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Way back in 1996, in Workers 5, I wrote about Unconscious Assumptions and 
what a powerful tool they can be for magicians. Recently, I’ve been thinking about 
a UA that is not directly related to magic, but which has impactful consequences on 
our everyday life. This UA concerns television.

At sixty-five, I’m one of the last generations for whom a television was not a part 
of my life from birth. Also, for most of my life, the television was a small box with 
a fairly lousy resolution that had a daily cutoff point when it stopped displaying 
images. But for almost forty years, the size of a television set, the clarity of its 
resolution, and the number of hours a day it offers images has grown. Because so 
many have no experience of life without a TV, the television becomes equivalent to 
a window. When you look out your window, you see what’s happening in the area 
near you. When you look into a television, you see what’s happening all over the 
whole world.

The unconscious assumption (and it is an insidious one) is that when you look into 
a television you are seeing the same reality you see when you look out the window. 
Obviously, on some intellectual level, we know this is false, but I think too many 
people watch TV (or YouTube, or any other delivery system for video) and forget 
that every image coming through that screen has been edited, filtered, or skewed 
according to some unknown bias.

While this was true even in the early days of television, this unconscious assump-
tion has been ruthlessly exploited in the past few decades, as evidenced by “reality 
programs” and “news” programs that have an obvious political bias.

Magic on television also suffers from bias. Magic seen live and magic seen on TV 
are two different things. Here’s the big difference between those two experiences: 
magic on television has, at some point, been filtered. There is information you are 
not privy to.

I’m not talking about using the technology of television to deceive (camera 
trickery, strategic editing, or stooged spectators). I’m talking about the fact that in 
any program there are decisions made behind the scenes that affect what you see 
on your big-screen TV. And, unless you were sitting in the editing bay, you’ll never 
know what those decisions were.
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Magicians often ask me about things they have seen on Fool Us. I’ll tell you what I tell them: Almost everything you see 
on the show has a story behind it. Most of the time, I’m not at liberty to discuss those stories. Just remember, in any decision, 
the desires of the network override everyone else, including producers and magic consultants.

And for magicians, with so much magic now being sold only online with video demonstrations, there is a now a variation 
of the “The Trick Looks the Same Every Time” unconscious assumption. This is the assumption that every performance 
looks as good in real life as it does on the video.

On the demo video, you see the trick from the perfect angle, with a perfect take, and the perfect reaction. You never see 
the times the performer flashed (because the angles are bad), or the times the spectators didn’t fall all over themselves with 
amazement. This is exactly why so many people get burned when they buy magic via the Internet. What you need to see 
is how the trick looks when you see it “out your window,” without anyone else filtering your view. You need a brick-and-
mortar magic shop, but you can’t find one because the Internet magic dealers have put almost all of them out of business.

And that’s too bad. 

See Jean-Pierre Parent on FOOl US here: https://youtu.be/71DGBN_l3L0 

[For more thoughts on Penn & Teller: Fool Us, see my most recent blog post.]

Fooling Yourself

Alyson Hannigan rehearsing backstage with Jean-Pierre Parent

http://www.michaelclose.com
https://youtu.be/71DGBN_l3L0 
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MAGIC NEWS ON THE WEB
Offical Twitter account for Penn & Teller: FOOL US

Johnny Thompson performs on The 
Magic Palace. This performance 
features a signature routine often 
used to close Johnny’s close-up 
performances. It includes a poem 
in 52 Stanzas on the subject of 
card table artifice accompanied by 
a demonstration of the associated 
sleight of hand. 

“The Gambler’s Ballad” was 
composed specifically for Johnny in 
1971 by Milan Bulovic.

Johnny Thompson was the 
recipient of the inaugural Allan 
Slaight Award for “Lifetime 
Achievement” in 2015.

Were you too busy this summer to catch all the magic 
fun on Penn & Teller: FOOL US? Follow them on twitter 
for all the latest performances on the CW Thursdays 8/7c.

Click the photo above to go there now!

