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			Introduction

			Magicians have a beautiful term. Over late-night drinks in New York, or over three a.m. breakfasts in Las Vegas, they love to talk to each other about “the real work”: who has it? Who got it? Who keeps it going?

			Now, magicians have the most entrancing, the most rapturous, shop talk of any people I’ve ever known. There’s a simple reason for that: the only people they’re allowed to talk about their craft with are other magicians. Their technique has to be, as one of the best of them has said, not transparent, as in the other arts, but invisible. Invisible technique can be made audible only to the other masters of invisibility.

			When they talk about the “real work,” magicians mean the accumulated craft, savvy, and technical mastery that makes a great magic trick great. When they ask each other, “Who’s got the real work on that?” about an illusion or effect, it doesn’t mean who thought of it first or even who does it most adeptly but rather: who first mastered the whole of the handling, and timing and theatrics of the effect? Who knew to put the elephant sideways in the big box or to pause before the shuffle, all of the exquisitely small but significant steps that make something beautiful, not a dutiful dumb trick—you’re fooled, sure, but you don’t care—which are passed along from magician to magician and from generation to generation? The real work is the complete activity, the accumulated practice, and the total summing up of traditions. The real work is what makes a magic effect magical.

			We all know the real work in whatever field it is we’ve mastered. It’s shorthand, one might say, for the difference between accomplishment and mere achievement, the assigned work. When you introduce or even just drop the concept into conversation, it meets immediate nods of recognition. George Plimpton, in one of his books on football, tells the story of how, at a Pro Bowl practice, the players naturally, and without intervention by the coaches or argument from one another, sorted out into first team, second team, and so on. They knew.

			Yet the real work doesn’t seem to be a goal of the way we live, which favors, over the real work, what we might call the rote work. We live in an achievement-driven society in which kids of all kinds and classes (though in particular fortunate ones from fortunate families) are perpetually being pushed toward the next evanescent achievement instead of the next enduring accomplishment. A kind of mad Red Queen’s contest happens as a consequence: we invent achievement tests that will be completely immune to coaching, and therefore we have ever more expensive coaches to break the code of the non-coachable achievement test. We drive our kids typically toward achievement, and yet anyone who is a parent of any sensitivity at all recognizes that what really stirs and moves children, just as it stirs and moves ourselves, isn’t achievement, isn’t the “A” you get on the test or the score you get on the SATs, however instrumental that may be to some larger ambition. No, what really moves and stirs us is accomplishment, that moment of mastery when suddenly we feel that something profoundly difficult, tenaciously thorny, has given way, and we are now the Master of It, instead of us being mastered by it. Even writers—especially writers—know that moment. One of my friends refers to it as the moment when his little inner namesake, call him “Dave,” appears, coming out of nowhere to write the essay much better than David can. That feeling may not be the very best feeling in life—there are a few competitive others—but it is, I’ve come to believe, the most sustaining feeling. I know how to do this, and this is the thing I know how to do.

			And so I wanted to study the nature of accomplishment, and more broadly what I like to call the mystery of mastery, both the long processes of how the real work installs itself inside of us and the single moments of mastery in which we do, somehow, face the music. How is it that we go about mastering difficult things? Better put: how is that we find ourselves, a year or so into learning to produce the Erdnase color change in a deck of cards, changing red for black, or how to play George Shearing songs on the piano, able to do things we didn’t think we could do?

			I stumbled retrospectively on the sequence this book presents. It begins with my effort, after thirty years as an art critic, making vast pronunciamientos on other people’s drawings, to actually attempt to draw a single nude body myself, and then goes on to other enterprises, some lesser, some larger. Mastery as a critic obviously means something different from what it does to an artist. We can easily imagine an art critic with no hands, just as we know—uneasy truth—the first art historian, Lomazzo, was blind. And the same is true for every other skill: doing it well is different from judging it eloquently.

