Video Conferencing and Performance Magic

Will Houstoun and Katharina Rein

More than a century after it was first imagined by electrical engineers and authors
of science fiction, videotelephony became a broadly accessible communication tool
with the internet and was widely adopted due to the Covid-19 pandemic. As self-
isolation necessitated a shift away from in-person interaction, this not only replaced
business meetings and birthday parties, but also the performing arts that could no
longer take place in front of audiences in their usual spaces. Artists had to come up
with ways to perform online, using the software that was available to them and to
their audiences. In this way, video conferencing applications designed for business
use became a virtual space for artistic performances. Among the artists who shifted
their performances to online video conferencing platforms at the beginning of the
Covid-19 pandemic were magicians.

Combining practical and theoretical knowledge, this chapter explores the con-
nection between video conferencing and performance magic. It is equally informed
by current performative practices of magic and its virtual adaptation, as well as by
an academic approach from the perspective of media history. We have previously
explored areas such as the shift from traditional in-person activities to video con-
ferencing platforms in domains including performance, medical practice, and ed-
ucation (Houstoun and Thompson 2021; Kneebone, Houstoun and Houghton 2021;
Houghton et al. 2021) as well as the use of media technologies in magic around 1900
(Rein 2015; Rein 2019; Rein 2023). This chapter combines these areas of expertise to
explore how magic changes as it migrates to new transmission media.

In this chapter, we focus on a particular kind of magic—the kind that Simon
During defined as secular magic, as opposed to real or supernatural magic. Secular
magic, he writes, “is different from the magic of rituals, myths, and fetishes, as
well as that of spirits, universal sympathies and antipathies, or of superstition or
credulity. It is a self-consciously illusory magic, carrying a long history, organized
around still-beleaguered lightness or triviality, which it also massively exceeds”
(2002, 27). Because this kind of magic is performed for entertainment purposes,
we call it performance magic. Moreover, it is received by audiences who are aware
that they are witnessing illusions accomplished by techniques (of the body) or tech-
nology, while not understanding exactly how. For this reason, we exclude related
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but distinct performers like spiritualist mediums, who typically appear in a context
in which the illusions are marked as the result of supernatural occurrences (on the
distinction between spiritualism and magic as a matter of framing, see Lamont
2006).

The relationship between performance magic and video conferencing (as well as
other technical media) takes place on at least three different levels. All three are in-
terconnected and therefore touched upon in this chapter, while the focus is on the
third one. The firstis the “magification” of technical media. This level is related to cul-
tural imagination and works both ways: On the one hand, technologies become the
subject of “magical” fantasies; on the other, a sense of magic latches on to existing
technologies. One expression of this is the suspicion of technical media’s uncanny
potential to function as spiritualist mediums—that is, to facilitate communication
not only between the living but also with other worlds. This aspect has been well
researched, for instance by Jeffrey Sconce (2000) and Anthony Enns (2015). Technol-
ogy’s spiritual and mystical connotations, too, have been discussed, for instance by
Erik Davis (2004, 11), who writes that “the spiritual imagination seizes information
technology for its own purposes. In this sense, technologies of communication are
always, at least potentially, technologies of the sacred, simply because the ideas and
experiences of the sacred have always informed human communication.” This in-
cludes not only existing technologies but also fictional ones, with the boundaries
between them often being blurred. Throughout history and fiction, various media
have been imbued with supernatural qualities, becoming the object of fantasies of a
utopian or dystopian, highly technical future. Videotelephony is one of those “mag-
ical” technologies that was the subject of fantasy long before it became reality. Not
only has videotelephony been one of the central futuristic devices of science fiction
literature and film from Jules Verne to Metropolis to Blade Runner and countless oth-
ers, it has also sparked numerous scientific fantasies of “seeing by electricity” and
its implications since Victorian times.

The second kind of relationship between magic and technology concerns their
direct interplay in performative practices: Performers present both existing and
imagined devices in their shows as “magical”—that is, apparently fulfilling magical
functions such as restoring broken objects, reading minds, and teleporting people.
Often, this performance practice directly taps into the cultural imaginary gener-
ated by technological progress. Technologies are also often employed covertly in
order to create an illusion without audiences being aware of their existence, for
instance when concealed transmitters convey messages that are allegedly received
telepathically (see Rein 2015).

