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WALK OF FAME HONOR: PENN & TELLER
BICKERING BUDDIES While most comedy teams argue onstage, Penn & Teller confine their conflicts to the rehearsal room, where they challenge each other over their act.

Clashing Styles Spells Magic
One was a flamboyant rock ‘n’
roller, the other a quiet classicist.
It shouldn’t have worked, but it did
DAVID S. COHEN

@variety_dscohen
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‘I

came to magic absolutely hating magic
on a very, very deep level,” says Penn
Jillette.
“Modern American magic, late 20th
century magic, is tremendously disrespectful of the audience,” he says. “Jerry Seinfeld describes every magic
act as ‘Here’s a quarter, now
it’s gone, you’re a jerk. Now
Tipsheet it’s back, you’re an asshole,
WHAT:
show’s over.’ That’s really
The Walk
of Fame star
accurate. So magicians did
ceremony
not in any way speak to peoWHEN:
ple. And Teller and I really
11:30 a.m.
April 5
didn’t want that. We hated
WHERE:
that.”
7003
So Penn & Teller decided
Hollywood
Blvd.
to reveal how some of the
popular illusions are done:
“Not so much to give away the secrets, not
for prurient reasons, not for the shock
value, but as a peace offering.”
That didn’t always endear them into

TWO IN ONE The duo say theirs is a onecharacter show performed by two people.

their fellow magicians at the time, but
almost four decades into their career as
a team, their combination of ingenuity
and skepticism has made them some of
the most popular magicians of their generation. They’ve done TV, Broadway and

That’s great fun,
the vitality of
always having
something new
that you’re
working on.”
Teller

when they finish their just-inked contract
to play the Rio in Las Vegas, they’ll break
the record for longest continuous run for a
headline artist at a single Vegas venue.
The pair were introduced by musician
Weir Chrisemer. Recalls Teller: “He staged
Khachaturian’s Sabre Dance, with some
crazy guy on a unicycle, wearing a checkered table cloth as a cape, juggling, and
that person was Penn.”
Chrisemer, Penn and Teller were soon
performing together at San Fran’s Asparagus Valley Cultural Society. Penn was 18
and a veteran performer, Teller a 25-yearold Greek and Latin teacher. “Penn’s very
at the time raucous rock ’n’ roll sensibility was very distant from mine,” says Teller.
“I was a classics major in college and had
studied harpsichord and music theory and
all that sort of old-fashioned civilized stuff,
and Penn was a rock ’n’ roll, circus nut.”
But Penn thinks that contrast, and their
stage personas, made their act more interesting. “Art thrives on its limitations and
having to work with Teller being silent
gave us a lot of interesting stuff.”
In the early days, they fought constantly
over the act, says Teller. “I was pulling in
the direction of classical theatrical things,
and Penn was pulling in the direction of
wild and really rock ’n’ roll things. And
all of these were wrapped around magic,

79

SENT 2.079-84.scene.pennteller.indd 79

3/31/13 8:39 PM

Scene
juggling and music.” And they still speak
“bluntly” to each other in rehearsal about
artistic disagreements, “although over the
years we’ve learned a lot from each other.”
Teller sees those offstage conflicts as a
source of conflict and tension in the act.
But onstage, the duo is unusual for its lack
of conflict. Penn says most comedy teams
let the audience eavesdrop on their argument, but with Penn & Teller “the conflict
is with an idea or the world or an audience
or the stage.” As a result, Penn calls their
act “a one-character show done by two
people,” and Teller says within that character, “it became as though Penn was the
voice and I was the action.”
They may still be arguing in rehearsals, but they’re still creating new illusions.
Teller feels that’s a key to their longevity.
“Other shows in Vegas run the same
show until they’re blue in the face and die,”
he says. “We have three new things in the
pipeline, on the way to being onstage right
now. One of them will manifest itself in
about two months, one in four or maybe
five months and one a little later in the
year. And as we create these new things,
we rotate them into our show pull out
something that’s been in there for a long
time that can take a break. That’s great
fun, the vitality of always having something new that you’re working on while
every night doing something you love.”

5

Number of Penn
& Teller perfs per
week at the Rio
in Las Vegas

$75
24
Starting price
for a ticket

Episodes of Penn
and Teller’s Sin
City Spectacular
variety show
produced for
FX in 1998-99

SURVIVAL SKILLS Penn & Teller’s long-running Rio show is just one of their many ventures.

