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… [A]ll too often one’s mind goes blank after a trick or two before an audience. This is true even with advanced card-men. A floundering attempt is then made to recall some simple feat, and instead of arriving at a triumphant climax one has to close ignominiously.


– The Royal Road to Card Magic (Hugard & Braue, 1949, p. 247)


I’d much rather you grasp the principles of magic so that when you’re in front of a crowd, hooked on the laughter and requests for dates, you won’t be limited to a bunch of stale routines. I’d rather give you the tools to make up your own tricks, to improvise, to wing it, to think on your feet.


– David Pogue (1998, p. 223), 
‘The Build-Your-Own-Card-Trick Kit’, 
Magic for Dummies









Dedicated to Greer Maréchal, whose book The Complete Magician planted the seed all those years ago.









Preface


How many times have you been to a party and had someone thrust a deck of cards upon you with the breathless request to ‘do a trick’? Not very often, probably. But when it happens, the shock is likely to drive from your mind all your painfully accumulated knowledge of pasteboard skullduggery.


– Al Leech (1959, p. 3)


To take one’s harp to a party and not be asked to play does not only apply to harpists. At least it is hardly possible to get a harp into a room without anyone seeing it, but a close-up magician can have a pocket full of material without the company being aware of it.


– Pat Page (1975a, p. 157)


There are two diametrically opposed situations that face the close-up magician. The first is where one is asked to perform unexpectedly and has to conjure up something from thin air (sometimes literally). The second is where the avid close-upper has a new trick burning a hole in his or her pocket, anxiously looking for a victim. The two problems in other words are either that the spectator wants to see magic when the magician is unprepared to perform, or the magician wishes to perform when the spectator is unprepared for magic (which is most of the time).


The second problem can be resolved if one faces the underlying motives for performing. They may not always be to ‘bring enjoyment to others’ per se but to achieve an ulterior purpose (to try out new material, or for various social purposes, such as using magic as a substitute for conversation, to gain one’s daily dose of attention, or even to show off). For example, we have all patiently sat through dinner-table history lectures or descriptions at length of movies that people have seen. If a point is being made which is somehow relevant then that is probably the motive; but when there is no relevant point underlying the talk, another motive must be at work. This is not to pass judgement at all, but to differentiate the various reasons for being the temporary centre of attention.


I once mentioned to John Bannon how, employed as a magician, I disliked interrupting people at events to show magic. John said something that stuck in my mind: ‘You have to be one of those annoying people.’ This is not to imply that all magicians at events are annoying, but that for the annoying magician, none of this matters. Whether or not you are asked to perform, you do so anyway and however it suits you. If you are that type of performer then you are probably reading the wrong book, as you have your system (the social bulldozer approach) sorted. Magicians at functions are paid to interrupt, like waiting staff, and most professionals know how to do so without annoying people. Impromptu, the problem is more subtle.


For the intuitive magician, professionally or informally, we try and wait for the right moment, or at least use all of our social skills to make the segue or interruption palatable. Al Leech asks how often we have been to a party and been asked to perform. But how often have we been invited to a social event, taking a deck of cards just in case, and not been asked? And we never seem to find the right moment, because we can’t just switch conversation randomly and force magic on people. Anyone who tunes in to the moment will not fail to sense the grinding of gears when doing magic at the wrong moment or in the wrong way. It matters to us that our intended victim may respond more positively if we wait for the right moment or offer magic in the right way, just as we avoid a restaurant or store if the tout outside or salesman inside is too pushy. There is a funny concept in Italian: the tout who entices you into a club is the buttadentro; the person who, literally translated, ‘throws you in’. The buttafuori, the bouncer, is the one who throws you out! The aim of this book is to understand how context shapes our magic and the response it gets. This helps us avoid both throwing our magic in and having it thrown out.


I was once engaged to do close-up at a steakhouse on Finchley Road, north London. It was Valentine’s night and my two main tricks were name-a-card (‘wish for your lucky card’) and sponge rabbits. All but one table wanted to see magic. This table was presided over by a shaven-headed mafioso with a number of young women. Whenever I approached and made eye contact, he gave me a slow, menacing shake of the head. At the end of the evening, just as I was leaving, he waved me over from the other end of the restaurant. I walked back down, wondering what would happen. Not one to waste words, the thug pointed to one of his entourage and said, ‘Rabbits!’ So the toughest guy in the room melted due to patience and not forcing things. The attention-seeker – the annoying magician we have all encountered – who assumes that everybody loves magic all of the time, would not have waited for this moment and maybe have got a rude response.


The paradox of waiting for the right moment is that it rarely comes while waiting. The anxiety of waiting and the theoretical analysing of situations prevent us from connecting with people and events. To paraphrase John Lennon, performing opportunities pass by while we are planning when and what to perform.


The first problem – being asked to do magic unexpectedly – is harder and forms the basis of this book. You may be surprised how many factors are involved, not so much in performing impromptu, but why we are so often unable to perform, and why our knowledge and skills so often let us down just when we need them most. This book is intended as a complete survey and not all of the factors may apply to you. I am condensing many years’ experience into a few hours of reading and study. From that perspective, what may appear a long read will in fact save much time in looking for solutions. Nonetheless, the book is not for people in a rush who take things out of context.


When an expert like, for example, Andrew Galloway condenses on paper the teachings of a master such as John Ramsay, through no fault of the writer the reader learns the condensed version – what is called theory – and tries to apply it as is. They have understood the theory intellectually, but failed to assimilate and revitalise the theory so that it takes on its original, all-encompassing form, albeit in new hands. To paraphrase Idries Shah, they have taken the milk powder but haven’t added the water. This is the problem of books on practical theory. The aim here is to overcome this by encouraging an intuitive and experiential approach to balance out the theoretical.


Do we really master magic through improvisation? Surely it is the other way around: that we master magic in order to improvise? In fact it is both. The thesis here is that only through improvising and going beyond mechanical performing do we truly understand and master impromptu close-up magic.


Justin Higham


19 August, 2024
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Introduction


Lightning Never Strikes the Same Place Twice ­(Except When it Does)


The layperson’s archetype


In the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s, in the days before on-demand TV, those of us into magic will recall their excitement whenever a magic-themed episode of any TV detective show aired. Along with Bill Bixby’s The Magician, there were only a handful in all. But whatever you thought of Hart to Hart, Columbo or Charlie’s Angels, the episodes where the villain was a magician-turned-criminal mastermind were worth waiting for, and are worth tracking down now. What the magicians in these episodes all had in common was something that any true conjurer should possess: the ability to do magic at the drop of a hat. In their ‘off-stage’ moments they effortlessly produced coins, doves, and glasses of wine with a spontaneity that captured the essence of magic. Most if not all of the tricks were true (not TV special effects) and filmed in one take. The spontaneity was of course simulated through staging and editing. But if we could somehow capture this spontaneity live in our impromptu magic, we would come closer to the layperson’s archetype of a magician: not just someone who carries tricks or has learnt routines, but a character who does magic.