			For the longest time, that difference did not seem to me to be vitally important. After all, the artist makes, the critic criticizes, and while one resents the other, they circle each other warily, engaged in different kinds of work. Yet I came to see, in drawing as much as in boxing and dancing, that we miss the whole if we don’t attempt to grasp, in however limited and even feeble a form, what the real work feels like for other people as they do it. A sportswriter doesn’t have to be able to hit a baseball thrown by a Major League pitcher, but without some sense of what that act feels like—the hand and eye coordination of it, the satisfaction of the consequent thwack, however rare—she doesn’t grasp what batting is. Pick out a Gershwin melody on the piano, and one has a much stronger sense of the astounding things that Erroll Garner is capable of than listening alone can offer. Fingers know, or rather don’t know, things that ears cannot. The great art historian E. H. Gombrich, with a vast, panascopic view of art, once said that as he aged, or let’s say ripened, the skill, alien to him, that it took for an artist to draw a single blade of grass seemed to him ever-more astounding. Doing something well for a lifetime actually teaches us less about what the real work is than doing something badly can teach us when we start doing it anew. Everybody’s good at something. Being bad at something reminds us of how we ever got good at anything.

			Still one more lesson was implicit in that one. Everyone is good at something, yes, but what I perceived in apprenticing myself to masters in various fields is that we are surrounded by masters. I don’t mean the world-class saxophone player one might fail to recognize on the subway. I mean something more mundane. I mean the mastery all around us, all the time.

			Everyone, I think, has a moment when we learn to do things that not only seem difficult but impossible until you began to do them. Reading is, perhaps, the key one in our society, where the act of deciphering meaningless marks on white backgrounds into stories, formulas, lessons, erotic stimulation, begins early and governs all else. If we’re lucky, we can just recall the feeling of looking at a meaningless series of marks and then beginning the work of decoding them. I remember learning to read out loud, and, encountering the word “knife,” the precise moment when the mystery of that disquieting and unwelcome k, preceding the phonetically sensible “nife,” got solved. You saw it but didn’t say it. Having to accept the k to get the sense, and the image, seemed to me the type of the kind of cognitive compromise we make in mastering anything.

			Though I was a good reader at a young age, my conscious sense of mastery came from seeing people do things that my own always poorly coordinated hands and eyes could not. The concept of accomplishment seems intuitively tied to our ability to do difficult things; the concept of mastery seems tied to things that look downright impossible until we see them done. We all have a sliding scale of mastery: what looks absurdly easy to some of us (speaking in public extemporaneously) looks impossible to others, and what looks easy (climbing the sheer rock face of a mountainside) looks, God knows, utterly impossible to the people who know how to talk in front of a crowd. Just writing the words makes me tremble.

			I was already in awe in kindergarten of girls who could keep neat three-ring binders, or tie shoes successfully, a thing I still can’t do reliably. (I married one who can.) Above all, I was conscious of my mother as a source of evident mastery, of making hard things look easy, but making impossible things look fluid. My first memory of mastery is of watching my mother make strudel. My older sister Alison and I would sit beneath the round table in the public housing project where we were growing aware, and our parents were starting out in life, and snatch at the bits and pieces of dough that hung over the edge as my mother smoothed the dough out impossibly fine, running over it again and again until, when we emerged to look, it was thinner than paper-parchment, and far from being torn as she rolled it over, remained sufficiently plastic to stay in place.

			Recalling the act now, I understand that I did not have the concepts of any of this—the idea that materials had plasticity and could be made thin without being made brittle—but was duly impressed, not just that it was happening but that it was happening through entirely physical means, that it was happening as an act of earned skill, not strange maternal magic—except of course, that earned skill is strange maternal magic. (I recall my own son, Luke, having seen his mother suddenly appear at the shuttered window on a Parisian street to call out a request as we set out for the market, looking warily at every other window on the succeeding streets, in expectation, or hope, that she would appear in them again.)