Still Conquering
Showbiz Worlds
hey’re on track to break Las Vegas
records for longevity, they’ve been
staples on TV for decades and
they’re Broadway vets, but Penn & Teller
are still pushing out into new ventures and
new shows.
Among their upcoming projects: A
movie exploring the work of the Dutch
painter Vermeer, through their own lens,
of course. “It’s about Vermeer, and it’s
about an American scientist and inventor who has done some amazing research
and experimentation,” says Teller. They’re
keeping mum on the details but they’re

well into editing, hope to lock picture soon
and launch the pic the festival circuit.
They have a Showtime pilot in the
works, too, called Smoke and Mirrors.
Teller says, “It is similar in philosophical position to Penn and Teller’s Bullshit,
in that it is skeptical; it’s a little more personal, and is a little less theatrical-looking.
It’s a little more like spending an evening
with Penn and Teller in their living room.”
Penn says he’d love to recapture the
groove they found doing Bullshit.
“I didn’t think I could ever like doing
TV as much as I liked doing live, because
live was so wonderful, and ‘Bullshit’ ended
up doing that. I mean, I was as happy and
as proud of the stuff we did on Bullshit as
I was of the live show. I love to talk about
important issues through the lens of what
we learned.”
Teller has some legit projects: He’ll
co-direct The Tempest for American Reportory Theater and will be involved in an
L.A. production of Play Dead, the “spook
show” he co-wrote with Todd Robbins.

2001

2004

2003

2013

The Penn & Teller empire
comprises feature films, books,
television and legit theater
DAVID S. COHEN

@variety_dscohen

T
SHARP WIT Penn & Teller’s “Casey at the Bat”
adds a unique twist to a classic escape gag.

TIMELINE

Spellbound
Through
the Years

1974

1977

1989

1975

1985

1990

Penn and Teller are introduced to each other by
Weir Chrisimer on April 10.

The trio perform Aug.
19 at the Minnesota
Renaissance Festival in
Shakopee.

First national TV appearance on The Mike Douglas
Show on March 10.

The pair scores their first
big hit with Off Broadway show Penn & Teller
Go Public.

Their first feature, Penn &
Teller Get Killed, bows in
September.

Penn & Teller appear in
their own TV specials —
including Don’t Try This
at Home!

1993

Penn & Teller headline the
Celebrity Room at Bally’s
Las Vegas Jan. 3-25.

1997

Book, Penn & Teller’s
How to Play in Traffic, is
released Oct. 15.

In January, the duo
debuts at the Rio, where
they are the permanent
headlining act in the Penn
& Teller Theater.

Bullshit preems Jan. 24
and runs through 2010
on Showtime.

The first of the duo’s nine
Emmy noms comes for
writing and nonfiction
programming for Bullshit.

Duo receives a star on the
Hollywood Walk of Fame.
— Michelle Salemi
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CONGRATULATIONS PENN & TELLER
ON YOUR HOLLYWOOD WALK OF FAME STAR

Experience Penn & Teller now, performing nightly at the Rio.
For special rate room and show packages, visit
caesars.com/Penn_Teller or contact the box office at 855-234-7469.
Must be 21 or older to gamble. Know When To Stop Before You Start.® Gambling Problem? Call 1-800-522-4700. ©2013, Caesars License Company, LLC.
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Good Words for ‘Bad Boys’
Originality, generosity and oddball
humor have endeared Penn &
Teller to friends and rivals alike
SEAN FITZ-GERALD

@srkfitzgerald

D

ecades of irreverence and oddball
humor have made Penn & Teller
notorious as the Bad Boys of Magic,
but even as renegades they’ve charmed
their fellow performers — including some
of the world’s most respected illusionists.
“Everything they do is original,” says
Johnny Thompson, a magician who has
worked in Las Vegas as a consultant with
the team for almost 20 years. “These are
not things you can buy off the shelves of
a magic store. They come to me with the
most unique premises — and the most
wonderful thing about working with them
is there’s no time limit.”
Thompson, who is helping the duo with
three brand-new setups, says some tricks
take two or three years to perfect for the
stage — but the time is well spent, he adds,
citing Teller’s Silver Fish as an example.
Based on an old trick called the Miser’s
Dream, which featured an opaque champagne bucket, Teller’s Silver Fish takes

