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In 1999, MAGIC magazine compiled
a list of the one hundred magicians — pro-
fessionals, amateurs, writers, innovators
— who had had the greatest influence on
shaping the course of magic in America in
the 20" century. A list of this type is hardly
definitive, and the choices could be (and
were) open to debate, but the committee
that assembled the list consisted of knowl-
edgeable magicians, and they thoughtfully
considered their choices.

The presentation of “The Century” list
ran from January through September 1999.
In the September issue there was a ballot
for readers to vote for the “Top Ten of the
Century,” and the results of that ballot were
announced in the December 1999 issue.
The number one spot went to Harry Houdi-
ni. In second place was Dai Vernon, the
Professor. Max Maven wrote of Vernon,
“Over a span of many decades, through
his stubborn insistence that conjuring was
bona fide art worthy of serious scholar-
ship, Dai Vernon inspired generations of
performers around the world and thus was
able to nudge his beloved magic that much
closer to its deserved profundity.”

When Vernon, a Canadian, moved to
New York City after World War I, he imme-
diately became a focal point for the top ma-
gicians of the time, including Dr. James El-
liott, Arthur Findlay, Dr. Jacob Daley, Sam
Horowitz, Cardini, and Al Baker. Although
he moved around the country cutting sil-
houettes and seeking out underground card
techniques, Vernon made New York City a
home base, influencing East Coast magi-
cians for more than forty years.

In the early 1960s, Vernon moved west
and took up residence near the Magic

Castle. His presence served as a powertul
magnet, drawing many of the best and the
brightest to Los Angeles, where they could
sit with Vernon and learn from him. This
was a time when the inner circle held their
secrets tight. Vernon material had appeared
in print (Stars of Magic, The Dai Vernon
Book of Magic, the Inner Secrels series),
but much of what Vernon knew had never
been tipped. It was a Golden Age for close-
up magic; an enormous amount of excellent
magic was created by the Vernon “exclu-
sive coterie.” The Magic Castle provided
Vernon with a bully pulpit, and for almost
three decades he remained a vocal and out-
spoken advocate for an esthetic approach to
artistic magic based on naturalness, intel-
ligence, and a pursuit of perfection.

Time, of course, changes things. Vernon
died seventeen years ago, two years short
of his 100" birthday. Many of his students
— Larry Jennings, Bruce Cervon, Michael
Skinner, Roger Klause — have also left the
planet. Some, like Chuck Fayne and Earl
Nelson, moved from Southern California
after Vernon died. Others, like Ricky Jay,
Perci Diaconis, and Steve Freeman, know
the work, but rarely discuss it outside of
their own tight circle. Harry Riser waved
the Vernon banner during the twenty-year
run of his Riser Repertoire column in M-
U-M, as did Howard Schwarzman in his
column. Currently, the two most vocal
exponents of the Vernon way are Johnny
Thompson (whose four-volume DVD set
Commercial Classics of Magic is a must-
have for your library) and John Carney
(who has contributed to the Sage Words
column this month). The upshot of all this,
unfortunately, is that there are at least two
generations of young magicians who only
think of Vernon (if they think of him at all)
as an old guy doing cups and balls on a
YouTube video.

I was delighted, then, to learn last year
that Roberto Giobbi was giving a workshop
titled Homage to Dai Vernon: His Life and
Work. Roberto is a student of Vernon’s
work, a study reinforced through his asso-
ciations with Arturo de Ascanio and Juan
Tamariz. An understanding, appreciation,
and adoption of Vernon’s philosophies run
through the various volumes of Giobbi’s
Card College series. In the workshop, Ro-
berto discusses classic Vernon routines,
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seminal Vernon card techniques, and bio-
graphical information, and he examines
Vernon’s artistic approach to magic, and
what such an approach means. It is a lively,
informative, enlightening, invigorating,
and inspiring seminar.