The TV magicians were imagined representations of how a magician is a larger-than-life character, able to do magic any time, anywhere. If magic is a representation of miracles or higher-dimensional phenomena brought into lower dimensions, then these TV shows were representations of representations. But what the directors conveyed, often more effectively than many magicians thanks to the pseudo-spontaneity, was the layperson’s archetype: the fantasy of the always-on-duty conjurer. Not someone who claims real magic powers, but a conjuror always prepared; and not just with any old trick as with the habitual prop-carrying hobbyist, but effects apropos of present circumstances. You could call it spontaneously apposite magic. This doesn’t necessarily mean magic with borrowed objects; you could produce a rabbit from under a tablecloth if you could do such a thing and the moment called for it.


As a boy in the early 1980s, I dreamed of possessing such an ability. What child (or adult, for that matter) who is into magic doesn’t? For me, it all started on receiving a book from my mother on my tenth birthday called The Complete Magician by Greer Maréchal. In these pages, Maréchal (1957, p. 81) stated:


This does not mean … that there should be no improvising in an impromptu demonstration. Quite the contrary: the impromptu performer spends a great deal of his demonstration ‘ad libbing’ his tricks. Thus the magician may not know when he has a card selected just how he will reveal it for the climax. The spectators believe that each trick the magician performs is a separate and long-rehearsed entity.


[T]he reader will find from experience that his most startling effects are those that he improvises as he goes along by taking advantage of some lucky break, some twist in the general conversation, or some occurrence that makes possible just once an effect that could never be performed again. [Emphasis added.]


The connection between ad libbing with a deck of cards and the always-on-duty conjurer may not be immediately apparent, but the underlying approach is the same. It is not the type of magic or props, but the attitude and knowledge, and how they are applied. The above quote contains the essence, not only of improvisational magic but the most potent form of improvisation: the covert form, as opposed to the overt ‘improv show’ format; and in my view, the most effective form of magic possible.


A year after receiving this book I read Kenneth Lang’s three-part series on improvisation with cards in Abracadabra magazine (Lang, 1981). This was unlike anything in standard magic books, which all relied on the familiar, linear, recipe-book formula for both teaching and doing magic: learn the moves, sequences and patter, and play them back in performance, making the audience fit with the play-back as best you can. This may be fine for formal shows, but informally it has many pitfalls. Magic books tell us, ‘Be yourself, be original, be spontaneous’, and yet the same books teach us other people’s routines and patter, and we aim to do them the same way at predetermined moments. We are never taught how to be yourself, original and spontaneous, or what they even mean.


A third piece of the puzzle was Kirk Charles’ ‘What can you do with this?’ or Improv Magic (1977) which I read as a teenager in the mid-’80s. While I was never wholly sold on the improv magic show (as compared to, say, comedy improv, which clearly works), I was struck by one aspect: that objects used improvisationally could be categorised according to shape. It wasn’t so much the examples given but the broader significance: that we are not constrained by certain physical or presentational factors, but may adapt to what we find in front of us.


Something else that helped flip my mind from linear to improvisational performing was a sort of influence-by-opposites. In the early 1990s, myself and Roger Crosthwaite used to meet once or twice a week to session and write Roger’s Thesaurus (1994). We would go for a curry, and after dinner Roger would show me the latest rendition of his ‘Completing the Circle’ card-table act (or portions therefrom) for possible inclusion in the book. Each week, Roger had a new version to show me as he searched for the ultimate combination of effects and methods. Eventually it dawned upon me: there wasn’t one, and nor could there be, except for a formal and structured show. The most that one can hope for in the formal setting is a combination that seems to work best, most of the time, honed over many live performances.


Informally we must be prepared to change things up at a moment’s notice. This is because the time-place-people factor is always in a state of flux and is different each time we do a routine; lightning never strikes the same place twice.1 It’s as if a routine has a use-by date of only a few seconds. The solution is not fixed in a certain position in space-time if only we could find it, but in adapting to space-time each time we do a routine; adding an extra phase or leaving one out, adapting the patter, slowing down or speeding up as circumstances dictate, and so on. On a broader level, the secret is to learn how to conjure up magic based on a knowledge of sleights, effects, themes, and all of the other elements. It’s the equivalent of learning how to cook, not just memorise a few recipes.


Around the mid-’90s I became disillusioned with the whole idea of set tricks and fixed routines, both in terms of the mechanicalness and impersonal nature of push-button magic (which includes the technically advanced type), and the limitless variations being published, many of which were likewise searching for the ultimate one-glove-fits-all method. These are two sides of the same coin. Methods can be streamlined for general practicality up to a certain point. Everyone lives in their own parallel universe and every magician has their own tweaks and variations on tricks. This is as it should be. A published effect is only a starting point. We need to personalise what we read, create our own patter, calibrate sleights to our own hands, and so on. But not every minor variation warrants publishing, especially when it reinvents earlier methods and only represents one person’s ideals, skills, and circumstances, without adding anything original or noteworthy.2


Unsurprisingly, the formulaic, set approach produces formulaic magicians who keep the same scripted patter, fixed smiles, and planned gestures for all performances, formal or informal. The only way that such magic can work, that the square peg can fit the round hole, is to make the hole square, as in the audience boxed into their theatre seats and conforming to established behaviours. But not all holes can be made square. In the impromptu setting it is the peg that often has to be rounded. It is in fact a constantly fluctuating mix of the two, uniquely combined in every moment, where performer and spectator meet halfway, the midway point constantly shifting.


The mistake that mechanical magicians make is to practise and rehearse for imagined spectators as we all do, and then go out and perform for ‘faceless spectators’ in the same mechanical way – effectively rehearsing live – instead of performing for this specific person or group according to circumstances. Instead of perceiving present realities and adapting method and presentation to them, the performer tries to fit the spectator and situation to the mechanically-rehearsed trick. Mary and Dave become Spectators A and B instead of the other way around. We’ve got things back to front and are trying to adapt the terrain to the map.3 The analogy isn’t perfect – sometimes the terrain must be made to conform to the map (we ‘move rocks that have fallen onto an established path’) – but we must get away from the idea that only the map is real.


Together with these factors was a further problem that I faced all those years ago: an inability to do magic impromptu. It wasn’t that, after 15 years of study, I didn’t have the skills or tricks, but quite the opposite: I had too many! Two things happened within half an hour, 35 years ago, that have stayed with me ever since. I said to Allan Ackerman, shortly after meeting him at a convention in Las Vegas, that in spite of knowing hundreds of card tricks and techniques, I could never think of a single trick when asked to perform for laypeople. He paused and reflected for a moment, and then told me that he had the same problem. We hit it off partly based on this shared experience of knowing so many tricks, yet not having a single one at the fingertips to present at a moment’s notice. The more tricks you know, the more tongue-tied or ‘brain-tied’ one becomes; there are too many to choose from and nothing immediately available.