The third level of performance magic’s relation to technology pertains to its own
mediatization. Performance magic has been disseminated through textual, audi-
tory, and visual media for along time, displaying a remarkable ability to adapt to var-
ious production and distribution practices. While magicians traditionally appeared
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at fairground shows, in streets and marketplaces, they invaded theater and opera
stages with great success in the second half of the nineteenth century, a move that re-
sulted in the “golden age” of conjuring around 1900." In the following century, magic
was transmitted via letters, telegraphy, radio, television, and now the internet.

This chapter examines how illusionistic performance practices change as magic
shows migrate across media, particularly in the context of video conferencing tech-
nology. While this primarily concerns the mediatization of magic that would tradi-
tionally be performed in person, it also involves the way conditions of a particular
medium can be used for illusions that would not be possible in other settings. That,
inturn, charges the given medium with magical potential, which then feeds into the
cultural imaginary.

In order to understand video conferencing and its relationship to performance
magic today, it is necessary to understand the technology’s historical association
with “magical” practices. The history of video conferencing technology takes us back
to the late nineteenth century and the golden age of magic. In the late 1870s, elec-
trical engineers first envisaged sending images, along with the sound that had re-
cently become transmittable via telephone. While these early concepts partially fed
into television technology, which switched to a one-way transmission model, exper-
imentation with videotelephony continued throughout the twentieth century. We
examine how magic ties into this history of technology by first migrating to televi-
sion, despite being deemed unfit for this medium. We argue that a similar, equally
striking media change occurred in 2020 as Covid-19 instigated magic’s successful
adoption of online video conferencing technology. For this reason, and due to the
historical proximity of television and videotelephony, these two media and their
relation to performance magic are both considered in this chapter. Both simulate
telepresence that, in the realm of performance magic, has further been reflected in
illusions that stage teleportation, different versions of which serve as case studies in
this chapter.

The Magic of Transmission

In 1923 the créme de la créme of the North American magic business met at the
McAlpin Hotel in New York for the nineteenth annual banquet of the Society of

1 There are different views on when exactly this golden age began, and how long it lasted. It
is always placed around 1900. While, for instance, Mike Caveney (2009) proposed a period
of 50 years, his is a US-centric perspective, beginning in the 1880s, when the popularity of
magic made its way across the Atlantic. We, however, hold with a longer time span such as the
one proposed by Jim Steinmeyer (2005), which extends from 1845 to 1936. Taking European
magic history and its significant impact on US magic into account, it represents historical
developments more accurately.

- [ -]

327


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839462287-016
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

328

Working | Cooperating

American Magicians. A certain “Doc Wilson,” former dean of the Kansas City Uni-
versity of Medicine and Surgery and editor of The Sphinx, one of the pertinent
magicians’ trade journals, was invited as a guest of honor. He was not able to attend
in person, star magician Harry Houdini announced at the banquet, but his address
would be transmitted live* from Kansas City. For this purpose, Houdini had an
authentic-looking radio cabinet installed by the Radio Corporation of America,
complete with technicians in boiler suits pretending to be busy on the transmis-
sion. Suddenly, Wilson’s voice emerged from loudspeakers installed around the
dining room. Occasionally interrupted by static noise, he spoke of a vision of the
future in which not only sound could be wirelessly transmitted across distances,
but in which images, and even people, would be sent by radio waves. At the end
of this address, Wilson surprisingly stated that he would test the latter claim right
away, and subsequently “[t]o loudly crackling static, Wilson toppled out of the radio
cabinet, eyes blinking, coat mussed, hair disheveled .... Houdini, almost losing his
balance, reached over the table to shake Wilson’s hand, having produced what in
mediumistic terms would be a full teleportation” (Silverman 1996, 305). While in
part anticipating future technologies, the conjuring of Doc Wilson also manifestly
illustrates the connection between magic and media: starting from the wireless, a
medium that was still relatively new yet real, the demonstration went on to imagine
and stage the fantastic possibility of teleportation, drawing on the idea of technical
media’s supernatural abilities.

This presentation is an example of the second kind of relationship between
magic and technology described above, in which both existing and imagined tech-
nological devices are presented in a show as fulfilling a “magical” function, while it
also taps into the first level—that is, technology’s perception as potentially magical
in the cultural imaginary. This illusion references several themes of its time: the
radio as the medium which went mainstream in the early twenties; spirit manifes-
tations in the contexts of entertainment culture and Spiritualism (see Natale 2016),
which reached a never-again attained peak in the aftermath of the First World
War; and fantasies about radio waves transmitting something other than music
and voices of the living. Such ideas were, at the same time, pursued by radio pio-
neers like Guglielmo Marconi, Manfred von Ardenne, and Oliver Lodge (see Hagen
2002, 232-35), while science fiction literature amalgamated electrical engineering
and fantasy. One of the topics of this collective imagination was videotelephony
(on late-nineteenth-century fantasies of “distant vision” see Burns 1998, 78—100).
“Victorian engineers,” Ivy Roberts (2019, 20) writes, “pictured mirror-like screens

