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David Kwong: Hollywood's Favorite Trickster 
The consultant's cerebral brand of magic is in demand in the film world 
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David Kwong always saves the biggest trick for last. 
 
As the head magic consultant for the coming film "Now You 
See Me," the 32-year-old magician helped create unusual 
illusions for the story and trained the actors in sleight- of-hand 
tricks. The movie, starring Jesse Eisenberg, revolves around a 
team of magicians who steal money for a good cause—a plot 
that reflects Mr. Kwong's twist- within-a-twist sensibility.  
"David will trick people who think they know magic," says 
director Louis Leterrier. "What he does is multilayered. He will 
reveal the one big twist at the end, where the clues were 
exposed throughout."  

Mr. Kwong was on hand during the screenwriting of 
the film, offering secrets to small tricks (like how to 
get a rabbit to disappear from a box) so the script 
could serve up more sophisticated illusions later. He 
helped devise tricks that, though impossible to pull 
off today, could conceivably work in the future.  
In one such illusion, the actress Isla Fisher floats 
inside a giant bubble over a theater balcony. The 
graceful moment was achieved with computer 
graphics, but Mr. Kwong believes in the next decade 
some magician could concoct a strong-enough bubble 
solution to hold its shape around a moving body. A 
high-tech system could then glide a performer over an 
audience without visible support. "We'll get there," he 
says.  

While on set, Mr. Kwong taught Mr. Eisenberg techniques such as instantly changing one card into 
another (hand doubles were also used for some tricks) and consulted on a "sleight-of-hand-to-hand 
combat" scene in which an actor hurls cards fast enough to slice into the skin. "I've drawn blood with a 
playing card, sure," he says. 

Jesse Eisenberg, Isla Fisher, Woody Harrelson and Dave 
Franco star in 'Now You See Me.'
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"Now You See Me" is one of 10 film and TV projects on Mr. Kwong's resume. The magician and word-
game expert has become Hollywood's go-to guy for tricks. He's taught Sandra Bullock how to construct 
crossword puzzles (for her kooky puzzler character in "All About Steve") and helped plot how to levitate 
a girl off a bed in "Paranormal Activity 4" (over a Scrabble game with one of the directors, he suggested  
 using a real illusion, not special effects). He's done shows for companies like Google GOOG -0.91% 
and YouTube and toured with the band Mumford & Sons. He's continuing to collaborate on a secret 
project with J.J. Abrams, the "Lost" co-creator who also trades in unrevealed mysteries. "I revere him a 
great deal," Mr. Kwong says.  

Last year, Mr. Kwong worked on the marketing for the little-seen Robert De Niro movie about a 
psychic, "Red Lights," creating an online "psychic" test that revealed private information about its taker. 
The secret: Someone who knew the test-taker, or could find private details about him or her, typed the 
"psychic" information into a program ahead of time so the victim would be fooled. (Even knowing the 
trick, it was baffling to this reporter when Mr. Kwong tried it on me and identified my dog, Earl, whose 
name is in emails but nowhere else online. I'm still not sure how he did it.)  

Stripping magic of its gimmicky reputation isn't easy. "Magicians are viewed one step above clowns," 
Mr. Kwong says. "I'm part of a swelling alternative magic scene that is trying to make magic cool."  

The brainiac child of two professors in Rochester, 
N.Y., he first fell for magic around age seven 
when he saw an illusionist fool his pathologist 
father with a sleight-of-hand trick in a pumpkin 
patch. In high school, he played Scrabble in the 
cafeteria with a friend at lunchtime ("we would 
do a power hour"). When applying to Harvard, he 
deliberately messed up a card trick during his 
interview, watched as a look of horror crossed the 
admissions officer's face and then changed the 
card to the right one with a wave of his hand. He 
got in.  

He studied the history of magic at Harvard and considered law school after his 2002 graduation. But he 
took a marketing job at HBO instead, and by 2009 was working in the story development group at 
DreamWorks Animation. After hours, he performed magic acts for movie executives, including pulling 
off a bewildering trick for DreamWorks Animation CEO Jeffrey Katzenberg. "Jeffrey's reaction was, 
'What are you doing here?' " Mr. Kwong recalls. He was soon pursuing magic full time.  

In the signature routine he performed for Mr. Katzenberg, Mr. Kwong has an audience member pick a 
card, and then he quickly creates a complete 15x15 crossword using words suggested by the audience—
itself an impressive feat that takes professional puzzle-makers hours to do. The coup de grace: He then 
reveals that the card's number and suit are hidden inside the crossword. Another trick he invented 
involves a Scrabble game in which the tally of key words adds up exactly to the serial number on a 



dollar bill from a volunteer. "I'll just say generally about my entire show, there's a lot of pattern 
recognition, and thousands of hours have gone into memorizing lists of words and patterns of numbers," 
he says.  

Mr. Kwong's routines are layered with secret messages and tricks that fit together like puzzle pieces to 
reveal a larger illusion at the end. Each trick, which takes about 10 minutes to do, employs pacing, 
dramatic tension and other storytelling techniques he learned in film. He recently turned down a TV-
talent show when he heard he'd only have three minutes to perform.  

The clean-cut magician, who is single, doesn't do tricks for his dates. "There's nothing more clichéd than 
someone walking up to a stranger at a bar and brandishing a pack of cards," he says. But lately, he can 
thank magic for his glittery evenings. He has a regular gig at Soho House in West Hollywood and plays 
small parties, including a recent one for Dustin Hoffman, Robin Williams and Adam Sandler. He once 
danced on a chair with Rihanna and performed magic tricks for Angelina Jolie on the same night.  

With magic-trick spoilers all over the Internet, magicians worry about losing their secrets (some create 
nonsense videos "explaining" tricks with bad information just to throw people off). Mr. Kwong balked 
when "Now You See Me" gave away a spoon-bending illusion. He was going to boycott the set the day 
that scene was shot, but the director appeased him, and he ended up an extra instead.  


