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AT FIRST SIGHT, Simon During’s account of magic
and modernity is deceptively simple. During argues
 that the phenomenon of magic can be used to unpack

modernity’s sense of itself as bound up in the Enlighten-
ment’s rejection of the irrational. During states that ‘once we
fully recognize magic’s role as a cultural agent, our sensitivity
to the play of puzzlement, fictiveness, and contingency in
modernity will be heightened’.

Magic becomes, for During, a fissure in modernity’s
self-regarding sense of its rationality and balance. Magic is
also related to globalisation because it is transportable;
indeed, During goes so far as to see it as helping to build
a ‘globalized culture’. During goes on to claim that attitudes
towards secular magic can be seen as paralleling attitudes
towards fiction, given the notion of ‘willing suspension
of disbelief’ as a marker of sophistication. Fiction and magic
(as entertainment) accordingly settled ‘at the ideological cross-
roads of superstition and enlightenment, where they were
nugatory (in theory) and powerful and profitable (in fact)’.

The bulk of this large book is concerned not so much with
this theoretical elaboration, but rather with the illustrative
material. During’s study of magic is strongly influenced by
a new historicist methodology that turns away from synthesis
and generalisation in favour of historical snapshots: ‘thick’
descriptions of telling instances, and narratives that reverber-
ate with symbolic significance.

During makes this approach clear early on in his book:
‘I make this case by introducing a set of analytical concepts
for understanding the power of secular magic, but mainly by
presenting moments in its history.’

What are these moments? As it turns out, while During
includes a series of skilfully conveyed vignettes of
nineteenth-century magic, covering famous practitioners
such as Robert-Houdin, his argument turns more on what
might be called the cross-cultural moments that involve
secular magic. The key chapter in which this occurs is entitled
‘From Magic to Film’. Here, During traces magic as a counter
to spiritualism in the late nineteenth century, and notes
its intersection with film, which becomes something like its
nemesis. During includes a fascinating account of Houdini,
whose doomed film career underlines the uneasy coexistence
of two forms of illusion.

During follows this with what is, perhaps, his most origi-
nal chapter: on associations between magic and literature.
He argues, with great cogency, that:

[A] literary equivalent to secular magic does exist, and that it can
be found in writing which solicits the heterogeneous modes of
reception that characterize the magic assemblage. It is exempli-
fied in fictions which undercut and strain literature’s spiritual
mission (and often the ‘suspension of disbelief’) by deploying
both tricks and effects.

The key figure in this chapter is Raymond Roussell, the
early twentieth-century French writer who had a profound
effect on Marcel Duchamp. During argues that Duchamp’s
fascination with Roussell stemmed from the fact that ‘Roussell
took writing into the domain of the magic assemblage more
forthrightly than anyone else has ever done’. In an echo of
the materialism of secular magic in the twentieth century,
Roussell, according to During, strips bare the illusions of
mimesis, of the literary itself.

This chapter on magic and literature takes the reader
two-thirds of the way through During’s book, at which stage
it is easy to believe that a single argument is being mounted.
However, the following chapter, ‘Magic Places: The Lyceum
and the Great Room, Spring Gardens’, makes During’s debt
to new historicism plain, for it returns to a different set
of moments in secular magic (its association with certain
locations in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries), and
induces a fragmentation in his argument’s ‘logic’ that is
slightly frustrating. During notes how a series of locations
for performances/exhibitions/assemblages of various kinds
participate in a ‘slippage between lived, urban space and
sacred precincts’. This is not unrelated to During’s account
of the connection between secular magic and literature, or
film, but to some degree the argument seems, at this point in
the book, to start afresh. This is evident in During’s interest,
at this juncture, in what might loosely be called spatial theory.

During’s final chapter underlines this curious structure.
It is the only chapter to have an epigraph (two, in fact),
which has the odd but perhaps intentional effect of making it
seem like the beginning of a book, rather than the end of one.
In it, During — again, I assume, with deliberation —
withholds any firm conclusions. In particular, the book seems
wilfully to end prior to any shift into a consideration of
postmodernity. This final chapter explores the ‘pre-history
of film, as one of those cultural technologies that absorb
and displace the magic assemblage’.

During’s discussion of magic lanterns, photography and
film is extremely suggestive and stimulating, but at the same
time it remains rather fragmentary: a series of suggestions,
rather than a continuous argument. During disarmingly
admits to this process: ‘my argument as presented so far [this
on page 277!] skips and swerves and depends upon a number
of coincidences and loose connections.’ He then advances,
in the last pages of his book, his overarching argument about
modernity’s intertwining with the history of secular magic.
Rather than ‘argument’, one might call this a richly illustrated
suggestion that sums up a stimulating, clearly written, rich,
but slightly frustrating book.

L I T E R A R Y  C R I T I C I S M

Archived at Flinders University: dspace.flinders.edu.au


