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A KS.Roberto Mansilla asks:

General Card
Estimado Roberto,

Felicitaciones por este proyecto. Me parece una idea estupenda. Quería ser parte de esto, 
apoyarlo y por ello he decidido adherirme. La pregunta en realidad no es tal. Estoy muy 
interesado en el efecto de la Carta General y me gustaría, si es posible, que hablarás sobre él, 
sobre las distintas versiones que hay, sobre las diferencias entre «cartas generales» en sí, y 
también con Carta Universal y «En Todas Partes..» (recuerdo un trabajo de Racherbaumer al 
respecto). La idea es tener una guía sobre su historia, las diferentes versiones que hay (espe-
cialmente para condiciones de Salón) y tu opinión al respecto. Casi que para otra pregunta 
sería hablar sobre el método que subyace y todas las opciones.

Te agradezco mucho por todo, espero no haber sido desmedido en la pregunta.

Saludos,

Roberto Mansilla

Roberto Giobbi answers:
Dear Roberto,

It’s a pleasure to read you from Buenos Aires, the city where Vernon met many times with Fu 
Manchu and so much magic knowledge and passion was transferred, and the city I’ve had the 
honor of having been invited to several times to perform and lecture. 

You ask about the General Card, its ramifications and history, as well as about the underlying 
methods. That’s a most interesting question, but also one that would warrant a book – a big 
one, if I was to write it (!) – and months of full-time research. All of this is far beyond the sco-
pe of our project as you will understand. Let me therefore try to answer your question within 
reasonable limits, but hopefully still to your satisfaction.

Define Your Terms, Gentlemen!
As you correctly imply in your question, the effect in itself as well as its nomenclature is not 
uniquely defined. As we know, this is not uncommon in magic, where art and science meet, 
and non-professional writing prevails – an interesting problem in itself, if I may say so.

The «General Card» is the name for a trick plot, the effect being that one card transforms 
itself into the card various spectators chose and then back again. Occasionally the complete 
deck changes into one or several of the chosen cards. Looking at several versions, there is no 
«standard effect» that could serve as template.
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The General Card is still the term used most often for this plot, although authors like Stany-
on, Hoffmann, Hay or Hugard have also called it Everybody’s Card, a name that albeit more 
intuitive has not made the big break. 

General Card is an Englished form of the original French «la Carte Générale», and as far 
as I could find out used for the first time in English by Sachs in his classic Sleight of Hand 
(1877). Almost two decades later Roterberg in his New Era Card Tricks explains his «The 
New General Card» and popularizes the term, which is later picked up by other influential 
authors such as Hilliard and Hay.

To confuse the issue even further, the same plot can also be found under the name of «Uni-
versal Card». Jon Racherbaumer wrote a 40-page monograph on it and you can still get it 
from him directly, or for instance here:
http://www.daytonamagic.com/products/UNIVERSAL-CARD-by-JON-RACHERBAUMER.html .

Not to be forgotten is Hofzinser’s creation «Everywhere and Nowhere». Something few will 
know is that in Hofzinser’s Vienna, around 1870, this was the name of a theatre column 
and also referred to the fact that some contemporaries wanted to see and be seen in socie-
ty, so they attended all possible events in one evening, being so to speak «everywhere and 
nowhere». Magic Christian in his book Non Plus Ultra II conjectures that this inspired Hof-
zinser for his trick.

I would say that Everywhere and Nowhere has been to this very day the most influential 
version of the General Card plot family, if I may call it so. It was a firm favorite in the acts of 
Paul Rosini, Edward G. Brown and many others. It certainly is one of the most effective card 
tricks ever devised. Today it is seldom seen, probably because the explanations in the text-
books are unnecessarily complicated, the trick is reputed to be difficult, and most versions 
require a formal setting that is not often available to most modern performers. Nonetheless, 
it is one of the few card tricks suitable for performance before the largest or the smallest 
audiences.

