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Standing in line at the MGM Grand Hotel in Las Vegas, 
waiting to pick up tickets to see David Copperfield’s An 
Intimate Evening of Grand Illusion, the excitement of 
the crowd is like a living force. A mother, visiting from 

Seattle with her two teenage children, remarks that this show was 
the reason for their choice of Las Vegas as a family trip. In fact, the 
show was a present for the thirteen-year-old’s birthday.

Inside the 740-seat Hollywood Theater, which hosts Copperfield 
anytime he’s not on tour, eleven-year-old Riley Fulton is talking 
with her thirteen-year-old brother, Bailey. They’ve seen Copper-
field before and are eagerly discussing the effects he performed 
last time, wondering if they were going to see the Dancing Tie 
routine again. (Spoiler alert: They didn’t. But there was a reason 
for that, which we’ll talk about soon enough; neither kid was dis-
appointed.)

As the near-capacity crowd filed in, the room seemed energized 

with the same force of the line assembled outside; only here it was 
more distilled, more pure. These people were here to be amazed 
and they knew that with the man Oprah called “the greatest il-
lusionist of our time” just ten minutes from taking the stage, they 
didn’t have long to wait.

About five minutes before show time, Chris Kenner,  
Copperfield’s longtime producer and creative collaborator,  
walked onto the stage to announce something no modern audience 
was expecting. He asked everyone who had a cell phone to take it 
out and turn it on. There was a moment of shocked silence until 
Kenner continued, imploring the crowd that he was serious. Bailey 
Fulton (who at age thirteen never has his phone more than a few mil-
limeters from his hand) immediately turned his on, and, following 
Kenner’s instructions, sent an email to Copperfield himself. What 
was needed, Kenner explained, was for everyone who had a phone 
to send David an email (at the specified address) and that in a few 
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minutes, David would respond. But, and Kenner 
was very specific, anyone who received this email 
was not to open it until instructed to do so. This 
was part of a new illusion and all would be made 
clear soon. It seemed simple enough, and Bailey 
was as excited as the rest of the crowd to play 
along. A few minutes after sending the email, 
sure enough, a reply showed up; the young fan 
kept his word to be part of the magic and didn’t 
open it.

Then the lights dimmed, the crowd went  
expectantly silent, and the show started.

�
As befits the second most famous magician 

in history, the show starts with a pop culture 
tribute to the man, showing how his name, 
in this modern world of fifteen-minute faux 
celebrity and fly-by-night fame, has become 
synonymous with magic itself. The audience 
is shown that anytime, anywhere, on television 
or in the movies, when someone wants to 
reference something impossible, the name 
David Copperfield is referenced in the same 
breath. Therefore, it is no surprise that when he 
finally takes the stage, the crowd, which was 
already primed, erupts into a frenzy of applause. 
And immediately, he does the seemingly  
impossible.

Using a completely randomized method of 
gathering audience volunteers, Copperfield gets 
a few pieces of specific information and embarks 
on what is, for any magician watching the show, 
a seemingly normal Dream Vision plot. He’s 
put a “prediction,” a piece of unframed art, high 
in the air where it is untouchable by anyone or 
anything, and then proceeds to introduce us to the 
audience volunteers – specifying, during his light, 
easygoing banter, not only the required informa-
tion for the illusion’s plot, but also what they are 
wearing, where they are from, and many other 
assorted bits of information. By the time a third 
volunteer is brought onstage and asked to name 
a dead celebrity, the audience is fully engaged as 
they watch a master showman plying his trade.

As a classic plot, no magician watching is 
surprised when the prediction is turned around to 
reveal a photo of Copperfield standing with an 
illustration of the named dead celebrity. But then 
it gets tricky. The celebrity portrait is made up of 
words, the various bits of information gathered 
during the illusion’s set-up. And then the magic 
happens. This is when David asks the audience to 
take out their cell phones and open the email “he” 
sent them several minutes earlier, long before the 
effect started. In the body of the email is a copy 
of the picture seen on stage, complete with all 
the gathered information. Young Bailey, upon 

opening his, exclaimed a loud “no way!” before 
showing everyone else at his table that indeed it 
was “yes, way.” Copperfield then removed the 
photo and handed it back through the audience 
to one of the volunteers, allowing anyone 
who came in contact with it to examine it, to 
see the pre-printed, impossible predictions, and 
to completely abandon themselves to the 
wonderment of the evening. From this 
point forward there was no more 
trying to “figure out” the effects. 
For the rest of the night, there 
was simply the magic. And the 
magician.

