
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Derek DelGaudio's Genre-Bending  
Magic Show Will Make You Feel Things 

 

 
Derek DelGaudio wanted to meet in New York 
City's Washington Square Park, which should have 
ranked pretty low on any list of anxiety-inducing activi-
ties. And yet, when I got there, my heart started pound-
ing. DelGaudio, a magician, had suggested the location, 
and it didn’t seem an unreasonable request. But as I en-
tered the park ahead of our meeting, I started scrutiniz-
ing my fellow park-dwellers in a state of adrenalized at-
tention. One woman seemed to point her phone at me. 
(She was FaceTiming someone). My own phone buzzed 
with a notification, and I nearly jumped out of my shoes. 
I’m generally an easygoing guy, but what I’d seen Del-
Gaudio do a month prior in his one-man show, In & Of 
Itself, had put me in a distinctly paranoid mood.  

DelGaudio, widely considered one of the most tal-
ented magicians on the planet, had displayed such a cas-
ual facility for manipulation—for card tricks but also for 
knottier, weirder illusions that weren’t necessarily illu-
sions at all—that I was convinced I was walking into some 
sort of trap. It had seemed so easy for him to tweak reality 
onstage, as if it were a product of the guy and not his stage 
show. I was expecting him to pull one over on me, and 
probably without my noticing it. 

I say this at the risk of sounding hokey. But at a time 
when “magic” and “magicians” are dorky, nonessential 
concerns, DelGaudio seems to have found a way to use 
the medium to do something genuinely novel: to get peo-
ple of different races, genders, and political orientations 

to really see each other. (Also, to do some truly wicked 
sleight of hand.) That may not be eating glass—and it 
might not even be magic, strictly speaking. But In & Of 
Itself, which will shut down in August after a run that 
started in Los Angeles in 2016, was easily the most com-
pelling work of art I’d seen in a while. I wanted to know 
how it was that a magician, of all people—a fraud! a huck-
ster!—had managed to pierce my cynical heart. Which is 
how I found myself in Washington Square Park, heart in 
mouth, until DelGaudio texted his location and then pa-
tiently explained that, no, he wouldn’t be pulling any card 
tricks on me. 

DelGaudio, 34, was dressed in dark colors, with a 
three o’clock shadow creeping in. We started off on a lazy 
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ramble through lower Manhattan. DelGaudio moved 
slowly, as if to conserve energy. He was performing that 
night, and the effort of getting through In & Of Itself eight 
times a week, which he’s done just about every week since 
the show opened, has taken a toll on him: “Every day it 
feels like I took the SATs and attended a funeral.” 

In In & Of Itself, DelGaudio tells the story of the 
blind men and the elephant. Maybe you’ve heard it: The 
one where one man touches the trunk, another puts his 
hands on the tail, the third feels the legs, and so on, each 
thinking he’s feeling a different animal instead of the 
same one. Thanks, perhaps, to DelGaudio’s predilection 
for things that are both themselves and metaphors for 
themselves, the show is a bit of an elephant: six illusions, 
paired with monologues, that are breathtaking on their 
own but, until they’re considered as a whole, run the risk 
of obscuring a greater truth. 

DelGaudio makes a brick disappear. He does some 
really stupendous card tricks. He tells stories about fam-
ily secrets, and his life as a card shark. He fits a ship into 
a bottle. And then, through some combination of artifice 
and pure wavelength-reading, a process that leaves him 
shaking and near tears by the end of the show, he man-
ages to get a handle on the secret ways hundreds of peo-
ple explain themselves to themselves—on their identities. 
It is less a magic show than an unholy combination of 
monologue, one-man show, magic show, conceptual-art 
piece, and doorway to radical intimacy. 

Making the magic happen, DelGaudio explained, is 
“actually the fun part. That's the challenge. That's the an-
alytical part, where you sit around and you create the im-
possible.” The other part—the thing that separates the 
show from any other magic extravaganza—is something 
weightier. “The hard part, aside from the physical chal-
lenges of it, and just the actual technical difficulty of it, 
was existential and emotional,” he elaborated. 

In other words: The easy part is creating the trunk 
and tusks, the flappy ears and sturdy legs. The hard part 
is convincing the audience that they’re seeing an ele-
phant—that the magician onstage isn’t bullshitting them. 