The second occurrence involved a contingent of Japanese magicians with a large video camera walking up to Ed Marlo at the same convention and asking him to do something for the camera. Projecting my own insecurities onto Marlo, I expected him to politely decline. I was surprised when he said ‘Sure’ and went into a short, visual card routine (a very original ‘Ambitious Card’) which satisfied the visitors very much. The paradox is that when sitting with fellow magicians at conventions, we not only never get stuck for tricks to show one another, but struggle to keep the floodgates of trick-recall and association-by-effect-or-method even half closed. These sessions last for hours and days due to this perpetual-recall mechanism. If only there was a way of triggering this mindset or capability with laypeople in the impromptu setting.


In 1995 I wrote a monograph on improvisation called The KOSBE System which, in a roundabout way, brings us to the present book which deals with two sides of the same coin. The first is the syndrome that seems to be common among magicians: that they know lots of magic, may always be working on routines, will sit for hours and perform for other magicians, and yet never have anything ready at the fingertips when asked by laypeople: the precise moment when all our studies and practice should come to fruition! Either our mind goes blank or the few tricks that we recall seem ill-suited to here and now.


The other side of the coin is understanding what makes a magician in the sense of the layperson’s archetype: the magician who is never off-duty but conjures up magic at a moment’s notice. What qualities or skills should such a magician have? Wouldn’t it be a shame if we spent our life practising magic even to the level of technical expertise, and yet never truly master being a magician or, at least, understanding what really defines one? I am not referring to the trap that some magicians fall into of developing a 24-hour magician’s persona. I’m not suggesting that we start emulating ’70s TV magicians, producing fans of cards or coins from behind people’s ears at petrol-station checkouts. In fact, we are trying to do the opposite. The TV shows simulate spontaneity within their own settings, so it wouldn’t make sense to mimic them. Instead, we have to somehow express the art spontaneously in our own, real-life situations. Whatever our personality in everyday life, we maintain this personality ‘on stage’ in the impromptu setting.


We are looking at the idealised TV magician as representing an archetype, to understand what impressions make a magician in the mind of a layperson; not as a role model to imitate. We are not even looking at these characters as people or at their tricks, and we’re not aiming to inflict magic on all and sundry, like mad magical troubadours. Intuitively apposite magic is the polar opposite of mechanical performing. Nonetheless, watching these shows helps one recapture the layman’s perspective, because it is as laypeople that we watch TV detective shows and not as magicians.


Professionals and others who perform regularly may wonder what the big deal is regarding the first problem (trick recall). But the fact is that many amateurs, some of them very good technically, somehow are never able to think of even one or two tricks, let alone apposite ones, impromptu. They suffer a mental block or don’t have the right tricks ready – because the right tricks are often never known until the moment comes. It’s like the perfect riposte, icebreaker, or gag – something created afresh in the moment – which somehow remains elusive. The solution involves an approach to magic based on understanding the impromptu situation; its dynamics and our psychological tendencies, such as how we react to situations and stress. These, as much as the nuts-and-bolts practicalities of tricks and methods, form our solutions. As we build knowledge and experience and a more intuitive approach, we can start to make tentative steps towards evoking – or at least understanding – the archetype of the amazing impromptu conjurer that we always dreamed of being.


Notes


1. ‘No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it is not the same river and he is not the same man.’ – Heraclitus.


2. ‘… I’m all for variations … but not when said variation is actually inferior to the original. Especially when logic alone can prove this without even knowing or being aware of the original. In fact improving the bad variation in some cases has led to a reinvention of the original.’ (Marlo, 1979, Foreword.)


3. This fallacy is a form of objectivation or turning of something fluid and unique into something fixed and generic. The theatrical fourth wall is reinforced rather than broken through.









Part 1


Diagnosis


Why Performing Impromptu Is Hard









Chapter 1


Performance Paralysis


The far side of intellect


When individuals attempt to consciously control aspects of their performance that they normally execute automatically, this change in their performance routine often results in sub-par performance.


– Harry Wallace et al., cited in Cashmore (2002, p. 317)


Imagine an experienced bartender in a theatre bar as the audience exits the auditorium and arrives at the bar en masse like a flock of geese. The bartender will immediately be ‘in the zone’, locked into the moment using a highly focused mix of intuition, feel, and experience to guide their decisions and actions; where all the relevant bottles, glasses and serving implements are, who to serve next, how much to charge, even where their fellow bartenders are at any given moment. Now imagine someone clocking on to their first ever shift at the bar and walking into that small space with dozens of customers clamouring to be served. They freeze, unable to compute the situation. The dazzled-animal feeling is what it can feel like when suddenly asked to perform impromptu magic: ‘You’re a magician? How wonderful! Do show us something!’ Within seconds the atmosphere changes. A heavy spotlight beams down on you as a hushed anticipation builds: ‘Shh! He’s going to do something amazing!’ All you can see through a dark narrow tunnel is a pair of hands – yours – slowly removing cards from a box. Time slows down and all thoughts and knowledge of magic get sucked from your mind. You can’t think of a single trick.


Things are simply harder live because there is pressure, and there are dynamics and untold variables not present when rehearsing privately. Even when we know what we are doing, our mind gets wiped if we are caught off guard. Imagine how much more this is the case when we have not practised or rehearsed to the point of unconscious competence, because we are still mastering something or learning how to perform.


I can beat higher-rated computer algorithms playing online chess, but pitted against a human at the same or even lower level, I get anxious and my mind freezes. In stressful situations certain physiological and psychological things happen to us, and what happens next depends on how we react to these. Adrenalin kicks in, the heart beats faster, our breathing is shallow, and we may experience tunnel vision. Because these feel unusual or unpleasant, we interpret them negatively, and this adds a psychological stressor on top of the physiological ones: we get stressed at feeling stressed.


The mild shock of being put on the spot creates performance paralysis; the dreaded brain (and sometimes body) freeze. A Gary Larson Far Side cartoon epitomises the predicament: Tarzan is rehearsing his pick-up lines (‘Allow me to introduce myself … I am Tarzan, Lord of the Jungle.… And you?’), but in the meeting itself, all he can manage to blurt out is, ‘Me Tarzan! You Jane!’ Days of practice have gone out of the window in seconds. It is not just a case of remembering tricks, but which ones, how to do them under present circumstances, and in what way (presentationally). Like Tarzan, somehow our preparation fails to prepare us, and we can’t explain why.


Trying to engage the intellectual, linear-thinking mind as we search our scrambled memory for tricks doesn’t work because a whole other mindset is in control. The secret, as we shall see, is to know this so that we don’t try and employ the wrong mind. Performing live is all about being in the moment, and once we have learned how to manage stress (very often simply by knowing how we react to such experiences), the circumstances actually help our intuition and creativity and improvisational abilities. We don’t want to think intellectually or theoretically even if we could, because it leads to what tennis player Arthur Ashe (and others before him) poetically referred to as paralysis by analysis (intellectual self-consciousness).


