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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, I’m the Director of Public Programs at the New York Public Library. As many of you know, my goal here at the Library is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when I’m successful, to make it levitate. (laughter) And perhaps tonight precisely it will levitate. I’ve actually been wondering for the last ten years that I’ve been here how much this building weighs, and nobody has been able to tell me. Maybe tonight. 
I’d like to invite all of you to look at our program to see what’s coming up. To know that in a couple of weeks I’ll be speaking with Steve Hindy and others about beer, craft beer. I’m very much looking forward to the research and development that will go on (laughter) when I study it more carefully. Also you might be interested in knowing that next week we’ll have Chuck Palahniuk here with Doug Coupland and then in I’ve just selected a few random events, in June I’ll have the pleasure of speaking again with John Waters. John Waters the filmmaker spent a few months of his life doing what my father told me to do until I was twenty-one. My father believed it was immoral, and still believes at the age of ninety-six, that it was immoral for me to travel in any other way than hitchhiking. I believe the same thing should be true about my children, and I’ll send them on the road. My wife doesn’t agree. But John Waters wrote a book called—which is coming out in June—called Carsick.

Now, I’m absolutely delighted to be welcoming tonight the greatest magician in the world, Ricky Jay.

(applause)

Now, Ricky, the water is on the floor because we have some quite precious books here on the table.

RICKY JAY: Paul, can I just start for a second? I know this seems strange. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, no, please!

RICKY JAY: I was wondering whether we would have an enjoyable discussion here, and I have to say you’ve made me so completely uncomfortable (laughter) by introducing me as the greatest magician in the world that I’m tempted to leave. (laughter) So we’ve got to get over this one and then I’m sure we’ll be fine.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Maybe I shouldn’t ask you why that made you uncomfortable.

RICKY JAY: It’s absurd. I mean, I think for one thing it imagines that there’s a rubber stamp for magicians and people can only think of one at one time, and that person is great.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you’ve written about that precisely, you’ve said that often one thinks of only one magician in a period.

RICKY JAY: Right. And the point is that magicians are as different as singers and comedians. You know, there’s no one greatest singer in the world. Are we talking about opera or R&B? So it’s obviously absurd in this sense, too, and it does make me uncomfortable. It makes me perfectly pleasant to think that I do good work and have for a long time and leave it at that.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, I stand corrected. 

RICKY JAY: I wasn’t trying to punish you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you did, you did.
RICKY JAY: And the evening is early.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the evening is early. Yes, and so I know that it’s going to be quite an evening. But I am looking forward to it.

RICKY JAY: So am I.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Moving along. (laughter) For the last seven or so years, I’ve been asking my various guests to give me a biography of themselves in seven words. A haiku of sorts, or, if you are extremely modern, a tweet. And your seven words, which you submitted to me today, and which I’d like you to explicate a little bit is: “Arcane knowledge on need-to-know basis.” (laughter) And I must say I am in need. And help me out now.

RICKY JAY: Well, it’s the slogan of my consulting company. I have a consulting company with a brilliant student of deception named Michael Weber and we provide— occasionally we provide information for people doing films or theater or television. And that’s the slogan of our company. “Arcane knowledge on a need-to-know basis.” And what that means is if we have to tell a director how some magical principle works to enable them to get a better shot, we’re not coy about that, we’ll absolutely do it, but we’re against the gratuitous exposure of secrets just the way that we’re against the gratuitous exposure of flesh. 

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There is something good and you and I spoke about this a little bit. Good and bad magic. Magic well performed, badly performed. And you are just in the process now of creating a weekend which is called the Congress of Wonders, and you explained this to me in some way as a weekend of magic appreciation. I wonder in some way what that means. I know that Werner Herzog, who we have in common, created the Rogue School of Cinema and in many ways when I heard about what you’re about to do, it made me think a little bit about what Werner does, where he—there’s no camera, no use of camera, people who come to those classes learn how to pick a lock, they learn to read, and Werner keeps saying that the most important thing for a filmmaker is to read, read, read. And the two books that he thinks are most important for people to read are the Virgil Georgics and the Warren Report, and he sees a relationship between the two. What will people learn? And maybe you can tell us a little bit about what you’re preparing there.

RICKY JAY: Well, this is brand new for me. I’ve been very reluctant to speak about art in any sort of a learning capacity, and I was induced by some interesting people to become part of a weekend that’s much like these weekends where splendid musicians show you how to play the guitar. The same company that I’m doing this for has Itzhak Perlman for a weekend where you come and spend time with the artist and this is over a period of I think three days at a lovely resort in Rhinebeck, New York, in the Beekman Arms, and I’ve invited a number of guest speakers, and the idea is to really discuss magic as an art. 
After spending my entire lifetime in this, I realized that there really are peculiar things about it that don’t seem to apply to other art forms. And when you’re talking about good and bad magic, I think that’s really one of them, that if you see somebody perform magic and it fools you, by nature you assume the person who fooled you is good because the alternative is if I then say to you, “you know, that person who fooled you is terrible,” it makes you feel like an idiot, so it’s a very strange dynamic. And often the person who fools you may have fooled you using a magic effect or a trick—a word I don’t particularly like, but let’s call it that for the moment—a trick invented by one person and built by a second person and accompanied by patter written by a third person and in a scenario directed by a fourth person and then they present this piece and you in watching it assume that the person who performed it is worthy of all that credit, when that credit in this particular case has to do with a lot of people other than the person who did it. 
And sometimes in magic the effect can require no skill whatsoever. A juggler, to become proficient at juggling, must keep the objects he juggles in the air. If he dropped them all, you would know that there’s no question he was bad. A magician, remarkably enough, can supersede that. Magic is such a strong art it can support a really weak performer. But the other side of it is to go from being good to being exceptionally good or wonderfully good is such a long, long interesting road that I hope to be able, in the course of this weekend and with my guests, to show examples of people who really are quite remarkable. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, immediately I’m prompted to ask you what is that difference? Because when we speak about appreciation, we’re making distinctions, very fine distinctions that are very important to make, between good and very good. What is that?

RICKY JAY: It’s very difficult. Dai Vernon, who was my great mentor—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I loved him.

RICKY JAY: He and Charlie Miller were the great sleight of hand artists of the twentieth century. And Vernon used to draw this line. He would say, “from good to very good is this line and from very good to great is this line.” But he wasn’t really able to articulate himself what that meant, there’s just something about people who have it, on some level, and it’s certainly a combination of the things you would think it would be—practice, hard work, inspiration, creativity—but there’s no specific formula and there’s no specific test and there’s no specific school that I know that can get you along that line.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But what’s interesting also in thinking about tonight for me was noticing that it’s not only that you put in so much time in the practice of magic, you’re also extraordinarily interested in the history of magic. And your book collection is a working collection, and one of the ways in which I enticed you to come tonight was by telling you that we had a few books here.

