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CHAPTER 1



ORIGINS OF MAGIC
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What’s the first thing people think of when they think of wizards? Obviously, magical powers that are outside the realm of mere mortals. PRESTO! Appear and disappear. SHAZAAM! Change one thing into another. ALAKAZAAM! Make objects fly, defy gravity, or zip invisibly from one spot to another. So, it’s time you learned how to do this, young wizard—or to make people believe you can, which is almost the same thing.


By learning how to create fabulous illusions and to perform magic tricks, you’ll join a long line of wizards, magicians, and conjurers who have fun amazing other people by doing the seemingly impossible. It’s handy to have a few tricks and illusions up your sleeve while you’re still learning to be a real wizard. (And they make a good backup if you’re having an off day with your wizardly powers.) So, I’m going to share what I’ve learned about magic with you, and since I’m 600 years old and a wizard myself, that’s quite a lot.


Some of our best illusions are hundreds—even thousands—of years old, and they come from around the world. Legend says magic is the art of the Magi, the priests of ancient Persia. But the Persians actually learned what they knew from the Egyptians.



The Magic Arts of Ancient Egypt



If you can read hieroglyphics, there’s a 4,000-year-old papyrus in a German museum that tells the story of Dedi, one of our earliest wizards. Remember Cheops, the pharaoh who built the Great Pyramid? One rainy afternoon, his sons told him stories of a wizard who changed a life-size wax model of a crocodile into a real animal, then changed it back—after it ate someone. They also described Djadjaemankh, another wizard who said a few magic words to stack half of a lake’s water on top of itself so he could retrieve a lady’s lost bauble! Boyish fantasies, thought His Royal Magnificence.


But one wizard still lived, insisted the young princes. Named Dedi, he was 110 years old and ate enough food to feed hundreds of people daily. Dedi could reattach heads to decapitated bodies, bringing them back to life, and lions followed him like tame temple cats! Dedi also knew the layout of the secret chambers at the temple of Thoth, the Egyptian god of magic. This got Cheops’s attention, because he’d always wanted to copy Thoth’s floor plans for his own tomb in the Great Pyramid. So, the royal barge was sent up the Nile for Dedi.


In front of Cheops, the wizard reattached the severed heads of a goose, a pelican, and an ox, and the animals scampered away. (He declined Cheops’s offer of a human.) And sure enough, a lion from the king’s zoo padded after Dedi, its leash trailing on the floor, according to the papyrus, anyway.


I’m six centuries old, but this all happened long before my time, and I simply can’t tell you if Dedi used real wizard’s magic to make those things happen. Perhaps he secretly reached into his robe to substitute a live goose for the headless one. (Hmm. I’m not sure how he’d do that with an ox. It’s a mystery.) In any event, I forbid you to climb into a cage with a lion or to cut the head off ANYTHING. We’re more civilized these days, and this book will teach you plenty of other ways to amaze your family and friends with fantastic illusions from ancient times and faraway lands.


In addition to Egypt, India and China were chock-full of wizards and conjurers who kept busy vanishing up ropes that stretched into the sky (see page 119). Magicians learned their craft in schools in ancient Greece, and on the streets of Imperial Rome, you could see the trick we still know today as cups and balls! Street magic traveled with the Roman Empire, and magicians performed jugglery, as it was called in England, for commoners in the street and royalty in their castles.
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Some people feared conjurers because they thought their powers might really be supernatural. Well, between you and me, here’s the big secret: they were right! We wizards like to get out and about as much as the next person. Plus, how else are we going to keep our powers sharp? We all practice in the privacy of our chambers, but it’s fun to see what we can do in front of an audience.
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Medieval Magic and Wizards in Every Village


In the old days, every village had a wizard or witch. Legend says that fairies taught them their magical secrets. Want to hear something funny? When those ridiculous hunts for “bad” witches began during the Middle Ages, it was actually good for business. Many people became so scared of evil magic, they went running to the good witch next door for protective charms and spells! Let that be a lesson to us all.


