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TO Pauline, my wife, WHO LOVES MAGIC AND EVEN ONE MAGICIAN.





FOREWORD

By Ben Robinson
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THE OLD CLICHÉ IS THAT YOU cannot tell a book by its cover. In the case of John Mulholland’s Story of Magic, the cover tells us plenty, but perhaps does not inspire judgment. The problem with the cover is that you have to know the backstory of the book to even appreciate that it had a cover at all when it was printed in 1935.

The Great Depression had just washed across the globe and the Golden Age of Magic (1880 to 1920) had also taken its last breaths. During this period, theatres were full of patrons who desired (and received) excellent live, surprising entertainment. Most of the artists who appeared in the European one-ring circus, music hall, or American vaudeville were born to their craft, sometimes through ethnic generational training, such as the Yiddish “tummler” —or, one who comically proffers “prizes and surprises.” John Mulholland’s Story of Magic is the rich brew of street, city square, and traveling Eastern European Romany troubadour—performers with the better gimmick (a plural word developed from a sixteenth-century magician’s name). Such won larger audiences, farthings, crowns, dollars, and other baksheesh put in their humble collection hats. After all, it is called “show business.”

Mulholland informs us that sometimes early twentieth-century vaudevillian drama went to the sidewalk; big, white (promotional) ambulances were parked near marquees with huge banners on their doors boldly stating:

“IN CASE THE SAW SLIPS—

TONIGHT — KEITH’S THEATRE!

SEE GOLDIN SAW A WOMAN IN HALVES!!!”

Between acts, sometimes the more daring showmen would have a pail of red liquid poured into the gutter precipitously close to where tickets were purchased. Outdoor entertainment, such as Houdini wriggling free of a straitjacket (“used on the murderously insane!!!” his posters yelled), and the outdoor cup-and-ball worker had the same intent: get the audience’s money. Mulholland shows us when and what happened when magic moved indoors.

“The flickers” born of the Lumiere Brothers in Paris, otherwise known as “the film business,” were brought to the world in 1895. Film changed entertainment forever, but film did not immediately challenge live entertainment. (Most professional entertainers at the dawn of film were skeptical of film as entertainment rivaling variety. One non-believer was named Charlie Chaplin.) Film seemed to be a scrapbook recording of who was seen live. And, all of the characters enclosed in John Mulholland’s Story of Magic merge with the emerging medium of film. France is the main nation where nascent film emerged, as it was the home of Robert-Houdin’s Theatre Fantastiques, which would later be owned and managed by Georges Melies, the Father of Modern Special Effects in film. Melies was a celebrated magician, and pioneer filmmaker; his biography made by Martin Scorsese as his film Hugo (2011).

One French master magician, juggler, and chapeaugrapher (the art of making many hats with one piece of felt), Felicien Trewey, is seen in some of the very first silent films ever recorded. Not only were such master magicians celebrated on stage; now their agility could be seen on film. British pioneer magician John Nevil Maskelyne is shown in a film from 1896 juggling twelve spinning plates. Such images and performances inspired June Barrows Mussey to utilize Mulholland’s massive collection and do a “picture book” illustrating the history he loved hearing Mulholland tell, and act out.

By the time June Barrows Mussey got it in his head that he wanted to celebrate his teacher John Mulholland shortly after Houdini’s death on Halloween 1926, Mulholland was just returning from a lengthy tour of Eastern Europe. He’d also been to India, gathering material for his second book Quicker Than The Eye (1927).

As it happened, history collided with scholarship. The Great Depression surrounded the wheezing of vaudeville as popular entertainment. Finally, by 1935, the rise of sound film and a scholarly magician who could seemingly do anything were brought into the popular firmament of John Mulholland’s Story of Magic.

Had June Barrows Mussey not idolized John Mulholland (1898-1970), John Mulholland’s Story of Magic would never have been published. Mussey went on to adopt the nom de plume of “Henry Hay” and wrote what is arguably the most successful and influential book on magic of the twentieth century, The Amateur Magicians Handbook (1950). “Hay” dedicated that tome to John Mulholland. John Mulholland’s Story of Magic has a dedicated master-apprentice relationship written between the lines. Only three years after this book came out, Mussey would go on to write and edit a considerable amount of Mulholland’s Beware Familiar Spirits (1938).

John Mulholland’s Story of Magic is slim, the cordial size of a “children’s picture book.” Yet, it is meant for young adults with serious inquiry. John Mulholland’s Story of Magic is very clearly the past to current day’s prologue of illusion and wonder shown as a multi-million dollar business with epic stage shows such as Las Vegas’s Siegfried & Roy and their cast of many white tigers.

But more so, Mulholland and his work are the artistic link between the nineteenth-and twentieth-century practitioners of the psychological art of legerdemain, The Art of Magic, and the detailed inner secrets of the Italian Renaissance “Montimbanco” and the later Southwark Faire “mountebank.”

All of these characters—magician, legerdemainist, conjuror, montimbanco, and mountebank— were the predecessors to John Mulholland.

Born in Chicago just prior to the turn of the century, Mulholland came to New York at age two. Despite his controversial father’s background, by age ten young Mulholland was involved in the magic arts and would soon befriend the international stars of magic. He had long professional relationships with Houdini, Blackstone, Thurston, Kellar, and the man who ran a buzz saw through his “victim” nightly, Horace Goldin, “The Royal Illusionist.” Mulholland shows us where greatness comes from, especially in terms of his teacher John William Sargent. You will meet all of these characters within.

The world of magic as portrayed by this delightful book is a marvelous beginning for anyone who has been bitten by the magic bug. It seems those once bitten are forever infected with the love of magic, illusion, and making an audience marvel and applaud. If lucky, the hobby becomes a part time source of income, and for very few, a profession.

