Reading Required

From The Book of Secrets
If you are only learning from videos, you are leaving out an important component in your magical progress: your own interpretation. Videos teach us to imitate, not just technique, but the style and manner of the performer you are watching; his timing, his sense of humor, his gestures. To remedy this, I enthusiastically recommend books as your major information source, with much to be learned “between the lines”. 

In listing the following books, I have included a potpourri of titles and subjects. I feel that it not only makes for a more complete conjuror, but also stretches one’s possibilities. It keeps the love for magic in a perpetual romantic stage, preserving our interest long after the “bloom is off the rose”. 

It is impossible to know it all, and when you believe that you do, you are no longer capable of further learning and growth. A general understanding of dove magic will help you with your coin magic, and a familiarity with illusion design and principles will assist you in creating smaller gimmicks and props. 

As Edwin Sachs suggests, one is not ready for stage magic until a general mastery of “small magic” is attained. The skills learned working for a few people at a time provide an indispensable cornerstone of technique and general performance skills. These skills provide a springboard for making the rather prodigious leap onto the stage. 

Here I specifically list sources to find direct methods and clear effects. I have included material with a wide variety of objects for both stage and close-up. I have purposely avoided mention of most current books and those that deal exclusively with technical minutia. Current “pop” tricks and books should be seen in proper perspective. Trends come and go in magic. The classics will always provide a strong foundation that will stay the weather of many years.

Many volumes listed below are out of print but still available through dealers in used magic books. This list could be regarded simply as a few books that I, personally, would bring to the proverbial desert island. I have many other favorites, but I believe that these books alone would provide enough material and knowledge to keep any of us thinking about magic for a lifetime. 

I have found biographies of magicians to be quite fascinating and inspirational. Except in the most deifying interpretations, they show the greats of the past as real people like ourselves, experimenting and sometimes failing, but remaining relentless in their pursuit of the hidden secrets of the craft. My favorites in this genre are Carter the Great, The Memoirs of Robert-Houdin, The Life and Times of Augustus Rapp, and David Bamberg’s Illusion Show. Milbourne Christopher’s Illustrated History of Magic and David Price’s Magic offer hundreds of fascinating profiles and insightful perspective on magic’s development. 

Johann Hofzinser’s work is exceptional in the history of magic with beautiful, poetic plots and innovative, ingenious methods. J.N. Hofzinser’s Card Conjuring and The Magic of J.N. Hofzinser will inspire awe as well as new respect for the artistic potential of the magic craft. 

Sleight of Hand by Edwin Sachs is probably the single most complete book ever written on magic. It includes both stage and close-up magic, chapters on technique, presentation, and all the peripheral skills necessary for great conjuring. 

David Devant, arguably the greatest conjuror in England’s history, has written several terrific books on magic including Secrets of My Magic and My Magic Life. He performed both sleight of hand and illusions, with all his books written from the perspective of a real performer. Together with Nevil Maskelyne, he wrote Our Magic, one of the most thorough and thought-provoking magic books ever. 

Not all the ideas presented here will be immediately understood or applicable to what you do. However, if you absorb these concepts, the more you perform, the more relevance they will have for you. I have reread Our Magic every few years and find that each time I discover something that I have learned through experience, along with a foreshadowing of what I have yet to learn.

An excellent and entertaining introduction to the principles and psychology of stage illusion may be found in Jim Steinmeyer’s analysis of Guy Jarrett, The Complete Jarrett. I recommend all of Mr. Steinmeyer’s excellent books of original material, my favorite being Device and Illusion. I would also recommend Steinmeyer’s The Magic of Alan Wakeling as one of the best books on stage conjuring in recent memory. [Recently all of Mr. Steinmeyer’s articles in MAGIC magazine have been condensed into one of the finest books on stage magic ever written The Conjuring Anthology.]

It is no secret that I consider Al Baker one of the greatest minds magic has ever produced. His Magical Ways and Means and Pet Secrets are indispensable to the serious student of magic. Period. If you can manage to find them, he also published Al Baker’s Book One, and Book Two, two small paperback booklets that contain a wealth of clever, practical material. [All Al Baker material has been recently compiled in one fantastic, must-have volume, The Secret Ways of Al Baker.]

If you want to understand misdirection and timing, there are no greater authorities than John Ramsay and Tony Slydini. Ramsay’s student, Andrew Galloway, has written The Ramsay Legend, The Ramsay Classics, and The Ramsay Finale. In these superb books, many of the art’s most subtle secrets are revealed along with some devilishly clever magic. Lewis Ganson’s The Magic of Slydini and Leon Nathanson’s Slydini Encores, two very important books in my early development. Slydini was certainly a master of misdirection, but the greatest lessons he teaches are those regarding timing and choreographed movement. 

Every magician’s library should have reference books covering a wide range of subjects. The classic Modern Magic by Professor Hoffmann, along with the sequels More Magic and Later Magic, are some of the most exhaustive studies of the magical art. Everything from mechanical principles, prop construction, sleight of hand, and presentation are covered in these indispensable volumes.

 No magic reference shelf would be complete without S.H. Sharpe’s Conjuror’s Optical Secrets, Conjuror’s Mechanical Secrets, Conjurors Psychological Secrets, and Conjuror’s Hydraulic and Pneumatic Secrets. These excellent books give a brief, understandable overview of nearly every major principle in magic. Sharpe wrote several inspiring books of magic theory, recently republished in a single volume as Neo Magic Artistry.

The original six volumes of The Tarbell Course in Magic contain enough material and sound advice to construct several excellent career-building routines. 

I would, of course, recommend any book of material by or about the magic of “The Professor”, Dai Vernon. I consider Lewis Ganson’s The Dai Vernon Book of Magic to be the most complete of all his books. It contains magic with a variety of objects, with each routine a lesson unto itself. Be sure to read and reread “The Vernon Touch” chapter at the beginning of the book. This section effectively encapsulates his theories on sleight of hand that may be applied to every routine you undertake. Vernon was, without a doubt, one of the world’s greatest exponents of pure sleight of hand. 

Magic with Faucett Ross, one of my favorite books, contains many practical, audience-tested routines for the stage from my early mentor and friend. Faucett understood the meaning of a good effect and was skilled at transforming standard trick, through routining and fresh combinations, created great magic entertainment.

In The Books of Wonder, Stephen Minch presents the superlative work of Tommy Wonder.  This two volume set is filled with brilliant, visual magic and thoughtful essays. Wonder does not demand that we agree with his “theories”, instead he inspires us to think for ourselves, using our own experience, ideas and hard work to elevate the art though our participation.

This list is by no means complete, but should serve the reader in good steed. Use these books for reference, guidance, and inspiration. Through your appreciation and respect alone, significant improvements will begin to show in your magic. Knowledge is indeed power, the power to manifest your ultimate potential.