Imagine a footballer taking aim at a penalty. Somehow they must switch the mind off and detach from thinking. They must also try and calm physiological elements such as pumping heart, shaking limbs, or tense muscles. It’s one thing to do this when training; quite another when your team’s position in a competition is at stake and a million pairs of eyes are watching on TV. Similarly, part of an actor’s means of getting into a part is to detach from the self-scrutinising intellect. Losing oneself in the part is both the means and the end. In these instances, it isn’t self-observation that is the problem per se – we can be self-aware or observe oneself while we are in the zone – but the intellect, wanting to hijack the observing self and turn it into critical self-analysis. Either through habit or an underlying anxiety, the intellect doesn’t trust other parts of the mind to do their job; it is a form of control freak. We need to learn to observe with pure awareness (e.g., see Deikman, 1982) and keep the intellect out of it. This involves learning how to relax and forget about it.


We can find apparent solutions such as this:


The Zen exercise of learning archery is extremely explicit on this, advising the archer not to think of himself as drawing the bow and releasing the arrow, but releasing himself from the consciousness of what he is doing by letting the bow stretch itself and the arrow release itself from the fingers at the proper time.


– Julian Jaynes (1977, p. 34)


Unfortunately, the lay reader with no relevant training will attempt to do this intellectually, somehow focusing the intellect on the very thing that he thinks he isn’t focusing on. The end result may be worse than whatever one does naturally. Indeed, what archer focuses on drawing the bow and releasing the arrow? Jason Selby introduced me to the phrase ‘the yips’ from golf (and other sports), a term I’d never heard of for a syndrome I knew all too well: becoming intellectually self-conscious beyond mere self-awareness. It causes one to freeze up or become unable to control one’s movements temporarily until the inward-focused ‘trance’ state is broken. In its worst manifestation it can be likened to a telescope coming out of your navel and bending up towards your face, staring at yourself! Another Gary Larson cartoon, ‘Roger Screws Up’ (an example of, ‘they only had one job to do and they failed’, a common trigger for self-consciousness) is a humorous representation of a syndrome that is generally anything but funny.


Edward T. Hall (1959, pp. 65, 72) pointed out that, ‘People who type … know that if they start thinking in detail technically [intellectually] about what they are doing with their fingers and where the letters are located they will have trouble’; and, ‘… activities and mannerisms … done automatically’ are ‘often blocked when cerebration takes place’.


Anxiety causes one to over-focus on things that we should just allow to operate.1 It has been said to afflict left-handed bowlers in cricket more than right-handers, which seems odd or preposterous until you realise that it is a psychological syndrome. If true, it may stem from a feeling of being different and under pressure to conform or prove oneself in a right-handed world. Some left-handers may have been criticised as children for not being able to ‘write properly’ or do any number of things by parents or teachers; the self-consciousness as an adult being a symptom of a deep-rooted feeling of being scrutinised, shamed or different (c.f., Ornstein, 1995, chapter 13).


When performing impromptu it causes brain freeze (as well as any minor physical paralysis), and the solution that we try and use – more intellection, not less – makes it worse. We get completely stuck, like in Gary Larson’s ‘Midvale School for the Gifted’. This cartoon is not just someone pushing a door the wrong way, but the weird feeling we’ve all had of not being able to open a shop or café door and getting flustered. We push and push, then a smiling waiter within gently pushes the door open. The cartoon also portrays that it is highly intelligent and intellectual, even gifted people who often suffer from such foolishness (a form of what David Robson (2019) has written about as the intelligence trap). There may be a link with dyslexia, but we see the ‘pull’ sign and misinterpret the side from which the door should be pulled. Too much intellect at the wrong moment confounds us. We need to get beyond intellect in spite of the emphasis in our world on intellectual ability.


Notes


1. So-called impostor syndrome may lie behind some instances of self-consciousness (see Chapter 29). I used to experience this when younger, compulsively checking that I had not lost the ability to do a sleight (‘checking compulsion’, a form of obsessive-compulsive disorder). The freezing-up led to questioning my ability and became a self-reinforcing negative feedback loop. The only solution is to stop and forget about it.









Chapter 2


Limitations of Intellect


Left-brain worship


The incidents of the journey made me forget my mathematical work. Having reached Coutances, we entered an omnibus to go some place or other. At the moment when I put my foot on the step, the idea came to me, without anything in my former thoughts seeming to have paved the way for it, [that] the transformation I had used to define the Fuchsian functions were identical with those of non-Euclidian geometry!


– Henri Poincaré (quoted in Jaynes, 1977, p. 43)


There are many reasons why we cannot think of magic on the spur of the moment. These include:






	Lack of performing experience (and the feedback loop of fear that prevents us from gaining experience)


	The mild shock of being put on the spot


	Trying to think of something instead of letting inspiration come via interaction


	Dismissing immediate ideas as too obvious or not good enough


	Having too many tricks to choose from


	One’s tricks feel (or are) inappropriate1



	Not planning for impromptu performance or over-planning / lack of flexibility


	Lack of practice, seeking short cuts and the anxiety produced through lack of real preparation


	Rote learning and lack of understanding of underlying concepts


	Lack of knowledge of basic social psychology


	Mechanical performing and lack of real rapport2






Add in psychological factors – fear, low self-esteem, or simply being in the wrong mood for performing – and it’s not difficult to see why magicians feel stressed, especially when asked to perform unexpectedly. As we have seen, trying to use the mind the wrong way is one of the main reasons for mental blank-outs. When attempting to think of tricks on the fly, we are in the paradoxical situation of trying and failing to employ a form of thought that will be of no use to us. Much of our memory is bodily, which is why we can type passwords without thinking or remember tricks that we thought (intellectually) that we had forgotten.3 Our hands will lead us through the trick. Fluid body movements work in tandem with a mind that is in the zone; interrupt one through intellectual thought and you disrupt the other.


The non-intellectual, holistic mode is undervalued in our intellect- and emotion-driven culture. I used to live in a town where there was a bookshop next to a bus stop where I would sit and wait (a very non-intellectual pursuit). A poster on the door of the bookshop said, ‘If you don’t know the word, you can’t think the thought.’ I remember pondering how this could be true. It mirrors the experience of Robert Ornstein (later Stanford professor) on his first day at college. His philosophy lecturer announced, ‘Knowledge is that which can be explicitly expressed in writing’ (Ornstein, 1972, p. 19). (Ornstein became a psychologist.) This is not to suggest that some people don’t think verbally rather than visually (or a mixture), but it isn’t the only form of cerebration (which doesn’t necessarily involve conscious thought).


Much of knowledge (if not most of it) is unverbalised, and is destroyed as soon as we try and contort it into words. Ornstein’s experience reflects my own when I went to Birkbeck College years ago for an interview with the philosophy lecturer. Not having any qualifications, I took a copy of myself and Roger Crosthwaite’s book, Roger’s Thesaurus, as my CV. The professor, though impressed with the book, attempted to argue that ‘there must be a finite number of possible card tricks, because there is a finite number of cards in a deck of cards’. In the modern world, we worship so-called left-brain (logical) thought and analysis to the exclusion of other forms of mind and internal experience. Any intellectual will know that to highlight this is not to denigrate intellect, but it should be emphasised that this is not the aim here; merely to put intellect in its rightful place as a team member and not always as team leader. If we develop such thinking to the extent that we are unable to think in other ways, outside of our profession or in non-intellectual areas, then it will block us when other modes are needed.


