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Duffy Hudson is an actor, director, writer, 
teacher and filmmaker. After graduating from 
college, he moved to New York City where he 
attended the Circle in the Square Theater School 
on Broadway. He has studied with such great 
directors as Michael Kahn, Nikos Psacharopoulos, 
Nakita Mikhalkov (Academy Award winning 
director for Burnt by The Sun) as well as Sandra 
Seacat and Larry Moss. Duffy began his New 
York career working backstage with Michael 
Ritchie (Artistic Director Center Theatre Group) on 
several Broadway productions including Present 
Laughter with George C. Scott. He has performed 
in hundreds of plays, some on Broadway, The 
Misanthrope and Enemies, and off Broadway, 
Whores of Heaven, Riddley Walker, Nana, Twelfth 
Night, Winters Tale, Macbeth, Biderbecks Last 
Drunk (Samuel French Award Winner) and Report 
To The Academy, which he performed at The 
Actors Studio. 

Duffy HuDson’s HouDini

Like many of you I have long held a fascination 
for Houdini. 

Several years ago I approached the great 
magician Micah Cover about the idea of creating 
a show based on the life and magic of Houdini. 
My major concern was, of course, the element of 
magic. I wanted to focus on the life of Houdini and 
didn’t want the show to be all about magic after all 
I am not a magician. So how do you create a show 
on Houdini without magic? The short answer is 
you don’t. 

A few years passed, my interests turned to 
other characters and Houdini went back into the 
trunk. Fast forward and I am performing Einstein 
at the Firehouse Theater in beautiful Pleasanton, 
California. Now I have performed in this great 
space several times over the years and have 
become a bit of a staple in the community. The 
theatre is packed and everyone stays after the 
show for a Q and A session. At some point I am 
asked what character I’d like to do next. This 

began a very lively conversation. Now it isn’t 
often that you have more than 250 people to 
bounce ideas off of. I threw out a few names and 
was surprised to not get the reaction I expected 
and even more surprised to find that some of my 
favorite characters were almost unknown to the 
audience. When I mentioned Houdini however, 
the reaction was universal and enthusiastic. That 
evening I was booked to return with a new Houdini 
show.

Now every show, every character has 
something to teach me. This learning has always 
been a constant companion and a source of 
amazement to me and Houdini is no different. 
I begin to really delve into the life and work of 
Houdini. Ideas come and go and finally a concept 
for the show emerges from the fog and I think 
I know what I am going to do. Weeks pass and 
though I have a concept and a form for the show 
including specific stories, tricks and illusions when 
I put pen to paper nothing comes. At some point I 
am convinced that this show will never come, that 
I will never get beyond this block and of course 
will never be able to perform it. This block gets so 
bad that I am forced to call Pleasanton to try to 
convince them to change the show. They inform 
me that the show has been sold out for weeks and 
there is no way they can change it. I am stuck.

With the performance date fast approaching 
and nothing on paper, a kind of panic starts to set 
in. Enter Houdini and the first of many lessons 
he will teach me. It is late in the evening. I am 
sitting at the computer, stacks of Houdini books 
strewn about my office, my mind as blank as the 
computer screen before me. Finally it occurs to me 
that my problem might not be lack of ideas but the 
one idea I am holding on to. I told you that I had a 
concept for the show. I thought this concept was 
perfect but maybe this concept was the problem. 
So I decided to start fresh and throw away any 
ideas I had and let the show be whatever it wanted 
to be. The next morning the block was gone and 
the words began to flow. A whole new concept for 
the show began to emerge and it was perfect as 
this concept was actually parallel to Houdini’s life. 
The entire show was written in just a few days and 
performed three weeks later. It was truly magic.



Cincinnati Arts Association  3  Houdini

Born March 24, 1874, Erich Weisz in Budapest, 
Hungry. One of seven children born to a 
Jewish rabbi and his wife

Age 4: Family immigrated to United States and 
settled in Appleton, Wisconsin. Houdini would 
claim to be born in Appleton. His name was 
altered to Ehrich Weiss, nicknamed “Ehrie” or 
“Harry”

Age 13: Moved with his father to New York City, 
rest of the family would join them later. In New 
York, Houdini became interested in trapeze 
arts.

1890s: Launched his professional career. 
Renamed himself ‘Harry Houdini,’ a 
combination of a childhood nickname “Harry” 
and after the French magician Jean Eugène 
Robert-Houdin; Houdini began performing with 
his brother Theo, many of the performances 
involved Harry escaping from handcuffs and 
locked trunks

1894: Married Wilhelmina Beatrice Radner, a 
performer who became his onstage assistant; 
her stage name was Beatrice “Bess” Houdini; 
soon after became a solo act without Theo

1899: Entertainment manager Martin Beck began 
booking Houdini in some of the best vaudeville 
venues in the U.S. and then Europe. Houdini’s 
magic act had little success until he focused 
on feats of escapism at the suggestion of 
Beck, and was christened “King of Handcuffs.” 
Houdini became the highest-paid performer in 
American vaudeville. 