Last but not least in the list of this plot we have Robert-Houdin’s Protean Deck, where three 
cards are selected and when placed into the deck all the cards change into this card. This is 
a wonderful effect and nobody does it as well as Juan Tamariz. You obviously need a heavily 
gaffed deck, which you can find made up with Piatnik cards (a very nice set created by Magic 
Christian and sold in a box), or by Gary Plants using Bicycle cards (I got my set from H&R 
Magic Books).

Historical Notes
The first mention ever that approximates the General Card plot is by Gerolamo Cardano. 
Towards the end of the 16th century he reports a trick he saw performed privately by the young 
Neapolitan aristocrat, Francisco Soma. (If you are interested you can research this in detail 
on Ask Alexander; also see Milbourne Christopher, Illustrated History of Magic, p. 19 of the 
updated 1996 edition – this book is a must if you don’t have it.)

http://www.daytonamagic.com/products/UNIVERSAL-CARD-by-JON-RACHERBAUMER.html
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The plot, being indeed of great attraction to the professional performer, kept coming up in the 
classic literature, such as in Guyot (1740), Dean (1763, as «Every Man’s Card»), Decremps 
(1786), Robert-Houdin (1868, p. 245; translated into English in 1877 as «The Metamor-
phoses»), Hoffmann 1876. Almost any important author of modern card books has at least a 
version in one of his publications.

Robert-Houdin’s and Hofzinser’s Versions
One of the greatest versions ever thought up using a borrowed deck is Robert-Houdin’s. It 
can be found in his book Comment on devient sorcier (translated into English by Hoffmann 
as Secrets of Conjuring and Magic: Or How to Become a Wizard). It is a step forward of 
Decremps’ solution published in his Testament de Jérome Sharp in 1786. For the benefit of 
those who have never heard of Robert-Houdin‘s version, let me briefly describe the effect and 
comment on the method at the same time, so you may appreciate how ingenious it is:

S1 selects a card and looks at it without showing it to the others. Performer takes it back and 
apparently places it aside on the table, in reality it is top changed. The same card is then 
forced on s2, top changed (the indifferent placed aside next to the first one) and again forced 
on s3. This card is then really placed with the other two. Result: S1, s2 & s3 all looked at the 
same card. S4 takes a card, too, and keeps it. The three tabled cards are shown to s1, s2 & s3, 
who confirm that they see their card (clever!). These three cards are apparently lost in the 
deck, in reality their card is retained on top. S4’s card is now taken and shown. When s1 is 
approached, the card is top changed, so when shown to s1 only, it has changed to his card. 
The card is snapped and shown to s2, who confirms this is his card, too. Then it is shown to s3 
who says it is also his card. Moving to s4 the card is again top changed and shown to be simply 
s4’s card that has apparently transformed into everybody’s card. Brilliant!

Why does nobody do it? The technicalities can be surmounted by any competent conjuror, 
the top changes being very well covered and occurring at the perfect time in the routine. It 
certainly needs at least a parlor type of setting, better a large audience, in order to make sure 
that the spectators cannot see each other’s card. When I used to do this trick, I initially asked 
the spectator to take the card and hold it between his palms. Then I would instruct him to 
take the card close to his body and peek at it like a card player, not letting the others into his 
secret. This approach took care of this first problem. 

The other problem came when the changes were revealed. Of course you could ask the specta-
tor to again look at the card only himself and to confirm that it is the correct card, or with 
a large audience just make sure the card is seen by a sector in the audience. However, the 
real problem, in my opinion, is that nowadays people are simply different than 150 years 
ago. In former times they were happy imagining what was happening, having much greater 
skills than today in using their imaginary to create a personal experience. That’s why Houdini 
could take up to 20 minutes to get out of his milk can. Today that would no longer be possible. 
People want to see the information, not to imagine it, and that’s why this trick doesn’t work 
any more, at least not in this version. I look forward to the day somebody shows me a modern 
solution of this very effect – it certainly would be sensational in any formal performance.

http://www.lybrary.com/the-secrets-of-conjuring-p-290.html
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Johann Nepomuk Hofzinser in his Kartenkünste, translated by Sharpe as Card Conjuring 
(see also Richard Hatch‘s translation), has several versions, all using special cards and/or 
repeated cards. Hofzinser being the originator of Everywhere and Nowhere, I strongly advise 
to at least read his versions, also for his beautiful, logical and magical presentation.