RICKY JAY: I guess!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And that some of them would be old friends you would come and see again. And here we have a couple of them, and maybe we could begin by talking about what you have chosen to have here and might I say that Vicki Steele, my colleague and curator here of the Special Collections, in charge of them, has done something magnificent today, and you’re the first person for whom she’s done this. She has allowed us to bring these books out of the vaults, as it were, and bring them here onstage, so this is a special moment.

RICKY JAY: I am extraordinarily pleased, and I’ve known Vicki for many years, and she’s been helpful on so many occasions to me. One of these books I find hard to think of on that level since I wrote it (laughter), but the—and there’s probably a copy in the bottom of a cupboard in my house. But the other one is truly magnificent. But why don’t we start with the one I wrote if that’s okay with you?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think it’s perfectly okay with me. Why don’t we? Shall I bring it to you?

RICKY JAY: Yeah, that’s great.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Here it is.

RICKY JAY: So this is a book that I wrote for the Whitney Museum of Art in, according to this 1994. I was approached by May Castleberry, who’s a wonderful librarian in charge of this particular series. Can I ask you to move other book Paul, over, I don’t want to—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Of course.

RICKY JAY: Thank you. I had been researching for some years the history of something called the blow book, which was the oldest trick book in the world. It’s more of a prop than an actual book and there had never been a history of it. And if you can see this this is just the title page announcing that this is a history of the magic magic book and it was called the blow book, because whoever blew on the pages was able to make the images on the pages change I think the quote was “many several ways.” And this particular book was a collaboration with a number of well-known modern artists, Vija Celmins, Jane Hammond, Glenn Ligon, Justen Ladda, who made this beautiful case, Philip Taaffe, and William Wegman. 
And so I visited the studios of these artists with May Castleberry to talk about images they had that might have to do with magic, but basically this first volume was a history of how these blow books had been made and used going back to the sixteenth century and the two major sixteenth-century books on magic, Scot’s Discoverie of Witchcraft in England and Jean Prévost’s wonderful working book of magic in French, both published in 1584, both have explanations of the making and presentation of this thing called a blow book, and they’re completely different, which is interesting, and then the blow book that we have from the New York Public Library that I’ll show you in a minute is also slightly different, and so we decided to re-create a blow book, and we literally made this. I daresay this was the greatest miscalculation of time in my life because this took an enormous amount of time to do as a pro bono job, but I’m incredibly proud of it. 
So the concept initially was that you had a book literally with blank pages and then if you blew on the book you could make images appear, in this case Vija Celmins’s woodcuts would appear. But of course it was just a blank book. So if you blew on the pages again they were blank, (laughter) but in doing this again you might find William Wegman’s dogs doing some rather remarkable magic-based stunts that were great fun. I had a great deal of fun going to Bill’s house and trying to fool his dogs by doing magic for them. (laughter) There were many fringe benefits. Bill I think is here tonight, he can tell me if I’m wrong, but I seem to recall of the two dogs who were in the home, when I would come in on subsequent visits, one would look at me and eagerly come up for me to perform and the other ran away (laughter) and would never have anything to do with me. 
But the thing is if you prefer Philip Taaffe’s wonderful illustrations, you could have them as well. So that was the idea that there were many ways in which the book changed. But also instead of these modern artists you could also do historical things. This, for instance, is instructions on how to operate the book in English and French and German and Spanish, but of course it was just a blank book with no images. So that was the idea of that.

(applause)

This could go on for a long time. So we were very proud of doing that, you know, for the Whitney.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But also great fun, no, too?

RICKY JAY: Oh, great fun! And it was performed—in this history of the blow book, I talk about it being performed by magicians for years. At times it was an incredibly cherished, very expensive item in their repertoire. Certainly that was true in the sixteenth and seventeenth century. By the early nineteenth century, magicians often sold them after their shows, as a prop and also as a trick to garner money for the magicians and a little bit of publicity. But when I wrote the book, the earliest blow book extant was a seventeenth-century book probably printed in Belgium, completely manuscript. And, if you recall, the last thing I flipped through were a series of devils. They came from that book. 
But one of the things that makes research and life so exciting is a number of years after I did this book I received a call from a couple of people. From Marcia Reed, the librarian at the Getty, who I’m sure you know, and a woman named George Louise Clubb, who was writing on commedia dell'arte, and they mentioned that they were familiar with a manuscript which was here at the New York Public listed as a codex, as a manuscript, that had been identified as a source book for commedia dell'arte, maybe even thinking that a specific commedia dell'arte company was trying to show their wares, of what kind of events could be shown at various festivals where they might be hired to work, but after Marcia seeing my book, which the Getty had a copy of, she thought maybe it made sense for us to speak together. And from seeing just illustrations from the book, not the book itself, I was pretty sure that it was in fact a blow book. And I could tell that from the way the pages were cut, with these sort of scalloped cuttings that you would often find oh in a dictionary, you know where your thumb can sort of fit into a crevice and you’re able to spread the words of a certain letter, so if I may, let me know—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What’s interesting to me also is that—before giving you the pleasure of touching this book—is that you speak about these books and one feels kind of a tactile inebriation.

RICKY JAY: Yeah, it really is tactile. I remember one instance when I was researching my book—I don’t know if I should say which library. It’s fine I guess. I went out to the Newberry Library in Chicago, one of the great collections, because they had listed a blow book. From the description it sounded about fifty years too early for me, I was very intrigued by it. I mean, I’ve really spent years—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Fifty years too early?

RICKY JAY: The description of what the book was sounded to me fifty years earlier than I knew of any books like that of this particular genre in the eighteenth century. And I came out to look at the book, and I was presented with a sort of foam cradle in which the book was placed. And I course picked up the book, and a librarian ran into the room horrified and said, “Mr. Jay, please return that book to the book futon!” 
(laughter) 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did you?

RICKY JAY: I did, but only saying that I had to pick it up again and then they wanted me to use gloves, which of course kill the tactile sensation and I had to explain to the librarian and to many librarians. This was an interesting thing, that I wrote letters on the Whitney stationery to major libraries all over Europe, and unless I actually knew somebody working in the library, I never got a response. A combination of two things. One, that it’s easier to do research in America than any other country in the world, and two, that these books were often misidentified in libraries, as it was here, and as it is in many libraries. One of the books—you know, I’ve collected these myself, I have a rather large collection of blow books—one of them had an annotation which said, “A queer old book Granny had.” (laughter) You know, people just didn’t know what they were. 
And in the case of the New York Public book, I mean, it’s very hard to collate them. There’s a series of repeated images, and if you’re trying to rationalize a book as a workbook for the commedia dell'arte, why would you have the same kind of illustration every six pages? And then another book, another illustration, every six pages? They’re quite tricky. And so I sent illustrations and a description, but I wasn’t able to find much in terms of response, but then going subsequently to these universities, I would often find pieces. Nothing, however, as exciting as this.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, I think with that prelude—

RICKY JAY: Let’s put it away.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, let’s put it away.

RICKY JAY: Maybe we should even hand it off.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ll put it there so it’s far away from my glass and then—pass this one on to you.