1900s: Houdini continued to develop his escapism 
act from handcuffs to straitjackets to locked, 
water-filled tanks, and nailed packing creates. 
His success at escapism is due to Houdini’s 
physical strength, agility, and his skills at 
picking locks.

1901: Launched a movie career with the release of 
Merveilleux Exploits du Célébre Houdini Paris, 
documentary of his escapes

1908: Published The Unmasking of Robert-Houdin 
to debunk the magician

1909: Purchased first airplane and became one of 
the world’s first private pilots

March 1910: First person to man a controlled 
power flight over Australia. Although historians 
say Capt. Colin Defries made the flight in 
December 1909. In 2010, both were honored 
in a series of stamps commemorating the 
centennial of powered flight in Australia.

1911: Houdini’s oddest escape, from a “sea 
monster,” most likely a squid that had washed 
up on shore in Boston; Houdini was tied up, 
inserted into the “monster,” whose mouth was 
sewn shut

1912: Pinnacle of his career: Chinese Water 
Torture Cell, which remained in his act until 
1926

1916: Performed the Suspended Straitjacket 
escape (where he was suspended from a 
crane upside down in a straitjacket) in front of 
a crowd in Washington, D.C.

World War I: Houdini canceled his tour and 
focused on entertaining soldiers. He also 
instructed troops on how to escape sinking 
ships, ropes, and handcuffs in case they were 
captured by the Germans.

1916-1923: Exhibited his escapism skills in 
movies, starred in The Master Mystery (1919), 
The Grim Game (1919), and Terror Island 
(1920). Started own production company, 
Houdini Picture Corporation, and a film lab, 
The Film Development Corporation, with little 
success

1918: In the Hippodrome in New York, Houdini 
performed a rare illusion trick, called the 
Vanishing Elephant, where he made an 
elephant disappear; even today how he made 
the elephant disappeared in not known. It is 
believed that Houdini had help from Charles 
Morritt, who performed a similar trick of 
making a donkey disappear.

Harry HouDini (1874-1926) Timeline
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1920s: Vigorous campaigner against fraudulent 
psychic mediums, debunking the renowned 
medium Mina Crandon, known as Margery. 
However, Houdini and his wife decided to 
conduct an experiment: whoever died first 
would send a message to the other from the 
spirit world.

1920: Published Miracle Mongers and Their 
Methods

1923: Became president of Martinka & Co., 
America’s oldest magic company

1924: Published A Magician among the Spirits
Died on October 31, 1926 in Detroit, Michigan 

from a ruptured appendix. However, there are 
mixed reports to the cause of Houdini’s death. 
A week before his death, Houdini was punched 
in the stomach by a McGill University student, 
which many believed agitated an already 
inflamed appendix, while others believe 
Houdini was poisoned by Spiritualists, who 
had issued death threats.

1943: Bess Houdini declared their spiritual 
experiment, where the one who dies first will 
contact the other from the spiritual world, a 
failure

references:
Harry Houdini Biography, includes links to videos, 

https://www.biography.com/performer/harry-
houdini

Harry Houdini, https://www.britannica.com/
biography/Harry-Houdini

10 Things You May Not Know About Harry 
Houdini, https://www.history.com/news/10-
things-you-may-not-know-about-harry-houdini

https://www.biography.com/performer/harry-houdini
https://www.biography.com/performer/harry-houdini
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Harry-Houdini
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Harry-Houdini
https://www.history.com/news/10-things-you-may-not-know-about-harry-houdini
https://www.history.com/news/10-things-you-may-not-know-about-harry-houdini
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magic
Magic is the art of making the impossible 

seems possible. It is associated with the 
supernatural; however, in theater it is considered 
a performing art. Although there are examples 
of magic throughout history, this study guide will 
focus on magic in modern times as a form of 
entertainment. In the United States, it was the 
vaudeville circuit in the 1800s that made magic 
a popular form of entertainment. Vaudeville 
shows were a form of variety show with several 
performers, from dancers to singers to magicians 
to acrobats to animal performances, etc. By the 
beginning of the 20th century, magicians began 
to have solo shows. However, with the advent of 
radio, the vaudeville circuit disappeared and the 
interest in magic waned. Magic is a visual art form 
and did not translate to radio. In the mid-1900s, 
there was a resurgence of interest in magic shows 
due to Las Vegas as a popular tourist destination. 
When the tourists were not gambling or going 
to the pool, they needed something to entertain 
them. Theaters like Caesars Palace were built for 
magicians, singers, dancers, and comedians. By 
1970s, magicians began presenting on television: 
first as guests on late night talk shows, then with 
TV specials. Television provides a much larger 
audience than live theater, and helped increase 
interest in seeing magic shows.

early Books of magic
 � Reginald Scot, The Discoverie of Witchcraft 

(1954), the first book to describe how magic 
tricks are done

 � Jean Robert-Houdin, Memoirs of Robert-
Houdin, Ambassador, author, and Conjurer 
(1859), revealed many of his tricks that he kept 
secret his entire career

Types of magic
 � Sleight of Hand (prestidigitation)—

Using the hands and fingers to make objects 
appear, disappear, transform, or change 
location. 