The holistic mode describes things colloquially, succinctly, or poetically. It describes the ‘Coins Across’ effect as ‘coins passing from hand to hand’, ‘travelling from one place to another’, or ‘flying through the air’. The intellect will construct a technical and laboured delineation: ‘Starting out with four coins in one hand and none in the other, using magic the coins are caused to pass invisibly from one hand to the other, one by one, resulting in all four coins in the opposite hand’; same thing but many more words. When we are in the zone and faced with creating or remembering on the spur of the moment, it is the colloquial ‘right-brain’ mind that we need, not the intellectual. We think in terms of coins jumping, cards being lost and found, appearing, gathering or flipping over.


The colloquial mode is good for problem-solving, a much-needed skill impromptu. Of course, to many, problem-solving means intellectual struggle (which may indeed form a part of the process, but not the whole process). But consider this example: in the 1980s (Daniels, 2007), Paul Daniels performed an ‘estimation’ routine which seemed impossible. From a shuffled deck, a spectator cuts off cards and Daniels tells how many; he repeats it with banknotes. All manner of clever solutions (interlocking stacks, calculation) occur to the intellectual mind; but the simple and even obvious solution comes when we think colloquially.


A common experience is when someone says something funny, and someone else then repeats the joke in intellectual form and it falls flat. A flash of lightning occurs and someone clutches their heart and staggers in mock pain. People laugh. Someone then says, ‘Struck by lightning’, which isn’t funny; it is simply describing the joke while hoping for another laugh. You see this all the time in YouTube comments. The top comment will be a wry or funny comment, then other comments repeat the joke. In a Britain’s Got Talent clip featuring an invisible magician who remotely performed a stage act, someone wrote, ‘Magician is like: WORK FROM HOME.’ Whether or not you find that funny (I do), the responses merely parrot the joke: ‘He’s a COVID-23 Magician’, ‘He use teamviewer remote’, ‘Magician is into Home Quarantine’ and variations thereof. It’s funny reading them now because we laugh at the fact that they aren’t funny! But the commenters are desperately trying to be funny, which is a misunderstanding of how real (inspired) humour works. Funniness or originality do not come from trying to be funny or original. The trying blocks them.


Notes


1. We’ve all had the experience of being unable to perform because a trick needed a set-up, a table was unavailable, there were too many people, or they were situated at bad angles.


2. Salesperson-type rapport may work for a professional when the performer has a strong personality that ‘wins people over’ and when the interaction is short-lived. We are talking about ordinary impromptu situations.


3. Implicit, procedural memory.









Chapter 3


The Importance of Rapport


Apposite magic


Not for nothing did Konstantin Stanislavski weave elements of Yoga and other Eastern teachings into his acting system. The ancient story of ‘The Spider and the Centipede’ epitomises the problem: ‘Can you show me,’ says the intellectual spider to the centipede, ‘for I have always wondered, whether you move your legs alternately or in tandem, in parallel, or in a laterally equidistant manner, or is there some other system you employ for walking?’ The poor centipede was frozen to the spot, never having thought about it before.


An amusing scene in the Tintin adventure, The Red Sea Sharks (Hergé, 1960) sees the ship’s captain, Allan, provoking Captain Haddock just before lights out: ‘[O]ne important question: do you sleep with your beard under or over the sheet?’ The poor captain can’t get a wink of sleep that night with his beard either under or over because, like the centipede, he had never thought about it before. A common observation when a student is struggling with a move is when they say (about themselves), ‘I’m thinking too hard about it!’ A talented ten-year-old complained, as I was coaching him on the coin roll, that the more he focused on making the coin walk across the backs of his fingers, the less he could do it. I engaged him in conversation about his day at school, and as we chit-chatted, he did his first ever perfect coin roll. A part of him started to do the move correctly when another, more analytical part was distracted.


We will see how improvisation itself is the cure for performance paralysis, just as getting lost in the character is both the actor’s method and goal. In the meantime, have you ever marvelled at how a good conversation flows, how people interject back and forth at just the right moment? It’s like watching a shoal of fish swimming this way and that as if a single organism. Research has shown that people interject in less than 0.2 seconds after the other speaker has momentarily stopped talking, showing that rational thought is not used for the mechanism of conversation. People with overactive intellects are often poor at conversation, particularly the colloquial form, as they have no feel for the natural pauses (which causes them to butt in) and for when the conversation has run its course (when you feel a change of mood). The same obtains in impromptu magic: there are shifts in attention, mood, and vibe.


One reason may be that the overly-trained intellect is so focused on its own thoughts that the person is failing to feel rapport, which is composed of visual cues and unconscious impulses that have nothing to do with thinking. People are more likely to synchronise when making eye contact, and in terms of rapport they develop similar brain rhythms (Dikker, 2017). It’s easier to navigate a crowded train station at rush hour by looking into people’s eyes than at their feet. Behaviour breeds behaviour on many levels. People often unconsciously walk in sync, adopt similar posture, or (to use the so-called NLP term) mirror each other.1 But the key is to let these processes operate naturally. Observe them, which is a part of learning how to be a natural performer, but as soon as you try and analyse or apply them deliberately, they go to pot.


Our own state of mind or brain patterns are significant, and may be why we cannot think intellectually when performing. It may be that part of our brain functioning really is switched off when we perform, and why we need to allow other brain patterns that are active to do their job. The neocortex which runs the intellectual part is suspended while more primitive parts of the brain are active. This is why it feels a struggle to use the intellectual mode while in this physiological state of tension (part of the fight or flight mode).2


Someone on Reddit says, ‘I feel like whenever I’m around my friends or anyone I’m talking to conversation isn’t natural. I’m always thinking really hard about what to say.’ Thinking really hard about what magic to do has the same paralysing result. Impromptu close-up magic is conversational in both the figurative and literal senses and requires the same mix of instinct (in the sense of a natural motivation) and intuition. Mind is often conflated with thinking, but they are not the same. Much of what goes on in our mind is devoid of thinking. We must be focused outwards, not inwards, connecting with what Edward Hall (1959) called the informal, not the formal or technical mode. We must be prepared to have this magical conversation on the colloquial level, not the theoretical.


A quick wrong card / right card effect is colloquial because it can easily be adapted and done without thinking about it. A highly-structured ‘Card Under Box’ routine (or any complex card trick) is formal and technical. If the situation calls for ‘Card Under Box’, then we do it, always mindful of adapting to circumstances; we don’t just run it off mechanically. If we harmonise (create a sympathetic rapport) with spectators as we create magic for them, we will be externally focused and inspired, and it will produce both a deeper rapport and deception. Spectators will sync with us through the shared experience rather than thinking about possible trickery. We will be in the zone, perceiving, feeling, creating, and interacting with every moment.