RICKY JAY: Actually, Vicki, do you want to come take it? I think that might be—the fact that there is a glass in proximity. Exactly, yes.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Here is one—just a few more seconds of worry and we’ll be done with this.

RICKY JAY: So, anyway, this book is bound much later, but it turns out that this is indeed a sixteenth-century book, and there are these rather extraordinary images. It doesn’t work quite as well as many others.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why?

RICKY JAY: Because it’s been rebound later, and if you can see, these are these strange tabs that I spoke about, where your thumb can fit in the tabs which allow you to show them, so this is a section, actually there are many commedia figures here. Let me get a better section. Ah, this is better. Where you get all these people playing musical instruments, and it’s a whole section of people playing musical instruments, so you can make it look like it’s a book only of people playing musical instruments, and when you see something like this that comes in, it means that certain pages have been disbound. But this is without a question the earliest blow book extant. And it’s absolutely extraordinary, these drawings, oh and again you can show it as a blank book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me. I want to get a sense of how it feels for you to be holding this.

RICKY JAY: Well, it’s—I mean, it’s living history. Here’s a section of horses and riders. I mean it’s—there are a couple of things that are amazing about it. I mean, the fact is, of course by nature, there can be no other copy of this, it’s a manuscript codex. So that’s already amazing. The other thing is that it uses a principle clearly written and explained in the time that this book was manufactured, which leads me to believe books like this were made long before there was any written record of them in 1584. And that the other thing that’s quite astounding is that they’re still made and used, literally, and will still fool people if done in the correct way. 
So that the method of this is only a little bit of technology. What makes it effective as a magic trick is presentation and context, so all of these things are wildly appealing and plus so is the concept of having to do research in person in an institution in this age that I think probably scares folks like us who so love the book, this Internet world that opens up amazing vistas and horizons for us, but can never take the place of finding something like this.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So the Internet offers us great opportunities, but it also in some way restricts some of our access to an experience such as this one. And does it frighten you?

RICKY JAY: Sure, sure. I mean, I’m a Luddite at the base of my being. I mean, I can get myself around the Internet to do research pretty well now. But still, I do have some fear of it. And I also have some fear of the concept that there are instant answers to everything, the idea of being able to go through life and answer any question you have in seconds and have no idea whether the answer you’ve been given is right or wrong. So that’s scary. The other side of it is quite remarkable. I mean, I now have access to eighteenth-century newspapers. I’m writing a book now about a character who lived at the end of the seventeenth and the early part of the eighteenth century. And—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know nothing about it. Who is it?

RICKY JAY: It’s a man named Matthew Buchinger.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Oh yes.

RICKY JAY: Who you probably do know.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Oh yes I do.

RICKY JAY: Because I mention him in every book I ever write. If you have an illustration of him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I certainly do.

RICKY JAY: I’ll talk about him later when you show the illustration.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I certainly do. Why don’t I show the illustration now?

RICKY JAY: Whatever you prefer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let me see. Let me find Buchinger. He’s somewhere here. Where is he?

RICKY JAY: So I can speak while you’re looking, is to say that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Image 10 and 11.

RICKY JAY: So I can say that I just came back from a trip in Scotland and Ireland. There is Matthew Buchinger. Can you see that all clearly? Is there a close-up of it as well?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There is.

RICKY JAY: So let me explain a little about it. So here is a drawing of Matthew Buchinger. In the curls of his hair, what seems to be his peruque are in fact seven psalms and the Lord’s Prayer. Now there are many things that make this particular engraving and Matthew Buchinger rather remarkable. I will tell you a few of them. Matthew Buchinger did—this is an engraving which comes from an original drawing of his. It’s a stipple engraving from 1724 and Matthew Buchinger was born in Ansbach, near Nuremberg in 1674, and he lived till 1739, almost sixty-five years old, which is a pretty long lifespan. He was a conjurer, he did wonderful tricks with cups and balls, dice, and coins. He did trick bowling shots. He played more than a half a dozen musical instruments, he did this extraordinary micrography or miniature calligraphy.

Now if you go back to the previous drawing, you’ll see that he was only twenty-nine inches tall and had no arms or legs. He did, however, have fourteen children.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which, any of this is quite extraordinary.

RICKY JAY: And together it’s—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And together, and these kinds of characters attract you greatly.

RICKY JAY: Oh, they attract me greatly, but he is my flat-out favorite.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: As he should be. 

RICKY JAY: So he held the pen kind of between these two—it’s obviously well before thalidomide, but thalidomide-like flippers, he didn’t use his mouth as is often written, and he held the pen like this and did this extraordinary calligraphy in many hands, and many styles, in many languages, and I’ve collecting material on him for more than thirty years, and I finally decided to actually try to do a book. And on this recent trip where I went to Scotland and Ireland, I was able to find, strangely enough, no material in Ireland, even though he died there in Cork in 1739, and then much material in Scotland, and so the Internet helps with being able to search certain newspapers, but then, of course, you find out there are certain Irish and Scottish newspapers which are not available online, and you have to go there and literally turn them page by page. It’s a pleasure as well as a burden.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And writing a book such as this one, you’re trying to reignite a passion for these curious characters.

RICKY JAY: I guess, I mean, I’m really touched by the little man. He was called the Little Man of Nuremberg, and I have one broadside of him in which he’s called “The Greatest German Living,” in 1726. “See, gallants, wonder and behold, this German of imperfect mold, no legs, no feet, no arms, no hands, but all that art can do commands. First thing he does, he makes a pen. Is that a wonder? Well, what then? Why next he writes and strikes a letter, no Elseverian type is better. Upwards, downwards, backwards, forwards, in short to every compass point, though shortened at the elbow joint. The foliage rounded he displays does more our admiration raise, for hair strokes to the eye they pass, but they’re letters through a glass. Thus he with double art can write at once to please and cheat the sight.”

You kidding me? (applause) I mean, you know, this is an extraordinary guy. And, you know, that’s you know a quarter of that particular poem. So people should know about him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How important is memory for a magician?

RICKY JAY: Well—It is absolutely important and in Kellar’s list of the things magicians should be really trained to do, his six things, having a prodigious memory was one of them. It’s going to sound strange to you after I just recalled this poem that I haven’t recited in years to tell you my memory is waning and it scares the shit out of me, and it is an enormous part of doing—well, it doesn’t have to be, but it is part of the prestidigitation that I do and that others do, and it’s just one of the things that happens as you get older.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A line of Dai Vernon I love which I’d love you to unpack. I think, I mean there’s so many. But there’s one that I find particularly extraordinary. He says, “In the performance of good magic—” I can see—you know what’s interesting, is as I read these quotations to you, you are—

RICKY JAY: Well, I—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, you know them by heart. It’s—but it’s such a skill that is being lost, the learning by heart. “In the performance of good magic—”

RICKY JAY: Well, didn’t Aristotle think it was being lost?
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He did.

RICKY JAY: Anyway. Go ahead.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let me go back to my notes, because if not I would be lost. (laughter) You know, there’s a wonderful line by Beckett, in a book about Proust, he said, “Proust had a bad memory,” which I’ve always loved.