			The awe at the mastery, of being able to make strudel dough that thin and then turn it into strudel, impressed me even more than the strudel, of which I have a dimmer recollection. Many years later, seeing a baker on the Greek islands roll out his dough across cool marble, even finer than my mother had, I was only impressed with the certainty that he, too, had had a mother. (I asked him; he had.) It may be that my own latter-day sense that mastery resides in kitchens began with my mother, though it is certainly true that if there is one arena in which the acts of mastery are most easily studied by ordinary people, it’s cooking, where, over years, even the most ham-handed of us amateur chefs learn to do things that seemed impossible when we started trying and that now are part of a nightly, wine-fueled flow of inevitabilities. My sister, under that table with me, carried through her the superseding conviction in her work as a developmental psychologist that our understanding had been much lamed by the perpetual dismissal of the natural experiments of life, in watching children or making dinner, for instance, to be mere women’s work. Perhaps much of what we call the real work is women’s work made real.

			Not to reduce my mother, or any mother, to a mom. She was always, as she would be the first to tell you, and then remind you again, a logician and a linguist, given to science more than cooking craft. Yet if I itemize my own first experience of the real work, it comes from her hands, despite many difficulties we might have had later, and my own reservations about the character traits we shared. She rolled strudel, and then later traced for me the rudiments of Gödel’s Proof on a beach, and then taught me step by step how to make a beef Stroganoff, my favorite dish at twelve—steps (onions, peppers, beef, sauce, sour cream) that I not only know by heart and execute today but that were, perhaps, my first conscious induction into the deeper truth, which the stories in this book recapitulate: that mastery happens small step by small step and that the mystery, more often than not, is that of a kind of life-enhancing equivalent of the illusion called “persistence of motion” when we watch a movie or cartoon. “Flow” is the shorthand term that’s been popularized for the feeling of the real work as it seeps through our neurons and veins, and, though we may know the flow of some things we do so well by middle age that we scarcely feel them flowing, having to set out on a new current makes us feel the resistance that is essential to the motion. “Flow,” we learn again, always begins as fragments. The separate steps become a sequence, and the sequence then looks like magic, or just like life, or just like Stroganoff.

			From drawing nude bodies badly, I went on to driving a car nervously and then to doing, or at least admiring, magic tricks awkwardly while dancing even more awkwardly than that, our feet (or, at least my feet) being more recalcitrant than our (or my) hands. And all the while the joy of music making hovered above, as a dream, and occasionally a gig. Each episode arose out of emotional moment more than the purposeful plan: I needed at last to learn to drive to relieve my wife, and I wanted to re-cement a relationship with my daughter by dancing.

			But the force of what was happening as, mostly unplanned, I found that learning one skill after another was cumulative and mutually reinforcing. In midlife we become less able but more aware, and I was aware, for the first time, of the fiendish difficulty of doing impossible-looking things well, and of the fiendish reward of even doing them badly. Each episode taught a lesson, and at the end the storyteller’s goal, Scheherazade’s life potion—a point—seemed to hover in the distance.

			I’ve tried not to sum up too neatly the point or moral of each adventure as it happened. One of the biggest points of all is that every accomplishment is rooted in a practice. You master it by the totality of what you’re doing. One can reduce a sauce to its essence, but you have to be careful not to cook off the alcohol entirely.

			Still, three themes seem to spiral out, educating me as they emerged. First, again, that the flow is always a function of fragments, fluid sequences are made of small steps. Separate, discrete actions learned by effort and then put together give not just the illusion of unity but the fact of mastery. The great sociologist and piano player Howie Becker calls these “crips,” in reference to learning jazz piano in strip clubs in Chicago in the nineteen forties. Crips were pre-formed “shapes”—figures on the piano that could be strung together into inspired improvisations, not less inspired for not being entirely improvised. The art was to take the received pieces and string them into a new whole. It does not diminish Lester Young to say that he often played the same swooping figure in each minor blues; it was finding the right place to put the same swooping figure in every number that made him Lester Young.