2 In this article we refer to performances as being “live” when they have not been prere-
corded but are transmitted in real time while they are taking place. We use the term “in per-
son” to designate cases in which the audience and the performer share the same physical
space—that is, are in the same room together, such as a theater hall.
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and devices modeled after electrical telegraphs.” In line with this project of “seeing
by electricity,” Jules Verne first described videotelephony in his short story “In the
Year 2889” in 1889. Here, the “telephote” allows for the instantaneous “transmission
of images by means of sensitive mirrors connected by wires” (665) along with the
sound conveyed by a telephone.? Videotelephony subsequently became a staple of
science fiction literature and film from Hugo Gernsback’s Radio for All (1922), which
envisions a “television and an automatic radiophone” (image caption “The Future
of Radio,” n. pag.) to the regulatory terrorism in the workplace depicted in Charlie
Chaplin's Modern Times (1936) to Back to the Future II (1989), which imagines videotele-
phony as an everyday communication technology in the year 2015. Videotelephony
recurs throughout history and fiction, for example in Hanna-Barbera’s Space Age
animated sitcom The Jetsons (1962—63), in which characters put on “morning masks”
to hide their untidy appearance when called at an inconvenient time (Hanna and
Barbera 1962).* These diverse examples show that, contrary to the narrative that sees
videotelephony as a failed technology—at least until the advent of the smartphone
made it mobile and more accessible (see, e.g., Held 2020), it was in fact one that was
highly inspirational on various levels. Since its early days, videotelephony stimu-
lated technological innovation, and it brought up issues of privacy and surveillance,
which are prevalent in today’s media culture. It also served as an ongoing source of
inspiration for fiction and popular culture for over a century. The fact that, for over
a century, numerous attempts to establish videotelephony as an everyday commu-
nication tool failed was, in fact, not followed by the technology’s abandonment by
engineers. Instead, energy continued to be invested into implementing its wide use
in fiction as well as in reality.

Among the early Victorian inventors who were attempting to construct devices
for videotelephony were the most renowned electrical engineers of the time: Edison
announced a “Telephonoscope” in 1878, shortly after Bell presented his telephone to
the public, and a “Far-Sight Machine” in 1889. Nikola Tesla, too, stated that he was
working on an invention by the name of “visual telegraphy” which transmits images
as well as sounds during phone calls (M’Govern 1899, 295-96). Edisor’s failure to de-
liver videotelephony got lost in the whirlpool of public excitement over two other
inventions that he unveiled in 1891: the Kinetograph and Kinetoscope (see Roberts
2019, 22). This evidences that early endeavors to create videotelephony ultimately
fed into the creation of cinema.

3 Published under the name of Jules Verne, this work is now believed to have been authored by
his son Michel, probably based on the ideas of his father, who also mentions the “telephote”
a few years later in The Carpathian Castle (1892, 177n).

4 Thisisin fact notan avatar that appears, as Tobias Held (2020, 59) writes, but a physical mask
worn by the characters.
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Another invention that arose from these attempts is television. While early me-
chanical-optical approaches did not prevail, the first successful demonstrations of
fully electronic television devices took place in 1926. Along with other pioneers that
shaped this new medium, the Bell Telephone Company was working on a device
which was to transmit images along with voices, with the telling name of “Ikono-
scope” (see Roberts 2019, 192—205). This device, Ivy Roberts shows in Visions of Elec-
tric Media, contributed to the paradigm shift in the conceptualization of television
by turning away from a two-way communication device to a one-way transmitter.
The first presentation of Bell’s early television system took place in 1927, the year in
which Fritz Lang’s cinematic future fantasy Metropolis was released, which envisages
videotelephony as an everyday communication medium of the rich and the privi-
leged. Bell Labs’ demonstration included the broadcasting of an address by Herbert
Hoover, then Secretary of Commerce, from Washington, DC, to Bell Labs in New
York, followed by a vaudeville act, which was broadcast from a studio in New Jersey
(New York Times 1927; see also Burns 1998, 227—32; Roberts 2019, 196—99).