Roberto presented the workshop in Las
Vegas just before the World Magic Seminar
in March of this year. [ sat down with him
over a late breakfast and we talked about
Vernon’s impact on magic and the devel-
opment of the workshop. —Michael Close

Ross Bertram Photographer
Courtesy of the David Ben Collection

Dai Vernon

Roberto Giobbi
Interview

Close: How many of these Vernon
workshops have you done?

Giobbi: I’ve done about fifteen, mostly
in Europe — Paris, Madrid, Milan, Vienna,
several in Germany. I’ve presented it twice
before in North America, in Toronto and
Chicago, and now here in Las Vegas.

Close: Did you find that most of your
audience already knew about Vernon and
his work? Or do the things you talk about
come as somewhat of a revelation?

Giobbi: This is always a problem in
any lecture, but it is specifically so here. I
get people like Howie Schwarzman, who
met Vernon in 1941, and youngsters who
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have barely heard of Vernon, or who, per-
haps, know of his reputation and maybe a
few of his effects, and everything in between.
This is the challenge, of course. The way [
try to handle this problem is to use my own
taste, picking things that I think are important
and that I would like to hear about, even if
I already knew the material. I have studied
magic for thirty-seven years, and have per-
formed professionally for twenty-one years.
I have developed criteria that let me (I hope)
make good choices.

Close: At the end of the lecture do you get
people who come up to you with a new-found
enthusiasm, as if a curtain has been lifted and
they’ve been given a chance to see what mag-
ic is really about?

Giobbi: Absolutely. Of course, you nev-
er know about the people who don’t like it,
because they never come up to you. But the
people who do like it tell me that they’ve
never thought about Vernon in this way be-
fore. At the end of the lecture, 1 suggest to
the attendees that, for the next six months,
they stop buying the “latest and greatest”
new thing and go back to Vernon; his work
is deeper and richer than most anything be-
ing released today is. Several people have
told me that this is exactly what they are go-
ing to do. Other people, who were already
familiar with Vernon’s material, have told me
that there are items in the lecture that they had
completely forgotten about, and that they are
going to go back to Stars of Magic, Expert
Card Technique, and the Dai Vernon Book of
Magic and reacquaint themselves with those
routines.

Copyright Pete Biro

Demonstrating the Cups and Balls

Close: One of the things I found so ap-
pealing about the Card College books (in ad-
dition, of course, to the choice of material and
techniques and the explanation of them) is a
philosophy that runs through the books, much
of which goes back to Vernon, or at least from
Vernon, through his various students like As-
canio and Tamariz, to you. To me, your cur-

rent lecture takes the philoso-
phy and deals with it explicitly.
Is that how this lecture came
about?

Giobbi: It is indeed so that
the beliefs and criteria I apply
to my magic, writings, and lec-
tures are deeply influenced by
the Spanish School, as well as
Vernon. And I’ll tell you how
this particular lecture came
about. I make my living as a
performer. Of course, I enjoy
the applause (which, as they
say, is the bread of the per-
former), but one frustration of
the performer is that while magic is so great
and complex, there are few places where
you can talk about these aspects of it. I have
a great academic and intellectual interest in
this, coming from my university background.
To feel “complete,” I need the performance
side of magic as much as the ability to study
and talk about the sub-structures of it that are
invisible to the audience. This means that I
can carry the performance experience into my
lectures and writings, and also my scholarly
background of magic into my performances.
This makes both richer.

So, I started doing many different lec-
tures; as it turned out I would rarely do the
same lecture twice. Actually, I have never
done a lecture tour, doing the same lecture in
many different places. I have lectured about
card magic in the 18" century, I have a lecture
on the deck switch, a lecture on memory and
magic, all very different subjects. The longest
I ever did was a four-day seminar in Italy in
which I did seventeen different talks and lec-
tures. | immensely enjoyed this; it’s what I
like.