�
One doesn’t just spring, fully 

formed, into the greatest illusion-
ist of our time, though. It takes 
years of hard work and often a 
number of mistakes until you get 
it right. For young David Kotkin, 
born in 1956, magic was a way 
to overcome early insecurities and 
shyness; at twelve years old, he became 
the youngest ever member of The Society 
of American Magicians. By sixteen he was 
teaching a course on magic at New York 
University and by eighteen he was cast 
as the lead in The Magic Man, a musical 
comedy that opened in Chicago. But these 
early successes only provide part of the 
picture that led to his success and his first 
television special, in 1978, The Magic of 
David Copperfield. It was on this special 
the twenty-two-year-old Copperfield began 
to realize how little he knew of what he was 
getting himself into.

“On my first special,” he remembers, “Shaun 
Cassidy was a guest on the show.” Shaun is the 
son of Copperfield’s good friend Shirley Jones; 
in the late ‘70s he was a teen pop star. “He was 
being very careful about his image, how he was 
perceived,” explains Copperfield. “I wasn’t – I 
didn’t know how I dressed, I didn’t really pay 
attention to imagery.” For him, this just pointed 
up the differences between his art form and the 
other performing arts. “Now, if I was a singer, I 
would have paid more attention to the imagery 
because, you know, the songs are written for you 
and you have to worry about how you looked, 
how you dressed, and all that. You were more 
able to worry about that. In magic, you had to 
care so much about the illusions, to make sure 
there was no exposure and to make sure what 
you were saying was right. I didn’t have 
the time to focus on the brand, of how I was 
promoting myself in that way. The net result was 
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a lot of bad haircuts and a lot of bad clothing choices.” He laughs 
at the memory. “That’s one thing that I wish I paid attention to. It 
just would have taken an extra minute to think about that. On the 
first special that I did, I was so involved with doing the big sailor 
number and getting sawed in half length-wise and all that, I just 
realized that nobody was protecting me, visually. I ended up doing 
a big card routine, producing cards, in front of a white background, 
which is crazy because you couldn’t see the cards. And no one was 
there, looking after that. If I was a singer, they’d be there, caring 
about how I looked and so forth. With magic, nobody knew to 
really take care of that. It forced me to learn to pay attention to all 
those things, about lighting…I saw there was a problem. No one 
is paying attention to how I look or how the magic is coming off 
and it forced me to learn to direct with light and to look at all that, 
beyond just the magic. Making those mistakes forced me to do it. 
And still, I didn’t have the years to focus on all the image stuff. I 
think I made some mistakes as far as that went.”

Copperfield knew he couldn’t do it alone. He would have to 
oversee everything, but he needed a team around him, people 
who could look after the details. “I’ve had many people who 
have helped me throughout the years. I’ve had some good col-
laborations. And that’s all we need to say about that,” he explains 
magnanimously. “I’ve worked with some really amazing people 
who really contributed a lot to my work. Steven Spielberg is not a 
one-man band, nor is Frank Sinatra, Fred Astaire, Gene Kelly, or 
Walt Disney. They had a lot of really amazing people who worked 
for them and worked so hard and deserve so much credit. I think 
that’s true.”

But even with a great team behind him, mistakes happen. In 
fact, for Copperfield, making mistakes 

is a necessary part of the creative 
process. “I once had a brochure from 

a school,” he says, thinking 
back. “It had a quote from 

Robert 
Redford 
[which 
read] 

‘You’re only as good as you dare to be bad.’ That means taking 
risks and making mistakes.” He pauses, letting the importance of 
that sink in. When he continues, it’s as if he wants to make sure 

you understand, to learn from his experiences. “Well I made them 
in front of everybody. You really try and you learn from them. 
And that’s what you do. You get up there and you fail and you 

produce white cards in front of a white background or tell a story 
that maybe goes a little too far. On the Statue of Liberty special, 
there were so many good things in that special, but there was one 
piece, a story piece, that pushed a little bit too far. Looking again 

I think, ‘I wish I didn’t do that’; I cringe at it. It’s also a good 
thing, because it forces you to try, and to not be afraid of failing. 
It may be a little embarrassing to look back on, [but] you really 

learn from it. It creates the stuff I do today, that I think is better.” 