Hoover’s voice emanating from loudspeakers and his image appearing on a
screen may not have seemed any less magical than Houdini’s “teleportation” did just
a few years earlier, even though the speaker did not fully materialize in the end.
In 1923, at the Society of American Magicians’ annual banquet, the technological
transmission of images, and even people, over vast distances, was presented as
magic. A few years later, it had indeed become possible to send moving images
in real time. The technology initially conceptualized as a two-way transmission,
eventually split in two: television, in its practical implementation shifted to a one-
way model, while the two-way approach resulted in videotelephony.

Performing Magic on Television

In “The Aesthetic of Astonishment” Tom Gunning (1995, 116) writes that it is “[t]he
seeming transcendence of the laws of the material universe by the magical theatre”
that “defines the dialectical nature of its illusions.” Elsewhere, he ascertains that the
effects achieved in a magic show heavily depend on in-person presence: when writ-
ing about the “optical uncanny,” an effect that he attributes to magic tricks, Gunning
(2008, 73) states that “[s]eeing an event—such as an elephant apparently vanishing
before our very eyes, or a woman floating in midair—that contradicts rational ex-
pectations generates a different, perhaps more powerful, hesitation than reading
an account of such an event.” Magic, it seems, draws its strength, at least partially,
from taking place directly within the reach of the spectators’ sensory experience. In
a similar vein, magician Thomas Fraps (2021, 57) writes that the kind of illusion that
we encounter in performance magic differs from, for instance, optical illusions in
that these illusions take place “in reality”—that is, in the space and time immedi-
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ately shared by the audience. This “illusion of impossibility,” as Fraps (2021, 60) calls
it, “is unique to the art of magic, since it apparently happens in the here and now, in
real time and space. There is no canvas, no screen, no paper on which the fiction is
mediated by a painter, director, or writer. The canvas of a magician is the mind of the
spectator and reality itself.” Even the performance of an illusion, he says, cannot be
perfected by the magician alone. Rather, it evolves over time, through interactions
with audiences that take place during the performances (Fraps 2021, 54).

As a consequence of performance magic’s strong link to in-person shows and its
emphasis on audience interaction, it has often been argued that it is unfit for medial
transmission. A glance at the history of performance magic, however, reveals that it
has, in fact, not been exclusively successful in person. Famously, cinema, in its early
days, was instantly invaded by magicians, both from artistic and commercial angles
(see Barnouw 1981). Magicians played a crucial role in the history of early cinema:
they were among the first to screen films in theaters (as part of their shows) as well
as to bring film projections to the provinces and to other countries (on their tours);
they were also among the first filmmakers, constructors of cinematic apparatus, and
distributors of films (see Rein 2017 for a detailed account). The most famous example
is the pioneer of cinematic special effects Georges Mélies, who was a well-respected
magician and director of one of Europe’s most renowned magic theaters before, dur-
ing, and after his creative focus shifted to cinema. Another example is David Devant,
widely regarded as the greatest magician in English history, who worked as Mélies’s
agent in the UK and was key in bringing early cinema to English venues away from
metropolitan centers.

While this shift from stage practice to cinema as another illusionistic medium
seemed like a logical extension of Victorian magic, the migration to television went
less smoothly. Magicians began to appear on television in the 1950s, when they per-
formed their acts as part of variety programs such as The Ed Sullivan Show. In 1960,
Mark Wilson created the first magic show to be broadcast nationwide in the US, The
Magic Land of Allakazam (1960—64). This program set the parameters for magic per-
formances on television, including the ones illustrated by the example below. While,
in early cinema, magicians quickly shifted from filming their stage effects in what
Matthew Solomon (2010) calls films of tricks to inventing cinematic effects with which
they were able to produce new illusions in trick films, when it came to television half
a century later, camera tricks and special effects were something that made magic
less convincing. Therefore, magicians put a lot of effort into persuading audiences
that they were “merely” watching the transmissions of illusions, which could be per-
formed on a theater stage in exactly the same manner. Television had to be presented
as a medium merely distributing rather than changing its “content.” However, as we
know, media are not neutral transmitters. “[I]t is the medium,” Marshall McLuhan
writes in Understanding Media (1994 [1964], 9), “that shapes and controls the scale and
form of human association and action. The content or uses of such media are as di-
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verse as they are ineffectual in shaping the form of human association. Indeed, it
is only too typical that the ‘content’ of any medium blinds us to the character of the
medium.” The main challenge performing on television posed for magicians was to
make the defining role of the medium in the process of communication disappear
and to create the illusion that television was a neutral transmitter.