“People have a right to be cynical about what a magi-
cian is and what they do,” DelGaudio said as we strolled 
down a sun-warmed street in SoHo. “Because magicians 
have sullied that good name.” Magicians are tricksters, 
birthday-party performers, vortices of cheese. And the 
best-known good ones, anyway, do magic only in the 
loosest sense of the word: David Blaine, a friend of Del-
Gaudio’s, has recently taken to eating glass. No illusion, 
he just...eats wine glasses. 

“I don't really even self-identify as a magician,” the 
two-time sleight-of-hand champion told me. “I allow 

people to do it. But it's very hard to hear the things that 
we're actually talking about because of that goddamned 
label.” 

The things DelGaudio is actually talking about, the 
subjects of In & Of Itself, are weighty: identity, and 
choice, and how we square the faces we show to the world 
with the way we see ourselves. It is to DelGaudio’s frus-
tration and the audience’s delight that the easiest way to 
have that conversation is with something that six blind 
men would convince themselves is a magic show. 

 

 
 
“This is, like, one of my favorite things in the 

whole wide world,” DelGaudio said. We were looking 
at the artist Walter De Maria’s The Broken Kilometer, 
consisting of five parallel rows of 100 brass rods, pristine 
and unmoving, located on the ground floor of a building 
in SoHo. He seemed to have guided us to the work almost 
accidentally—but of course, that was just an illusion. He’d 
had the destination in mind all along. “There's a place 
around here,” he’d said, looking on his phone. “Let's see, 
are we on West Broadway?” I’m convinced now that Del-
Gaudio knew exactly where we were. 

But once we got inside, DelGaudio was purely ear-
nest. The trick was ensuring that I’d be surprised, not 
tricked. “There's absolutely no reason it should exist,” he 
said, almost breathless. For DelGaudio, the work’s power 
came not from its institutional backing—that SoHo space 
is the property of the Dia Art Foundation—but from its 
context. “I don't think this matters because it's in an art 
museum,” he said. “The only thing that makes this magi-
cal is that it's in between a Banana Republic and Eileen 
Fisher.” 

Real magic—the fracturing of the everyday, and the 
creation of a little bit of room for the impossible to poke 
through—is the thing DelGaudio’s devoted his career to 
creating. But the tricky thing about real magic is that it’s 
hard to achieve with, you know, magic-magic—with pick-
a-card-any-card, or sawing a lady in half, or making 
someone disappear into a jury-rigged cabinet. That kind 
of magic has a tough reputation. It’s corny. 

But that kind of magic is where DelGaudio got his 
start, and where the bulk of his expertise, to his occa-
sional frustration, resides. He practiced sleight of hand as 
a kid in Colorado, then moved to Los Angeles, finding 
work as a bust-out dealer in high-roller poker games, us-
ing his deals and shuffles to make sure the house won 
more than any player. (It’s not strictly legal, but neither 
are private card games where the house takes a cut.) He 
started  performing  at  the  Magic  Castle,  L.A.’s  high  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

temple to the art. In 2011 and again in 2012, the Academy 
of Magical Arts dubbed him the Close-Up Magician of the 
Year. In 2016, DelGaudio was crowned Magician of the 
Year. Somewhere along the way, he realized he wanted to 
do something different—weirder, harder, not quite so 
provincial as card tricks. He consulted on Christopher 
Nolan’s beloved, trippy magician drama The Prestige but 
wanted to keep working with the medium, not go to Hol-
lywood. He’d always enjoyed work like Pulp Fiction, or 
Charlie Kaufman’s movies, or Marcel Duchamp’s ready-
mades: things that messed with their given medium, that 
rewrote the rules, and then broke those, too. 

One day, DelGaudio saw Samson, a piece by the 
artist Chris Burden, where a turnstile at the gallery’s en-
trance, when passed through, would force two overhead 
beams spanning the width of the gallery to expand ever 
so slightly outward. The idea being, DelGaudio 



explained, that “if enough people were to go through 
this thing, it would crush the walls and collapse the 
whole museum on them. And I thought, ‘Whoa, there's 
a piece of art that is both metaphoric and literal.’ And to 
me, that was so magical. This idea that something can 
occupy both of those realms of being both the thing and 
a metaphor for the thing. It was Schrödinger's cat: The 
cat is both alive and dead—and I'm looking at it. And 
that blew my mind.” 