�
Robert Frost famously wrote, “Two roads diverged in a wood, 

and I—/I took the one less traveled by, /And that has made all 
the difference.” For David Copperfield, these words, whether 
consciously or not, became a career mantra. When he started, he 
learned his craft but very carefully avoided the history. He didn’t 
have magicians as idols when he was beginning. “Now I love my 
predecessors, the Robert-Houdins, the Houdinis, people like that, 
the Thurstons. All the giants on whose shoulders I stand upon. But 
prior to that, my idols…I didn’t follow their path at all. I tried to 
take magic in ways it hadn’t been taken before.” He was walking 
the road less traveled by, and at times he felt like he was walking 
by himself.

Magic, as it was being done, wasn’t being done the way he 
wanted to do it. “It was about story-telling, which hadn’t been 
[done] quite the way I wanted to do it. Big spectacular illusions…
with the kind of new [at the time] MTV style of magic hadn’t 
been done quite the way I did it.” Before Copperfield, storytelling 
in magic “was about the Arabian Nights, it was like ‘…And the 
Princes of Karnack will come out from the…’ and that was the 
story. It was about the Egyptians – about other worlds.” He didn’t 
want to go elsewhere, though. Copperfield wanted to keep the 
premise a little closer to home. “My role models were musicians, 
film directors,” he says. They told stories that were “about people’s 
personal lives and dreams…very personal. People told what was 
going on in their lives in movies and music and so forth, unlike 
what had ever been done in magic.” As he speaks, the passion in 
his voice is unmistakable. He is a man who understands the need 
for a good story, a relatable story. “I pushed to make all the stories 
very relatable. They were very much about what was really going 
on in people’s lives. Not other worlds and other lands, if you know 
what I’m saying. A different feel.”

That different feel led Copperfield to wonder why the art of 
magic wasn’t as popular as, say, music or movies. “You have a 
movie about sailors or about a war or about a thing, something that 
was very specific, not only to you but was a very current thing. In 
magic it didn’t exist.” In fact, not only was magic not current, it 
wasn’t even human. The posters always showed devils or imps 
or some other mystical force, which might have been fine in its 

time, but by the late ‘70s, it wasn’t relevant anymore. Cop-
perfield wanted to make his magic more relatable, more 
about what was going in people’s lives. He did, and he 
was quite successful at it.

Unfortunately, success breeds imitation, and the 
economics of the situation dictated people wanted 
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to see “David Copperfield” even if it wasn’t actually David  
Copperfield. For the original, this was a hard pill to swallow. 
“It was really disappointing to me because magicians are really 
smart. It takes a lot of hard work to be a magician. I respected 
magicians and I still do. It was very disappointing that the path 
they sometimes take is the one that has been traveled before.”

So he once again came to a fork in the road where he had to make 
a decision: carry on with what he was doing, and being copied for, 
or make a left turn and do something else. Being Copperfield, he 
changed courses completely. He started doing “Mega-Illusions”…
with predictable results. “(I was doing) these big things, you know, 
vanishing the airplane, the Statue of Liberty, every icon. The Great 
Wall of China. Doing that kind of stuff. And people tried to go that 
route. I thought, ‘Okay.’

“Then Francis Ford Coppola came into my world to do a 
Broadway show. He said, ‘Make the stories really about yourself, 
about your own personal things,’ so then I did that and then people, 
unfortunately started doing that. Then I started doing a kind of 
sexy, kind of dance magic stuff. Bob Fosse [stuff] where the girls 
would wrap around me and we’d pose at the end and the blackouts 
would happen. And then whoop, everybody started doing that.”

It went on like this for a while, until sometime between 2001, 
the date of his last TV special, and 2003, when he embarked on his 
most recent theatrical presentation. That was when he had to take a 
good long look in the mirror and make some hard choices.

“I spent a lot of years doing this,” he recalls. “I need[ed] to take 
a break from actually creating the stuff because [my] stuff looked 
like a copy of a copy. I’m better than that. So I went off for the past 
five years and I said, ‘I have to take my energy and put it towards 
another creative form.’”

