described him, the ‘American Self-Liberator … World’s Handcuff King & Prison Breaker – Nothing on Earth Can Hold Houdini a Prisoner’. He would be the innocent man who could, to entertain, for fame and fortune, escape from the best the penal system had to offer by way of confinement and surveillance. He could get out of anything. And that there was somebody who could do this in America (and Europe, where he would soon tour) sent a peculiarly paradoxical message to the people who flocked to his shows. Not to mention the so-called authorities whom he was, as we shall see, so adept at recruiting for his bewildering performances. He was not a criminal (or a god); he outwitted the authorities, and was celebrated for doing so. It was the perfect spectacle for any apparently law-abiding society committed to progress.

         He was the secular and successful Prometheus, inside the law and beyond; he was a picture of the exorbitant entrepreneur, abolishing the category of the impossible; a man who was to help the police, by instruction and challenge, to refine their handcuffs; a man who would mercilessly expose those Spiritualists who claimed that they could release the dead from their silence. But first, he would change places with a woman. (Later he would become part – if not one of the originators, and ironic popularizers – of the iconography of what we now call sado-masochism.) Now, as he begins to become Houdini, his metamorphosis is into a man who makes his audience wonder what he is able to do with his body. Who makes them wonder how he can get a woman into a box.

         For Metamorphosis, Houdini was tied in a sack, and then locked in a trunk by his wife. The trunk was then padlocked, fastened with thick rope, and wheeled into a cabinet. And then, once Houdini was in his ‘box’, in the words of a contemporary account:

         
            Mrs Houdini, standing at the open curtain (in front of the cabinet) makes the following brief announcement. ‘Now then, I shall clap my hands three times, and at the third and last time I ask you to watch CLOSELY for – the – EFFECT.’ At this she rapidly closes the curtain and vanishes from sight, yet instantaneously the curtain is reopened – this time by Houdini himself.

         

         Where Houdini had been, there Mrs Houdini would be. Tied up in the dark, awaiting her release, which was not part of the show. It was the magic of his release that got the applause; his reappearance not her new predicament that was, apparently at least, the centre of attention (the audience might have been unwittingly applauding what he had done to his wife). ‘Your attention towards this end of the hall,’ Harry Houdini would shout in the dime-museums and circuses they worked in, ‘here you will find a clever young man …’

         A woman in a box for a man in a box. To us it seems almost tritely emblematic, in its turning of the tables, in its drama of human bonds as bondage (it would have been a different act with an ‘assistant’ that wasn’t his wife, and known to be). A man does to a woman what a woman has done to a man: kept him inside something. The act itself has a slight but interesting ambiguity in that his wife uses that curious ritual magic of clapping her hands, as though the effect  might be in her hands, as it were, rather than in Houdini’s extraordinary powers. The man who in 1916 would write and copyright a film treatment entitled The  Marvellous  Adventures  of  Houdini, The  Justly  Celebrated  Elusive  American; the man who wrote to Robert Gould Shaw – whose private library was to form the basis of the Harvard University theatre collection – that he wanted to ‘spread history in an accessible manner, as all roads do not lead to Boston (though all cultured roads do) …’ was to popularise elusiveness as a spectacle. He wanted as many people as possible to watch him being as elusive as possible: to wonder where they would find him next.