things to a “new level,” using a transparent
fish bowl to produce coins and fish seemingly out of thin air.
Though Penn and Teller often borrow
inspiration from famous acts such as the
Miser’s Dream, magician David Copperfield says the Bad Boys always add their
own spin to illusions.
“Years ago, before they began presenting
their bullet-catch routine, they came to me
to make sure there was no overlap with what
I was working on,” Copperfield says. “The
gesture meant a lot to me. Their routine is
brilliant. It is certainly among the best — if
not the greatest bullet catch of all time.”
Illusionist Lance Burton recalls Penn
and Teller’s infamous flag-burning trick, in
which a U.S. flag smolders inside a coiled
Bill of Rights, noting that although the
act appears contentious, the takeaway is a
respectful lesson in the protection of creative rights and freedom.
Says Burton: “They have a peculiar sensibility about their approach to magic, and
I don’t know if there’s anyway to really
explain what that is, except to say that
there’s the right way to do a trick, there’s
a wrong way to do a trick and then there’s
the Penn and Teller way.”

I’d never realized that
magic, which I assumed
was always happy, clever
card tricks and fun
Vegas-style illusions,
could be so irreverent
and intellectual — so
I quickly became fans
of Penn & Teller. They
really just took me under
their wing at a very
young age. I would go on
Letterman and need to
do a trick, and I would
call Teller and he would
give me a mentalist trick
that would fool Dave. I
remember Penn telling

me about the beauty of
this new Off Broadway
musical called Assassins
that Stephen Sondheim
wrote that chronicles
the people who had
tried to assassinate
U.S. presidents. I had
never heard of it, but
the way he spoke so
highly of it made me
pick up the soundtrack,
and 20 years later I
ended up doing it on
Broadway. They’ve
really been mentors and
tastemakers for me.”
Neil Patrick Harris

LEGENDARY SLUGGERS Lance Burton says Penn & Teller’s bullet-catch bit, seen above at the Rio in 2007, is among the greatest of all time, maybe the best ever.
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Teller Speaks!
The act’s silent partner actually
has plenty to say — if you know
where to listen
DAVID S. COHEN

@variety_dscohen

‘I

had always liked the idea of working
silent,” Teller says. “I was just interested in the idea that since magic was
deception and lying, it was just an interesting thing to lie without speaking, to
lead the audience to see the impossible
thing without telling them what to think.”
That’s not to say Teller (he long ago
legally dropped his first name) refuses to
reveal the sound of his voice the way Harpo
Marx once did. He had a cameo, with dialogue, in the recent movie adaptation, Atlas
Shrugged, Part II. He’s done public radio
commentaries and TV interviews, though
he prefers a shadow be cast over his mouth.
In fact, his mellifluous baritone, mastery of
language (he taught Latin and Greek for six
years before going into showbiz full time)
and his knack for storytelling could give
Garrison Keillor a run for his money. But
onstage with Penn, he stays mum.
“I think it’s really fun. It’s sort of a
game, because I think everybody in the

DYNAMIC DUO Teller is proud he and Penn have kept their act thriving for decades “without
compromise from either party” even as comedy teams have gone out of style.

It’s sort of a
game, because I
think everybody
in the audience
really knows that
I can speak. It’s
just this sort of
playful thing that
audiences enjoy
and I love.”
Teller

audience really knows that I can speak.
It’s just this sort of playful thing that audiences enjoy and I love.”
Comedy teams, once common, are
rare now. “That seems to me to have signaled a change in our culture about the
importance of partnership,” says Teller.
“I do think that the length of time that
we’ve been at the Rio and the length of
time that we’ve worked together does say
that it is possible to have a really long and
really productive partnership without

compromise from either party.”
“I think that may be the biggest single
message that people take home with them
when they see us. They laugh, they like
the tricks, they love the ideas, they often
like the political aspect of it, they like the
fact that all the stuff they’ve seen doesn’t
look like stuff that anybody else does, but
I think there is one part of them that just
says, ‘Wow, these two guys have worked
together forever.’ That’s both an achievement and an ideal, I think.”

Spielman Koenigsberg & Parker
Certified Public Accountants
Serving the media & entertainment industries
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