			Second, that everything we do involves everything we do. Every brush mark we make, every note we play, every sentence we craft—every left turn we take into traffic!—betrays and engages the totality of ourselves and even of our time. We search in the arts not simply for the signs of skill, which are, if not easily taught, still teachable. We search for the signs of a unique human presence: it’s why we love vibrato in a voice, legato in piano performance, why we catalog the tics and mannerisms of a baseball player at bat—Joe Morgan’s way of rotating his arm like a wing—as much as we watch his numbers. It’s why, even after the miracle of illusion and perspective has been mastered, we can still learn to know, at a glance, a seventeenth-century drawing from an eighteenth-century one. We never really love an artist’s virtuosity, or if we do, it feels empty. We love their vibrato, their unique way of entangling their learned virtuosity within their unique vulnerability.

			And finally, that when we look to understand mastery what we find are masters—moms and dads, brothers and sisters, teachers and tutors, men and women who are, often for the most eccentric of reasons or with the most improbably eccentric practices and teaching methods, able to impart something of what they know. The people I was blessed to bump into along the way are not mere repositories of knowledge but living exemplars of a practice.

			The thing about the humanities is that they’re human. And human means specific, this guy or girl right here. The deeper we dive into the problem of mastery, the more certain we are to meet a master—a man or woman uniquely good at what they do, and sometimes able to break it down and share it. My mother rolling out strudel dough was engaged in something that was a knack, a trick, a tradition, an accomplishment, and a gift, an act of sharing. It was a humane act in the fact of being human.

			When we search for the real work, what we find are not life rules but real lives. Learning to drive is learning to understand your father, just as learning the Erdnase color change with cards implies, and implicates you in, a complicated history of long vanished railroad cars where card men would cheat one another at the risk of their lives. We can hear the swaying and clacking of the old trains when we do it now.

			I have wound this book around Seven Mysteries of Mastery that exemplify or illuminate the crafts, coming as fables that point (or once or twice come at right angles) to our subject. Some of these are sidebars, some prefaces, a few expanded footnotes. I arrived at the number seven by accident—they were what I had—only to discover, or perhaps be reminded, that seven is always the number of mysteries, including the seven mysteries of Faith, and the seven sacraments—a serendipity that might be explained as reflecting the mystical clockwork of creation, or might, instead be explained by the dumb capacities of the filing cabinet of our mind, reflecting George Miller’s famous discovery that the human mind has a capacity for seven items, give or take two, and strains to reach for more.

			Or, it could be both at once? The dumb limits of the filing cabinet in our cognition are also the cipher to unlock the stars. The capacity of that seven-digit space in our mind, the most mundane imaginable weakness of a human brain that is, after all, not divinely engineered but made up catch as catch can by an evolutionary history—that does what it can from what’s lying around—supplies us a springboard and a kind of resonance. We take advantage of the constraints and limitations of what we have in order to leap to what we want. We are not limited by our limitations. Again and again in these stories, we’ll see those constraints and limitations, far from crippling us, are the source and the goad and the ground of the mastery we seek.

			I realized, as I worked on these pages, that what I was writing was a self-help book that won’t help. Won’t help, I mean, in the shallow sense of helping you immediately to do the things the book is about doing better. It offers no shortcuts or bullet points and provides no recipes—except one or two for sourdough bread. Yet I hope that it might help you better see yourself as a self, a constructed self, made out of appetites turned into accomplishments. We are all LEGO creatures, built of small, bright blocks, with knobs and holes to connect them, and if we could see ourselves as we really are, we would recognize that our hats and smiles are simple add-ons to that repeated architecture of red and green bricks, assembled, if not by the hand of God, then by our own hands since childhood.

			Very often, moments of meaning—what we call epiphanies—are simply the sudden illumination of all those points in the network of loves and lives, lighting up at once. For a moment of vision, as makers or observers, the totality of things is apparent to us. And we say, Listen to that. Look at that. That works! It’s a mystical feeling—the mystical feeling, actually—but it’s the end of a multitude of labors, some of which we may not even know we’ve started until they rise to startle us, may not know we’ve undertaken until after they’ve overtaken us. We know it when it happens. It’s the real work.

