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DIRECTOR'S NOTES:

The trick is to bring Houdini back. Show him to us. Let us hear him speak, walch him make

]’1i5 m08ic, {eei ]1|s presence among us, |c| HOUCJII’H Iive agaml

Or “achvale ”w Houclini collection ll’\rou8|'| Fer[ormﬂncc‘” Sume |L|n8, Lasncu”y.

The Horry Ransom Center is Aeclanns October the “Month o[ Houclmn,” and the Center is
marking the 90th Anniversary of his death (October 31, 1926) with an exhibition in his honor,
and indeed a Piece o[l"\ealve 1“urr\|nahn8 at least one asﬁccl o[ his (asmnahnS |1[C, My task
was lo lee |r|‘0 ‘|'|e ‘reasure lro\/e O[ lL‘e Rﬂnsolﬂ CC”[CTS Hﬂrr)/ riOLI(J”\I CO“CCI\O”, Can see
what secrels lay waiing o be lold on stage. Bul how lo turn Houdini's papers inlo a picture of
Houdini the man?

In my muny' manths n[ cxPlorallon o[ qury,’s |1{c, (May I cu“ |'um Harry now? Prol:a“y not.
He WOU]JHI “0\/3 ||L€J |L) I JO [QCI IlLC IV(' 80“Cr| l() LHOW |']II'T‘IY CI”J Cer‘ﬂ\nly I COUJCJ CI|'8UC

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Houdini

ll’“ﬂ I Lnow l’lll’l’] as WC” as | can I(HOW GHYO"C |VVC never n\d. Bul L]OW WC” 1S ‘%Gl I'C‘Q“y?

What do | rea“y know?

We“, {Lroush the many boxes o[ his Personu' corresFoncIcncc that live in the Ransom Ccn(cr, | know how he interacted with his
wite Bess, |'||5 mol"Ier, |"||5 SAIZ)III'\ s, |’|is riencls, acquaintances, e”ow magicians, rlvuls, and enémies. TLe Ie“ers unA notes
3 quaintan 3
between he and Bess were Parhcular]y dear, and Houdini's sense o[ humor o[len shines (l’\roush. | know how slror\8 he was
Pl’\yswu”y - Jus\ &rymg to |if| one o{ his ball and chain props was AI[[ICUIL
| know how hard he trained, both Pl’lyslca”y and mcn‘u”y - he sPeaLs of it oi—ien, and others cite his almost SuPcr'Lumc\n
regimen. Friends said he could hold his breath underwater [or ten minutes or more. | know how he loved to collect stories and
arlifacts [rom magicians and aclors throughout history. | know that he greatly admired Abraham Lincoln, so much so that he
named his trained eagle after our 16th Fresident. | even have o hint of how he smelled, or ot least how the safe Bess kept his
H’]inss smelled. It's a nice, clean, woony smell - like Old SFICC and s|mvm8 cream, with a note o{ co”‘ec.
But it wasn t until | discovered: that Houdini had fnan whose collection was also housed ot the Ransom Center that a more
comPle‘e Pidure o{ the man came into view. Just a {ew aisles away, live the papers o[ Sir Arthur Conan Doylc, and his back
ond forth debate with Houdini over Spiritualism (ll’lc scientific possibility of communication with the C‘CHL‘J) eels as fresh and
i I Y
continual as though the two men never stopped arguing, even after death.
3 pped orguing ,
On the trail of these miles of pa ers, a play began to take shape. Hidden Room's Houdini Speaks to the Living is largel
e e A 7 ! P 3 3y
Verbatim Theatre - about 75% of the text is quoted straight from the two men's letters, essays, and books. We were lucky that
9 3 ) /7
in addition to personal correspondence between the two, both Houdini and Doyle had competing lectures about Spiritualism -
p p y peling lectur p
Houdini fourlng to educate the F“H'C 080|nsl the clansers o[ [mu(J mediums |HCLH’|8 them out o[ their Iorluncs, and Doyle

louring m LOPeS lLUl ll’”s “8!’&0( PLVIOSOPLY” Wculd LrlnS Com[or‘ ‘0 lLe mﬂﬂ)’ FCOP'C Wl\OyhﬂCJ ]05‘ jOVCA ones In {L]C wars.
Furllwr both men dedicated { I chquers o[(l’]elr books to debate with the other. Houdini's A Magxcxan Among the anri s is

dedicated 1o seance Luslmg and cure{ “y Fchs uPurl Dayles SPmluul;sm claims. Doyles 1930 book The Edgc o[ the
U I(r\OWn |$ [HQJ W|l|'| Pel’sona[ OCCOUHQS 0[ SLOS‘S seances, (]n(J SPll'l FLO OSFUPLY OHJ N v v

calls Houdini to task over his nesallve stance on SPmluullsm c]csPllc Harrys inabi ||ly to
resFonJ due to his death [our years Le{ore.
Putting these competing words together forms'a lovel conversation, and a constructs a
8 P 3 X