This challenge is rooted in the view that performance magic was, and still is, of-
ten deemed unsuitable for mediatization. As described previously, this is because
its effect is frequently attributed to its display of something impossible happening
in the physical space shared by the spectators and that therefore follows the natu-
ral laws that they are familiar with. Performance magic, this narrative tells us, loses
its power as soon as it is mediatized. However, the medium through which magic
primarily reached its audiences in the twentieth century was television. Its great
success on television since the 1960s remains in opposition to the aforementioned
widespread claim. In the following section, we examine the ways in which this mi-
gration to a new medium has changed performance practices through the example
of David Copperfield’s “Portal” illusion. This will help us to understand, in the fol-
lowing section, how magic transforms when it changes media once again, invading
the virtual space of video conferencing technology where it confronts the same claim
concerning its mediatization.

Example: David Copperfield’s “Portal” (2001)

On television, the lack of in-person interaction is compensated for by a constant
confirmation of authenticity. Because performance magic on television is always al-
ready suspected of being accomplished by camera tricks or editing, “[c]redibility,”
magician and magic historian Jamy Ian Swiss (2007) writes, “is a supremely press-
ing issue” (see also Swiss 2022). Indeed, televised magic shows go to great lengths
in order to establish authenticity, when, for instance, volunteers from the audience
inspect props, floors and walls, serving as representatives of the larger audience.
While this mechanism is also used at in-person shows, its role on television is even
more important because the viewers at home have no chance to inspect the set-up on
site. The volunteers serve as identification figures who experience the three-dimen-
sional space in lieu of the viewers who only receive a two-dimensional picture of it.
Some magicians even go so far as to make volunteers the central subjects of their il-
lusions, thereby suggesting that the given feats could be accomplished with any and
every person from the audience—including, by proxy, the television viewers.

In his “Portal” illusion, which was introduced in 2001 and featured in the tele-
vision special Copperfield: Tornado of Fire, David Copperfield “teleports” himself and
a spectator named Michael to the latter’s father’s home, Hawaii. The place of desti-
nation is allegedly transmitted in real-time—attested to by the word “LIVE” in the
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picture—and screened at the back of the stage throughout the performance.® Here,
upon Copperfield’s request, another person checks for a possible false bottom that
might be hidden under the sand. The magician and Michael then ascend a platform,
which is raised above the audience—suggesting that they cannot leave it without be-
ing noticed by the surrounding spectators. A curtain closes around the pair. When
itis pulled away fifteen seconds later, they are gone. Another forty seconds pass, and
Copperfield and Michael appear on the screen, apparently live in Hawaii.

While the story of this illusion is described quickly, the largest part of the per-
formance comprises a complicated array of actions designed to establish credibility.
In his introduction, Copperfield tells of letters he received, among them a particu-
larly touching one from a father longing to meet his estranged son. While the father
lives in Hawaii, Copperfield explains, his son is in the audience tonight. The volun-
teer, subsequently introduced as Michael, is thus provided with a backstory that is
verified by childhood photographs appearing on a screen. The choice not to use a
random audience member was a careful one, designed to seem fair yet believable
(see Young, Britten, and Copperfield 2020). Copperfield then selects further spec-
tators by throwing a ball into the audience and asking those who catch it to point
out more volunteers. Thus, four more people join Copperfield and Michael on stage,
where they leave personal marks—initials, hobbies, etc.—on a large sheet of paper.
The result, along with the group, is documented by a polaroid photograph, which
Copperfield and Michael take with them to Hawaii. Along with one of the specta-
tor’s initials that were written on Copperfield’s arm, this proves that the footage has
not been edited before the broadcast. Before vanishing, Copperfield further stresses
his show’s spontaneity and coincidence by announcing that he performs this illusion
nightly, with different spectators.

After the two reappear on the “Hawaii” screen, Copperfield invites Michael to
run into the ocean until his legs get wet. He then pulls up his sleeve to reveal the ini-
tials on his arm, while Michael removes the polaroid photograph from his pocket.
The complex, mise en abyme-like structure of this authenticating procedure man-
ifests itself in the form of this drawing, documented by a photograph, shown to a
camera that transmits it to a screen on a stage that is filmed for a television show. To
top up this spectacular media circus, Copperfield now hands Michael a camera and
asks him to “take it to that guy over there,” pointing to Michael’s father who is about
to walk into the picture frame and with whom Michael remains on the beach. Af-
ter stating that “it’s starting to rain,” the magician disappears behind a cloth on the
sand and reappears on a small platform back in the theater auditorium. To further
illustrate the magical interpenetration of the two distant places, Copperfield brings

5 Even when not recording the performance for television, Copperfield would hire a satellite
truck that would stay outside the theater, to reinforce the idea that there was a live broadcast
from Hawaii (Young, Britten, and Copperfield 2020).
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the Hawaiian weather with him: A tilt of the camera reveals water drops on its lens
and his reappearance is accompanied by thunder, lightning, and rain pouring down
on astonished spectators. For the finale, Copperfield returns to the stage, pours out
a handful of sand, and strikes a pose.