At some point [ was asked to do another
lecture and I thought, “What can [ do differ-
ently?” I could discuss techniques, theories,
or effects. Then I thought, “Why not lecture
about a person?” A person’s creative output
could personify all the subjects I just men-
tioned. It could be Hofzinser, or Devant, or
perhaps Robert-Houdin. The next obvious
choice was Dai Vernon, who encapsulated the
magic of almost the entire previous century.
Because of his great influence, in studying
him we could learn how magic came to its
present state, in addition to the wonderful ef-
fects and techniques he created. This lecture
could be entertaining for those who enjoy
magic history, those who enjoy biography,
and those who prefer tricks and moves. And
this lecture has turned out to be exactly that.
Even the wives of the magicians who attend
come up to me and tell me that it was a very
interesting lecture, which usually doesn’t
happen when you do just a trick lecture.

The Vernon Lecture - WMS March 2009
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Close: Did you spend much time with
Vernon?

Giobbi: Although I've had the privi-
lege of meeting many of the truly greats
in magic, I only had three brief encounters
with the Professor. The most time I spent
with Vernon was when I was twenty-two.
It was at Ron McMillan’s convention. For
some reason, | was seated at a table with
him, and I dared perform a trick for him. He
said (imitating Vernon), “Ah, very good,
very good.” And [ said, “Well, Professor,
this is just a Frank Garcia trick.” And he
said (imitating Vernon), *“Ah, you’re much
better than Frank Garcia, much better than
Frank Garcia.” (Laughter.) Of course, what
Vernon said wasn’t true, because Frank
Garcia was a great professional, but it was
certainly flattering for me to hear.

He came to see me on two occasions
when I performed at the Magic Castle. On
one of those occasions, Bill Larsen asked
me to perform downstairs for the overflow
crowd. This wasn’t a structured show, of
course. When the Maitre d” came down for
the people, they left. Vernon was watch-
ing. I was doing my version of the Gypsy
Thread when the people were called to go
upstairs, so I finished the trick and ended
my show. Afterwards, Vernon said to Jim
Patton (imitating Vernon), “Yeah, he was
very good. But why does he end his show
with the Gypsy Thread? Why does he end
with the thread?” This wasn’t something I
would normally do, of course, but decid-
ing when the show ended was out of my
control. So I guess I didn’t make so great
an impression on him that time.

I have diligently studied Vernon’s
works; for me, he may have been the first
magician whose personality came out
through the printed word. I had read The
Royal Road to Card Magic and Expert
Card Technique, some of the French and
German books, which had wonderful ma-
terial, but with the Ganson books I felt that
I got to know a person. Even the photo-
graphs of the hands affected me. To this
day, I prefer to use Tally-ho Circle backs,
just because thirty-five years ago, I saw
these images in a book and they stuck with
me.

Close: Speaking of Lewis Ganson,
I think the one thing that is unfortunate
about the earlier Vernon material is that
I’m not sure that Ganson really under-
stood what Vernon was doing. And Ver-
non’s temperament was such that I think
he found the process of working on a book
to be tedious. Consequently, if details were
omitted, I don’t think Vernon would have
been quick to fill in the blanks. Fortunate-
ly, the later series of books (The Vernon

Chronicles, Volumes 1-3) rectify those
omissions and give us a much fuller pic-
ture of the material.

Giobbi: At least we have a great quan-
tity of material. It speaks for the genius
of Vernon that even though the earlier de-
scriptions of his routines (and there were
manuscripts before the Ganson books)
may have lacked some of the details, the
material is so solid that the intelligent
reader can discern what is important in the
magic. I prefer the simple explanation of
a brilliant trick by a brilliant man to.an el-
egant description of a regular trick by an
average man.

Close: Sometimes the lack of an impor-
tant detail can make it difficult to under-
stand what Vernon was trying to achieve. |
learned The Travelers from Stars of Magic,
and I thought I understood the trick. How-
ever, the explanation fails to discuss that
there is a rhythm to the production of the
Aces, and I never realized this until 1 saw
Harry Riser perform the trick. (Harry spent
a lot of time with Vernon.) In effect, I had
learned all the notes but had completely
missed the music.