Forlrai‘ o{ilwese two |ummcnes, Al remml:llng it that ll‘ney were ulhmalely Iusl PeoFle;
one, a determined, Lara-worlﬂng Hunsanan-l)orn charmer with a love [or his morning
coﬁee, andlian ever-reuJy poem cut {rom a bookilo Pas(e onto one o[ i wn[e's numerous
l5is notes; fhe oiler SCOHiSl’] entlaiman who, fever et a newspaper gel a misstep b

3 PoReTS P2)
without a stern letter in return, and who wore an unremarkable sock with a hole in the
toe the Juy he died. We LoPe that our Per[ormonces here in the Myslenous Hidden
Room, anJ ulso on Hﬂ”oween ina {ree 5|’|ow Slfle(J Iay the Harry Raneom Cenler, we

WI“ Perform ll’le one {ricL ‘l’mf &l’]e SPm‘uallsls couu never uaneve -

letter from Doyle to Houdini

from the collection

L)rmgmg Hoqu\ l)ucL to us.

—Befl’l BURNS Ar{is{ic Direc’(or, Hi(Jclen Room TLea{re
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Then have it...
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THANK YOU FOR VISITING:
Ve L o o iy st T A

Your experience was made more complete by these generous and talented people, to whom we owe s0"many thanks

The Harry Ransom Center, Lone Star Chapter #6 York Rite Masons, The City of Austin Cultural Arts Division, The
Creative fund, Kimberley Mead, Liz Fisher, Feter Reardon, Sloane Reardon, Robin Jones, Judd Farris, Jason Newman
Jennifer Rose Davis, Sarah Murdoch, Brad Henderson, Jon Stetson, Andrew Goldenhersh, John Graham, ent Axell,
Jon Deery, Elliot Zimet, Inez Escamilla, lsabelle Simone, Eric Walton, Buffy Manners, Austin Playhouse,
Renfold Theatre, Sarah Murdoch, Justin Scalise, LadyBoss, Minuteman Fress, our friends and family,
our board members: farah Karim Cooper, Katy Thompson, Andrea Smith, Blake Shanley, Jennifer Coy, & Dijchari Clark
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A NOTE FROM THE RANSOM CENTER'S ERIC COLLEARY-

Houdini in the Archives

This Halloween marks the 90 anniversary of the death of the great illusionist Harry Houdini. Born Ehrich Weisz in
Budapest in 1874, he got his start as a trapeze artist before turning his atfention to magic. When Houdini died of o
ruptured appendix on October 31, 1926, he was one of the best-known illusionists in the world.

Houdini's papers were dispersed through his estote following his death and thet of his wife Bess in 1943. One of the

Icrqer colleciions o{ Houdins papers Wehloa Neasinore hﬁch‘ an attorney, ent repreneur, and thasler manager. In

June 1958, Kendall gave his collection to the Hoblitzelle Theater Arts Library af the University of Texas at Austin
which became Por( o{'(lve Runsom Ce'ﬂer in the 1960s.

The collection holds a variety of material dotumenting Houdini's personal life and career - handwritten magic tricks;
scripls, posters, and press kils from his motion picture company; decades of business and personal correspondence
including a series of love letters between him and his wife; clippings and other materials relating to his interest in
debunking spiritualism; an extensive collection of personal and professional photographs; his American and British
theatre collection; and a ball weight and chain Houdini used in his tricks. In the coming year, the Ransom Center will
embark on @ major recalaloging initiative on the 100+ box Houdini collection to make them even more accessible to
visitors.

Over the last several decades, Houdini has inspired generations of scholars, biographers, magicians, and ortists through
his collection ot the Ransom Center, and we are grateful to the Hidden Room Theatre for making these stories come

alive on s(age

Dr. Eric CoHeury Cline Curator o[ Theatre & Pcr{ormms Arts