RICKY JAY: That’s very funny.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Isn’t that good? It’s good, eh? I remembered that one. “In the performance of good magic the mind is led on, step by step, ingeniously defeat its own logic.”

RICKY JAY: “To ingeniously defeat.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: “To ingeniously defeat its own logic.”

RICKY JAY: Actually Vernon did not say that. It was said about Vernon in the New Yorker, many, many, many years ago. Vernon died in 1992, this must have been written fifty years before that. But what a line! “The mind is led on ingeniously, step by step, step by step ingeniously, to defeat its own logic.” Yeah, it’s really lovely. You can—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What does it mean?

RICKY JAY: Well, you can set a trap in terms of how you want to fool people. It’s one of the reasons they say smarter people are the most easily fooled, because you do seem to use logic in your approach to what’s being shown to you. And competent magicians can obviously use that to change, to change the moment, which Erdnasae talks about, or to lead you down a particular path, or to direct your attention to something they want to direct it to. It’s usually called misdirection, but I think that’s a misnomer. It’s directing attention, not misdirecting attention, so all those things are principles that can be used in leading the mind on. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So I’m interested in asking you about directing the mind, misdirection as I’ve read about it through the weeks now, and why do we in a way wishfully want to be fooled?

RICKY JAY: That’s a tough question. I personally love being fooled. I think it’s a great experience. I love that feeling of being fooled. And so I’m imagining quite a fair number of people do, but saying that, there are many people who don’t enjoy being fooled, who get angry about it. I mean, when I used to work—I used to work bars and nightclubs. I’ve worked in almost every facet of show business in all of these years. 
I mean, I’ve had people throw shot glasses at me, I’ve had people think if I was doing close-up in a bar, that I was trying to steal their girlfriends. I’ve had people clutch rosaries and run screaming out of nightclubs. (laughter) I mean, there are an enormous range of reactions to fooling someone and having that person fooled. And there’s some people, fortunately, a pretty fair number of them, who simply enjoy the experience. And then I think the most common thing is people who are fooled then trying to figure out how they were fooled. And to me that doesn’t necessarily have to be part of the experience at all. I mean, I’m looking to entertain people, much more than I am to fool them, but if in the course of that I did some illusion that didn’t work, that wouldn’t be very satisfying, so they are joined at some point. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In Jay’s Journal of Anomalies, you include the following footnote: “‘Good’ and ‘bad’ may be a more appropriate distinction than ‘amateur’ and ‘professional.’ As some hobbyists show far more skill and understanding of the art than many vocational practitioners.” Could you in some way say more about this?

RICKY JAY: Sure. I mean, it pretty much is what it is. Some of the greatest artists of sleight of hand are amateurs, they do not perform for money. They do it for their own pleasure. And there are many professionals sadly, not all, clearly, but there are many professionals out who don’t, who don’t perform well, who don’t respect the art particularly, who steal other people’s material. I mean, so the distinction is not what you would normally think. You talk about amateurs and professionals and naturally assume the professionals are the people one should respect. But friends of mine, like Steve Freeman or Percy Diaconis, I mean, these people are sublime, incredible practitioners of sleight of hand and great thinkers and it’s wonderful that they exist and the world really doesn’t know them. So—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What is the most amazing effect you have ever seen?
RICKY JAY: That’s tough. Nothing jumps to mind. I’ve seen many, many amazing effects, but well, I’ll think about it as we go on, maybe something will come to me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, when I was reading your comments about good and bad it reminded me of the preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray, where Oscar Wilde says, “There’s no such thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written or badly written. That is all.” 
I think at the beginning you took offense to the way I introduced you and we did want to get over this, but there is—

RICKY JAY: See, that’s a good thing about my memory, I don’t remember it at all.
(laughter) 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, it’s an art to be able to forget. But there is a relationship between magic and promotion, and you speak about this, shameless self-promotion and magic, and I’m wondering if that comes from the barker tradition and what the relation is between promoting oneself and being a magician, and if there is one.

RICKY JAY: That’s tricky.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love the fact that you say tricky always.

RICKY JAY: Yeah, it’s—I think it’s much nicer to have someone promote you than to promote yourself, but some of the most famous practitioners in the history of the art were remarkable self-promoters. John Henry Anderson in the nineteenth century, who had enormous twenty-sheet lithographs of him plastered onto the Sphinx and had his portrait impressed in pats of butter to be given out at the hotels in the cities in which he was performing, (laughter) to Houdini, who was very much influenced by Anderson, who was a remarkable self-promoter. But these are people who also were extraordinarily interesting in their own lives.

But there are people who I might respond to more who did much less of that, somebody like Johann Nepomuk Hofzinser, for instance, in the nineteenth century, who almost certainly was the greatest sleight of hand artist of his day, who was a minor official in the Austrian government, who couldn’t early in his career even have his small theater, his salon, in his own name, because that would have been frowned upon by the government, and who did these little soirees of pure sleight of hand, who even today, the people who have studied his work are just profoundly influenced by and respectful of.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You are very interested, I think remain very interested in the three-card monte. You write in Celebrations of Curious Characters, “Perhaps the greatest swindle of the monte-throwing, broad-tossing, double-dealing ranks has been to persuade players and magistrates alike that one of the nefarious cheating schemes ever hatched, the three-card monte, is a mere game.” I love those lines, so talk to me about the three monte.

RICKY JAY: I can. I mean, what I say is actually true. This is an absolute swindle. And I will explain why, and I will explain that the idea of contemporary judges calling this a game of chance is extraordinary to me. So here’s the game, for those of you who don’t know it, and it’s hard to believe that there are too many New Yorkers who haven’t seen it at some point or another. (laughter) 

Anyway, the concept is there are three cards. Let’s say, for example, a seven of spades, a second seven of spades, and a queen of hearts. And they’re bent a little to make them easier to pick up, and the idea is that you throw cards with both hands and the person in the audience, the audience, or in fact the sucker is supposed to bet money on which of the three cards he thinks is the queen. 
Now, there are many lovely versions of sleight of hand which enable a good operator to make it very difficult for a person to follow which card is the queen. But I’m going to forget that entirely for the moment, and tell you—because none of that has anything to do with why it’s a confidence game. The reason it’s a confidence game is because it’s almost always played with a mob, there are people there who are called sticks or shills, who work for the dealer. And if I throw the cards and I make it look like the queen in is one particular place on purpose to try to get the sucker to bet on that card and instead he bets on another card, which actually is the queen, he’s bet correctly, he hasn’t followed any of my sleight of hand, he hasn’t noticed the crimp in the card, he hasn’t noticed the mark, all of the subterfuge to get him to bet on the card does not work, and he actually picks the queen, my shill then bets more money on one of the other cards, and I say, “I’m sorry, I can only take the largest bet.” (laughter) That’s a con game. The man is correct, he’s won, and he doesn’t get a penny. When he bets incorrectly, I take his money. When he bets correctly, he gets nothing. That’s a con game.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like to show an illustration of it, if we could show clip 1.