Magic became all the rage when Queen Elizabeth I ruled England in the 1500s, and performance magic was as popular as sports and the theater. John Dee was the most famous magician of the era and one of the Queen’s house wizards. But over the next couple of centuries, as science explained more of the workings of nature, people began to forget the powers we wizards have. If you can believe it, some of us had to go out and start earning a living as illusionists! By the mid-1700s, many of my friends were working as stage magicians, charging admission to their shows. Sometimes they’d even flub a trick on purpose to reassure their audience that nothing too uncanny was happening.


Of course, we wizards also shared some tricks with our non-wizard friends who wanted to make magic too. . . .


Pinetti, the Roman Professor of Mathematics and Natural Philosophy


My charismatic Italian friend Giovanni Giuseppe Pinetti (Gigi to his friends) became very famous in the 1780s and 1790s. He once taught physics but realized there was more money in magic. Gigi liked to pretend his tricks were based on arcane scientific principles he’d discovered in his laboratory, but he really was restaging illusions used by earlier magic folk. (As the Greeks liked to say, there is nothing new under Helios.)


Gigi could take off a man’s shirt without removing the man’s coat, read people’s thoughts, and shoot a nail through a card someone chose from a deck and pin it to the wall! (My Ultra-Accurate Velocity Charm worked wonders for his act, though he catapulted his poor cat through the window a few times until he got it right.) He packed Europe’s best theaters and performed for royalty, including the king of France, the Russian czar, and King George III.
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Magic in the New World



As missionaries, traders, and colonists arrived in the Americas, there were plenty of local wizards to greet them. When that old Spanish mercenary Hernando Cortés was crashing around the South American jungle looking for gold, the locals did sleight of hand for him. French missionaries described Canada as “a nation of sorcerers.” They wrote about the medicine men who threw bags that changed into snakes on the ground, and who made miniature clay Indians and buffaloes that came to life and chased each other around campfires!


In the British colonies, survival was a serious business. All hands were needed to raise food and defend against Indian attack, so magicians and conjurers were considered useless and were barred from performing! Hmpf. The Dutch in New York City were more tolerant, as were our sophisticated cousins in England and Europe.
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Jacob Philadelphia and His Phantasms


In the late 1700s, my friend Jacob Philadelphia became the first American-born magician to tour Europe with great success, performing for Catherine the Great of Russia and the Sultan of Turkey. Jacob combined sleight of hand with the display of marvelous objects, such as a pen that wrote in several colors. (People thought Jacob invented it. I didn’t mind giving him credit.) His masterpiece was the production of ghostly figures that shimmered and floated about on stage. Some people fled the theater in terror! My German friend, the writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, saw Jacob’s performance. Like many writers, Johann knew a good idea when he saw one, and he later wrote Faust, his famous story about a sixteenth-century conjurer.


Richard Potter, an American Success Story


Richard Potter was the first American-born magician to become a success in his own country. Born in 1783 to a Boston tax collector and an African slave, he grew up to become a huge success as a ventriloquist, birdcall imitator, and performer of “100 Curious but Mysterious Experiments,” including, and I am not kidding about this, a “Dissertation on Noses.” Some people claimed that Richard drove a cart pulled by geese, he passed through solid tree trunks at will, and he had a magic rooster that could pull a loaded wagon. Personally, I think a wizard should be a bit more, well, discreet with his powers. But no harm came to Richard, and he became very wealthy indeed, living with his lovely Penobscot wife and children in a huge mansion on a 200-acre farm.
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Signor Antonio Blitz, Professor of Mechanism & Metamorphosis


During the nineteenth century, many European magicians started taking the boat to the Americas, where they saw lots of wizard gold to be made. Trained by Moravian Romani people, Antonio Blitz amused and astonished audiences with his 500 trained canaries. I have warm memories of my friend’s kindness. When a little girl came backstage with her (quite dead) pet canary and asked him to revive it, Blitz gave her one of his own birds. One dark and stormy night in Philadelphia, the curtain opened and Blitz saw only two people in the theater. A mother and son had traveled a very long way to see him. Rather than disappoint, Blitz gave his full two-hour performance for his audience of two, who went home happy. Remember, true wizards are generous!