		

	
		
			The First Mystery of Mastery

			The Turk, or, The Mystery of Performance

			Doing begins by doubting. That’s one of the great lessons we inherit from the scientific tradition. So before we start to do, let us start to doubt. And we can doubt by considering the case of one of the great doubt-provokers of the Enlightenment: the Turk. It was, as you may know, the first great automaton—a chess-playing machine that inflamed Europe in the late eighteenth century. That it was not actually an automaton and couldn’t play chess didn’t alter the effect it had on people at the time. Like many others, I have been fascinated by the Turk since I first read about it, in histories of magic and illusion. Then Tom Standage’s fine 2002 horizontal social history of the machine and its times, called, simply, The Turk, clarified an often deliberately mystified history.

			The Turk first appeared in Vienna in 1770 as a chess-playing machine—a mechanical figure of a bearded man dressed in Turkish clothing, seated above a cabinet with a chessboard on top. Its inventor and first operator, a Hungarian quasi-nobleman, scientist, and engineer named Wolfgang von Kempelen—one of those amazing Enlightenment figures who danced at eight weddings at once and still kept the beat—would assemble a paying audience, open the doors of the lower cabinet, and show the impressively whirring clockwork mechanisms that filled the inner compartments beneath the seated figure. Then he would close the cabinet and invite a challenger to play chess. The automaton—the robot, as we would say now—would gaze at the opponent’s move, ponder, then raise its mechanical arm and make a stiff but certain move of its own. Mastery had been implanted in it; a computer, a living brain, had been taught somehow to play chess!

			Before it was destroyed by fire in Philadelphia in the 1850s, the Turk toured Europe and America and played games with everyone from Benjamin Franklin to, by legend at least, Napoleon Bonaparte. It certainly once played a game with Philidor, the greatest chess master of the age. The Turk lost, but Philidor admitted that he had been hard-pressed to defeat it, a public relations triumph for Kempelen. Artificial intelligence, the eighteenth century believed, had arrived, wearing a fez and ticking away like Captain Hook’s crocodile.

			Of course, the thing was a fraud, or rather, a trick—a clever magician’s illusion. A sliding sled on well-lubricated casters had been fitted inside the lower cabinet and the only real ingenuity was how this simple machine allowed a hidden chess player to glide easily, and silently, into a semi-seated position inside. There was a lot more room to hide in the cabinet than all that clockwork machinery suggested.

			Now, the Turk fascinates me for several reasons, since it illuminates many odd and haunting holes in human reasoning and in our response to mastery. It reminds us, in Ottoman garb, that mastery is, among other things, a performance, and one that depends on our guesses, confident or not, about the identity of the master we’re watching.

			The first truth it embodied is that, once impressed, we quickly leave the ladder of incremental reasoning behind. Common sense should have told the people who watched and challenged it that for the Turk to have really been a chess-playing machine, it would have had to have been the latest in a long sequence of such machines. For there to be a mechanical Turk who played chess, there would have had to have been, ten years before, a mechanical Greek who played checkers. It’s true that the late eighteenth century was a great age of automatons, machines that could make programmed looms weave and mechanical birds sing—although always the same song, or tapestry, over and over. But the reality that chess-playing was an entirely different kind of creative activity seemed as obscure to them as it seems obvious to us now.

			People were fooled because they were looking, as we always seem to do, for the elegant and instant solution to a problem, even when the cynical and ugly and incremental one is right. The great-grandfather of computer science, Charles Babbage, saw the Turk, and though he realized that it was probably a magic trick, he also asked himself what exactly would be required to produce an elegant solution. What kind of machine would you actually have to build if you could build a machine to play chess? What would its capacities need to be? Babbage’s “difference engine”—the first computer—arose in part from his desire to believe that there was a beautiful solution to the problem of what we now call artificial intelligence, even if the one before him was not it.

