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In his book Dream: Re-imagining Progressive Politics in 

an Age of Fantasy, Stephen Duncombe contrasts the opaque 
and coercive cinematic spectacles of Leni Riefenstahl with 
the fantasy worlds of Las Vegas: ‘The appeal of Las Vegas 
is not based on trickery (other than the odds at the gambling 
tables); the Strip is a transparent spectacle. What is being sold, 

and what is being enjoyed is illusion – but not delusion.’1 
Duncombe continues by arguing that progressive politics in 
contemporary democracies would have more critical purchase 
if the imaginative and even libidinous desires of its citizens 
were taken more seriously. Popular cultural forms traditionally 
scorned by the Left – commercial advertising, video games, 
celebrity culture, and indeed Las Vegas – ought be recognised, 
according to Duncombe, as case studies in the mobilisation 
of contemporary desire, and their structural lessons learnt, 
appropriated and repurposed for progressive ends. As a counter-
measure to the delusional powers of coercive (i.e. Debordian) 
spectacle, Duncombe offers the ‘ethical spectacle’, the utopian 
qualities of which include transparency, openness, participation, 
and – despite its deployment of forms of illusion – a prioritisa-
tion of the real.

Duncombe names several precursors of the ethical spectacle: 
the satirical verse of Jonathan Swift, Mikhail Bahktin’s 
carnivalesque, the détourned cinema of the Situationists and 
Reclaim The Streets activism. However, given his valorising use 

 
theatrical, or ‘secular’ magician.2 Continually decoying, rusing, 
dazzling and directing the attention of the audience, the secular 

the magician’s intention is not to permanently delude but 
rather temporarily disrupt our perceptual and epistemological 
assumptions about the world in the name of entertainment. 
Paraphrasing the words of Donald Rumsfeld, the magician Ian 
Saville has described secular magic as a spectacle mediated 
by ‘known unknowns, rather than unknown unknowns’.3 By 
displaying his/her tricks ‘honestly’ (i.e. as tricks), the conjurer 
reinforces the audience’s consciousness of the world’s mutabil-
ity. Herein lies secular magic’s ‘ethics’.

Art’s subtlest deconstruction of the spectacle of secular magic 
– Hieronymus Bosch’s The Conjurer (c.1475–80) – is, like 
Duncombe’s book, a meditation on the relationship between 
temporary illusion (from the Latin ludere, meaning to play) and 
permanent deception (from decipere, to ensnare or trap). 
In Bosch’s painting an itinerant street conjurer – or juggler,
as the sleight-of-hand artist was known until the latter part of

1.
Stephen Duncombe, Dream: 

Reimagining Progressive Politics  

in an Age of Fantasy, New York:  
The New Press, 2007, p.42.

2.
In Modern Enchantments, cultural 
historian Simon During sets out 
to establish a clear distinction 
between two constituently different  
but historically coexisting magics:  
magic that draws upon supernatural 
agency (its occult, shamanic and 
spiritualist traditions for instance, 
but also including the supernatu-
ralism of mainstream religion), and 
magic that makes no claim, or no 
serious claim at least, to being in 
contact with supernatural forces. 
This ‘secular magic’ is therefore 
the province of the sleight-of-hand 
artist or stage illusionist. See  
S. During, Modern Enchantments: 

The Cultural Power of Secular 

Magic, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2002.

3.
Sally O’Reilly and Ian Saville,  
‘I Can See Your Ideology Moving’, 
Cabinet, no.26, Summer 2007, 
p.104. At a press briefing on 12 

Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld described the absence  
of evidence linking the government 
of Iraq with the provision of 
WMDs to terrorist groups with the 
following words: ‘There are known 
knowns; there are things we know 
we know. We also know there are 
known unknowns; that is to say,  
we know there are some things  
we do not know. But there are also 
unknown unknowns – the ones we 
don’t know we don’t know.’
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the 18th century – is seen performing a traditional cups and 
balls trick. A small crowd gathers around the performer’s table 
where one spectator is shown responding in astonishment to the 
trickery unfolding before his eyes. Bosch shows the force of the 
spectator’s bewilderment in the form of a toad that emerges like 
a proto-linguistic vomitus from the spectator’s mouth. However, 
the artist also lets us glimpse a detail concealed to those within 
the painting’s pictorial logic: a pickpocket beginning to remove 
the purse from the waistband of the distracted spectator.4 
 