This disappointment, coupled with the wisdom of years as a 
magic innovator, led Copperfield to ruminate on the idea of why 
this cribbing of creativity seems so prevalent in the art form he 
so dearly loves. “When you go to the Louvre, and you copy the 
masters, it’s to get your technique right. To get how they lit things, 
to make sure you have the chops as an artist,” he explains, speaking 
again with the passion of an educator, not with the disdain of the 
disillusioned. “As a singer, in a cover band, you have to cover 
these other artists, but before you make it as a singer. If you just 
copy somebody else…everybody’s gonna say hey, you sound just 
like this guy. You better have your own point of view to make 
your own mark. It’s okay to learn from them. That’s the difference. 
It’s good to learn, to watch other people, as an artist, a musician, 
whatever, and do the cover band thing, but before you print up 
business cards you better have a unique take on it.

“Houdini didn’t become famous because he was doing just 
magic in his act,” Copperfield continues. Listening to him, you 
can hear the emphasis in his voice. He wants people to understand 
this, not because of his personal investment, but because it will 
make the field of magic better. “Houdini became famous when 
he invented a new act, The Challenge Act. Robert-Houdin didn’t 
become famous just copying other guys. He found a unique point 
of view, taking magic off the streets and wearing the tuxedo for the 
first time, to dress like the people around him – that was new and 
different. ‘Oh really, that could be that way?’

“It’s a point of view that’s different. Cardini was unique because 
he was a manipulator playing a character, and a really brilliant 
manipulator. I think the reason that people paid attention to me 
was that I didn’t copy other big illusionists of the time, those who 

came before me. I made sure I did not copy Doug Henning. Doug 
Henning was terrific. He broke new ground because he was a 
hippie, and that was unique. ‘Oh, he’s a hippie!’ He cared about 
magic, the wonder and all that stuff. He tried to share, and my take 
was very, very different. I made sure it was very, very different, 
noticeably very different.”

�
Obviously, being different paid off. It allowed Copperfield the 

freedom, when he felt his public creativity was being stifled, to 
once again pursue a completely different path. Or three. And each 
in its own way was designed to return something to the world.

Project Magic, Copperfield’s most public of the different paths, 
is a collaboration with occupational therapists from all over the 
world. The goal is to “give the gift of magic to people with various 
physical, psycho-social, and developmental disabilities.” Magic 
has long been known to act as a conduit for increasing self-esteem, 
manual dexterity, and for overcoming social shyness. It worked for 
the young David Kotkin. So when the idea was presented to the 
adult Copperfield, to show how giving a young stroke victim the 
ability to amaze a fellow human being also acted as a pathway to 
physical therapy, he jumped at the chance to be involved. Acting 
as the project’s public face and chairman of the board of directors, 
he has helped it grow into a powerful force and new direction in 
rehabilitation.

On the other end of the scale, but much more directly involved 
with the creation of magic, are Musha Cay and the Islands of 
Copperfield Bay. Being the thirteenth highest-paid performer in 
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the world certainly has its benefits, one of which is the ability to 
purchase a 150-acre, eleven-island chain in the Bahamas and then 
to create an absolutely unique resort destination. It took a while to 
get it right, but it was worth it in a number of ways. “We spent lots 
of time on that stuff,” he says, “and created magic on it. The same 
level of detail, the same amount of attention to story. My team, 
Chris Kenner, Homer Liwag, and Kathy Daily, spend so much 

time working on this place; it’s just amazing. This past year it was 
voted one of the top ten resorts in the world. That’s pretty amazing 
because there’s a lot of really smart people building, creating 
resorts. But ours is unique.”

Uniqueness, however, does come with an impressive price tag. 
The minimum four-night stay starts at around $120,000, so staying 
there is not for everybody. The popular benefit is what it did for 
Copperfield himself. “I did that for five years, as a sort of sorbet, 
I needed to think about magic creation per se. And it was really 
a smart thing, because now, in the past year, I’ve been working 
with all new material, some very rewarding stuff.”  Again, you 
can hear the enthusiasm in his voice. “I needed a break from it to 
see what would happen. And now I’m energized. Now, all the time 
I’m doing this, the island thing, I didn’t stop doing shows. The 
actual thing of work and work and work, I kept touring and did 
lots of Vegas shows but the creative stuff went towards the island, 
but I still did what I’m meant to do, which is really perform live. 
The only thing I didn’t do was create an output of new material 
like I did for thirty years. But now it’s really great. Now I love it. 
I love waking up every morning and creating new stuff and doing, 
creatively, what I’m meant to do.”