			We always want not just the right solution to a mystery; we want a beautiful solution. And when we meet a mysterious thing, we are always inclined to believe that it must therefore conceal an inner beauty. When we see an impregnable tower, we immediately are sure that there must be a princess inside. Doubtless there are many things that seem obscure to us—the origins of the universe, the nature of consciousness, the possibility of time travel—that will seem obvious in the future. But the solutions to their obscurity, too, will undoubtedly be clunky and ugly and more ingenious than sublime. The solution to the problem of consciousness will involve, so to speak, sliding sleds and hidden chess players.

			But there is another aspect of the thing that haunts me too. Though some sought a beautiful solution when a cynical one was called for, plenty of people—Edgar Allan Poe, for instance, who wrote a long analytic piece on the machine when it toured America, one of his first significant published works—realized that the Turk had to be what it actually was, a cabinet with a chess player inside. What seems to have stumped Poe and the other, shrewder Turk detectives was not the ugliness of the solution but the singularity of the implied chess player. Where would you find a tiny chess genius, they wondered. Or could the operator be using fiendishly well-trained children? Even if you accepted the idea of an adult player, who could it be, this hidden, inscrutable but unquestionable master?

			It turns out that the chess players who operated the Turk from inside were just . . . chess players, an ever-changing sequence of strong but not star players, who needed the gig badly enough to be willing to spend a week or a month working sessions inside its smoky innards. Kempelen, and then after him a traveling showman named Maelzel, who bought and restored the automaton and took it to America, picked up chess players wherever they happened to be, as Chuck Berry used to hire his backup bands on the road. In Paris, when the Turk played Philidor, Kempelen recruited a variety of strong but second-rank chess players from places like the Café de la Régence, the leading chess café in a city where coffeehouse life had bloomed to become a separate civil society of its own. They included a surprisingly tall player named Boncourt; a chess writer named Alexandre; and a now completely unknown chess player named Weyle.

			For this was the most astonishing of Kempelen’s insights, a sublime shortcut every bit as brilliant in its way as actually building a chess-playing machine. It was that, in the modern world, mastery was widely available. None of the names of the chess masters who played as the Turk were particularly remarkable then or famous now. They were students, second-rank players, not an enslaved little person or an inspired child among them. Merely strong chess players who needed the work—badly enough to put up with the discomforts and absurdities of slipping inside the Turk. The operators never lacked for someone to play the role. There was always someone available who was good enough to win, needed the gig, and didn’t mind the working conditions. They would take the job and get inside the machine, get paid for it, and the Turk would move on to its next stop in Boston or Bruges, and Kempelen or Maelzel would go to another chess club and ask, Does anyone who isn’t claustrophobic need a job? At one point, on board a boat taking the invention to America, Maelzel actually recruited a young French girl who had never played chess before and taught her a series of endgames. Chess players assure me that these are easier to play than it might seem, but they were still hard enough to add a note of risk.

			Kempelen was a genius, certainly. But his genius didn’t lay in programming a machine that was capable of playing chess. His genius was that he understood the ubiquity of mastery. In a world seeking excellence, with millions of people crowded into competitive cities, excellence becomes surprisingly well distributed. The second-best chess player at a chess club is a far better chess player than you can imagine.

			And therein lies what I think of now as the asymmetry of mastery: we overrate masters and underrate mastery. With the Turk, the simplest solution was the hardest, partly because those in the audience underestimated the space inside the cabinet but also because they overestimated just how good the chess player had to be. We always overestimate the space between the very good and the uniquely good. That inept soccer player we whistle at in despair is a better soccer player than we will ever meet. The few people who do grasp the asymmetry of mastery, tend, like Kempelen and Maelzel, to profit greatly from it. The greatest managers in any sport are those who know you can always find new and “lesser” players to play a vital role.

			The sociologist Howie Becker tried to systematize this insight. The distinctive thing about “creativity,” in his view, is not that it’s rare but that it’s so common, if often misidentified. Some of the most seemingly creative professions—for instance, playing classical music with an orchestra—are in fact the most routinized and rule-bound; others that we typically don’t even count as creative—such as a woman at home cooking for her family (he was writing in the 1950s)—face new predicaments and find genuinely creative solutions. As with my mother, the mastery itself is not difficult; recognizing it, organizing it, rewarding it, that’s the difficult part, and often subject to haphazard prejudice, not to mention, of course, deeply implanted bigotries and social oppressions, of the kind that reduced many brilliant, inspired home cooks to the status of “housewife.”