The Plot, the Phenomenon and the Effect

Besides the technical and psychological construction, which are not easy to solve, regardless 
of which type of General Card we are talking about, there is one major issue that few seem 
to have considered in the past and that’s the following question: «What is the phenomenon 
demonstrated? What is the effect? Why do the cards change, what’s the reason in a theatrical 
sense?»

Do you as the performer have the power to change the cards? Does the card itself contami-
nate the deck? Does the spectator have the power to bring about the transformation by look-
ing at the cards (Hofzinser)?

Depending on which type of plot you use, it can have one or more possible interpretations of 
what the phenomenon is. The phenomenon has also an important influence on the symbolic 
content of the piece. Is the symbolic meaning omnipresence, or omnipotence, or the ability 
to get out of mishaps, or… So, what’s the subtext?

The answer must be found by taking one version after the other and identifying its essence or 
giving it one, but that will depend from the individual trick. In any case it is a problem that 
needs to be addressed before creating the staging and presentation – this is true for every 
trick we do. Failing to do so will almost always result in a weaker trick.

Impromptu Versions
The list of impromptu versions is endless and you can check them out by following the leads 
in various archives given below. Here just a few comments on personal favorites that come 
to mind:

● �One of Dai Vernon’s solutions to this plot can be found in Gansons’ Further Inner 
Secrets of Card Magic (p. 69). This is very good, considering that it can be done with 
any deck at any time, no preparation whatsoever being needed. Ganson’s description, 
though, is a bit terse, so you will have to «use your head».

● �Persi Diaconis’ «Les Cartes Diaconis» in Dai Vernon’s Ultimate Secrets of Card Magic 
is very elegant in its technical construction. I’ve done it for some years and it always 
had an excellent effect. This is particularly apt for parlor and small stage.

● �Masque (1980). Typically of Max Maven’s alter ego Phil Goldstein, Masque is a fine 
example of the approach to make the plot into a «packet trick». In Goldstein’s creati-
on this happens in a most elegant way, something that cannot be said of all versions, 
which chose to make this into a packet trick. For an intimate group this is excellent.
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● ��I keep the best for last, and will say that my absolute personal favorite of all impromptu 
versions I know and have ever seen, is Tamariz’s «The Hypnotic Power of the Jokers» 
from Sonata. This was the first trick he did for me, when I met him and his close friend 
Juan Anton at a German convention in Düsseldorf (Germany) in 1978 at age 19. He did 
the trick with my deck and I had no idea what he was doing. This is a masterpiece and 
is good for close-up and parlor. I remember when I first did this for my club in Basel 
about thirty years ago at age twenty – it fooled everybody!

Versions With Prepared or Multiple Cards
Obviously the cleanest way of showing several cards to have the same identity is to use dupli-
cates or even triplicates. However, since this will be the audience’s first solution, great care 
must be spent on the technical and psychological construction of the trick, two most challen-
ging issues. Here a few comments:

● �I’m still very happy with my own version that uses triplicates and a corner short, the 
latter allowing for some exceptionally clean handling. You can find it in Volume 4 of my 
Card College series.

● �Hugard’s and Braue’s Expert Card Technique, p. 309, has a version which is described 
in great detail and which is certainly of very good effect, if capably executed.

● �Fred Kaps’s version «The Three Jokers», also in the already mentioned Dai Vernon’s 
Ultimate Secrets of Card Magic, is one that fascinated me for years and which I per-
formed quite often to the delight of my audiences, magicians and laypeople alike. Since 
it uses three Jokers, which some card brands such as Fournier Peacock 505 have by 
default, it could be done impromptu. In my opinion Miguel Gomez currently has the 
best version and you can find it in his excellent book El Placer de la Magia, only avai-
lable in Spanish.

● �Fred Kaps was actually inspired by seeing Dai Vernon do his Joker Monte, which re-
mained a big secret for decades, but was finally revealed in Minch’s The Vernon Chro-
nicles 3. 