Queen Victoria Meets the Great Wizard of the North


Sometimes the best way to hide something is to put it in plain view. So why do you think the nineteenth-century Scottish magician John Henry Anderson billed himself as The Caledonian Conjurer, The Great Wizard of the North, and The Napoleon of Necromancy, hmm? During the time Victoria ruled England, there was also a Wizard of the West, a Royal Wizard of the South, and two more Wizards of the North performing on stage. I vividly remember the old Egyptian Hall in London, with its velvet curtains, sphinxes, and the odd mummy staggering about. Every stage wizard dreamed of performing there. The rest of us came to cheer them on.


European and British royalty were mad for magic like everyone else. The Queen summoned the Great Wizard to perform at the birthday of her son, the Prince of Wales. Anderson outdid himself, levitating his own son, releasing a cloud of doves from his Enchanted Cauldron, and serving drinks from his Inexhaustible Bottle. The Queen’s favorite trick was Anderson’s Magic Scrapbook. From a thin, empty portfolio, the Wizard produced hats, plates, a live goose, vases of flowers, bowls of goldfish, and finally, the little Prince of Wales himself!


Americans went wild when Anderson finally made it across the Atlantic. He even performed for Kamehameha IV, the King of Hawaii, giving the monarch a trick glove that shocked anyone who shook his hand. The king loved it and insisted on trying it out on all his courtiers. Presidents loved magic as much as royalty. Even at the height of the American Civil War, Abraham Lincoln took the time to watch magician Carl Herrmann do card tricks at the White House. Lincoln’s secretary of war even shuffled the deck of cards! Herrmann was famous for his accuracy in throwing cards to all parts of an opera house or theater, but I doubt he threw any at the dignified American president.
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Robert-Houdin & Wizard Diplomacy


All kidding aside, heads of state used wizards—er, I mean magicians—for much more serious matters. In 1856, Emperor Napoleon III sent the famous French magician Robert-Houdin to Algeria to convince rebellious desert tribes to, well, stop rebelling. As symbols of French power, the magician produced cannonballs from hats, and coins from a locked chest, then he made a young Moor disappear from beneath a cloth cone. The terrified audience stampeded from the theater! A few days later, the tribal leaders returned to demonstrate their continued loyalty to France.
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The QUEEN of Magic


What about our sister sorceresses and female illusionists? Impossible to forget flame-haired Adelaide of the world-famous Herrmann family that dominated the world of magic for more than 80 years. Adelaide had real spirit. She was among the first women to be fired from a cannon and to perform on a penny-farthing, the really tall bicycle with a huge front wheel. At age 75, the Queen of Magic was still on tour, producing hundreds of silk scarves from thin air and disappearing her assistants (she usually got them back). Newspapers claimed she’d found the fountain of youth, but between you and me, here’s the real story. My alchemist friend Nicholas Flamel had seen Adelaide on stage in Paris, and he was so captivated, he gave her some of his Elixir of Life. (Don’t tell Mrs. Flamel.)



Harry Kellar & HOW to MAKE Magic FROM (ALMOST) NOTHING



Big-time stage wizardry is wonderful, but you can make magic from everyday objects, too. My favorite example of this is a story about the American illusionist Harry Kellar. Once, one of Harry’s business partners skipped town with all the money from Harry’s stage show. Harry was left penniless, but he didn’t give up! After talking a printer into printing some show posters on credit, Harry borrowed two packs of playing cards and an opaque glass bottle from a friendly saloonkeeper (for his trick of breaking open the bottle to find a ring), a set of baby clothes (to come out of a borrowed hat), and metal cups (to be magically filled with coffee, milk, and sugar). Harry was in business again, and his next show sold out. Similarly, when a theater fire destroyed the scenery, equipment, and costumes of Wiljalba Frikell, the magician appeared in street clothes on a bare stage and did simple tricks with everyday objects. The audience loved it!


I hope, my dear young wizard, these stories have given you a sense of magic’s long, rich heritage. Give respect where it’s due to stage wizards everywhere, but let’s not take ourselves too seriously, either. The point is to have fun! So, if you’re ready to learn how to make magic, turn the page to get on with the show!
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Magica Manualis



Hands-On Hints for Making Magic


I never met a young wizard or sorceress who didn’t want to perform newly learned magic for friends and family.
Here are some useful tips I’ve learned from my magician
friends over the past several hundred years.


