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More attention and greater
awareness in the scientific study

of magic

Peter Lamont and John M. Henderson

The recent suggestion that we attempt to
identify areas of mutual interest to scientists
and magicians (Attention and awareness in
stage magic: turning tricks into research.
Nature Rev. Neurosci. 9, 871-879 (2008))! is
welcome. After several previous calls for a
general psychology of magic or deception,
and many preliminary attempts to provide
one?”, this more focused approach may have
real potential. In order to move forward,
however, it is important to be clear on what
has been said previously.

For example, we need to be more aware
that scientific interest in magic is far from
new. After all, the suggestion that an article
published in 2005 is “..the first study to have
correlated the perception of magic with any
physiological measurement” (REF. 1), while
perhaps true in the strictest sense, might give
the impression that this is a recent area of
interest. However, Alfred Binet was studying
the perception of magic, and Joseph Jastrow
was measuring the physiology of conjurors,
back in the 1890s, and psychological inter-
est has continued since’°. Indeed, it is the
fact that there has been so little progress
despite several attempts to seek some sort of
general theory that suggests a more focused
approach would be more fruitful.

Similarly, we need to be clear on precisely
what is new. For example, the authors pro-
vide a comprehensive and systematic list of
conjuring effects and their methodological

strategies, in which they state that they
“..adopt Lamont and Wiseman’s classifica-
tion of conjuring or magic effects into nine
categories” (REF. 1). However, it is not merely
the list of nine categories but the full system-
atic breakdown of methodological strategies
that was provided in Lamont and Wiseman®.
If we are clear about what has been said
before, we can recognise what progress has
been made.

This is at least as important when
describing past scientific work.

While the authors rightly see change
and inattentional blindness as an area of
mutual interest to scientists and magicians,
they exaggerate the current state of scien-
tific knowledge. They state that dramatic
changes in a visual scene will go unnoticed
“..even when people are looking right at the
changes”, and that, in relation to the well-
publicized study of inattentional blindness
by Simons and Chabris”, “..observers did
not notice the gorilla even when they were
looking directly at it” However, there is
currently no strong evidence that observ-
ers fail to notice either changes or salient
objects in the scene while looking directly
at the changes or objects themselves. On the
contrary, what the current evidence shows
is that observers are not attending to what
they do not notice, and that when they are
looking at a changing object, they notice the
change'®.
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The scientific study of magic has the
potential to provide genuine insight through
the development of specific areas of mutual
interest via collaboration with experts in con-
juring. With a proper awareness of prior work
and present knowledge, we can identify those
areas in which new insight can be gained.
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