 � Conjuring—Making something appear or 
disappear, for example, pulling a rabbit out of a 
hat, or making a person disappear

 � Illusion—Making the audience believes it 
sees something, for example, sawing a person 
in half

 � Escaping (Escapology)—The magician 
is able to get out of something that appears 
inescapable, for example, free him/herself 
from handcuffs or a locked box

 � Mentalism (Mind Reading)—Magician 
appears to be able to read people’s mind or 
predict the future

magical effecTs
 � Production—Making something appear
 � Vanishing—Making something disappear
 � Levitation—Making something float
 � Prediction/Divination—Magician 

anticipates the outcome of an event; example: 
pick a card tricks

 � Transformation—Turning one thing into 
something else

 � Restoration—‘Repairing’ a broken object to 
look like new

 � Escapology—Magician frees him/herself 
from a restraining device, such as handcuffs

 � Teleportation—Moving an object from one 
place to another by ‘magical’ means



Cincinnati Arts Association  6  Houdini

Tools of THe TraDe
The expression “smoke and mirrors” is an 
euphemism for deceiving someone. It has its 
origins in magic shows. 

 � Smoke—Early stages were lit with candles 
or gaslights, both gave off smoke that helped 
conceal the magician’s tricks; furthermore, 
audience members often smoked, adding to 
the murky effect; in modern times, magicians 
will use smoke and fog machines for the same 
effect

 � Mirrors—In early magic shows, large pieces 
of glass were used, because if one side is lit 
but not the other, the glass reflects the lit side. 
Magicians used the glass, which the audience 
couldn’t see, and lowered the stage lights on 
one side so the other side reflected assistants 
in the orchestra pit, to create the illusion of a 
ghost or spirit. In modern times, mirrors are 
used to create illusions by reflecting images 
that our off-stage so they appear on stage.

 � Lighting—Especially in the theater, lights can 
be used to direct the audience’s focus either 
to the trick or away in misdirection; flashes of 
light hide part of the trick by their brightness 
and quickness, making it hard for the eyes to 
adjust

 � Ropes and Knots—Tying the right knot is an 
important part of many magic tricks, as well as 
having more than one rope but only revealing 
one to the audience

 � Automata—Mechanical figures, made with 
metal gears and springs but looked like living 
creatures, were one of the first ways that 
science and magic were combined by using 
scientific principles to give the illusion of a 
living creature

 � Objects commonly used in magic 
shows—Handkerchiefs, cups and balls, deck 
of cards, linking rings, and coins

 � Assistants—Help stage the trick by 
distracting audiences (so they don’t see what 
the magician is doing), using their body to hide 
certain elements of the trick, setting equipment 
when the audience isn’t looking, or passing 
equipment unseen to the magician to complete 
the trick

 � Misdirection—Set of skills to direct the 
audiences’ attention away so as not to reveal 
how the trick is performed

 � Magic Cabinet—magicians enter to connect 
with the spirit world; once inside, make noise 
and strange voices to appear as if it’s a spirit

connecTion of magic 
anD science
“Early scientists were magicians” (Newquist, p. 23)

Alchemists were interested in understanding 
nature in order to change how it worked, and 
were regarded as magician-scientists. Their 
primary interests were changing lead into gold, 
and making potions that would allow one to live 
forever. They also spent much of their time as 
entertainers in royal courts. Alchemic experiments 
led to advancing the knowledge of chemistry and 
chemical reactions, and aided in manufacturing of 
porcelain, metal, and glass. These experiments 
were the foundation of modern science 
experiments and how modern day scientists 
explain how nature works. By the 1700s, the world 
was seen as something that could be understood 
which removed the fear of magic, showing that 
it was not real. Science was revealing wonders 
and superseded magic. Even in modern times, 
magicians use principles of science to create their 
illusions.
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Albertus Magnus (1200-1280)—one of the first 
to build an automata (mechanical figure)

Matthias Buchinger (1674-1740)—born with 
no hands and no legs and was only 29 inches 
tall as an adult; first major magician to move 
from magician as street performer to magician 
performing on a stage, by performing for kings 
and queens, and showed that magic could be 
a big show

Jacques de Vaucanson (1709-1782)—in 1730s 
built a lifelike automata, a mechanical flute 
player that played dozens of songs