         Houdini’s Metamorphosis – like many of his later and more extraordinary feats – takes it for granted that getting free is the adventure, not being free. The audience won’t pay for long to see Houdini as a free man; indeed his freedom resides in his (continually) getting free. And he performs being confined by choice. ‘I have never been arrested,’ he declaimed on stage in the 1920s, ‘I have never had anything of any nature against me or mine. I’ve had to work very hard for everything I have obtained. I come from a race of students and I am not entirely illiterate, and I do read and study.’ This is poignant in the assurances it wishes to give, but it is also characteristically canny. The ways in which he wants to legitimate himself are conventional; he’s not unlettered, he comes from good stock, and he has worked honestly (‘I have obtained’). But such guarantees are only required, such clichés proffered, because somewhere Houdini knows that what he is always working on, what he has to work with, is his audience’s scepticism. Without scholarship, without any kind of institutional position, unentitled, Houdini is in the business of persuasion. But not any kind of persuasion; he has to conjure states of baffled conviction in the people who pay to watch. They must always know that he can do something, but not how he can do it. He is, in other words, rather like a scientist or a priest, except that he invites scrutiny but never tenders explanations of any sort. He is, as it were, quite patently a mystifier. As he says, he has never been arrested – it’s all entirely legitimate – but he can’t be stopped. ‘I am not a magician,’ he would say, ‘but a mystifier.’ In fact he became both famous and notorious for two things which, as we shall see, were connected for him: escaping and boasting (‘with due modesty I can say that I recognize no one as my peer’). In the act of boasting he magically (hopefully) released himself from his lowly, ambiguous status. In words, he flew free from the assumptions of others, from the taunts of self-doubt. The boaster, after all, does not wish to be remembered merely for the fact that he boasted.

         But Houdini was interestingly selective in his excesses. Though claiming rather too often that he was ‘not entirely illiterate’ – that, presumably, he could read, and like everyone else read some things rather than others – he turned the perennial philosophical problem of scepticism into a performance art (indeed, street theatre, when he would hang, chained, from a bank in Manhattan). And by making exaggerated claims on people’s credulity, by encouraging them to believe the unbelievable, he did something very strange. He showed them that the only cure for scepticism was high-risk – ‘the image’, his biographer writes, ‘by which he remains most often visualized: a man in white shirt sleeves and dark trousers dangling upside down from a tall building, arms outstretched in a pose of inverted crucifixion’ – but that this high risk created greater uncertainties. People couldn’t help but believe what they saw – a respectably dressed man hanging from a skyscraper, those symbols of a certain kind of success, posed as an inverted Christ and getting away with it – and if they believed what they perceived, then Houdini himself, his powers, or his skills, were radically unintelligible. They saw, but didn’t know what to believe about what they saw.

         If you believed in what Houdini could do, what exactly were you believing in? What is a fascination with risk a fascination about? ‘The easiest way to attract a crowd’, Houdini wrote, ‘is to let it be known that at a given time and a given place someone is going to attempt something that in the event of failure will mean sudden death.’ To be a good performer one has to know something, in one way or another, about audiences. Houdini always seems to have been intuitively an audience to himself, before he let other people see him. To attract a crowd, and to be attractive to a crowd, as he implies, death has to be on the menu. But it is risk they have come to see, it is the drama of failure and success wrought to an unusual pitch. The bullfighter takes on the bull, and the limits of his own body; Houdini takes on all these significant (symbolic) cultural artefacts – ropes, chains, handcuffs, gags: the holding and containing and punishing objects in the culture – and the limits of his own body. And unlike the bullfighter he has to largely invent as he goes along the traditional skills he needs. He pits himself against things people have made and his own (and their) nature, as a self-made man.

         In order to maintain an audience for what he called his ‘self-created hazardous work’, he knew that he would have to up the stakes. Metamorphosis would itself go through various metamorphoses, including in 1918 making Jenny the elephant disappear from a cabinet (not merely, Houdini said, ‘the talk of the town’, but ‘the talk of the show world’). ‘A creature weighing over 4000 pounds vanishes in full glare of the light,’ he wrote to a friend, adding with his usual combativeness, ‘So I am still in the ring.’ Playing with paralysis as failure – whether as death or inescapable confinement – and mobility as success, Houdini turned getting away with things into his own art form. He was, that is to say, a thoroughly modern man. ‘Had I been born of different parentage’, he told a reporter, ‘I might have developed into a very dangerous criminal.’ Of course, temperamentally, Houdini couldn’t imagine himself turning into an ordinary criminal. He wanted to be a respectable outlaw in the country that made that word famous. And to do this, to keep getting out of his boxes, he had to be quick and, as we shall see, he had to be familiar with the law but not study it as his father had done. He had to be able to get away with things that people couldn’t believe.
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