My old friend Eric Mead knocked it out of the park with 
his presentation of Tim Conover’s handling of the John 
Ramsey Coins and Cylinder on Fool Us. Enjoy.

Spanish magician Jorge Blass performed his stage 
version of The Frog Prince on Fool Us. It was an interesting 
experience seeing someone taking my effect in a different 
direction.

From Magicana.com -  
Johnny Thompson Gambling  
Exposé on the Magic Palace  
in the early 1980s 

http://www.michaelclose.com
https://twitter.com/mikeclosemagic
https://www.facebook.com/michaelclosemagic/
https://www.youtube.com/michaelclosemagic
https://twitter.com/CWPennandTeller
https://youtu.be/mBzaLxaiBhA
https://youtu.be/3kAqinglHX0
http://www.magicana.com/video/johnny-thompson-gamblers-ballad-0


EUGENE BURGER ~ On August 9, I woke up to the sad news that 
my old friend Eugene Burger had died after a brief battle with cancer. 
On social media, the overwhelming outpouring of expressions of 
sadness and tributes to Eugene’s life were a testament to how many 
lives this man had touched.

Eugene began his career as an academic; he earned a bachelor of 
divinity degree from Yale and taught college courses in comparative 
religion and philosophy. He was the author of many important magic 
books, including Secrets and Mysteries for the Close-up Entertainer, 
Intimate Power, The Experience of Magic, The Performance of Close-up 
Magic, and Meaning and Magic (co-authored with Robert Neale). He 
was the dean of Jeff McBride’s Mystery School, and he lectured and 
performed for magicians around the world. MAGIC magazine named 
Eugene one of the one hundred most influential magicians of the 
twentieth century.

I always enjoyed Eugene’s company; he was witty and erudite, and had the ability to make 
strangers feel like longtime friends. I took great delight in fooling him if I could. My favorite example 
of this was at an S.A.M. convention in Chicago in the mid-1990s. Eugene was sitting at a table 
outside of the dealer’s room, and was unaware that behind him was a floor-to-ceiling mirror that ran 
the length of the hallway. I used this mirror as a giant “shiner,” repeatedly finding Eugene’s chosen 
card. After frustrating him with these locations, I suggested he turn around. He did so, saw the 
mirror, and in that wonderful voice of his said, “I have to leave now.” And then we laughed. Aloha, 
Eugene. I am not alone in saying that you will be greatly missed.   —Michael Close

Photo by Richard Faverty

TOM MULLICA ~ Tom Mullica died on February 18, 2016, 
of complications from hernia surgery. He was sixty-seven. With 
his passing, the world has lost one of its greatest magicians and 
clowns. Tom was funny in his bones, and he was fearless in his 
pursuit of making people laugh.

In 1976, Tom opened The Tom-foolery Magic Bar in Atlanta. It 
ran for eleven years and perfectly showcased his magic, comedy, 
and love of music. If all this is new to you, find a copy of Showtime 
at the Tom-foolery by Richard Kaufman and the recently released, 
re-mastered video, An Evening at the Tom-foolery, available from 
Meir Yedid. These two sources will give you a sense of how great 
Tom was, but, unfortunately, to really appreciate him you had to 
see him live.

Near the end of his Tom-foolery set, Tom reveals a signed, 
selected card within the interior of an apple that he had been 
juggling. Accompanied by Leo Sayer’s “Long Tall Glasses,” Tom 
cuts into and eats the apple. Thirty or forty seconds into this, 
there occurs what is possibly the greatest visual gag in the history 
of magic. Although the gag is perfectly logical, it still comes out 
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GONE, BUT NOT FORGOTTEN
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of nowhere, and it produces the biggest laugh I have ever experienced – show-stopping, breath-
stealing, tear-inducing, convulsive, helpless laughter. It was stupendous, and we’ll never see the likes 
of it again.

