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Magic and the Brain: Teller Reveals the Neuroscience
of lllusion

Penn and Teller Explain Sleight of Hand
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ne ofthe firsttricks in Penn and Teller's Las Vegas show bedins when
Tellerfthe short, gquiet onelistralls onstage with a lit cigarette, inhales,
draps it to the floor, and stamps it out. Then he takes another cigarette
fromm his suit pocket and lights it

Mo madic there, right? But then Teller pivots so the audience can see him
fromm the other side. He goes through the same set of motions, except this
time eventhing is different: Much ofwhat just transpired, the audience
now perceives, was a charade, a carefully orchestrated stack of lies. He
doesnt stamp out the first cigareﬁe[{-ﬂhe palmes it, then puts itin his

gar. There is no second cigarette; it's a pencil stub. The smaoke from the
first hutt is real, but the lighter used on the pencil is actually a

flashlight. et the illusion is executed so perfectly that every step

[ooks real, even when you're shown that it is not.

Fenn and Teller demonstrate the seven basic principles of magic.

The trick iz called Looks Simple, and the point is that even a puffon a
cigarette, closely examined, can disintegrate into smoke and mirrors.
"People take reality for granted,” Teller says shorthy hefore stepping
onstage. "Reality seems so simple. We just open our eyes and there itis.
But that doesnt mean itis simple”

For Teller (that's his full legal name), madic is more than entedainment.
He wants hig tricks to reveal the everyday fraud of perception so that
peaple become aware of the tension between what is and what seems to he.
Cwr hraing don't see everﬁhing@ﬂthe werld IS too hig, too full of stimuli.

a0 the brain takes shorcuts, constructing a picture of reality with

relatively simple algorithmes forwhat things are supposed to ook like.
Magicians capitalize on those rules. "Every time you perform a madic

trick, you're engading in experimental psycholoogy," Teller says. "If the
audience asks, 'How the hiell did he do that?' then the experiment was
successiul e exploited the efficiencies of your mind."

Mowe that on-the-job experimentation has taken an academic turn. A couple
ofyvears ago, Teller joined a coterie of illusionists and tricksters

recruited by Stephen Macknik and Susana Marinez-Conde, researchers at the
Barrow Meurological Institute in Phoenix, Arizona, to look at the
nedroscience of madic. Last summer, that work culminated in an adicle for
the journal Mature Reviews Meuroscience called "Aftention and Awareness in
Stage Magic” Tellerwas one of the coauthors, and its publication was a
signal eventin a field some researchers are calling magicology, the
fmining of stage illusions for insights into brain function.

“Tricks wark anly because magicians know, at an intuitive lewvel, how we
ook atthe warld," says Macknilk, lead authar of the paper. "Even when we
know wie're going to be tricked, we still can't see i, which suggests that
magicians are foaling the mind at a very deep level" By
reverse-engineering these deceptions, Macknik hopes to illuminate the
mental loopholes that make us see awoman get sawed in half ar a rabhit
appear out of thin air even when we khow such stuffis impossible.
"“Magicians were taking advantage ofthese cognitive illusions long before

amy scientist identified them," Mariner-Conde says.
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