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The Mess-Terpiece 
 

“I know nothing about art… ” 
“My wife and I love going to art museums. We like it all: classics, 

impressionists, modern art. My wife likes jigsaw puzzles too. She will 

frequently purchase one of those 1,000-piece puzzles with the 

artwork she loves most. I am not so talented with jigsaw puzzles. I 

get 6-piece versions. But I have gotten really good at putting those 

together!! I can even put these puzzles together if a bunch of the 

pieces get mixed up! 

“Here are four of my favorites.” You show photos of these great 

paintings as you describe them. 

“First, Auguste Renoir’s Luncheon of the Boating Party, created 

between 1880 and 1881. First shown in Paris in 1882. And here is 

Picasso’s Les Femme d’Algers, from 1955. Sold in 2015 for $180 

million. It wasn’t me! Here is Salvador Dali’s famous surreal 

landscape The Persistence of Memory. It has been a fixture at New 

York’s Museum of Modern Art since 1932. What’s the deal with 

ants? And I just love Monet’s Haystacks. So simplistic but in a way, 

meaningful. Great technique too…. What do I know? As the old 

saying goes ‘I know nothing about art, but I know what I like!’”  

Out of a big envelope, you shake 24 squares of cardboard. “Here are 

the pieces for the puzzles that make up those four great works of 

art. I’ve gotten pretty good at assembling one or two of these. 

Maybe you can help too. In fact, I know you can help and that you’ll 

do an awesome job…even if we mix the pieces up! I know this 

because I’m a magician…and I predicted this!” you say smugly as you 

extract a smaller envelope from your pocket and from there pull out 

two folded cards. One labeled “1,” the other labeled “2”. You make 

no further comment about these two folded cards. 

“We are going to do a thorough job of mixing.” You pass the stack of 

squares to your helper Seth. “Give these a good mix. Shuffle them 

like cards if you want.” 

You take the large pieces back and stack them all into a single pile. 

You turn some face up, some face down, some you turn clockwise or 

counter-clockwise. You ask Seth to direct your direction-ing of many 

of these pieces.  “What a mess,” you comment about the stack of 

squares. “You want to cut this stack? Once? Twice? It’ll make a 

difference as you’ll see … I’m not done mixing them up yet!” 
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Seth cuts the pile a few times. Then you lay out the top 

six pieces in a row, left to right. You “deal” out six 

more pieces underneath these. Six more, then the final 

six. Some pieces are face up, some face-down. Some 

oriented in the right manner, others clearly turned 

incorrectly. “Now we are going to further mix the 

pieces by folding whole sections…like pages on an old 

map. We could fold top to bottom, bottom to top, left 

to right or right to left. Your choice, Seth. What’ll it 

be?”  

Seth says “top to bottom,” so you comply by “folding” 

– flipping all the cards over and downward – from row 

A onto the cards in row B.  

You address another audience member, “Let’s not 

make this too easy for Seth! Let’s fold the pieces again. 

What do you suggest? Top to bottom, bottom to top, 

left to right or right to left?” Marilyn shouts out, “left 

to right.” So, you now “fold” the squares from column 

1 onto the pieces of column 2. 

You and your audience continue this mixing until a 

single pile of uber-mixed puzzle pieces has emerged. 

 “First things first,” you say as you spread all the mixed-

up pieces. You carefully pull the face-down pieces from 

the pile and set the rest aside. “With all the mixing you 

just completed, how many of these pieces are face-

down?”  

Seth counts. “Six!” 

“I said I made a prediction earlier…” You reach for the 

card marked “1” remove the paper clip and open the 

prediction. It reads “YOU WILL LEAVE EXACTLY 6 CARDS 

FACE DOWN”. 

A 

 

B 

 

C 

 

D 

 

A 

 

B 

 

C 

 

D 
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 “You did great, Seth! You managed to make my 

prediction correct!! You made me look good! Now 

let’s see if you made yourself look good.” Piece by 

piece, you turn over the face-down pieces on the 

table. They are clearly all from the same painting! 