A spectator talks of magicians plucking objects from thin air, say, and we respond with the ‘ambitious card’ trick. That won’t work. But if we can steer things around to cards, at least, and then do our ‘ambitious card’ which, in an indirect way, ends with improvisationally plucking the ambitious card from behind their ear, then on some level we have acknowledged or satisfied their original request. It’s like a comedian calling back to the gag. This is a creative and inspired solution to the problem of what to do; how to link what we know and can do with what we have been asked to do, or perceive as apposite. This is already a more intuitive way of performing than the purely mechanical approach. If one circle of a Venn diagram represents your magic skills and another circle represents context, then inspired apposite magic of this kind is where the two circles have momentarily linked.


[image: image]


Fig. 1: A diagrammatic depiction of apposite magic


Notes


1. When we ‘mirror’ deliberately, maybe with the aim of putting someone at ease, we are likely to have the opposite effect, because the mirroring is forced and intellectual, not instinctive and subconscious.


2. Part of the shock factor of suddenly being put on the spot or caught unawares may also involve an internal switch from what neuroscientists call the default-mode network (having inner-focused thoughts, mind-wandering) to an outward-focused task-positive network, which involves a ‘flow state’ or being in the zone. (As with the left/right brain dichotomy, it may not be as simple as two neural networks switching over.)









Chapter 4


Memory Versus Learning


How many times do I have to tell you?


Being asked to perform may not happen often, but that may be why we find it so daunting when it does, and why the spotlight-feeling feels so alien. Many fine amateurs perform only once or twice a year. They may spend years practising but only minutes performing. Indeed, performing ability usually lags well behind technical ability. This disparity between ‘flight time’ and ‘simulation time’ is one of the main causes of performance anxiety. Life takes us away from magic for indefinite periods and we lose track of where we are. Some magicians are like musicians and rehearse or practise regularly, but many don’t, or they only practise sleights. Many card magicians, when asked, will do a quick double lift trick.1 As we shall see, it is a good solution for a number of reasons. But it is not a total solution, not least because we won’t always have cards, or cards won’t be apposite. Arnault Faurie pointed out that some people have a prejudice against cards. When you bring them out, people decline a performance or start from a position of low interest. Once you have got them on side then you may be able to segue into cards. (The old ‘Card Trick without Cards’ and ‘Impromptu Invisible Deck’ are ways to introduce cards as a theme without starting with the physical props.)


The causes of so-called memory problems may not be obvious, and some issues may not even be to do with memory per se but the way that we learn magic in the first place. There is a common disconnect between the initial learning of something and its application. This is not only in performing, but any discipline where information is turned into knowledge through experience. Until raw and intellectually processed information has been digested through experience to the various levels of knowledge (conditioned, emotional, intuitive, etc., or the ‘unconscious competence’ level), it remains at a level of disconnect, of academic theory and intellectual memory, frozen and waiting to be thawed.


I once went to a night class in French and after a year I still couldn’t speak French. A few months later, someone on a bus in London started talking French to me. I suddenly realised in that moment how French verb endings worked. I needed time to digest information and a real-life scenario to trigger academically-learnt knowledge.


The first time that you try something ‘learned’ in the field, it often feels as if one has regressed to a stage of pre-learning. Those full-colour graphs that you see on-screen on your first day at your new job bear almost no resemblance to the black-and-white graphs you studied at college; and the problem is exacerbated by novel stressors (your new boss breathing down your neck). It’s like reading a written description of someone, only to find that the real person is quite different.


A familiar experience is when memorising a foreign-language phrase on holiday, and the words come out in the wrong order when faced with a waiter or shopkeeper. Autism expert Temple Grandin (2013) has described how some autistic children need lots of examples of ‘up’ before they understand the concept. I had a student who couldn’t get to grips with the idea of a card revelation. No amount of explanation sufficed. So he bought Daryl’s video series of over 150 card revelations. Now he gets it! He didn’t need to study theory, he just needed to watch lots of revelations until the common denominator emerged. Another beginner was convinced that forcing a card always occurred near the end of a trick (as a revelation). This is because the only force trick that he knew was the multi-pile equivoque where piles of cards are whittled down to one card (selection). The idea that we mostly force cards at the start of a trick was alien to him, and it took several sessions to break this conditioning. Theory by itself didn’t work as it didn’t bear any relation to anything familiar to him. Similarly, understanding the difference between a selection control (e.g., middle to top) and a stock control (top or bottom) may be difficult until one has learnt several types or uses of both.


Our problem may not be that we can’t remember a trick but that we haven’t learnt it from all possible perspectives. The tourist on holiday fumbling with phrases is trying to take a short cut via a phrase book, and in that context there is good reason to (communication, lack of preparation). Our situation is different because we should never try and perform something only summarily learned. Real learning involves knowing everything that can go wrong with a trick as well as everything that is technically right. To quote David Devant (1922, Introduction), ‘There is a very great difference between knowing how a trick is done and knowing how to do it. Anyone with a fairly good memory may soon learn how hundreds of tricks are done.’


The paradox is that real learning only takes place in action and not from reading or private experimentation. Nonetheless, thoroughly studying and practising a trick, academically working out what it is all about, watching videos of other magicians performing it and so on, will certainly help us navigate our initial performances; just as studying black-and-white graphs is better than no graphs at all. In later chapters we will look at what might be called 3D learning and think-time (as compared to practice-time), but in the meantime we need to consider the limitations of memory itself, especially when based on incomplete learning.


Notes


1. ‘A Card in Hand’ (Annemann, 1948) is one that many magicians learn.









Chapter 5


Avoiding False Solutions


Baked beans wrapped in newspaper


One of the paradoxes, considering that this is a book based partly on the problem of recalling tricks, is that we won’t be focusing on memory; at least, not the familiar, deliberate type. Instead we will be aiming for what might seem the polar opposite: a means of providing mental space for an indirect, holistic form of memory (subconscious recall). You might call this inspired or intuitive memory. Remembering implies something deliberate, whereas sudden recall or flashbacks seem to happen to one. Yet, on some level, we initiate them indirectly or there are external triggers, like Proust’s well-known character sinking his teeth into a madeleine cake.


Another example is when you hear or read a name, and the mental image of someone else you met 20 years ago with the same name pops up. Had you tried to recall their name directly, you might never have remembered, even though the memory is there. These types of unintentional recall occur more frequently if, say, you had been thinking about other events from 20 years ago. Somehow, recalling familiar memories drags more obscure memories out of the memory mud which are linked to them. When we eventually learn to improvise, we will find that unintentional recall lies behind much of what we do; and this will act as a self-strengthening muscle or feedback loop for further improvisation, both in terms of memory and creativity.