[Clip plays]

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s fantastic, isn’t it? Gullibility.

RICKY JAY: Gullibility? Yeah, that’s a good quality.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you know the origin of the word “gullibility”? I mean, you’re the kind of person I imagine would.

RICKY JAY: I don’t think I do.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I do.

RICKY JAY: Tell me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I do. I do.

RICKY JAY: It would be kind of strange if you said that and you didn’t.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Gull-ible, from—

RICKY JAY: Does it come from a gull, who is like a coney  or a pigeon or a mark?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes! It comes from a newly hatched bird. Perhaps from the Old Norse, from the hue of its down and the definition according to the American Heritage is: easily duped, cheated, or fooled, fleeceable, naïve.

RICKY JAY: Yeah, perfect.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And here is a phenomenal illustration of it.

RICKY JAY: Yeah, a gull. I am very interested in the language of this and a gull, a coney, a pigeon, these were all terms at different parts of history to describe a sucker. A coney, for instance, is a rabbit, Coney Island was named because it was overrun with rabbits at one point and so the coney-catching pamphlets of the sixteenth century, written by Robert Greene, who he’s a wonderful character, too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me about him, I know nothing about that—

RICKY JAY: The coney-catching pamphlets, and the Library does have some of his material here. He’s really wonderful. He was a hack writer of the late sixteenth century. Well, he called Shakespeare an “upstart crow,” (laughter) which will give you some idea of him. But these coney-catching pamphlets were written. A coney-catcher was in fact a con man and so he was writing them as advice about how not be conned. So he wrote the first pamphlet and then when the second pamphlet came out he said his life was now in danger because these con men were after him because he had exposed methods of theirs and so he was exposing more in this book hoping that people would buy his book because he was in great danger. And then it turns out that both the first and second part were published on the same day, so he was quite a con man as well. They are really interesting. He’s often cited as an author on the verge of fiction and nonfiction in terms of what he writes but I kind of love that he died of a surfeit of Rhenish wine and pickled herrings. (laughter) That’s enough about Robert Greene, I don’t know.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Fiction and nonfiction—it makes me immediately also think about—are you interested in literature in unreliable narrators?

RICKY JAY: I would say yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why?

RICKY JAY: They’re fun, I mean—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because in some way you can’t trust them.

RICKY JAY: That can be lovely if it’s fiction, sure, and even if it’s apparently not fiction. I don’t care an enormous amount in my life whether Carlos Castaneda and his Don Juan books were real or not, I mean, I would if I were an anthropologist, I suppose, but as a reader, it’s fun. I enjoy it. I just thought of another Robert Greene thought, The Blacke Booke’s Messenger, where he—I’ll tell you what reminds me of this. I recently had a chance to go to the CIA.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why?

RICKY JAY: It was kind of interesting. I offered a tour, I was lecturing at the Folger Shakespeare Library, this was just a few months back, and I was offered a tour of the CIA by some people that I knew, and I thought this was an interesting thing to do. I mean, I am interested in deception, after all, (laughter) so I went on this tour, and the man—there were two people with me, and one of them had to go, leaving me with a former director of the CIA who felt a little uncomfortable doing this tour and he showed Chrisann and I—my wife and I were on this—a photo of some people who had come back from the Iraq War and I suddenly started laughing at what was a very serious exhibition and it took a while for the former director to see why I was laughing, there was a photo of a soldier, whose face was—when a face is blanked out, is that called redacted in a photograph? I don’t know if that’s the correct term, but let’s call it redacted, his face was blacked out so you couldn’t see who it was, and he was with a dog, and the dog’s face was redacted. (laughter) It just killed me, I mean, I just couldn’t stop laughing. 
And then the former director came to my talk at the Folger that night and I spoke of it, because I was talking about Elizabethan cheating, and I mentioned Greene’s book, The Blacke Booke’s Messenger, which talked about a con man named Ned Brown, who was so well known at the end of the sixteenth century that he had to use disguises and his horse was well known enough that he had to put a false tail on his horse. (laughter) It’s just crazy.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ve also written a book which I love, fantastic photographs in a book about dice, in which you say that “throughout history dicing was virtually synonymous with cheating.” I’d like to show images 4 and 5 for you to talk a little bit about this and the wonderful photographs.

RICKY JAY: I’m always happy to talk about this book because I can with great pleasure talk about the photographer, Rosamond Purcell—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Who is here tonight.

RICKY JAY: Who is here tonight. So what she did was to take photos of my decaying dice. The title of the book was Dice: Deception, Fate, and Rotten Luck, and I think Ren Wechsler, who’s here actually suggested the title, oh actually I think he wanted to call it just Rotten Luck, which might have been even more appropriate, but I called Rosamond years ago because we had decaying dice in my house and my wife was encouraging me to throw them out and I called and mentioned them to Rosamond and she said, “This is the most exciting thing I’ve heard about in years,” and came out and photographed my decaying dice and so I was able to then tell stories about dice going back to this same period, to about the sixteenth century. Do you have another illustration of them as well?
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, image number 5.

RICKY JAY: Yeah, they’re just wonderful and the thing is that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What happened?

RICKY JAY: Well, modern dice which is made from—oh, God, I’ve just blanked. Thank you! Cellulose, can decay, particularly cellulose nitrate, and they can decay in the most remarkable ways, and this book is full of photographs of them doing that and some of these dice were in fact loaded, which made them decay in certain odd ways. The materials that came out of them were extraordinarily interesting and important. 
And then these tales of cheating at dicing go back incredible years. So for instance Nelson Algren, you know, in one of his wonderful books, not in a novel, actually, it’s in a short story, talks about this swindle. He talks about loaded dice—well, he doesn’t say they’re loaded, gaffed dice, in this case, they’re heads, being put into a game, and what they do, the dice hustlers switch these gaffed dice into the game, they let a man make any number of passes with them, they win a lot of money, and then they leave, leaving this guy with the false dice, which at some point will be discovered. And Algren says, “Yeah, he’s a sucker,” the guy who’s going to be caught because he has the false dice, “but that’s what suckers are for.” (laughter) It’s kind of great. 
But now I tell you that there’s almost an identical scenario, in Toxophilis, in Roger Ascham’s treatise on archery, in 1545, where they, it’s literally almost exactly the same, that a man is hustling, can’t break the game because some guy just happens to be lucky so he switches in gaffed dice and then accuses that man of cheating him, and the money is divided up, and he’s given the money that this guy’s won fairly, the sucker had won fairly.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you talk in the book about the kind of punishment that came from cheating at dice. I mean, they are terrifying.

RICKY JAY: You mean the story of God’s wrath striking people dead?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah.

RICKY JAY: I don’t know how much credibility I actually place on the idea that that happened, but certainly it would be terrifying.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But people having their hands cut off.