We’d moved from The Broken Kilometer to The 
New York Earth Room, another De Maria work main-
tained in SoHo by Dia. “What's wonderful about both of 
these places to me is that it's not about what they are,” 
DelGaudio explained. “It's about what else might be. 
Like how many other places are in this city that are filled 
with something magical just waiting to be found? And 
why haven't I found them yet? That potentiality speaks 
to me in a way that I think drives a lot of the work  I do.” 

In 2008, DelGaudio met the artist Glenn Kaino, 
and the two started working together: trading tips and 
lessons, and operating a performance-art (and magic) 
duo. “Derek cares about using his abilities to actually in-
sert meaningful ideas that have caused him consterna-
tion and angst,” Kaino said. “He cares about putting 
those into the world in ways that we can collectively 
tackle them.” 

The big idea DelGaudio was puzzling over as he de-
veloped In & Of Itself was identity: Why we are the way 
we are, and how much or little of that we share with the 
world. In part, that meant working through his own 
past, growing up as the son of a single mother who came 
out when he was young; working in the seedy world of 
underground card games; pursuing a career where 
every performance is a tightrope—and where the possi-
bility exists of being found out. 

“That's the part that gets scary, just being a fraud,” 
DelGaudio confessed. What a funny line of business 
you got into, I tell him. 

“That's what makes what I do a little interesting, is 
like: Here's a guy who is pretty honest and cares about 
telling the truth and maybe making things of some value 
to the world other than entertainment. What does he 
choose to do?” 

Magic. 
“That's dumb. That's not very wise,” he continued. 

“But...my work happens to live in that space, that para-
doxical space of, like, ‘Whoa. That can be both alive and 
dead. There's no way a magician can say something 
meaningful. That's honest. That should not be the 
case.’" 

He paused. “But I hope to make it so.” 

 
 
Toward the end of our time together, I asked DelGau-
dio about folks who might lend useful context to his 
work, and he offered an interesting name. “Oddly, Ste-
phen Colbert understands this show in a way that I don't 
even understand it, that is pretty profound,” he said. 
“That's really fucking shocking to me, after only seeing 
the show once. He kind of got it in a way that was pretty 
astounding.” 

The affinity makes a certain amount of sense: Col-
bert, in a past life, was a sort of master of deception. And 
when I called him up to talk about DelGaudio, he put his 
finger on the tightrope walk that DelGaudio does every 
night—the thing that separates his act from your tradi-
tional magic show, that makes it something like art. 
“You can be intimate on stage in ways that sometimes 
can be difficult in person,” Colbert explained. “And be-
cause the stage lends a distance that is akin to fiction, 
but it's not fiction...you're allowed to confess things that 
you couldn't even over drinks.” DelGaudio had found a 
way to do what Colbert had done for more than a dec-
ade: to tell a lie, and in doing so find communion. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Except, very early in In & Of Itself, DelGaudio an-
nounces to the audience that everything he says for the 
next hour and change will be the truth. Would you be-
lieve a magician when he told you that? Of course not—
and that’s the point. “I use knowing that they're not go-
ing to believe me as part of the narrative,” DelGaudio 
explained. “And I use it to confront them. I use it to have 
them be confronted by their own prejudices and precon-
ceived notions of what a thing is and what a person is, 
and kind of turn that around on them at some point 
where they go, ‘Oh shit, I only got beaten because I 
walked into this thinking a certain thing.’” (“He plays 
checkers in 3D,” Frank Oz, who directed the show, told 
me. “I'm sophisticated and I'm keyed in to him enough 
to understand and support  him,  but  not  enough  to  be 
the one who thinks that way.” DelGaudio sums up the 
core irony of the show like this: “It's an insane thing to 
be up there and to actually, to genuinely be honest and 
vulnerable and authentic while simultaneously hiding a 
sea of secrets.” But when it works, it works. The show’s 
climax, when it succeeds, sees DelGaudio and the audi-
ence bridge that divide—to find a moment of vulnera-
bility not just amidst but because of that sea of secrets.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



With DelGaudio's blessing, I’m going to tell you 
what happens, but only because I don’t think it ruins the 
effect—which is, simply, DelGaudio telling audience 
members who they are. 

