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Forthe silent man of Fenn and Teller, madgic is all about exploiting the gaps inhuman perception.

Fhoto: Carios Serrao

{ne of the first tricks in Penn and Teller's Las Vegas show beging when Teller —the short,
quist one—strolls onstage with a lit cigarette, inhales, drops it to the floor, and stamps it
out. Then he takes another cigarette from his suit pocket and lights it.

Io magic there, right? But then Teller pivots so the audience can see him from the other
side. He goes through the same set of motions, except this time everything is differant:
IMuch of what just transpired, the audience now perceives, was a charade, a carefully
orchestrated stack of lies. He doesn't stamp cut the first cigarette—he palms it, then puts it
in his ear. There is no second cigarette; it's a pencil stub. The smoke from the first butt is
real, but the lighter usad on the pencil is actually a flashlight. ¥eat the illusion is executed sc
parfectly that every step looks real, even when vou're shown that it isnot.

T Penn and Teller Explain Sleight of Hand
Looks Simple, and
the point is that * %k %k k%

aven apuff ona
cigarette, closaly
examined, can
disintegrate into
smoke and mirrors.
"People take reality
tor granted," Teller
says shortly before
stepping onstage.
"Feality seems so
simnple. We just
Open our eyes and
thera it is. But that
doesn't mean it is
simple."
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Fenn and Teller demonstrate the sewven basic principles of magic.
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For Teller (that's his
tull legal name),
magic is more than
antertainment. He
wants his tricks to
reveal the evervday fraud of perception so that people become aware of the tension
betwean what is and what seams to be, Our brains don't see everything —the world is too big,
too full of stimuli. So the brain takes shorteuts, constructing a picture of reality with
relativaly simple algorithms for what things are supposed to look like, Magicians capitalize
on those rules. "Every time you perform a magic trick, you're engaging in experimental
peychology,” Teller says. "If the audience asks, 'How the hell did he do that?' then the
axperiment was successful. I've exploited the efficiencies of your mind."

INow that on-the-job experimentation has taken an academic turn. & couple of years ago,
Tellar joined a coterie of illusicnists and trickstars recruited by Stephen Macknik and
Susana Martinez-Conde, researchers at the Barrow MNeurclogical Institute in Phoenix,
Arizona, to look at the neuroscience of magic. Last summer, that work culminated in an
article for the journal Nature Reviews Neuroscience called "Attention and Awarenessin
Stage Magic." Teller was one of the coauthors, and its publication was a signal eventina
tield somme researchers are calling magicology, the mining of stage illusions for insights intc
brain function.

"Tricks work only because magicians know, at an intuitive level, how we look at the world,"
says Macknik, lead author of the paper. "Even when we know we're going to be tricked, we
still can't see it, which suggests that magicians are focling the mind at a very desp level." By
reverse-engineering these deceptions, Macknik hopes to illuminate the mental loopholes
that make us see a woman get sawed in half or a rabbit appear cut of thin air even when we
know such stuff is impossible. "Magicians were taking advantage of these cognitive illusions
long before any scientist identified them," Martinez-Conde says.

Penn and Teller are an n of 1in American culture: avant-garde artists who perform for
the Vegas masses, skeptical philosophers who somehow got a cable TV show. For the past
=g years, they've played the same characters onstage. Teller is the silent, impish illusionist
—"People are always surprised that I can speak," he says—while Fenn is the hyperkinetic
impresario, juggling knives, teasing the audience, and swallowing fire. These personae
reflect the men's offstage personalities. Penn Jillette is 6'7", with a mane of curly black hair.
When he walks, he pounds the floor like a clown in oversize shoes—not surprising, since he
graduated from the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Clown College. Teller is nearly a
toot shorter and dresses in dapper three-piece suits. He has an eerie grace, as if he can move

without displacing air.

The twao started performing together in 1975, playing Philadelphia street corners and
FEenaissance festivals. Along with a third artist, they called themselves the Asparagus Valley
Cultural Society, an absurdist act that mixed knife-juggling with "unusual and disgusting"
classical music, They were not especially popular. "I always assumed I'd spend my life
happily performing in artsy-fartsy little theaters," Tealler says.
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