RICKY JAY: Oh, well, that, that absolutely scares the hell out of me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Another example of cheating which illustrates our gullibility is in David Mamet’s House of Games and I’d like to show a little moment in it. Just when you, one of the characters, have won six thousand dollars. Can you contextualize that moment?

RICKY JAY: Not specifically. My guess is when I see I’ll—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s look at it. So that is clip number 2.

[Clip from House of Games plays]

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Such a fabulous, surprising last minute.

RICKY JAY: It was great fun. It was the first film I ever acted in. David Mamet and I had been friends at that point for a short period of time. And he asked me if I would do this with him, and it was great fun. 
I will tell you a funny story that I don’t think I’ve ever told publicly, but Chrisann, my wife, who’s here tonight, when we started going out—I only heard this story from her some time after it happened—one day noticed in—maybe in the bathroom—noticed a gun in my house and she thought, “Oh my God, I like this guy, but I’m very uncomfortable with a guy with a gun in his house,” and she was about to break up with me when somehow it turned out it was the water gun from House of Games. 
(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But it’s such a surprising ending.

RICKY JAY: It is, it’s a lovely piece. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s look at the—

RICKY JAY: And then of course we’re exposing that to her, we’re doing that on purpose to suck her in to a much larger con. You know, we’re letting her catch us, which is—that’s really the lovely thing about that scenario.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s what interests you.

RICKY JAY: In that scenario, of course.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That is what fascinates you I think in the notion of deception.

RICKY JAY: And acting as that con. There are many common elements. I once wrote that the big con was basically like doing a complete stage production for an audience of one. That’s really what you’re doing. This is a perfect example of it. Every person in that scene is there to take her for her money and not even in this scene. This is just to hook her even further.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I want you to comment on this image, image number 7.

RICKY JAY: Well, I can. It’s one of many, many satirical prints, this one an early nineteenth-century one, of one of the most famous hoaxes of the eighteenth century. In 1749 an advertisement appeared in I think it’s the Daily Advertiser in London saying that on a given date at the Haymarket Theatre a man would insinuate himself in a quart bottle. He would literally fit inside a quart bottle. And the theater was filled to capacity at a very high price, much more than the common price for a show at that time. And no one came to the stage and after an uncomfortable amount of time with people yelling and wondering what went on, they eventually realized that they had been hoaxed and some people yelled, “For twice the price the guy will put himself in a pint bottle.” (laughter) Other people were not as amused and they literally destroyed the Haymarket Theatre. They took out the benches and the chairs and they destroyed it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is an example of not liking being fooled.
(laughter)
RICKY JAY: Yes, not liking being fooled. And money was taken and jewelry was taken from, I mean, noblemen who were at this thing and for years the bottle conjurer was used as a symbol of the gullibility of the British public, and this is a strangely Napoleonic version of it in the early nineteenth century. I mean Melville even mentions it in Moby-Dick, the bottle conjurer. It really became a well-known way of characterizing being fooled or being hoaxed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Card-throwing. I’m very interested in that part of your career. You say in your book Cards as Weapons, “Dai Vernon, the dean of American magicians and in this author’s opinion the greatest living contributor to the magical art, has said that, ‘cards are like living, breathing human beings and should be treated accordingly.’” This is the relationship you yourself have with cards.

RICKY JAY: With cards. Except when I’m throwing them. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah.

RICKY JAY: Yeah, because when they hit a wall or an object, they can—they can buckle or break so I’ve tried to be respectful of it, but there are occasions on which I haven’t.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you love them.

RICKY JAY: Oh, God, yeah. Sure.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You spend I mean, you spend fifteen hours. I mean, I have my own pack here of cards.

RICKY JAY: What are they in?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They’re in a special case. Do you have a case like that for them?

RICKY JAY: No, Paul, I don’t.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You don’t. Shall I give you a case like that?

RICKY JAY: No, thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But what is it about them that you so love?

RICKY JAY: Well, they’re lovely. I mean, this is a very nice deck. It’s a deck of the playing cards made by the U.S. Playing Card Company, which is still the best manufacturer of playing cards in the world, although I have friends trying to do better than them. But they’re lovely. They’re pieces of pasteboard in layers, they’ve been refined over years. There’s—yeah, these actually feel good, it’s kind of surprising. I like them, I feel comfortable with them in my hand.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I want to know more about what it is—

RICKY JAY: Well, I think in Cards As Weapons, which you have to understand, is largely a book of parody but I do say—I think it came out, it’s certainly my first book, 1977. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s right.

RICKY JAY: That cards can be like a meditative tool. But I am more comfortable now than I was a minute earlier having these cards in my hand. They feel right. They feel good.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What did you just say? That you—

RICKY JAY: I feel more comfortable now having them in my hand than I did before you gave them to me. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you feel more comfortable having them in your hand now than ten minutes ago when you didn’t know you might have them in your hands?

RICKY JAY: Than nine minutes ago when I didn’t know I would have them in my hand. (laughter) Exactly. Yeah. They feel good to me. They feel right. I’m not trying to make any crazy point about it. It just—it is comfortable. It just—they’re lovely. I mean—I suppose if they were of poor quality. It’s just like what we talked about the quality of magicians, the quality of cards. But as a conjurer, I mean, I used to work in bars with beer-soaked cards. I mean, you had to be able to entertain with anything, and I still believe that rule, because I still believe the greatest magic is stuff that is done on the spur of the moment and unplanned. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Would you say that you have done tricks and magic that was purely improvised?

RICKY JAY: Sure, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ve often loved this line by a French poet Pierre [QUERY: Please insert 1:09:55] who said that “improvisation is something you prepare.”
RICKY JAY: It’s a lovely line. It’s like say that good luck comes to people who have prepared. It is a similar line. Sure, it does. When you’re improvising something it relies on all your experience. You take advantage of whatever you can in your experience. There are a number of things in the documentary that came out about me recently.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Deceptive.

RICKY JAY: Where there are moments like that. And they’re really fun. And people sometimes have trouble believing they’re real. I mean, the story that I’m thinking of is I used to be very seriously interested in the martial arts—interestingly enough, quite a few magicians are. And at one point I was in an aikido demonstration and I had previously shown a magic effect to some of the students in this class where two people gave me a dollar bill and I folded it in sort of origami style and it changed into a two-dollar bill. But this was many months later, and I had just finished in this demonstration and I was in the shower. And a bunch of guys came in and said, “Do that now,” and handed me two dollar bills, and I, naked in the shower, turned them into a two-dollar bill and it was an exciting moment. (laughter/applause) Or you might just call it lucky.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ve got to always be prepared.

RICKY JAY: Well, that’s one way of looking at it. (laughter) Max Malini, who I’ve written about in great detail, and it was—I never got to meet, he died before I was born, but people used to say to him when he was prepared to do an effect, but he would never volunteer it, he would wait for someone to ask, he would wait for the perfect moment. At one point, I think it’s Charlie Miller who said to him, “Max, how long would you wait?” “I would wait a week.” (laughter) 
So all of these things are important in trying to create wonderful moments. And some of them are absolutely spontaneous, and some of them you use all of your life experience to get to that point. Sometimes you’re lucky, sometimes you really do think of something at that exact moment which is the perfect solution. But I do think that it’s part of your French poet’s idea, too. That you are in some way preparing for that in all your training.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you know, there’s another line that I very much like of Charlie Mingus, who said, “You improvise, yes, but you have to improvise on something.” 