‘Professor’ Giuseppe Pinetti (1750-
1800)—brought science and magic 
together in entertainment form; an Italian 
science professor who performer science 
demonstrations (chemistry and physics); 
built a stage in Paris for his demonstrations 
which became magic shows; the decorations 
for the theater, looked extravagant but also 
help conceal how his tricks were performed; 
his shows couldn’t be performed on the 
street because they required machinery, 
magic cabinets, lengths of rope and specially 
designed equipment

Jean Robert-Houdin (1805-1871)—‘Father 
of modern magic’; started as a clock and 
watchmaker, then began building automata 
and performed in circus acts; his shows 
divided into: 1) talk about science, 2) 
demonstrate automata and 3) performed 
magic; used knowledge of technology and 
magic to create the show, this put him ahead 
of other magicians of the time; open own 
theater in 1845 in Paris in order to do the kind 
of magic that he wanted and could only do with 
elaborate equipment

John Henry Anderson (1814-1874)—’Great 
Wizard of the North’; understood the value of 
advertising to promote his shows, and created 
posters and place ads in newspapers for his 
traveling show; famous for catching a bullet 
in his teeth and credited for being the first 
magician to pull a rabbit out of a hat

John Nevil Maskelyne (1839-1917)—started his 
career exposing the tricks of spiritualists, even 
creating his own version of the Magic Cabinet, 
which was copied by others. In 1897, he was 
the first magician to make a person levitate, 
before magicians had only levitated objects but 
not people.

Nikola Tesla (1856-1943)—one of the last to 
combine magic and science; worked with 
Thomas Edison before setting out on his 
own. Tesla was fascinated with electricity and 
wanted to understand the nature of electricity 
and then show it to the world. His science 
displays were so new and advanced for the 
time that they appeared magical. Many people 
believe Tesla was putting on a magic show.

P. T. Selbit (born Percy Thomas Tibbles, 1881-
1938)—began performing magic tricks in 
1902, but noticed that people were starting to 
lose interest in magic shows. Selbit decided to 
create a magic trick that would scare people. 
In 1921, Selbit was the first to perform the 
magic trick, Sawing Through a Woman.

Siegfried & Roy (Siegfried Fischbacher, born in 
1939, and Roy Horn, born in 1944)—one of 
the first magicians to perform in Las Vegas, 
starting in 1967, the first act from Las Vegas 
to gain fame; noted for including wild animals, 
such as cheetahs and tigers, in their act

Doug Henning (1947-2000)—first magician to 
have a primetime TV special dedicated to 
magic; Henning performed classic magic 
tricks like making a women disappear, sawing 
a woman in half, and card tricks; in 1974, 
presented on Broadway, The Magic Show, 
which was nominated for several Tony Awards

some noTaBle magicians
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David Copperfield (born David Kotkin in 
1956)—took stage name from a character in 
a Charles Dickens novel; youngest member 
admitted to the Society of American Magicians 
at the age of 12; became famous through TV 
Specials, but realized he had to think big and 
decided to make a jet airplane disappear, then 
the Statue of Liberty and the Great Wall of 
China disappear, and levitated over the Grand 
Canyon

Penn & Teller (Penn Jillette, born in 1955, and 
Teller, born in 1948)—combine magic and 
comedy, telling jokes throughout and even 
revealing how the tricks are done

Criss Angel (born Christopher Sarantakos in 
1967)—blends illusions with attitude and 
fashion style, using rock music he composed 
in his act; created Broadway show Mindfreak, 
which combined music, lots of equipment and 
special effects, some horror, and amazing 
stunts; Mindfreak became a TV show that 
follows Criss Angel as he prepares for and 
performed magic tricks; often performs 
outdoors, returning to magician as street 
performer, with little reliance on special stage 
equipment to perform his tricks

David Blaine (born in 1973)—known for 
his endurance performances (and as an 
endurance artist), which is less about sleight of 
hand and more about survival, often locked in 
a box or other container, like ice; stunts often 
in public areas where people can walk up and 
see him enclosed

magician’s coDe:  
coDe of secrecy

In the 1800s many magicians had to guard 
how they performed their tricks, because other 
magicians often tried, and some successfully, 
to steal other magicians’ tricks. Sometimes 
assistants would sell the tricks to other magicians. 
In modern times, magicians pledge a code of 
secrecy, saying they will not reveal how a trick is 
accomplished and will not steal another magician’s 
tricks. Many magician societies make a pledge of 
secrecy a requirement for membership.

references:
Children’s Book of Magic. New York: Dorling 

Kindersley LTD, 2014.
Christopher, Milbourne and Maurine (1996). The 

Illustrated History of Magic. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann.

Newquist, HP (2015). Abracadabra: The Story of 
Magic through the Ages. New York: Holt & 
Company.