			My son, Luke, was obsessed with card magic as an adolescent but, having learned that art, he realized the fundamental human truth: that girls are not impressed by card tricks. They like guitar players. He spent several years “mastering” guitar, as he had once “mastered” chess and then card magic. Then we went to a party where a jazz combo had been dressed by the party-givers in ridiculous 1920s-style clothing. Luke pointed to a guitarist in his ludicrous spats and Gatsby hat, forced for money to clock ticky-tacky chords, and said, “Dad, that man is a much better guitar player than anyone I have ever played with.” It was the chess-café phenomenon. Mastery is available, and in need of work.

			And what of the handful of true, undisputed masters? What makes them unique, I’ve come to think, is not so much virtuosity but instead some strange idiosyncratic vibration of his or her own. What we call genius is most often inspired idiosyncrasy, and sometimes even inspired idiocy. Bob Dylan started off as a bad musician, and then spent 10,000 hours practicing. But he did not become a better musician. He became Bob Dylan. And it should be said that some of those who possess ultimate mastery, as Bobby Fischer and Michael Jackson conspire to remind us, have hollow lives of surpassing unhappiness, as if the needed space for a soul were replaced by whirring clockwork. Perhaps our children sense this truth as they struggle to master things.

			Those who stand out in a first rank rarely have a skill that can be defined technically. Even in the narrow and circumscribed region of chess, the geniuses who stand out have a different kind of gift—often referred to, inadequately, as “creative flair” or “situational intelligence.” Hard work certainly matters. But a lot of people work hard. Wayne Gibson and the Tornadoes played the same clubs in Hamburg as the Beatles. Did they work less hard? Perhaps. They went on to sign a contract, record some flops, and then a hit or two with Beatles and Stones songs. Obviously, Wayne was less talented than Sir Paul. But being talented is also, obviously, a composite gift. It arrives each time in a unique formula of many parts, some obvious, some more mysterious.

			Having so many masters around can be a comfort to even to minor ones. If excellence is insufficiently rewarded, it’s less because the world is cruel than because it is so busy handing out rewards. There are just a lot of terrific pianists, amazing chess players, first-rate gymnasts, tennis players with astonishing backhands, short-story writers with a feeling for dialogue and the poignant arc. We tend to focus unduly on a handful of names because it simplifies life to do so. They can’t all be champions. One of the joys I found in reading and editing the great jazz critic Whitney Balliett was to be exposed to those musicians who played in what he called “the shadows and shoals of show business,” forgotten trombone players and “minor” pianists who nonetheless made high poetry literally out of thin, or more often, smoky air. Bill Coleman and Ed Bickert and Joe Bushkin—the integrity of their accomplishment is not diminished by the density of their kind, or the frequent invisibility of their legacy. They are there—once on LPs, now on Spotify—as masterly as ever, not unimportant, only momentarily unheard.

			This is one reason why minor masters seek out the company of fellow aspirants to mastery, why those chess cafés in Paris were the place to search for Turk-inserts. The chess café, the nightclub after the show, the painters’ salon—these are places where minor masters go to be known and seen for their mastery even if they can’t be champions. It is good to sing in the great chorus of modern mastery and wait for our turn inside the machine.

			There’s a sadder side to this, as well, one that we struggle to explain to our kids, as I did with Luke about the guitar player. It is very hard to do a difficult thing, it is very important to learn to do a difficult thing, and once you have learned to do it, you will always discover that there is someone else who does it better.