Bosch’s painting offers no harmonious resolution as to the 

The Conjurer 
could be read as depicting either an entertainer conspiring 
with a thief (i.e. illusion in the service of deception) or as the 
depiction of a deceiving thief preying upon a benign illusion-
ist.5 Through this ambivalence, however, the painting denotes 
a stark and psychologically modern disposition towards the 
performance of power. Who, Bosch seems to ask, directs our 
attentions and resources in this situation, and to what ends? 
The same, by analogy, might be asked of the various power 
structures, whether governmental, legal, economic, religious or 
otherwise, which constitute the scenography that we engage as 
daily social reality. In fact it is no surprise that for centuries the 
sleight-of-hand artist has been an iconographic staple for car-
toonists satirising the dynamics of power. As Karen Beckman 
has noted, and perhaps Bosch might have agreed, secular magic 
‘provokes critical spectatorship through its self-acknowledged 
performance of undisclosed activity’.6 

While secular magicians might sensitise us to potential 
misdirection in the social, political and cultural realms, their 
performances compel our interest for another reason. In seeming 
to command alarming discontinuities in the laws of nature – the 
levitation of a human body, for example – conjurers mobilise our 
atavistic desire for supernatural or paranormal agency. Secular 
magic is, in the words of the magician Teller, ‘the theatrical 
linking of a cause with an effect that has no basis in physical 
reality, but that – in our hearts – ought to.’7 However, once a 
natural rather than supernatural basis for a magical effect is 
established, the latter’s ability to astound us can be understood 
in terms of the magician’s capacity to establish and maintain a 
frame through which simulated power over natural causality is 
experienced as real. And it is the intentional construction and 

-
sons between secular magic and its counterpart on the political 
stage – statecraft – as well as the various forms of oppositional 
spectacular performativity that Stephen Duncombe describes. 

In his book Stagecraft and Statecraft, media theorist Dan 
Schill analyses the elaborate strategies of ‘advance’ teams and 
scripted media events that have become fundamental compo-
nents of contemporary political communication. One might 
expect Schill to strongly condemn the unethical and coercive 
use of such tools in the hands of authoritative power, but as 
with Bosch’s painting, the implications of Schill’s study are 
more challenging. ‘Media events,’ he writes, ‘are not inherently 
unethical. The media event tactic by itself is amoral – it can be 
used for good and bad motives […] The ultimate responsibil-
ity lies with the audience – the citizens whom the politician 
represents – to assess the messages and come to their own 
decisions about the appropriateness of a leader’s media events.’ 
Schill suggests that political communications scholars ought  
to play an increased role in ‘pulling back the proverbial curtain 
and revealing the advance wizards behind the curtain staging 
the events’.8

Given their access to a vast armoury of covert technology and 
dissembling expertise, might not secular magicians also play a 
role in the analysis of the tactics and motivations of hegemonic 
power? After all, the latter historically has recognised secular 
magic’s own agency; conjurers have frequently been co-opted 
by governments during periods of warfare, by corporations 
looking to boost profits, and by religions to recruit followers, 
and in such roles these ‘conjurers of consent’ (to paraphrase 
Edward Bernays’ infamous ‘engineering of consent’) have used 
power’s solicitations for their own material and ideological 
ends.9 Less ideologically embedded magicians, however, might 
draw encouragement from a re-reading of the apparently banal 
phrase that the English magician David Devant frequently 
added to his publicity materials: All Done By Kindness. Given 
the clear imbalance of power between the performer and view-
ers at a magic show – the magician always ‘knows’ more than 
the audience about how the illusions are constructed – a bias 
towards ‘kindness’ within this potentially exploitable relation-
ship becomes ethically, if not politically charged. It remains 
an open question to contemporary practitioners whether or not 
radicalising kindness, and/or contributing to the process of 
unmasking agents of nefarious political power, are behaviours 
that should be added to the toolbox of contingent guile which 
has been gathered and hidden for centuries by conjurers within 
the closed world of the secular magic. 