You slide them together as they form the painting of 

Renoir’s Boating Party. You have turned over all but 

the last piece, sustaining the drama. “Clearly, Seth, 

you are thinking twenty steps ahead of the rest of 

us!” But you turn over the final piece…and it’s… it’s 

… It’s from the Dali painting! “Well…maybe two 

steps ahead….” You comment as you look at this 

“magnum dopus.” 

However, you still 

smile knowingly and 

rushed comment, “But 

I predicted that too!” 

With that, you open up 

the prediction card 

marked “2.” It shows 

the Boating Party 

image. But it too has a 

lower left corner from 

Dali’s Persistence of 

Memory!!! 
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“… but I know what I like!” 
You could trace the bloodlines of this effect to work originated by British puzzle creator Henry Dudeney 

(“Folding Postage Stamps,” 1929), though, John Bannon’s work, ideas and effects were a direct inspiration. 

Mr. B did magic a great service by carefully looking at ideas from the likes of Lennart Green and Jon 

Racherbaumer (and others) and incorporating ideas by Bob Hummer via Steve 

Freeman. He eventually came up with something extremely clever and very well 

realized. John has done his usual remarkable job in research and connecting the dots 

of the details to create a marvelous effect (set of effects, actually). See “Degrees of 

Freedom” in John’s great book Dear Mr. Fantasy (original was published in 2004. It is 

now available in softcover and eBook formats on John’s website bannonmagic.com). 

As a bonus, the book also looks at the history of the “folding” concept and John’s 

ideas, variations and experiments that brought him to “Degrees of Freedom.” John 

has done some serious study on leveraging this topological curiosity into something that 

has numerous magical applications.  

Nick Trost also took a stab at the effect yielding a mis-made card and mis-made card prediction 

(“Quadruplex,” published in Subtle Card Creations #3, 2011).  

Readers may wish to also check out Martin Gardner’s exploration into similar methods in “The Paradox 

Papers,” found in the July 1971 Pallbearer’s Review. The Gardner article yielded lots of interesting variations 

in the same and several following issues. 

You’ll need to get a decent set of props together for this effect. You are deal with master works of art, after 

all!! You could print out the artwork in the attached and glue it to thick cardboard. Then once fully dry, cut 

each of the four paintings once along the horizontal and twice vertically thus creating 6 pieces. When you 

cut, you may want to leave the white boarders of the pictures intact. Even a sliver of the borders will enable 

your reassembly of the picture faster. You may wish to mark a small pencil dot in the lower left corner of the 

“force painting” (Luncheon at the Boating Party). It’s easy to quickly recognize the “force piece” of the Dali: 

its orange color of the pedestal is easy to spot…plus it has all those damn ants! You will need to quickly spot 

all six pieces of the Renoir and the 1 piece of Dali (and when you do, will you shout out “Hello, Dali”?).   

Finally, you’ll need the two prediction cards. I use two squares cut from stiff photo paper. Number 1 has the 

text about the 6 face down cards (handwrite this… do not print it out using your printer) and Number 2 has 

the hybrid, “Mess-terpiece” painting. Fold these postcard sized predictions in half, write 1 and 2 respectively 

and place a paperclip on each to keep them closed until needed. The 24 “puzzle pieces” and the predictions 

go into separate envelopes until needed.   
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A quick note about the puzzle pieces, standard thick cardstock or photo paper is very difficult to manage 

when doing magic. They tend to get “sticky”; they just don’t slide well and thinner stocks are difficult to 

“deal” and even more difficult to manage during the “folding” procedure. Gluing 

the photopaper to a thicker piece of cardboard helps provide more “purchase” 

during the various moves. You will have to experiment finding the best 

combination. Having said all this, one “paper cocktail” that works very well is 

this: print to photo paper and then laminate the artwork. Finally, cut into the 6 

pieces. You could also cut into the six pieces first then laminate each piece.  

The lamination process not only keeps everything nice and clean, but also 

provides a good firmness to the still thin pieces and a nice, easy glide. 