“Portal” exemplifies the trouble taken to establish credibility in magic perfor-
mances on television. While these practices are also found in stage performances,
in mediatized ones, their importance increases dramatically. For television, Cop-
perfield has to disprove the assumptions that the illusion might be achieved by “a
camera trick,” that the show, and the beach sequence in particular, may have been
pre-recorded and edited. To do this, great care is taken to establish continuity be-
tween the two places. For instance, Michael’s getting his feet wet in the ocean serves
to prove that “Hawaii” is neither a painted background in an adjacent studio nor a
greenscreen effect. Disproving video manipulation is a challenge that has accompa-
nied mediated magic performances ever since the possibility has been understood
by audiences. A televised magic show has to please two possible audiences: the one
in the theater from which volunteers are pulled and the one watching from home
via their televisions. The first audience establishes credibility for the second one,
vouching for an authenticity that is otherwise inaccessible. The televised Hawaii also
stands in for the televised space watched by the television audience—this continuity
therefore also serves to connect the space of the television show with their physical
environment.

Performing Magic via Video Conferencing

This example shows how magic has previously been shaped by its migrations across
media and by finding ways to compensate for the difference to in-person experi-
ences. While the same arguments concerning performance magic’s unsuitability
for transmission are brought up against online shows, some practitioners have
nonetheless pioneered performances via the internet. Demonstrations of magic
tricks, debunking videos, and tutorials on YouTube and similar platforms have been
attracting unprecedented numbers of viewers in recent decades, but these formats,
though somewhat different under the conditions of the internet, mostly follow
the one-to-many mass-media model of television shows. This changed in 2020,
when the Covid-19 pandemic forced magicians, like many other artists, to find
solutions for interactive online performances. This is a challenge for two reasons
that have already played in relation to television: performance magic as an art form
relies heavily on (1) making the apparently supernatural phenomena happen in
the same physical space occupied by the spectators and (2) interacting with audi-
ence members who take on the role of assistants or of authenticating observers.
Adapting their performances to virtual spaces and to software initially developed
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for other purposes, some magicians successfully transitioned to shows via video
conferencing software. Working against the long-standing conviction that magic
only “works” in person, approaches emerged to productively use the new virtual
environment for illusionistic purposes and to exploit its possibilities.

As already discussed, television was initially devised as a tool for two-way
communication, “a form of visual telephony” (Roberts 2019, 21). While its suc-
cessful practical implementation required a shift to one-way transmission, video
conferencing technologies that first became reality in the 1930s enabled a return
to the two-way model envisioned by Victorian electrical engineers. The American
Telephone and Telegraph Company (formerly the Bell Telephone Company) pre-
sented an improved version of their “iconophone” to a selected public in 1930. A
device that looks similar to this one (see Popular Mechanics 1930, 892), while also
referencing later developments, is depicted in Stanley Kubrick’s science fiction
classic 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), which features a video phone call from a space
station to earth. Outside of futuristic cinematic magic, AT&T’s first commercial
videotelephone service was a failure: When Kubrick’s futuristic vision was released,
videophone booths were being closed after an unsuccessful four-year run in three
major US cities (Mikinen 2007, 37). Succeeding models, too, failed commercially.
Videotelephony only became part of our everyday reality with the advent of the
internet, smartphones, and, particularly, during the remote-working peak caused
by the Covid-19 pandemic.