RICKY JAY: Sure.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, what’s interesting to me also is how much you bring up other magicians and the importance for you of mentors. In some way a lot can be learned and in the documentary you speak about ten, fifteen hours a day you spend with your cards but as much also can be learned by or maybe cannot go without the other, you need—you need to meet someone who will teach you and maybe that’s not quite the right way to say it. You know, in Hebrew, a language I don’t know, the word for “tradition” and “transmission” is the same: [QUERY: Insert 1:13:45].

RICKY JAY: That’s very nice.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Isn’t it?

RICKY JAY: I think these things are important. I think the reason I agreed to do the film is because—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To pay tribute.

RICKY JAY: To pay tribute to the mentors. I’ve been extraordinarily fortunate in having these remarkable people in my life and it’s lovely to talk about that. In terms of practice, my thinking has changed quite a bit, and that’s one of the things I want to explore at the congress in Rhinebeck is that sitting with cards for hours and hours and hours a day may be far less important than trying to do a move better every time you do it in much shorter sessions. Charlie Miller taught me a lot about practice and a number of people I have speaking at this conference will be talking about practice and I think it’s a fascinating topic.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So in a way restricting one’s interests, going deeper into something very particular?

RICKY JAY: No, I think there are phases. For instance, if you start learning juggling, which I love and I love great jugglers like Michael Moschen. I mean, I am just in awe of people like Michael. But when you are learning to juggle three balls and you just start doing this, it’s not a very difficult thing to do, but when you try to do it more and more and more and add some tricks to your repertoire, your hands get very tired, your arms get tired from throwing these balls, so it takes real physical effort to do this, and you have to do it a lot to be able to practice in these long practice periods.  

And it’s the same with sleight of hand. It’s hard to do this for hours and hours. In the beginning you can’t and then you get to a point where you do, and then I think it becomes a little self-indulgent at some times, that you wind up when you’re practicing in hour eight that you’re doing it simply because it feels good, and you’ve forgotten the reason you began to practice in the first place was to make what you’re doing better. 
So I think they’re all phases, and I think they’re kind of all important. And, by the way, this is personal, some other people may approach this art without doing any of that and be terrific at it, and these days there are people apparently learning from the Internet rather than individually through wonderful performers and there are certainly—I have certainly seen young people doing interesting and even occasionally miraculous things having not had experience with other magicians.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But the—to come back to your own personal experience. Some magicians in particular really taught you the craft of magic that you could not have learned you feel any other way. Is that so?

RICKY JAY: I guess, I mean, the thing that is interesting about it is there are many, many magicians.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Who would they be?

RICKY JAY: Well, I’ll take in the case of style a magician named Slidini, who lived in New York on Forty-fifth Street who I would visit every week.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you were very young.

RICKY JAY: When I was very young, and he was an Italian man, and he had very exaggerated mannerisms, when he moved, when he talked, when he rested his arms. He was a great performer and acknowledged as wonderful but his style of performance was utterly unlike my own, utterly unlike my own and people find it very surprising now when they’re told that I spent all this time with Slidini because I was able to learn from him but not to be him, not to do him. David Roth is a wonderful coin magician who spent time with Slidini and then invented original, wonderful material that’s nothing like Slidini’s but incredibly important that Slidini and Vernon were in his life. So to me it’s a major way to learn from people and is it absolutely essential? I don’t know.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m not even really thinking about what is essential and not essential but what mattered and continues to matter to you. You’ve often said that you don’t particularly like speaking at conventions or congresses because you’re still learning.

RICKY JAY: I don’t like speaking to magicians about magic. Yeah, I do feel like I’m still a student. That’s why this Congress of Wonders—well, first of all, it’s not set up specifically for magicians, if anything it was never meant to be for magicians, but I imagine some magicians will come, and I’m not going to withhold evidence because they do, but I’ve just never chosen to do that, and some people find that particularly strange because I had the advantage of all of these people discussing this with me, but it was discussed one on one.

And there are people that I’ve loved in magic who I have spent time with and who I have tried to show things and I am comfortable with that, I’m just not comfortable to going out and showing things to a group of people and I’m not comfortable with publishing my own original magic in magazines or books, and the reason for that is that I think that’s then allowing people to do them badly. When you’re just showing it to individuals who you know are terrific, you’re expecting that they’ll do what you’re speaking about well. When you’re putting something in a book that anyone could buy, you’re kind of granting permission for any person to do this idea badly, and so—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And not to put in the effort.

RICKY JAY: Right, that’s what I’m saying, that someone could do that without putting in the effort. So I’m much more comfortable, I guess, in the same way I learned from making this a more individual thing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you know what’s so interesting in the way you’re talking about these mentors, and I’d love you to give me an example of one mentor that meant an enormous amount to you. You mentioned Slidini. I’d love a particular moment that was meaningful to you and—but before you come to that, what interests me so much in the way you explain it is that we often think that the people who will teach us, we will imitate them, we will be like them, and what you’re saying is his mannerisms, his way of being, all of it was different and yet I learned so much from that difference, from being in touch with someone who was very, very different from me and therein I learned what was important.

RICKY JAY: My grandfather used to take me around to these people who became wonderful mentors of mine, like Slidini and Francis Carlyle. He would say the difference between the two for instance, he would say, “From Slidini you must learn the art of misdirection. Slidini is just absolutely extraordinary at the idea of misdirecting or directing attention from one thing to another. From Francis Carlyle, learn how to tell someone what to do when you’re doing an effect for them. Literally to give the correct instruction and to make the effect so clear that at the end of it people don’t say, ‘Boy, that’s amazing, I don’t know what happened.’” You want them to know what happened. You want them to be able to re-create the experience for someone else, to be able to say what happened, and Francis was remarkable at giving the instructions and selling the effect in a really practical way. 
The thing that I thought about, I don’t know if I’ve ever told this story publicly about Slidini and misdirection was one day I was at his house and as a kid I was a big sports fan as well, and there was a football in his living room, and I asked him what that was. And it was signed by people and it turned out that it was signed by the football players of the Tulane University football team and Slidini had gone to them and taught them misdirection, (laughter) and I just thought, “That’s just great.” I mean, that’s just great.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How old were you when you were taken around by your grandfather?