Final Comments
Here are some additional ideas that will allow you to pursue the issue further on your own – 
these sources are not only valid for the specific subject of the General Card treated here, but 
for almost any other subject or person. 

● �First of all is the great classic of all researchers, the famous Potter Index which I believe 
is available online and electronically. Lybrary.com has purchased the rights to it and 
might bring it out as a database in the near future. It has dozens of pages of reference if 
you check under the terms mentioned above.

● �Then there is Bill Kalush’s Ask Alexander, of which everybody who has a true interest 
in the culture of conjuring should be a member (www.askalexander.com). 

http://www.askalexander.com


ASK ROBERTO

226 S.

● �Also note for this type of research Bart Whaley’s Encyclopedic Dictionary of Magic, as 
well as the excellent Who’s Who of Magic, both available as a PDF from www.lybrary.
com and really good investments. 

● �There is also T. A. Water’s Encyclopedia of Magic & Magicians (1988) that can help 
with definitions and origins. 

● �Last but not least Denis Behr has a very useful archive where you can again search 
under the relevant terms: http://archive.denisbehr.de/.

There are of course many more links that will get you on track, but these here should keep you 
busy for quite a while and give you most of the information you are looking for.

Bonus
As a little bonus and to round this answer off, here is a quick interpretation of the General 
Card plot that I think is original with me. 

Or I should say: it is a personal variation of a plot that existed long before I was born, using 
techniques invented by others, that lacks a presentation (which doesn’t mean that I don’t 
have one) and uses a general approach – no pun intended – that has been there before, and 
that is nowhere as wonderful as Robert-Houdin’s or Hofzinser’s versions. 

At least it can be performed anytime with any deck, and if you use people’s hands as a table 
you can do it walk-around and completely surrounded, as they like to write in the catalogues. 
For your particular amusement I have titled it:

General Giobbi
Three cards have been selected by three spectators (S1, S2 and S3) and controlled in the follo-
wing order, top down in the face down deck: S1, Joker, S3, S2, balance of the deck. If instead 
of the normal Joker you use the Guarantee Joker, which comes for instance with Bicycle 
cards, you can say that this Joker guarantees the successful outcome of what you are about to 
do – that’s a nice line and gives you an idea of the presentational theme I use.

Hold deck face down in dealing position. Turn over the top two cards as one, displaying a 
Joker. Turn the double face down again and push the top card only into your right hand. As 
the left thumb does so, it pushes off the next three cards, but immediately pulls them back 
again, so the left little finger can obtain a break beneath them. Do a little flourish with the 
single card, and then show it to have changed into S1’s card.

Flip it face up on top of the deck and perform the Flip-Flop Change (Card College Volume 3, 
p. 747, and Volume 5, p. 1164) with the four cards above the break, apparently changing S1’s 
card into S2’s card. 

Turn the triple card face down and take the top two cards as one in right hand end grip. Rub 
the face on your left forearm, and then use the Stuart Gordon Double Lift to turn the double 
face up, displaying it as S3’s card.

http://www.lybrary.com
http://www.lybrary.com
http://archive.denisbehr.de/
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Flip the double face down on the deck, take the top card, perform a little flourish with it, and 
then turn it face up to show it has changed back into the previous Joker. Throw it on the table 
where the spectators might want to look at it. 

In this moment of relaxation palm off the top three cards. You can now reproduce them as 
you see fit, maybe from three different pockets or from an envelope, etc. The idea, however, 
should not be that of a transposition, but rather that they have been there all the time, and 
the Joker has been a sort of surreal mirror that has reflected their identities for an instance.

The handling, with the effects mostly taking place around the deck, is a bit «cosy» and for this 
reason the trick not an excellent one, but it is an interesting study that will allow you to prac-
tice the handling of multiple cards, how to imperceptibly obtain and hold breaks. Further-
more it is a nice exercise for you to try to get the three selections elegantly into the initial 
position.

I hope you have found some of the answers you were seeking, and I look forward to seeing 
what you have made out of this the next time we meet at a convention, or maybe at Escorial, 
as I know you are a clever creator of great magic.

Un abrazo,

Roberto