As a performance space, the virtual environment offers a unique combination
of in-person and television performance. On the one hand, performances are me-
diated visually and acoustically via camera, microphone, and screen, as with televi-
sion. On the other hand, they maintain a liveness that is close to in-person shows,
with the possibility of real-time two-way interaction between performer and au-
dience, both as a whole and as individuals. In addition, the wholesale adoption of
video conferencing in 2020, across a broad demographic and for events ranging
from business meetings to education to social interaction, engendered a kind of
trust in the medium. People experienced video conferencing (often engaging deeply
with the technology for the first time) as a stand-in for the in-person events that
were suspended due to the pandemic. Most users of video conferencing software
do not perceive it as a technology prone to audiovisual manipulation via special ef-
fects and editing. While video conferencing makes the same tools available that are
at hand in any performance mediated via a camera, spectators are not necessarily
aware of this, tending to believe that what they see via the camera is precisely what
they would see if they were in the room with the performer, without the suspicion
that would accompany an identical illusion if it were viewed on a television program
like Copperfield’s. Thus, because of the context of pandemic-era video conferencing,
the technology itself creates the impression of being a neutral transmission device
that imitates an in-person situation as closely as possible. Because video conference
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calls are typically perceived in this way, seemingly without offering much possibility
of manipulation, it is the technology itself that does the authenticating work that
magicians took pains to accomplish in television shows. This, too, is rooted in to-
day’s use as much as in the history of two-way video communication, which, since
its earliest conceptions, has been regarded as an electric “window through which one
could see a distant place,” including “[w]itnesses [who] sometimes responded to the
interaction with a television screen as if there was no mediation involved” (Roberts
2019, 213-14).

As large numbers of magicians shifted their performances to online video con-
ferencing platforms, they broadly utilized one of two different approaches: either
attempting to adapt the tricks they had performed in person to the new setting or
trying to develop new material for this novel performance space. The former ap-
proach had the advantage of being a quicker route to getting performances going
but also featured an inherent issue: in adapting material designed for a different
setting to work online compromises invariably had to be made, and the best-case
outcome was a performance that would have been better in an in-person setting.
The latter approach, while requiring more work and creativity initially, produced a
remarkably broad selection of work specifically designed to create magical experi-
ences that could only ever happen via video conferencing. An example of a trick de-
veloped using the latter approach is another form of teleportation.

Example: NFW (2020)

On a video call the magician invites two spectators to help with an experiment in
teleportation: Anne, in America, and her sister, Sam, in Spain. Anne and Sam’s video
feeds are added to the performer’s, beside one another, and they are asked to get the
pack of cards and envelope that they were told to bring to the show. Anne shows
everyone on the call that the envelope she has is empty, seals it up, and then holds it
in between her hands, making sure it stays in view of the camera. Sam then names
a random playing card, the Queen of Hearts, and holds her sealed pack of cards up
in one hand. The magician then reaches over to where Sam’s video is showing and
mimes grabbing something invisible from it. They look at it, smile, and then throw
it toward Anne’s video feed.

A puzzled Sam is invited to break the seal on her pack of cards and take the pack
out of the box. She confirms that she picked the Queen of Hearts, and that she could
have named any card. She then shows the cards, one by one to the camera. The entire
pack is in order, until she gets to the hearts. The Ten of Hearts is there, as is the Jack,
but then the next card is the King of Hearts. Sam goes through the entire pack and
confirms that the Queen has completely vanished.
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Anne confirms that the envelope has been between her hands the entire time,
thatitwas empty, and that nobody has gone anywhere near it. She then tearsitopen,
looks inside, and starts laughing. She tells everyone that there is now one card in-
side. On removing the card, she reveals the Queen of Hearts. Sam and Anne’s videos
expand to fill the screen, as the magician fades away into the background, and the
audience offer the astonished sisters a round of applause.

While a chosen card appearing in a spectator’s hands has been a standard effect
for centuries (see, for example, Breslaw 1795) the fact that this performance is taking
place via video conferencing offers a range of novel possibilities.

Perhaps the most obvious of these is distance. Whilst Copperfield required ex-
tensive technological apparatus to frame his broadcast from Hawaii, the fact that
the card transposition takes place on a video conferencing platform makes it en-
tirely uncontrived that the card travels from Spain to America. It does not, however,
diminish the drama in the effect. Making a spectator’s chosen playing card appear
in their hands is always a good trick, but making the card travel from one continent
to another adds a whole new degree of impossibility. While distance is key in the
narrative of the trick, the idea of making it disappear, as with Copperfield’s magical
journey to see an estranged father, is also present. Sam and Anne would only be able
to share this magical experience of an in-person show at huge expense and inconve-
nience, but via video conferencing, they can share it conveniently from the comfort
of their homes.