Memory: that remarkable yet fallible servant who always accompanies us and forms our everyday sense of self. We revise hard for an exam and on the big day our mind goes blank. We instantly forget the name of someone introduced to us, yet later remember that their dog is called Tiddles. Why is this? The Psychology Today website (Stoler, 2014) tells us ‘that information is more easily accessed if you can reproduce the state in which it was registered, either physically or [mentally]. Any form of stress, fatigue [or] anxiety … can interfere with this ability.’ What could be more stressful or unusual than unexpectedly being asked to deceive strangers in unfamiliar surroundings while they are scrutinising us for deception (performing impromptu magic)? The exam-room syndrome of the mind going blank is compounded for the impromptu magician: we are being mugged by magical examiners in random circumstances without revising or time to think.


Many magicians are familiar with memory systems such as the peg system, where new words to be remembered are paired with pre-memorised words, or the method of loci where words (or in our case, tricks) are linked with landmarks on a visualised journey. We may also create mental images, linking two objects or people in colourful ways. Such systems are hard to apply for purposes of recall in performance when we are in the zone, with our intellectual capacities naturally switched off. This is because under such circumstances, memory systems require deliberate thought to activate them (which triggers mental images or paired words). These are fine for strolling round Sainsbury’s with a mental shopping list (toilet rolls covered in chocolate, baked beans wrapped in newspaper, etc.), and they also work, naturally enough, in actual performances of memory feats.


This is not to say that it can never work in performance; only to explain why it may not be working for you personally. Nonetheless, it is hard to apply memory systems when asked to do magic impromptu while maintaining interaction, partly due to the shock factor and also because we are distracted. Similarly, memorised-deck systems based on calculation or mnemonics may be fine for either relaxed performances with friends or, conversely, formal shows, but as soon as there is any stress, one needs systems where the cards and numbers are recalled automatically, outside of deliberate thought. This is especially so when using mnemonics to learn: the learning method itself must be discarded when we perform so that memory is instant.


As we have seen, the performing situation – the sudden switch to holistic mode combined with the mild fight-or-flight shock factor – knocks out deliberate, linear thought like an electromagnetic pulse knocking out a power grid. Your knowledge of the fact that you have ten tricks lined up in a memory system gets wiped. This is because this knowledge and the memory system itself are connected with your intellectual interface, which has been disabled by another part of the brain kicking in. You’re in the funny and paradoxical situation of forgetting that you have a memory system. If reminded of it, trying to process and intellectually think through your list of pegged tricks feels like walking through treacle. In a stressful situation, time seems to slow down, which makes thinking all the more treacle-like. Any deliberate thought that you can muster will itself paralyse the process as we saw with the spider and the centipede. Like a novelist suffering from writer’s block – the closer the deadline, the harder the intellect tries to storm the holistic world of inspiration, pushing against a door that can only be pushed open from the other side – we are trying to use our mind the wrong way.


The other problem with memory systems is that they are distracting. By occupying our thoughts, they block our perception and processing of external inputs. We are so busy trying to use our internal system that external cues or triggers for ideas get blocked or overlooked. It’s like tripping or taking a wrong turn while reading a map. They also force us to view everything through the system, a bit like a Satnav telling one to drive into a lake. We see the lake but think that the Satnav can’t be wrong, and so the lake is cognitively distorted into something else. This is why the seemingly paradoxical idea of avoiding such systems and not trying to remember is a large part of the solution. We learn to read the terrain and keep our eyes out for signposts. In the meantime, we must ‘learn how to drive’ or perform impromptu magic the standard way, so as to gain the experience needed to make the breakthrough into a more holistic and improvisational way of performing. As we shall see, this is not empty hyperbole about ‘making breakthroughs’ or ‘being holistic’, but involves tangible methods for changing the ways that we learn, think about, and perform magic.


Carrying tricks or small props – something the so-called true impromptu performer may disdain or at least avoid – is an obvious solution to the problem of memory when we start out performing.1 You’d be surprised what you can fit into the small-change pocket of a pair of jeans (shoelace, ring, coin, rubber bands). My teacher, Bobby Bernard, was a Dr. Jaks fan, whose approach involved the liberal use of unusual props to accompany effects: a selected card is found using a pendulum or a lucky penny is used. Their physical presence in the pocket or bag is our reminder to use them. One of my students does three card-table effects: the first with Aces, the second with Kings and the third with Queens. Limited though this is, we mustn’t overlook such strategies as means of gaining experience. We can think of them as the equivalent of bicycle stabilisers that are eventually discarded.2 Besides, as we shall see, we can learn to switch things around and choose the most apposite of several tricks to start a performance.


We also learn to use the outside world as our mental cue. In a world where physical objects are fast being replaced by digital or virtual counterparts, bar, café and dinner settings remain good sources of implements for magic. (Ironically, because cash use is diminishing and may even disappear, we have never been more justified in carrying magician’s money: old English pennies, half dollars and pseudo Chinese coins. These garner interest, like Dr. Jaks and his props.) However, we can’t do this effectively until we have dealt with some of the psychological issues that block our perception of external factors and our ability to be inspired. The nervous amateur may see this as a signal to cram their pockets or handbag with as many props as they can, but in the next few chapters we will see that one of the psychological blocks to impromptu performing is having too many tricks, rather than not enough.


Notes


1. We are not so concerned here with theoretical definitions of impromptu magic. Either something is apposite in the moment or it isn’t. Anything done impromptu – linking two steel rings or two rubber bands – is impromptu magic. We therefore needn’t confuse ourselves with differences between so-called real impromptu magic (that with borrowed objects) and seemingly impromptu (using a secret gimmick such as a thumb tip).


2. Another strategy is to write the names of your three or four tricks on the inside flap of the card case. The first thing that you see when opening the case is the list of tricks.









Part 2


Basic Concepts


Developing a Repertoire









Chapter 6


The Limitation Paradox


Why Devant was right1


About 20 years ago, researchers decided to study how we react to having too much choice. They set up a table full of jams in a grocery store, some with 24 samples, and some with just six.


	Although shoppers were more likely to stop and peruse when there was a larger selection, they were also less likely to buy anything.


– Lindsay Dodgson (2018)


A Fox was boasting to a Cat, ‘I have a hundred ways of escaping my enemies.’ ‘I have only one,’ said the Cat, ‘but I can generally manage with that.’ Just at that moment they heard a pack of hounds coming towards them, and the Cat immediately scampered up a tree. The Fox thought first of one way of escape, then of another, and while he was debating, the hounds came nearer and nearer, and at last the Fox in his confusion was caught up by the hounds and killed. The Cat, looking on, said, ‘Better one safe way than a hundred on which you cannot reckon.’