One more hint, using a fine tipped Sharpie marker, put a tiny dot in an 

inconspicuous spot on the lower left corner piece of Boating Party. Looking for it 

will help you quickly identify this piece during the “mixing step.” 

Painting the Picture … 
Follow the presentation written above. Show the pieces freely and let your volunteer begin the mix them as 

well. If you are able, try to keep track of where the two “key” pieces are (the lower left corner of the Boating 

Party [with the little dot] and the lower left corner of Persistence of Memory [easy enough to spot because it 

is colored differently that the others: orange-y stopwatch case covered with ants is a giveaway too!]). When 

you get the pieces back, you mention how you will further mix them, face up and face down. Just like they’d 

be mixed up in the closed puzzled box. As you say this, you pick up the top two pieces. If both belong to the 

Boating Party picture, you place them back to back and drop the pair to the table. If both pieces are 

“indifferent” (i.e. from any other painting), you place them face to face and drop them onto the table. If the 

pair consists of one from the Boating Party and one indifferent, ask the spectator whether she wishes them 

to be placed face up or face down and turn both cards that way but the Boating Party piece must remain as 

the topmost piece of the pair.  

You must consider the Persistence of Memory corner key piece as part of the Boating Party picture and 

orient it accordingly. Similarly, the Boating Party corner piece with the little dot key is now considered to 

be an “indifferent” piece.  

In summary, you must orient the pieces as follows: 

❖ BOTH Boating Party pieces (including the Persistence lower left corner 

key piece) are placed back-to-back, 

❖ BOTH “indifferent” pieces (including the Boating Party lower left dotted 

piece) are placed face-to-face, 

❖ MIXED PAIR, both pieces face the same direction as dictated by the 

spectator, BUT the Boating Party piece (including the key Persistence 

piece) must go on top. This pair can then either be flipped face-up or 

face-down per the spectator’s suggestion.  

(NOTE: these are the “rules” as developed by John Bannon in his “Degrees of 

Freedom” effect in Dear Mr. Fantasy) 

Once oriented like this, you can cut this packet as many times as you want and even overhand shuffle single 

cards at a time as long as the number is ODD. 
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Now we move to the placement of the pieces on the table. Remember, you are acting as if this is a big jigsaw 

puzzle. Just like you’d lay the pieces out individually, so do you lay these pieces out – except you place the 

pieces in the face up or face down orientation that are currently in.  

Beginning on the left, you place the packet’s top 6 

pieces dealing a left to right row. Then directly 

under piece 6, you place the next piece (7) and 

finish dealing a row RIGHT to LEFT. Piece #13 is 

dealt directly under #12 and the deal now 

proceeds left to right. Finally, #19 is placed under 

#18 and the final five pieces are placed moving 

right to left. See the photo to the right. 

The orientation and placement processes should 

proceed at a decent pace. It does not have to be 

rushed. The appearance is that you are merely 

randomly jumbling the pieces as if they were 

mixed by putting them all together in their 

cardboard storage boxes and given a shake. So, 

having you place them face up/down/face-to-

face/back-to-back/etc. should not be an issue. You are 

“merely” mixing the pieces. What is important here is cadence. It should not appear as if you are making a 

conscious decision on the orientation of each piece and pair (which, indeed, you are!). Practice, therefore, is 

necessary for you to get the pacing down without pausing. (Practice haters take note, you may only need to 

do this a few times before you’re comfortable!) 

Next, you move into the “origami” or “folding” phase. Just follow the patter and illustrations in the 

presentation noted above. There is probably no rhyme nor reason for you doing this! But the underlying 

premise is still one of missing up the pieces from and orientation and direction perspective. Your audience 

will be thinking that that this is all merely preparation for soon doing the impossible (or improbable, or 

merely okay) task of reassembling the four 6-piece jigsaw puzzles into cohesive pictures. They are so wrong! 

But…they are also so correct:  the impossible will be occurring in just a moment!  

Let your volunteer guide you in how to “fold” the pieces. Emphasize the final orientations of each and every 

piece is solely under their discretion.   