Tom was most famous for his routine The Nicotine Nincompoop, in which he consumed an entire 
pack of cigarettes and several cocktail napkins. This was the centerpiece of Tom’s act at the Crazy 
Horse in Paris, and he performed it on television programs and at conventions around the world. It 
was hilarious and profoundly baffling. As a performer, it is not a routine you would want to follow.

Unfortunately, at a convention in Minneapolis many years ago, I had to follow it. Tom promised me 
that he wasn’t going to eat cigarettes during his close-up set, but, in the heat of the moment, he did. 
I had to follow him in three of the four close-up rooms. After my first performance, I walked into my 
second room and was greeted with the sight of spectators still recovering from what they had just 
seen. They had laughed as hard as they were ever going to laugh; they had seen one of the greatest 
magic routines of the twentieth-century; and now it was my turn.

I was introduced; I just stood there looking at them as they attempted to compose themselves. The 
first words out of my mouth would dictate how my show went. I stood there, looked at them silently 
for about thirty seconds, and said, “Do you mind if I smoke?”

The last time I saw Tom was at Thanksgiving in 2015 in Las Vegas. As we had done many times 
before, we made each other laugh. It never occurred to me that I would never see him again. Aloha, 
Tom, and thanks for all the laughter. 

Gone But Not Forgotten
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IT’S NOT MAGIC, BUT...

if you want to learn how to increase emotional content from one of the masters 
read Hitchcock by Francois Truffaut. Truffaut spent hours talking with Hitchcock 
about his body of work, and the insights Hitchcock reveals will change the way you 
look at your own repertoire. In fact, you may run right out and find a McGuffin to use 
with your next four ace trick.

Often, when a magician is performing in a close-up situation, he will hear a layman say, “Boy, I 
sure wouldn’t want to play cards with you.” This comment is usually interpreted as a statement 
of admiration for the magician’s card handling ability. I believe it is actually an expression of the 
spectator’s heartfelt hope that he will never have to spend any major amount of time with the 
magician in a social situation.”

“However, if the subject of gambling (and especially Las Vegas) comes up in the conversion it would 
be a good thing to be able to speak knowledgeably on the subject. David Malek sent along a book 
which will allow you to do just that. It’s called The 101”

“Most Asked Questions About Las Vegas and Casino Gambling and the author is George Joseph, 
Director of Surveillance for Bally Corporation and hand-mucker extraordinaire.”

Browser’s Bash 2018

For the past three years, the Browser’s Den of 
Magic in Toronto has hosted the Browser’s Bash - an 
amazing, full day (9 a.m. to 9 p.m.) of magic. And, 
guess what: they are doing it for a fourth time on 
Saturday, April 21, 2018.

There’s something for everyone at the Browser’s 
Bash: magic for card guys, mentalists, stand-
up magicians, children’s entertainers, and stage 
performers. There are jam sessions and great stuff 
for sale. If you love magic, the Browser’s Bash 2018 
is for you! The 2018 Bash will feature Whit “Pop” 
Haydn (one of magic’s finest close-up and stand-up 
performers), the great Dick Joiner (that’s his name, 
not the trick he’s famous for), and yours truly. Many 
more performers will be announced shortly.

Tickets are limited; if you’re interested (and 
why wouldn’t you be), don’t wait. Go to www.
browsersden.com/bash to reserve your spot.

MAGIC NEWS

http://www.michaelclose.com
http://www.browsersden.com/bash
http://www.browsersden.com/bash
https://is.gd/RCTRcz
http://www.Browsersden.com/bash


ONE PIECE OF ADVICE 
BY NORMAN BECK

The phone rang from a number I did not know. I 
soon learned it was from Heather Hankamer, the 
director of TEDx SMU. A friend of mine had given her 
my number. In three weeks they were having an event 
and needed one more speaker. I was offered a spot on 
the Friday night bill. I immediately said yes. There 
was no compensation, and that was fine. I have been 
a fan of TED Talks since 2013, when I first learned of 
them. 