PRACTICE, Practice, Practice


Whether you make magic in front of an audience of two or twenty, you should practice what you’re going to do and what you’re going to say at every step of the illusion. Work in front of a full-length mirror so you can see what your audience will see. (Make sure they can’t detect your hand reaching into in a secret pocket, for example.)


Practice your hand and body movements until you move naturally, fluidly, and without hesitation. When the time comes to perform, slow down! Don’t speed through your tricks so quickly that your audience doesn’t have time to absorb them. Make your gestures large enough that your audience can see what you’re doing, and be sure to hold props in such a way that they can be seen, too. It’s better to perform a small number of tricks very well than a large number badly. One of our most famous mortal magicians, John Nevil Maskelyne, admitted he was really good at only a half dozen illusions.


Misdirection


Misdirection is the key to successful magic. The magician looks at, or calls attention to, an object or action that has nothing to do with producing the magical effect. While the audience members focus their attention there, too, they won’t pay attention to the place where the, ahem, real magic is taking place (such as when you secretly pocket a ring). Don’t tell your audience exactly what magical effect to expect from a trick, or they’ll be looking in places you don’t want them to.


You need to become so comfortable with a piece of magic that you can talk, do something with your hands (sometimes different things with different hands), and think ahead to the next step of the performance all at the same time.


Palming


Some illusions in this book depend on using secret objects the audience never sees. Other tricks, such as the Disappearing Magic Ring (page 44), depend on the sleight of hand technique called palming. That’s when you hide a small object in the palm of your hand without letting viewers see what you’re doing. You might start a trick with an object hidden in your hand, which you later produce. Or you might show the audience an object, then hide it in your hand while you lead them to think it has disappeared or traveled somewhere else.


In a move called the French Drop, a magician holds a coin or small object between the thumb and three fingers of the left hand (figure 1). The magician covers the coin with the right hand, closes the fingers, and pretends to take away the coin. But he really loosens his left thumb’s pressure on the coin so the coin drops to the base of the left fingers (figure 2). So when the magician holds up his right hand and opens the fingers—gasp!—it has disappeared!


When you practice palming, study your hand movements in a mirror and try to make them look as normal as possible. If your hands still look slightly unnatural, you can misdirect your audience by making the same (unnatural) hand movements before you even do the trick. That way they won’t notice anything out of the ordinary happening. And never look at the hand that holds a palmed object or performs a secret movement, or your audience will, too.
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figure 1
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figure 2


[image: ]


Patter


You must never have dead silence during a magic show. Either you should be talking, music should be playing, or the audience should be laughing or applauding. Practice what you’ll say while you perform. That’s called patter, and it links together the steps of an illusion and helps misdirect viewers’ attention. For some illusions in this book, I’ve given you specific suggestions on what to say. Adapt the stories I tell, or make up your own. I also share some handy commands and spells (see page 37) that you can use during your performance.


Setting the Stage for a Show


Decide ahead of time the best way to use your performance space, whether it’s a basement or a stage. Plan exactly where you’ll stand. Some illusions, such as the Mysterious Celestial Sphere (page 77), depend on using threads that should remain invisible to the audience. So, put distance between you and your audience, and perform against a dark background (see the Stage Backdrop on page 22). Use dim lighting (red lightbulbs are even better), and position yourself with the light at your back so your shadow falls over the thread.


Order your tricks for increasingly dramatic effects. (I’ve included a showstopper illusion in every chapter for a wham-bang finish!) Make a prop list of all the objects and materials needed for every trick. Lay them out in order in your performance area, perhaps on and around your Magician’s Stage Table (page 19). Double-check that everything’s there just before the show.


R-E-S-P-E-C-T Your Audience


Happy audiences like to believe certain things. Number one, that you’re a real wizard (so act like one). Number two, that everything is happening right then and there in real time and onstage (no need for them to know you had the help of a trusty assistant in Messages from the Ether on page 132).


And my third bit of advice: never, ever tell how a trick is done, no matter how much they beg! Really. Trust me on this. It’s considered very bad form in the magical world to divulge secrets to non-magicians. And even though some people may suspect how you created an illusion, they’re much happier believing that they’re seeing real magic! Besides, you can probably produce the same effect by wizardly means once you’ve studied some more.


Now go make some magic!
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