– Aesop, ‘The Fox and the Cat’ (after Joseph Jacobs, 1894)


When asked to perform, it is not just our mind going blank that is the problem. We may recall some tricks, maybe our small repertoire, but the feeling may be that they are in some way unsuited to here and now. On some level we feel that Mary and Bill won’t quite get ‘Twisting the Aces’, or ‘Ambitious Card’ suddenly feels like showing off. This is because, either the tricks clash in some way with present circumstances, or the latter shine new light on matters, showing us other people’s perspectives which we had never considered before. When you look at popular entertainment, you see that much is unsophisticated and has little intellectual content. Indeed, after a hard day’s work, people want some light entertainment. Many magic hobbyists, on the other hand, are highly intellectual in their approach. This may be why their tricks don’t feel right in the moment: they aren’t commercial (in the sense of having mass appeal) or are too clever or esoteric. The whole sociocultural pattern of these tricks is mismatched with the audience. Unaware of this, they try and pre-empt this undefined feeling of unsuitability by loading up on even more such tricks.


A further reason it is hard to think of something in the heat of the moment is that, when the request is made, it is too late to start deliberating beyond a very limited degree. It’s like trying to compose a best-man speech while driving to the wedding. Our situation may seem to resemble that of a snooker or chess player who requires rational thought to weigh up options and make choices. As in snooker or chess, the close-up magician has to plan ahead and think of tactics. However, our situation is much more like a footballer. This is because chess and snooker are cerebral activities, where the amount of time spent physically playing is less (and in the case of chess, fractional) compared to the time spent thinking and planning.2 Such a player may be in the zone or their mind may be wandering between moves or shots; they may be nervous or relaxed. But they have the advantage of taking their time and physically withdrawing from play.


The close-up magician, like the footballer, is predominantly playing – as in performing, executing or interacting – and what little time is spent thinking about strategies and tactics occurs during brief, natural pauses in play (timeouts between tricks or spectator-led interruptions). Under such conditions we cannot use more than the occasional few moments of deliberate, intellectual decision-making. We rely mostly on a combination of intuition, feel, and training to apply knowledge in action, rather than intellectual focus. We don’t want deep dark mental cabinets filled to the brim with tricks to intellectually rummage through and pull out, dust off, and present as spontaneous and fresh. We need, at most, a multiple-choice selection with very limited options: A, B, or C.


While one of the underlying aims of any magician is to be able to perform without too much stress, and through this be free to create and improvise spontaneously, for the neophyte, performing is a different matter. It won’t be stress-free but, at best, stress-managed. In this highly focused state where getting through unscathed is the main aim, they need a limited set of tricks which, nonetheless, may be performed improvisationally or adapted in limited ways to the moment. This translates into the oft-repeated but often ignored advice to have a handful of tricks ready: a go-to repertoire.


Notes


1. ‘Many years ago David Devant, the great English conjurer, was approached by an acquaintance new to sleight of hand. “Mr. Devant,” said this young man, “I know [the secret of] three hundred tricks with cards. How many do you know?” Devant glanced at the youth quizzically. “I should say,” the magician responded dryly, “that I know [how to perform properly] about eight.”’ – (Hugard & Braue, 1949, p. 11). The full encounter is recounted in Devant (1922).


2. C.f., Aidan Moran (2004, p. 13), where this is discussed in connection with golf.









Chapter 7


A, B and C Lists


Jack of all tricks


One of the most useful exercises any magician can do is to make a list of all the tricks they know. The beginning of developing a go-to repertoire is to make such a list. Don’t worry about whether the tricks are easy or difficult, mastered or half-learnt; just get all the tricks that you know, or think you do, down on paper. Take your time. You’ll be surprised how many you used to do and have forgotten or regard now as too easy or simplistic. Don’t discard anything except those that you know are impractical. To keep the following simple we will focus on card tricks, but you can apply the methodology any way you like. From this complete list divide all of the tricks up into three sub-lists. We will call these the A list, B list, and C list:


A. All the tricks that you can do without thinking or worrying about it (for the neophyte these will be easy tricks or maybe self-workers)


B. Tricks that you are still mastering and want to eventually add to your A list


C. Discards from the A or B list and any other tricks that you know or are not sure about


These lists will keep changing as you study the reactions that your tricks get and as you learn or master new ones. When one of your B tricks reaches performance level, it will knock out your weakest A-list trick which then moves onto the C list. Over time, as you keep improving, ever-better tricks accumulate in the gaps in the two lists (c.f., Paul Harris, 1981/2). The idea of which tricks are best is subjective and contextual, and we shouldn’t be in a rush to decide what makes the grade and what doesn’t. Of course, there may be other lists (wish list, tricks you buy, etc.), but that’s up to you. (The concept of A list and B list also applies to sleights – if you know a simple double lift and a more complex double turnover, and are still mastering the latter but can do the former easily, then the easy one is your A-list sleight.)


In time, more sophisticated tricks may be used with an ever greater magical impact. But we need a balanced approach, as some so-called beginner tricks may last a lifetime on the A list (‘experts are those who do the simple things really well’). Too much acquisition or repertoire development may make us a Jack of all tricks and master of none; too little and we stagnate at a level below our potential. The important thing is that our A tricks become our performance pieces, as in, effects that we truly master and make our own.


We must recognise that one reason that our favourite beginner tricks get good reactions is that we do them confidently without thought or worry; it’s us as well as the trick that gets the reaction. This sounds obvious to experienced performers, but in the trick-centric world of the amateur who hasn’t yet factored in how their personality and interaction shape their magic, it needs to be emphasised. It also teaches us that ultimately it is us who really count, and the tricks are in some way secondary. For the same reason, we mustn’t be afraid to give up long-cherished but simplistic magic in favour of something better.


Our eventual A-list tricks should ideally be performable anywhere, standing or seated, surrounded and so on. (It might even consist of one each of the main categories of card trick as discussed in Chapter 44.) The raw A list as it stands, however, may consist of nothing more than some random tricks that you like and find easy (when conditions are right). That’s fine for now; we are aiming to meet impromptu conditions halfway. But there is a further stage, which is to narrow the A list down to three or four effects that are at least different from one another in effect, method, or procedure (e.g., not all dealing tricks), if possible. This is so that at least one of these effects has a chance of fitting the moment to some extent, either in its effect or presentational theme, as our opening (and maybe only) effect. Due to the way that magic conditions people, what follows may be more acceptable if the opener has a positive impact: the first-impressions principle.


To reach this stage, we must narrow our raw A list of however many (ten or 20) tricks down to three or four which we can do confidently, are varied in effect or procedure, and have the best likelihood of success or the widest appeal to laypeople. How do we do this? One way is through a type of field exercise which will help narrow the A list down to a workable, go-to repertoire.









Chapter 8


Refining the A List


Field exercises


Mental imagery practice is such a powerful tool that it creates visible changes in the brain. An experiment by Pascual-Leone et al. (1995) examined what happened in the motor cortex, in people who practised a piano exercise for 2 hours a day over 5 days. Using transcranial-magnetic-stimulation the scientists could see that the part of the brain responsible for finger movements enlarged over the 5 days. That’s interesting enough, but a second group of people in the experiment practised the same exercise for the same amount of time, only in their imagination. Amazingly, the scientists found the same changes to the brain occurred in this group as in those who actually played.
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