TED started in 1984 and was a once-a-year event, 
much like a magic convention. You paid a fee and then 
got to hear fifty or so talks over a four-day period. 
The big TED convention is in Vancouver; they always 
sell out. Online are over 2,500 talks that have been 
viewed over a billion times. They average 1.5 million 
views per day. Whatever subject you are interested in, 
someone has given a TED Talk on it. (TED stands for 
Technology Entertainment and Design.) Since 1990, 
it has been an annual event. The first one in 1984 was 
going to be a one-off event, but it hasn’t worked out 
that way. Bill Clinton, Bill Gates, Bono, Larry Page, 
and Richard Dawkins have spoken at TED. 

Most people can’t afford the cost of the TED event 
(2017 registration is $17,000 – the standard $8,500 
registration is sold out), so a number of years ago they 
started something called TEDx, which are smaller 
and cheaper events. A couple in Dallas, Jim and Carol 
Young, brought it to SMU. The cost of putting on an 
event of this nature is high; somehow Jim and Carol 
got it done. I met them both the Thursday before 

the event. After spending time with them it was easy 
to see how they did it. They are passionate about 
learning and feel that TEDx is good for everyone. Jim 
is eighty years young; he was at every talk for the 
weekend, as was Carol. 

 The motto of TED is “ideas worth sharing.” Over 
the years several magicians have given TED Talks, 
including Larry Hass, Eric Mead, Apollo Robbins, 
Lennart Green, David Blaine, and Marco Tempest. All 
talks are videotaped and are available online for free. 
To give a talk, a person needs to have something that 
is worth sharing. The Youngs feel strongly about this 
and are happy SMU was able to offer this event to the 
Dallas community.

I had said yes; now the question was what to talk 
about. The topic was not limited, but the time was. In 
a normal TED Talk you are given eighteen minutes. 
They gave me twelve to fifteen minutes and not a 
moment over. With experience, they said I could have 
sixteen minutes. (That extra minute is like giving a 
glass of water to a man dying of thirst.)

Now that I had a gig (a non-paying gig), how 
should I prepare for it? I discovered the following 
information sources:
 

1. Books on the subject
2. Internet articles on the TED Talks
3. Toastmasters International
4. National Speakers Association
5. Professional speakers
6. Speech coaches
7. People who had given TED Talks
8. Magicians who had knowledge in the field

 
I picked number nine from the list (all of the above). 

In total I had over two hundred hours of research and 
preparation for a talk that ran 1,436 words, lasted 
about fourteen minutes, and was rewritten thirty 
times. I sought the counsel of two speech coaches, 
read six books on the subject, interviewed four people 
who make their living talking, and studied twenty 
articles on the subject. I also watched fifty-four TED 
Talks – all to give one fourteen-minute talk.

A TED Talk is a nonpaying event; as a rule you only 
ever give it once. That’s a lot of work for a one-off 
event, but I didn’t see it that way. I saw the talk as a 
great motivator and a learning tool to improve my 
ability to weave stories into my magic. 
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 The most helpful book I found was The 180 Rule by 
Karen Cortell Reisman, MS. She is a speaking coach 
here in Dallas and is the past president of NSA. The 
book is twenty-five pages long and sells for about six 
dollars. I also spoke with Karen and gave my talk to 
her over the phone. 

The head of TED is a man named Chris Anderson; 
he has a big book of the actual structure of a TED 
Talk, Ted Talks: The Official TED Guide to Public 
Speaking. The book is very good and will teach you 
step by step how to give a TED Talk. The information 
given here would be just as valuable to magician 
trying to write a script for a magic routine.

Another good book with great advice on presenting 
a talk in under eighteen minutes is Carmine Gallo’s 
The Storytellers Secret.
 
I learned three things from this endeavor:

1. Time matters. In most venues if you go overtime, 
so what. They don’t like so what at TED events.

2. An eighteen-minute, well-researched talk on any 
subject will hold a person’s attention.

3. Words matter. When you’re under the gun, you 
quickly learn to cut out words that don’t move the 
story along. Your magic script works the same way.

Ted also has The TED Commandments. These suggestions 
will also work for magic.