The fact that Anne and Sam participate in the show from a domestic setting is, in
itself, important. In-person magic shows tend to happen in public spaces, whether
theaters, bars, or restaurants, rather than in homes, and because of this magicians
go to great lengths to prove that the items they are using are every-day objects rather
than special apparatus (see Maskelyne and Devant 1946 [1910], 119—20). Because all
the spectators are in a domestic setting for this show, and they have brought the
props themselves, that suspicion is eliminated. The setting also removes the need for
the elaborate proof that Copperfield required to demonstrate that he and Michael
have actually traveled to Hawaii. Anne and Sam are in their homes, locations that
may be recognized by other family members on the call, so there is no question that
the card has been teleported from one place to the other. Thus, the invasion of pri-
vate spaces by videotelephony that has called for associations with surveillance and
caused concern throughout the technology’s history since the nineteenth century
(see Roberts 2019, 42, 79, 138, 212—14), becomes an advantage for performance magic
because it effortlessly adds authentication.

Even the mechanics of Anne and San’s participation in the show is facilitated by
the use of video telephony. Getting audience members on stage is always a challenge
at in-person shows, creating dead time and logistical challenges. Via video confer-
encing anyone in an audience can instantaneously be brought “on stage” without
delay or considerations about seating positions, etc. The technology also allows the
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wider audience to see the on-stage helpers more clearly than in any other setting,
enjoying every nuance of their reaction to the impossibility in which they play a part.

This example highlights just a few of the ways in which video conferencing has
shaped the performances that magicians are now giving, and as more conjurers
spend time exploring the possibilities, many new opportunities will appear. Video
conferencing also offers advantages of television, like control over the studio setting
for the performer (lighting, sound, multiple cameras, etc.) and the facility to do
physically small magic in a way that large audiences can see. In addition, other
forms of audience interaction that would traditionally be the preserve of in-person
performance are facilitated, and even expanded upon, in the video conferencing
setting, thanks to functionality like breakout rooms, voting, reactions, and text
chat.

Conclusion

At first glance, the integration of performance magic in a video conferencing en-
vironment seems problematic. The same has been said about television, and while
magic is still often regarded as unsuitable for television, it was hugely successful
in this medium during the twentieth century. In 1895, magic’s first transition to an
audiovisual medium was a smooth one, when magicians became pioneers of early
cinema. At this point, filming the tricks was enough, before magicians like Georges
Méliés turned to the invention and implementation of cinematic illusions, i.e., spe-
cial effects, which, for a period of time, worked as an attraction in their own right
(see Gunning 1986). Six decades later, when it came to television, the presentation of
special effects turned into the thing that had to be believably ruled out in order for
magic performances to be effective. Our exemplary analysis of performance magic
on television showed how it was adapted to work with and despite this medium’s
specificities, primarily establishing credibility by disproving the use of image ma-
nipulation. Moreover, magicians were also working against the characteristics of
media in general, by making television appear as a neutral window onto the show.
Crucially, in the next shift of audiovisual channels, to the context of video confer-
encing, magicians encountered the same problem in principle but, for the time be-
ing, without the need to disprove image manipulation. Unlike television, video con-
ferencing performances do not require the same amount of authentication because
the medium is connoted differently, seemingly promising a higher degree of “un-
manipulated liveness” to the spectators. The perception of video conferencing as a
“window” has accompanied it since the technology’s early days, and it proved useful

6 For an in-depth exploration of the practical, methodological possibilities video conferencing
affords the magician, see Houstoun and Thompson (2021).

- [ -]



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839462287-016
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Will Houstoun and Katharina Rein: Video Conferencing and Performance Magic

to magicians when they shifted to video conferencing applications. This is paradox-
ical because, for instance, Zoom very overtly offers the possibility of image manipu-
lation to its users through the use of video filters and virtual backgrounds—a tech-
nique going back to the illusionistic practice of the black screen that originated in
performance magic. And yet, it is not typically thought of as prone to image manip-
ulation outside of these obvious effects. Rather, in the tradition of videotelephony,
it is perceived as a neutral transmitter, a window to another space.

In the context of illusionistic performance practice, we have shown, video con-
ferencing platforms allow for a combination of some of the best aspects of in-person
and mediated performances. While the field is a relatively new one, there are advan-
tages to be found in the realm of online shows for performing artists, with further
development ongoing. The space combines the convenience of a global reach without
the necessity to travel with the possibilities of digital effects and audience interac-
tion.

Far from having failed, and despite having had a hard time asserting itselfin ev-
eryday life for a number of reasons, videotelephony has been on the minds of inven-
tors, engineers, businesspeople, authors, and filmmakers for about 150 years. The
countless fantasies and debates it sparked, and the numerous inventions it stim-
ulated attest to the fact that videotelephony responds to a persistent desire, while
further, its long-time image as a future or futuristic technology evidences its “mag-
ical” qualities.
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