The political status of Bosch’s painting was radically trans-
formed on 1 December 1978, when it was stolen from the 

4.
Jeffrey Hamburger’s widely accepted 
commentary ‘Bosch’s Conjurer: An 
Attack on Magic and Sacramental 
Heresy’ (1984) interprets The Conjurer 
as an ‘anti-mass’ in which a heretical 
performer leads souls to damnation via 
a blasphemous communion using cups 
and balls (instead of wine and bread), 
thus causing the toad of heresy to issue 
symbolically from the misdirected 
believer’s mouth. However, despite the 
precision of Hamburger’s iconographical 
research, he does not acknowledge the 
fact that causing a toad to leap from 
a spectator’s mouth was a common 
conjuring trick during the period. This 
additional information suggests that we 
should proceed with caution when as-

conspicuously magic-related imagery. 
See: J. Hamburger, ‘Bosch's Conjurer: 
An Attack on Magic and Sacramental 
Heresy’ Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly 

for the History of Art, vol.14, no.1,  
1984, pp.4–23.
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in relation to contemporary Dutch prov-
erbs and the religious debates during the 
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proverb about illusive appearances and 
their elusive meanings’. See E. Gertsman, 
‘Illusion and Deception: Construction 
of a Proverb in Hieronymus Bosch’s 
The Conjurer

State University, 2004, pp.31–37. Magic 
historian and magician Bob Read sug-
gests that Bosch’s painting could be read 
as a study on the nature of observational 
attention: ‘Like the performer’s audience, 
we too are momentarily distracted before 
the black humour of the situation sinks 
in. Our attention is drawn to the conjurer 
and we only gradually focus a double take 
upon the thief.’ In other words, Bosch 
is using the illusionistic properties of 
painting to demonstrate our vulnerability 
to visual misdirection. See B. Read, ‘The 
Evolution of Magical Cartoons’, Magic 

Cartoons (ed. Christoph Wasshuber), 
Lybrary.com, 2002. 
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Magic, Film, and Feminism, Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2003, p.190.
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George Johnson, ‘Sleights of Mind’,  
The New York Times, 21 August 2007. 
Teller (born Raymond Joseph Teller in 
1948) is an American magician, writer 
and historian, and the often-silent half  
of the magic duo Penn & Teller.
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Communications, Langham: Lexington 
Books, 2009, pp.87 and 92.
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Magic Show 
(exh. cat.), London: Hayward Gallery, 
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anarcho-communistic group Action Directe. The attempt to  
negotiate the artwork’s return in exchange for munitions came 
to an end two months later when one of the group’s members, 
Eric Moreau, was detained in Paris’s ninth arrondissement 
and the painting found in his car. Although Duncombe and 
Schill would no doubt condemn the extreme violence of Action 
Directe’s wider political methods, they might well approve of  
the group’s taste in late 15th-century art. The attempted weap-
onisation of Bosch’s panel and the political resonances of its 
ambiguous iconography did not pass unnoticed. Whilst newspa-
pers delighted in the event with headlines such as L’Escamoteur 

escamoté (The Conjurer Conjured), the painting was removed 
from permanent public display and now emerges from its secret 
location for just a few days each year, to be shown in Saint-
Germaine-en-Laye under heavy, state-ordained guard.
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Hieronymus Bosch
The Conjurer, c.1475–80
Oil on wood
53 × 65 cm
Musée Municipal,  
Saint-Germain-en-Laye

Balthazar Sylvius van den Bos 
(after Hieronymus Bosch) 
The Conjurer, c.1550–60
Engraving on paper
24.4 × 32.3 cm
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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