1. Thou shalt not simply trot out thy usual shtick.
2. Thou shalt dream a great dream, or show forth a 

wondrous new thing, or share something thou hast 
never shared before. 

3. Thou shalt reveal thy curiosity and thy passion.
4. Thou shalt tell a story.
5. Thou shalt freely comment on the utterances of 

other speakers for the sake of blessed connections 
and exquisite controversy.

6. Thou shalt not flaunt thine ego. Be thou vulnerable. 
Speak of thy failure as well as thy success.

7. Thou shalt not sell from the stage, neither thy 
company, thy goods, thy writings, nor thy desperate 
needs for funding lest thou be cast aside into utter 
darkness. 

8. Thou shalt remember all the while: laughter is 
good.

9. Thou shalt not read thy speech.
10. Thou shalt not steal the time of them that follow 

thee.
 

The night before the event all the speakers were 
taken to dinner. I made it a point to sit with Jim 
Young, the man who first brought TEDx to Dallas. 
I wanted to get to know him and learn from him. 
During dinner I spoke about leaving a bit out of my 
story; one of the speakers said, “You should have left 
that in.” Jim interjected the best advice of all; he said 
“You only have so much peanut butter in the jar.” He 
was right.

The event started at 6:00 p.m. on a Friday night with 
dinner for all the people attending. I was too much 
on edge to eat and, besides, it was time to go to work. 
I made it a point to go to each table before the event 
and say the following: “Hi, my name is Norman and 
I am one of the speakers tonight. I wanted to stop 
and say thank you for coming. It’s humbling that 
you have come to listen to a person you have never 
heard of.” None of the other speakers did this. This 
short introduction broke the ice. The attendees got 
to meet me and form an opinion before I walked into 
that bull’s-eye on stage. They asked, “What are you 
going to talk about?” I smiled and told them the title 
of my talk. That hooked them (and I wanted to hook 
them). I wanted them to think three things: I was 
nice; whatever I was going to talk about was worth 
listening to; and I was passionate about my subject.

At 7:40 that evening they called my name. Unlike 
many events, the speakers are on the front row. I 
walked on the stage with no props and no jokes. I 
can’t tell you what it feels like to walk on stage to 
entertain a group of four hundred people when you 
have no net. I never thought of my props as crutches; 
they are my good friends and I have performed them 
over and over again. I know what lines will always get 
a laugh. I know when I walk out on stage my first line 
will get a good laugh. Much like pushing a car, once 
you get it rolling it’s easy. For this TED Talk none of 
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that was in my tool kit. I only had my words and a 
chair. 

The sponsor asked that we make ourselves 
available to talk to the people who had come to the 
event. The exchange with many of the people was 
touching. The message from all that came up to me 
was only four words, “Thank you for sharing.” You 
could tell they meant it. I don’t have the words to tell 
you how that made me feel. 

How was it? How did I do? Did they like me? Did 
I die? Will I ever do it again? I found it to be an 
experience unlike anything I have ever done on 
stage. Please go to YouTube and search on “Norman 
Beck TEDx.” You can watch and decide for yourself.

My opening was: “I am going to make you a bet. 
When you leave here tonight you will have one piece 
of advice you will never forget, always remember, 
and hope you never use. You see, I am in the betting 
business.” There were no jokes or funny lines. I had 
written some; everyone I practiced on said no to 
them, so I listened to people who are smarter than I 
am. 

 If you ever get a chance to do a TED Talk, say yes. 
The experience will help you grow as a performer and 
as a person.  

Photos by Kim Leeson

Don’t wait, go watch this right now:

https://youtu.be/41ElcN9QDy0

OPINION Continued
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If you’re a magic enthusiast, and you’d like to turn 
your hobby into your job, this new ebook should be 
your next purchase.

Whether your goal is to perform in restaurants, 
at trade shows, on cruise ships, or in the college 
market, you’ll find what you need to know in Magic 
in the Real World by Christian Painter. In addition, 
you’ll get the lowdown on the importance of a 
magic director, incorporating modern technology 

effectively, dealing with agents, the basics of 
effective marketing, and much more.