When audience members enter the theater to see In 
& Of Itself, they’re confronted with a choice: nearly a 
thousand cards tacked to a wall, each reading, “I Am 
_______,” with options like “a daughter,” “a joker,” “a 
ninja,” and “a storyteller.” They’re instructed to choose 
one. The cards factor into the show in obvious and less 
obvious ways, and then comes the ending. DelGaudio 
asks audience members who feel that their card accu-
rately describes them to stand; he spends the next por-
tion telling the up to 150 folks what their card says. I’m 
not sure how he does it; trying to parse the insane logis-
tical chain that would give him that information is 
harder than simply accepting that it’s magical. It’s 
breathtaking. 

“That moment of watching people be and feel really, 
genuinely seen is the magic of the show,” DelGaudio 
said. “It's all leading up to that single moment of an-
other person looking at another person and just going, 
‘I see you, man. I see you standing there. I know who 
you are. I totally get you. In this moment, I see all of 
you.’ And that is like a fuckin' gift that we struggle to 
receive every single day. And because we're all strug-
gling to receive it, we forget to give it.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

That gift? I didn’t receive it—I’d quickly picked a 
card at the outset, not really paying it much mind. I’d 
been left out of the climax and couldn’t quite appreciate 
it in the same way. Had I put more thought into my se-
lection, I think, I might have been less apprehensive 
when I walked through the park that day—less intent on 
seeing in DelGaudio a trickster and better able to under-
stand his magic as being separate from, you know, the 
magic. I was still focused on the tusks. 

I asked Colbert what he made of the finale. “He's 
asking us to be honest, and he's promising to be honest 
with us,” Colbert said. “And that's the high wire. That's 
the bullet, you know. The diamond bullet, as Colonel 
Kurtz would say, of honesty and experience and 
knowledge. That's a dangerous thing, to expose your-
self.” But participating requires exactly that. 

So I went back to the show, two months later. I lin-
gered at the board of cards. The one I’d thought I would 
pick  wasn’t  there,  and  I  grew  worried  that  I  wouldn’t 
find something that felt honest. The issue, of course, 
wasn’t with the cards—it was about spending more than 
a cursory moment thinking about the self I’m wary of 
presenting to the world. I found a card, eventually, and 
stood at the finale. 

DelGaudio had seemed sad throughout this perfor-
mance, sadder than during the first show; when the 
time came to look every audience member in the eye,  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

tears hung in his eyes. He told one showgoer that she 
was the devil and paused, swallowed, before telling an-
other that he had determined himself a failure. Some-
where in there, he got to me. 

I had brought a friend, and we would argue after-
ward about DelGaudio’s method. I was convinced that 
there was some element of psychology, or mentalism, or 
pickup artistry, whatever you want to call it, behind the 
effect—as close as a guy can get to magic without using 
a wand. My guest had it pegged as a series of cameras 
and microphones. Much as it bums me out, I’d bet his 
version is closer to the truth. 

But that’s not really the point. Because in that mo-
ment, as a guy I barely knew looked me in the eye, gave 
the slightest smile, and affirmed my chosen identity, all 
of that melted away. I didn’t particularly care how it was 
done, and I’m comfortable acknowledging the fact that 
magic is fake. “The real magic of that show, and the real  
magic  of  Derek's  practice,  is  not  about  magic,” Kaino  
told me. “All the magicians [who see the show] look for 
the answers in magic. And it has nothing to do with 
magic.” Figuring out how the show works would be 
about as useful as learning what kind of cat Schrödinger 
had. 

In all likelihood, DelGaudio didn’t look me in the 
eyes and divine the card I’d chosen. He did do some-
thing, though. In that moment, the magician forded his  

sea of secrets, casting his microphones 
and cameras and memory and mentalism 
aside. He saw me the way I see myself and 
allowed the rest of the room to see me that 
way, too. DelGaudio had once again con-
jured an elephant, and it was there for an-
yone who cared to look. 

 
➥ https://www.gq.com/story/derek-
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