As you fold, take note where a few of the “indifferent” pieces face. When folded-

down to a single packet, you will want the “indifferents” face-up. Amazingly the 

mathematics behind this method will leave 18 of the pieces face-up:  all the 

indifferent pieces and the lower left corner of the Boating Party. The other five 

sections of the Boating Party and the lower left corner piece of Persistence will be 

face-down! 

Holding the single packet of pieces, you quickly rifle through them placing the face-

up pieces in front of you, and casually tossing the face-down pieces aside to your right, 

as if they were “discards” and you were going to concentrate on the face-ups. Unexpectedly, you now move 

the pile of face-up pieces away from you and clear out a space in front of you to now slide the face-down 

pieces into prominence. Don’t underestimate the value of this move! It is very subtle and nuanced, but it 
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creates the dissonance necessary to build the surprise you are going to spring on your audience in a few 

moments! 

Follow the structure of the presentation and pattern as written earlier. Make it fit your style. Act surprised if 

you like when you flip over that final “wrong” piece. Because, what appears to be so wrong is actually (in the 

words of Paul Simon) “something so right!” 

When you do flip over the final “incorrect” piece, don’t act like it is incorrect; in fact, you should not react at 

all! Just comment on the situation. I do not believe this is a “magician in trouble” moment as the next step 

isn’t using magic to resolve your troubles. Rather, things are playing out exactly as you thought! 

Whatever the appearance, I can assure you your audience will be laughing and then gasping with 

astonishment and laughing at the same time! And you too will find their response both astonishing and 

reassuring. 

In other words, magical. 

A few tints from the palette… 
My good friend and world-class magical thinker, Marc DeSouza suggested other paintings could be used. 

Perhaps all abstract paintings. His logic was you could then introduce a line of thinking into your presentation 

about how in really abstract paintings you can’t tell top from bottom or left from right. They all look mixed-up 

even when they are properly put together!  

Marc’s idea is a great one. Look to the works of Picasso, Miro, Kandinsky, Klee and Pollack. 

I selected the paintings used here for a few specific reasons. I wanted differences in contrast, brightness and 

style. I also wanted to easily be able to pick out the lower left-hand corner pieces of the two “targets”. I did 

experiment with a few others, but found the four paintings used here easiest to use and notice 

quickly. 

I had also toyed with the idea of mounting the paintings on thick cardboard or foam-core 

and cutting the pieces so that they looked like big jigsaw puzzle pieces.  You know, like this: 

But the thickness made the overall stack of 24 pieces too think and unwieldy. And those 

nubby things kept bending! I suspect, however, if I were ever to make up a set of these for 

stage work, I would design them like big jigsaw puzzle pieces.  In fact, that might be quite fun! 

By the way, for you logomaniacs (look it up), authoritative jigsaw puzzle enthusiasts have real names for 

puzzle piece anatomy!  The pieces are designed with various "loops" and "sockets", "knobs" and "holes", 

"tabs" and "slots", "keys" and "locks". Though one aficionado affectionately refers to the “features” simply as 

“innies” and “outies”! 
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And a final bit of irrelevance … 
One of my favorite paintings hangs in the Louvre in Paris. It is David’s The 

Coronation of Napoleon”. It more “dominates” rather than merely 

“hangs” in its gallery. It is as big as the wall it is mounted on. Kind of like 

the IMAX of historical paintings! It can be found just around the corner 

from the crowd-stealing (and one-tenth it’s size) Mona Lisa. Now, I am 

not one to pontificate on the Da Vinci’s masterful creation, even if you 

can somehow get close enough to really look at it! But if fortune should 

ever find you in the Louvre, do look for David’s “…Napoleon”. It is magic 

on canvas! (The miracle is that there was any canvas left over for other 

artists!). My wife, who really is a jigsaw puzzle fan, purchased a puzzle 

version of the David painting … 5,000 pieces!!  

Amazingly, she assembled it in under a week. I don’t know where she gets 

all that patience! 

 

 

 

 

 
 