The middle path, and the one which is really of the most 
importance to his fellow magicians, was the creation, in 1991, of 
his museum. Officially The International Museum and Library of 
Conjuring Arts, colloquially known as Copperfield’s Warehouse, 
this is the most important collection of magical history ever 
assembled. Houdini’s Water Torture Cell is there, as are several 
of Robert-Houdin’s automatons. There are over 80,000 pieces, 
including 15,000 books (among them The Discovery of Witchcraft, 
the first known English text to explain sleight of hand). It’s over-
whelming to stand among the exhibits and know the power and 
mystery being preserved there. Even for Copperfield himself, this 
is a special place. “It’s unbelievable. You won’t know what to say. 
You’ll see an entire history right there in one place, it’s incredible. 
It’s all the stuff I didn’t pay attention to, and I think, ‘Wow! I’m 
glad I didn’t pay attention to it because I found my own way, but 
now that I know it and I’ve seen it, I really respect these guys.’ 
They’re amazing guys who went through the same stuff. Look at 
their lives – all the positive things, all the business things, all the 
relationships. Even this idea of the copying thing. Every single one. 
Houdini was copied by Herrmann, I didn’t know that,” incredulity 
strains his voice. “Even famous people…it’s unfortunate, even 
Alexander Herrmann did Houdini’s act, literally. It’s incredible. 
And Robert-Houdin was the inventor. He struggled with all this 
kind of stuff. There wasn’t as much transparency as there is today. 
There wasn’t radio or television, so if you were doing somebody 
else’s act it wasn’t obvious. Nobody could talk cross-continent. I 
don’t want this to be an article about stealing stuff, but nonethe-
less, it is what took me away from creating this stuff for a while.”

At the same time, being around this kind of memorabilia is also 
what brought him back. “I had this amazing archive of magic and 
I realized that the path I took was a pretty good path, because of 
all the people I have a new respect for, all the Houdinis and the 
Thurstons and the Robert-Houdins, all those whose things I’m 
kind of carrying on, keeping historically.”

�
All of which brings us up to date. Side projects that once 

required Copperfield’s meticulous attention to detail are now Dave’s Drive-In

Beach Pavilion at the resort

Dinner on the dock
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flying without his constant supervision. The Islands are booked 
with guests, the Warehouse is growing with new acquisi-
tions, and the hospitals are bringing hope to more patients. And  
Copperfield’s emotional batteries seem to be recharged. So what’s 
next? In historical fashion, he responds to the question with a 
laugh: “I can’t talk about it now, but it’s some really cool stuff 
that I test out in my show little by little; it’s some really cool new 
things that hopefully will inspire. It’s a point of view of magic 
that’s unique in its own way.”

Back in the Hollywood Theater, the audience is treated to some 
of those “really cool” things. In addition to the cell phone trick, 
there’s also a new piece, a story piece, about a young girl during 
the Holocaust that has an incredibly emotional finale. Eleven-year-
old Riley Fulton, who is Jewish and studying that time period in 
her history class, tears up as the effect ends.

As 2012 fades into 2013, Copperfield will be putting a new 
show together, with new illusions, new effects, and new stories. 
And he’ll be back on the road, taking the show all over the globe. 
But this world is different than when he was first starting out thirty 
some years ago. Cynical audiences today are not so accepting 
of the wonder he is trying to bring them. “It started with all the 
television exposure and then it became the Internet. What I do is 
I have multiple methods for each illusion. It takes three years to 
create something; I’ll have three or four ways of completing the end 
result for each illusion. That’s really helpful, because if in the press 
somebody comes out with an attempted exposure, or someone on 
the Internet, it’s not a problem. I’ll keep the illusion, I’ll change the 
method, the end, how it’s done, or even the outcome of the effect. 
So if it comes in the press very strongly, I can still do my job, 
which is really to create wonder. And that’s what I do.”

Copperfield even seems to have come to terms with the idea of 
people “paying direct homage” to his act. “It’s not frustration, it’s 
disappointing,” he says with a sly smile in his voice. “It’s like, ‘Oh 
my God. People are not going to realize I’m creating new stuff if 
everyone else is doing it at the same time.’ But now I’m good. I’ll 
out run ‘em, that’s all.” 

The International Museum and Library of Conjuring Arts