This may well be the most practical ebook for the 
aspiring professional magician ever published. What 
you’re about to read will save you time and money, 
and will increase your odds for success.

Although Magic in the Real World is geared toward 
the performer who is trying to decide whether to 
earn a living solely from magic, there is plenty of 
information that will be useful to even seasoned 
professionals, especially those wanting to break into 
a new market.

I wish this book had been available when I was a 
young a man. It would have changed my life.  
- Michael Close

Available at www.MichaelClose.com $24.99

[You will receive an instant link to download three 
files - an ebook (EPUB file), a PDF file, and a Read Me 
file. Please read the Read Me file first. It will answer 
any questions and get you started right away.]

For decades, Johnny Thompson has been one of 
the most respected minds in magic. His decades-long 
distinguished career has covered all facets of magic. 
From trade-show performances, to performing on 

stage in the early days of Las Vegas to consulting 
on stage for Lance Burton, Criss Angel and Penn & 
Teller, including behind-the-scenes judging on all 
four seasons of Fool Us, Johnny has done it all. He 
was the first recipient of the Allan Slaight Award for 
Lifetime Achievement (2015) and has been awarded 
the Masters Fellowship from The Academy of Magical 
Arts (1999).

Magiciana is in the final stages of producing 
this two-volume, hardcover, slipcase set. The pre-
publication offer is on now. Expected shipping is late 
2017 or early 2018.  

Pre-Order $250.00 USD
Click Here to Order
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The Key to Making a Stand

Flying back from Los Angeles I noticed that the person sitting next to 
me was watching a movie on his iPod Touch. He had it resting on a stand 
and it was at the perfect angle for him to view the screen. I figured that it 
was that little plastic stand that came with the Touch, which most of us 
lost after a week. I was wrong. When he picked up the Touch to select a 
new movie, I was amazed to see that the stand was nothing more than a 
plastic room key from a hotel. He simply bent the key into the shape of a 
stand. What a great thing to do with those keys! There will be times when 
you want to show a trick on your iPhone/iTouch and do not want to hold 
the device. This is a perfect solution. If you look at the photo, you will see 
how to bend it. Fold the top back 1 ¼ inches. Fold the bottom forward 
¾ of an inch. That’s it! This stand is also perfect for decks of cards or a 
single prediction card. If you don’t have a room key, start saving up those fake credit cards that are 
always being sent to you in the mail. View a tutorial here.

Stand Up and be Seen 

If you have been to a movie or a Broadway show lately, you noticed there is always a 
cardboard display for you to stand next to so you can take a selfie promoting the show. 
I’m sure you have been to a Las Vegas show where you can have your picture taken 
next to the star of the show. You are actually standing next to a cardboard cutout of 
the celebrity. If you would like to have a full color cardboard cutout of yourself for 
people to stand next to, I found the place.

Send a photo to www.partystandups.com and they will make a life-size cutout 
standup from it for around $130 or less. This makes an excellent promo piece for the 
lobby. You can even add a speech bubble for a few dollars more. They also have the 
ability to cut out the face for the standup to be a cool photo op. Bookmark this page, 
you will have a use for them someday.

Free Posters

If you need some old magic posters to decorate your magic room, props, 
or stage, head over to www.freevintageposters.com. It is a website full of old 
posters that are available to download for free. Click on the Circus button 
and you will find posters of such magicians as Houdini, Thurston, Keller, Neff, 
Alexander, and many more. Once you have downloaded them, you can print 
them at your local print shop or on your color printer. 

TECH TRICKS
BY BRUCE KALVER

http://www.michaelclose.com
http://www.instructables.com/id/Hotel-Key-Card-Phone-Stand/
http://www.partystandups.com
http://www.instructables.com/id/Hotel-Key-Card-Phone-Stand/
http://www.freevintageposters.com
http://www.freevintageposters.com
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