Giobbi: Yes, that type of thing is very
hard to convey in print.

Close: I'm not a fan of video learning,
but rhythm and timing are things that can
be more easily taught through video expla-
nations.

Giobbi: My favorite example of that
type of thing is Juan Tamariz’s Total Co-
incidence (Sonata, page 224). It uses two
decks and has multiple climaxes at the end;
it is a masterwork when Juan performs it.
Even though it is a self-working trick, I re-
alized how difficult it is to present when |
saw someone else perform it. [ hardly rec-
ognized the trick. There is so much poten-
tially boring procedure, there is so much
dealing involved, that if the performer
isn’t conscious of this and

cidental, almost second nature.

Giobbi: With Ascanio, every tech-
nique he used was of his own invention.
He didn’t invent the double lift, of course,
but he used a personalized handling. When
you create your own techniques, these
moves become a part of yourself. In the
execution of them, you express something
of yourself. To some degree, someone else
can take and use these techniques, but then
they are simply tools; the person who takes
and uses the tool does not have the same
relationship to it as the person who created
it. To the person who created it, the move
is a style, a means of expression.

So how do take someone else’s tool and
make it your means of expression? Here is
where a book has an advantage over a vid-
eo. When you read a sleight in a book, you
are forced to interpret it, and in the inter-
pretation process, you start to make a style
out of the tool. Whereas with a DVD you
are simply taking visual information, with-
out interpretation, and you mimic what
you see. Consequently, you miss that very
important in-between step. The interpreta-
tion process produces what Vernon used to
call “artistic card magic.” [ wrote an article
about this in the April 2007 issue of Ge-
nii magazine. It is an esoteric and difficult
subject to talk about, but a very important
one. But then again, Goethe already said
that art is what you cannot put into words.

Close: In the notes for your Vernon
lecture (which, incidentally are verv exten-
sive and thorough) you have the Mind Map
that you created as you planned the lecture.

Giobbi: I may have been the first per-
son to publish an article about how to use a
Mind Map in magic. This would have been
back in the 1990s. Many people use Mind
Maps, of course, but on my DVD (Zaped
Live at the 7" British Close-up Magic Sym-
posium, L&L Publishing), I explained how
to use a Mind Map in the context of a Wild

designs a presentation that
injects energy into the pro-
cess, the whole thing fails.

Close: I remember
seeing a YouTube video
of someone performing
one of Ascanio’s Ace rou-
tines. It was a perfect ex-
ample of someone who
had learned all the moves
but who didn’t have the
slightest idea of what the
routine was supposed fo
look like. With Ascanio, | ¢
all the spreads, lay downs, |*

5T

and lifts have to appear in-

The Vernon Lecture Mind Map
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Card routine I call Wild Business. There it
illustrates how to come up with creative
interpretations of tricks, even though they
are not your own ifiventions, something
that is the case for most of us. I have been
demonstrating this system in my lectures
for almost twenty years now. As an aside,
I should tell you that it took me a year to
create the Mind Map for the Card College
books. Because of this preparation, the
writing of the books was much easier. It’s
like the story that is told about Michelan-
gelo. Someone asked, “How do you create
your statues?” He replied, “I look at the
marble and [ see the statue inside it. Then I
just chip away everything that is unneces-
sary.” In my case, once I had completed the
Mind Map, I only had to write the book.
A Mind Map doesn’t solve every problem,
but it solves a lot of problems.

Close: How does the Vernon workshop
start?

Giobbi: Well, remember, we’re dis-
cussing someone who lived for almost a
hundred years. A week wouldn’t be enough
time to cover his accomplishments, let
alone three hours. So I begin by saying that
the lecture is going to be a collage; I'm go-
ing to tell you about this person, about his
work, about his techniques; I’'m going to
perform, we’re going to watch some video
clips, we’re going to look at his books, and
we’ll discuss a few things. It may all seem
unrelated, but at the end, you're to have a
feel of what this man did and why he was
so important and influential, even up to this
day. With that, I then give an overview of
the literary works, and then we talk about
the cups and balls.