RICKY JAY: Well, I started very young. I mean, I always talk about the fact that I was terrible as a kid, but I was around—I mean the thing that made it different than most kids with their grandfather is that these people he was taking me to were literally the best magicians in the world, and so it—you know, from the time I was four this started happening. I met Vernon when I was four years old—so I was around these extraordinary people.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Excuse me for mentioning Freud at this moment, but I feel I have to. There’s a letter Freud wrote to Wilhelm Fliess on May 28, 1899, and there’s a follow-up letter which I will also read, it’s very short, a little paragraph. “I gave myself the present of Schliemann’s Ilios and greatly enjoyed the account—”

RICKY JAY: Of Troy?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Of Troy. “And greatly enjoyed the account of his childhood. The man was happy when he found Priam’s treasure because happiness comes only with the fulfillment of a childhood wish.” And a bit later, in another letter, Freud says, “Happiness is the belated fulfillment of a prehistoric wish. For this reason, wealth brings so little happiness. Money was not a childhood wish.” 
I’m wondering when you were, that young, in contact with the great magicians, four, five, six, seven years old, did you already imagine in some way that this would be your destiny? And did you in some way think, “This is absolutely what I want to do with my life?”

RICKY JAY: I may surprise you by my answer, which is I don’t think so. I absolutely liked it. On the other hand, I had my grandfather saying, as most Jewish grandfathers did, you know, your education, and you’ll be a lawyer, but you can always do magic, you’ll be a doctor. (laughter) All of that was going on the same time, and I must say I never put any stock into that either. I didn’t think about that, and I didn’t really think about doing magic for a living, it was just something I always did, and I’m not sure there was an epiphanous moment in which I decided, absolutely, this is what I have to do. I really don’t think so. I mean, you know, I don’t talk about my family much, and certainly this is the first time anyone has suggested any Freud to me, so—

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is the first time? No. It is the first time.

RICKY JAY: No, no, it actually is. Yeah. But I left home early.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did you like those quotations?

RICKY JAY: Yeah, I thought they were very interesting but again I can’t think of you know a specific relationship to them but I did like them. And I left home early, and it seemed to me as I was on my own and had no source of income and no money the thing that made most sense for me to do was to do what I already did, and that was sleight of hand.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did you have a backup plan if it didn’t work out?

RICKY JAY: No, no backup plan. No, I mean, the first time I went to Europe, I went with a one-way plane ticket and forty dollars in my pocket. I always lived life that way. But I think most young people do. I don’t know if that’s changed much or not. But no, there was nothing vaguely like a backup plan.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing, so much more I’d love to talk to you about. Well, just one image I have to show you, image 6. Because I’d love you to speak about the flea circus quickly. 

RICKY JAY: Sure.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s not connected to anything we really spoke about right now immediately but I just love it.

RICKY JAY: Well, as a kid one of the places I went to was Hubert’s Museum on Forty-second Street, which, you know, had a wonderful show, including Professor Roy G. Heckler and his trained fleas. But there was also a wonderful magician there who only died a few years, Presto, who did coin magic, who was wonderful. Sealo, the seal-finned boy. Harold Smith on musical glasses. I mean, this was a great thing for a kid to see. Although it was a kind of scary context. Very different from the rather protected environment of me meeting magicians with my grandfather, and I liked both, and I’ve always had an interest, probably because of this in sideshow and more basic forms of odd entertainment.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you think something like this could come back into being now?

RICKY JAY: Yeah, there are still a few flea circuses around, and they are great fun. I’m trying to think if I can remember the pitch at Hubert’s. “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we will show you six fleas, eighteen fleas, that’s six performers and twelve understudies. (laughter) And they will perform these four different acts. As act number one, a flea will push a ball across the floor. As act number two, a flea will jump—” 
They just went on like that—they were great, they were absolutely wonderful. You would sit around a big thing with a mirror above it, and kind of look at these fleas. I’ve collected flea bills, I mean, the art of training fleas. The most important thing of which is actually to put a lasso on them, to put a wire on them, goes back to the sixteenth century. I mean, I have flea bills that go back in my own collection to the early eighteenth century, and they’re accounts of—and usually it’s funny because the account of fleas in that case are really to show the craft of the man who fashioned the chain rather than the skill of the flea.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Magnificent. Image 12, which will be the last image we watch, we look at.

RICKY JAY: Just a book in my collection.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But say something about it. I’m just so curious.

RICKY JAY: You just look at the cover and smile. (laughter) There’s not much. I mean, this is real. This is an entire book about the art of faking exhibition poultry. It was a gift to me by—from Michael Zinman, a marvelous collector who you might talk to someday. That’s part of what’s so funny, the greatest collection in private hands of eighteenth-century American imprints, but he delights in things like titles of books.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know when I saw that, I knew nothing about it and now I know that what it does for you is just make you smile, and it’s very funny.

RICKY JAY: Well, but there’s also something real. It is a way of painting poultry to make it win prizes, if the cheeks are a little sallow, it talks about the particular ocher that can be used to bring out—I mean, it’s wonderful. The entire book is—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When I saw this.

RICKY JAY: It’s absolutely dead serious. I’m smiling. George R. Scott did not smile. This was his life’s work.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s such an interesting moment isn’t it when something is dead serious and you go to the CIA and you’re laughing. I mean, there are all these—

RICKY JAY: Are you kidding? It’s the only way to deal with the CIA.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When I saw this cover, and I wanted to show it in closing I spoke to someone that we know in common and I’m mentioning his name simply because he’s someone that links us in some form or fashion who has a real dislike for chickens and finds himself—you know who I’m talking about, probably, and really—you don’t know—and hates them with a vengeance. But he—so Werner Herzog said to me, “I’d like you to ask Ricky Jay if he knows how one can hypnotize a chicken.”

RICKY JAY: Oh, I do, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You do. 

RICKY JAY: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So how do you do it?

RICKY JAY: Well, this actually does lead into a rather wonderful story. You put the head of the chicken under its wing and you gently rock it, and it will fall asleep. So the thing is that this is a stunt which goes back—it goes back in books I have to the eighteenth century but I think Bill Kalush found a reference that’s seventeenth century to it as well, it’s really a lovely reference to hypnotizing chickens. 
But here’s a wonderful story that Max Malini, Vernon used to tell this story all the time. So Max Malini, who performed—this is the man I talked about earlier who did close-up magic. The thing I loved about him is he performed in the heyday of people like Houdini and Thurston and Kellar, people doing big enormous magic shows and he did sleight of hand in private parties for the rich and famous of his day. And he was wonderful, but he also was a bit of a joker. 
And he was asked to perform at the house of some duke or earl, and he got there early and found that they were serving a turkey. And he plucked the turkey live, took all the feathers out of it, this is long before the ASPCA, and he coated the turkey with some gravy and put it on a platter with garni all around it, with potatoes, he hypnotized, coated it, put it on the table, and had it served and at one point the duke put his fork into this, and the chicken woke up and ran down the table.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, what’s fascinating about it is there must be several ways of hypnotizing a chicken. Because—
RICKY JAY: Drawing a line? Is that what—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes.

RICKY JAY: That’s true. If someone told me we would end up talking about variant ways to hypnotize a chicken. (laughter) And the idea that Werner wants to know and hates chickens is also fairly peculiar. Maybe that’s why he likes people to eat their shoes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Ricky—

RICKY JAY: Yes?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much.
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