			But of all the reflections the Turk may inspire, still another is the most important. It was the orchestration of effects around the Turk that elevated the merely okay player to exceptional player. It was not the clockwork specificity of the machine but the totality of the effects—not the automaton itself but the atmosphere around it—that made the idea work, that gave the impression of mastery. The Turk was a physical frame in which a chess player could, however uncomfortably, play. But it was also a kind of psychological “frame,” an envelope of expectations that magnified the power of the chess player inside.

			For the other thing that Kempelen understood is that once you put a very good chess player into a very impressive-looking and mysterious-looking piece of machinery, he or she becomes a great chess player. Excellence always takes place within a context of performance. The power of the machine lay in how it urged people to project onto it powers that it never possessed, but that, by the act of sympathetic imagination, became possible, and, in a wonderful natural joke, eventually realized. Crediting the machine with more than it could do, the audience made the machine more credible. Who was inside the machine? You were.

			Though a trick, the Turk wasn’t a swindle. In its incapacity to do what it seemed to do, it prodded other people to do more. It was the essential nudge to Babbage in his thinking about the “difference engine.” How could you achieve a chess-playing machine, make a real Turk? And it affected the history of literature. Poe’s deductive account of the Turk, with its focus on the minutiae of performance and deception, became the model for his later detective stories, the first ever of their kind. The entire tradition of the detective story and all that it encompasses owes something to Poe’s investigation of how the Turk might work. The idea of the “clue,” which seems to us by now transparent and self-evident, had to be discovered. The idea that you could deduce responsibility by examining the residual traces of behavior—fingerprints or DNA, or in the case of the Turk the uses of the candelabra and the implications of magnetism—was a new one. By being opaque, the Turk helped launch that line of inquiry.

			The story of art includes exactly the search for “cognitive prostheses” not unlike the Turk—for the formula, the advance, that makes art not merely accomplished but original. By “cognitive prostheses” we mean artificial extensions of our mind and senses that make them more powerful than they were unaided—some as simple as eyeglasses, some as complex as computer-assisted memory devices for the elderly with failing minds. Ben Franklin, after “inventing” or at least popularizing, bifocals in France, wrote in 1785 that the best thing about them was that he could both see what he was eating and watch the mouths of his companions: “When one’s ears are not well accustomed to the sounds of a language, a sight of the movements in the features of him that speaks help to explain; so that I understand French better by the help of my spectacles.” What seemed like an obvious perceptual prosthesis doubled as a subtler cognitive one.

			But in a sense, all of the arts use such devices: even if we don’t have a computer-assisted memory, mnemonic devices—like the famous “memory palaces” that many of us use to recall a sequence of thoughts for a lecture—or artistic practices, like the use of linear perspective to lay out a landscape according to a fixed rule, are cognitive prostheses as well. For that matter, so is the microphone we use to amplify a singing voice. “Speaking” singers, of the high order of Frank Sinatra, depend on a mic for their meanings. As much as eyeglasses let us see things we can’t, or, as Franklin saw, “hear” better than we could, or a microphone lets us hear whispers we normally wouldn’t, the grandeur of the imposture of the Turk made it seem something it wasn’t.

			This first mystery of mastery would seem to lead naturally to talking about magic tricks and their exemplary place in the real work. But I shall engage in a small bit of misdirection here and instead address first another kind of illusion, one that seems “higher” in our usual hierarchy of the arts. I mean perhaps the most original cognitive prosthesis that the Western world has invented: life and perspective drawing, the practice of making black marks on white paper that don’t just seem to symbolize but actually resemble bodies and figures as we see them in the world. This is the realest of all work, with seemingly limitless horizons of meaning, from the most profound, where Michelangelo makes a human body a vessel for divine striving to the most basic, in the way that an erotic illustrator can turn hooks and scrawls into an activating object of desire. Yet it relies not on acuity of observation alone but on a set of tricks and techniques and trade secrets, on a series of cognitive prostheses so worn by time that they have the virtuous appearance of pure skill. It was my first dive into the extended practice of learning to do hard things I couldn’t do before, and it brought me close to the first master I would consciously study as a master, even if I didn’t quite realize it until later on. How does the work of art get real? It was a question only an artist could answer.
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