Close: That’s a good routine to start
with, because it embodies so many ele-
ments of Vernon’s approach to magic.

Giobbi: Yes. The presentation, the
methods, the psychological construction,
and the myriad details of technique and
handling all personify Vernon. For ex-
ample, when there are two balls under the
cup in the second phase, Vernon pushes the
cup forward with the wand. This ensures
that the two balls will line up side by side,
so the audience can clearly see both balls
when he lifts the cup. This exemplifies the
constant preoccupation with small details
that runs throughout Vernon’s work.

Close: You discuss and perform Ver-
non’s Poker Demonstration, which is a
wonderful routine that many have forgot-
ten about.

Giobbi: The Poker Demonstration is
interesting for several reasons. First be-
cause of the way it got into print. Vernon

didn’t want to publish the routine, so Jay
Marshall challenged him to a game of
chess. Jay won two games out of three,
so the routine appeared in The New Phoe-
nix (and later in the Dai Vernon Book of
Magic). This shows the mindset of the
time; people were jealous of their secrets
and held to them tightly. In retrospect, this
approach has more advantages than disad-
vantages, especially in light of the way that
magic information is currently disseminat-
ed. Perhaps a happy medium between the
two extremes is best.

The Poker Demonstration has so much
to offer: a brilliant dramatic construction,
which to this day makes it one of the very
best routines in this genre; an even better
psychological construction that delays the
set-up of twenty-seven cards in a most in-
genious way, diabolically weaving it with
some of the cards just used; superb pre-
sentational details, such as announcing the
hands dealt in the second phase; and out-
standing bits of handling. This is as perfect
as a piece of Mozart — if you changed a
single thing, you’d spoil the symphony.

Close: Another routine that few ma-
gicians remember is A Climax for a Dice
Routine (Dai Vernon Book of Magic, page
183). This is a very commercial routine.

Giobbi: It gets a great reaction, even
though it might be considered one of Ver-
non’s more trivial works. Here in Las Ve-
gas, a top professional came up to me after
the lecture and told me that he was going
to purchase the necessary dice and put the
routine in his professional repertoire. This
proves that even small tricks that carry the
mark of genius become great tricks.

Close: Regarding that dice trick, I no-
ticed that in your explanation of this effect
in your notes (Homage to Dai Vernon: Life
& Work) you include a very clever idea
that is not in the original write-up. 1 first
heard this idea from Billy McComb. If you
need to unobtrusively get hold of a small
object that is in your jacket pocket, how do
you do so without fumbling around? The
answer, of course, is that you don’t put just
one of the object in your pocket, you put
many in there,

Giobbi: My very good friend Carlhorst
Meier suggested this idea to me. Unfortu-
nately, he passed away last year, but he had
many good ideas, several of which are in
Card College. He suggested that [ put fif-
teen little dice in my pocket, which makes
it very easy to grab one at the necessary
time in the routine. There is no fumbling.

Close: This is a real-world tip that
solves a problem. If you only put one

small die in your pocket, it is very
possible that you're going to hang up
trying to get hold of it. Any hesitation
at this point alerts the audience to the fact
that something sneaky is going on.

Giobbi: Another aspect of this is that
there are a lot of magicians who would
fiddle around in their pockets without real-
izing that this is a problem that could be
solved. The first step is to recognize that
the problem exists. Then, through experi-
mentation, research, and creativity, mul-
tiple solutions can be discovered. The art
is in finding the elegant solution. That, of
course, was one of Vernon’s great gifts —
the ability to find elegant solutions.

Close: Thanks for spending some
time talking with me. I hope that you
have many more opportunities to
present this workshop in the United
State.

Giobbi: Thank you. It was a
pleasure. ¢