What a profession! In Paris, it is written backstage at the world famous Moulin Rouge:

Dancers are the hardest working

Jugglers are the most talented

Magicians—they’re the crazy ones

The author of the statement is unknown, but surely it was someone who trod those venerable boards in the 1880s. The statement has followed each person who has passed by in over 125 years. The point is that the book you now hold, and will soon delight in, is a panorama of personalities, both sane and not, who thought of the impossible, and then set out to do it. The Moulin Rouge was just one place where magicians hung their hats. Could this savvy quote have been written about Bautier de Kolta, who adorns the early pages in an elegant portrait? DeKolta was famous for making his wife disappear while she sat in a chair center stage. As well, he often sported three suit jackets when walking about; eccentric was he.

Doing the impossible was all in a day’s work for June Barrows Mussey and his small publishing house at his home at 66 Fifth Avenue on the northern cusp of the arch bordering Washington Square Park and Greenwich Village. No doubt some of the benches near Mussey’s home were soon filled with people looking for a bed once the Depression came crashing. During these harrowing times, Mulholland sought to inspire and entertain with charming history lessons; that is what fueled John Mulholland’s Story of Magic. (His talents were finely honed as a former Horace Mann instructor.)

Mussey accompanied Mulholland to many of his “lecture-performances.” Appearing mostly for private groups (schools, societies), where these history lessons were born, Mulholland spoke of long gone magicians, then duplicated their wonders for his paying audiences. Mulholland is largely credited for inventing the “lecture-platform-performance.” It might seem odd to the modern reader that historical education was once a newborn as “entertainment.” John Mulholland refined what his teacher John William Sargent had created. Mulholland was quickly contracted to appear by the Fifth Avenue agent William B. Feakins and toured nationally for over forty years with six different programs all based in entertaining history lessons.

While working with his student Mussey, Mulholland lived on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, but had an office on 42nd Street in the Times Square area. Mulholland was a first class society performer, and a world-renowned scholar on the history and psychology of the magic arts. Robert Lund, who founded the American Museum of Magic in Marshall, Michigan, wrote of Mulholland, “We have no modern counterpart.” Lund referred to Mulholland’s ambassadorial countenance, and his many hands-on talents. When the conjuring magazine Genii feted Mulholland two years before his death, it took six editors to each address one area of Mulholland’s interests, from collecting arcane books (some from the 1300s) or his newest book from the esteemed Scribner, explaining intricacies of Parlour entertaining.

Lest the reader think that “Parlour entertainment” is in some way old fashioned (read “antiquated and not relevant to modern day”), please reconsider.

The world described by Mulholland and Mussey in this story is one of men and women who all learned their craft first for friends, for being the life of the party. This happened well before amateur tricksters ever stepped on stage to learn what performing “magic” was. Hence, the world you will soon delight in is one John Mulholland knew well.

The difficulty many years later lies in seeing this work for what it was at the time of its release. Just as the twenty-first century makes its way to being a paperless society, those in the 1930s flirted with this idea too—out of necessity. Having endured a World War, the invention of the motion picture, telephone, steam engine, and automobile in the same years as the Golden Age of Magic, Mulholland lived through extreme change.

Therefore, in 1935, there were shortages of many goods and money could not be spent on non-essentials, such as, book covers.

Mulholland was impressed that his student, sometime scribe, and librarian was now beginning a publishing business, having somehow also scraped together enough money to attract the most respected American historian, Henry Steele Commager. However those who live for the written word, often create more red ink than black. The book they discussed, Mussey thought, would not have a dust jacket. Mulholland was in a delicate position when this book came out.

Houdini had recently died. Many were scrambling to attain his theatrical mantle. The tatters of the World War were still felt. And, a man in Germany was beginning to draw notice for his Worker’s Party. Mulholland, fresh from an assignment with the Romanian Secret Service (begun years before), was also just made the full time editor of The Sphinx magazine. The scholar-performer Mulholland was busy in a chaotic world.

If you read the final chapter of the book carefully, you will see that Mussey surprised Mulholland by including him in the overall parade.

However, never to be one-upped by his student, Mulholland, unbeknownst to Mussey, had designed the book cover and had a limited amount printed. Few originals survive and this cover is actually thought to be more valuable than the book itself. And it exists only because Mulholland would not let out a product under his own name without being “properly dressed.”

Mulholland scholars know that the dust jacket to John Mulholland’s Story of Magic is essentially the magician’s brochure for society shows such as at the esteemed NY Junior League (where he entertained royalty with diamonds). Hence, we can see with historical hindsight, this accurate time capsule was finished with élan and cleverness that the world recognized for over forty years. John Mulholland was undeniably the “go to” man for all things magic. (Later in life, Mulholland’s cleverness was employed by the CIA—as their first consulting magician.1)

Let this book warm you to an age where it was not just Douglas Fairbanks’s milquetoast character in the epic The Mark of Zorro (1920), saying “Hey, have you seen this one?” to introduce a small conjuration. Many of the men and women within these pages often made an unexpected handkerchief suddenly twirl like a skillful ballerina.

Make no mistake, magic is power. Artists who charm become immortal in the repeated tales of their great performance. This story is one man’s journey through history. John Mulholland, the artist of illusion and the chain-smoking writer, is a very important magic’s beginnings as an art. Mulholland guides us through the societal acceptance of those who offer magic, illusion, and feel-good surprise as pure entertainment. That’s a big step from “Pronounced spectre, dark Evil One He! Banish O’devils sin! Flames agulf Now dark O’her!” wrote Reverend Jonathan Pritchard at the Salem witch trials of 1693.

This story is exciting, unusual, and offbeat. Magicians may die, but magic is eternal.

The world John Mulholland’s Story of Magic points to is still present. This world will impress you, just as it impressed readers when this important book first appeared.
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