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MARIO MARCHESE: 

Magic's Punk Rock 
Peter Pan Philosopher 

By Chloe Olewitz 

"Maker mag1c1an" doesn't really 
capture the ethos of Mario Marchese. 
He's a magician, sure, and he's an active 
member of the global maker movement. 
He's a kids' magician fighting the stigma 
of kids' magic, he's a top-tier profes­
sional who refuses to step out of his 
ripped jeans to fit in for a show at the 
country club. Mario hasn't been a hitch­
hiker for twenty years, but he keeps 
a '71 Volkswagen bus in his family's 
driveway to remind him of the road. 
Yes, his magic show is full of homemade 
robots and widgets. But Mario is more 
than a maker magician; he's a punk 
rock Peter Pan put on this planet with 
a purpose. 

A high-school aged Mario left New 
York behind to embark on a cross-coun­
try hitchhiking adventure with nothing 
but a backpack and his dog, Cloud­
kicker, at his heels. He was obsessed 
with music and dedicated to figuring it 
all out as he went along. He shared the 
open road with more American youth 
who had ditched the college-job-mar­
riage-house-kids trajectory for a chance 
to see what lived out there beyond the 
straight-and-narrow American dream 
we've all been sold. "I didn't worry 
about money," Mario says. "I didn't 
worry about anything. It was just me 
and Cloudkicker. Then the magic thing 
hit me so hard. I had never fallen in love 
with something so deeply. I couldn't 
sleep at night. All I thought about was 
magic." 

Mario first found magic in Michigan. 
He was 23 years old when he stumbled 
into Hippity Hop Magic Shop in Grand 
Rapids in 2002, and he saw an omen 
in spotting his favorite scene from his 
favorite movie playing on a beat-up tele­
vision set at the back of the room - it 

was the food fight in Hook. Shop owners 

Jim and Michelle Parkes showed Mario 
the basics of magic and introduced him 
to the local club. He stuck around for a 
few hours, then he stayed for two years. 

The Parkeses taught Mario the core 
principles of magic, breaking down 
complete routines to their fundamental 
elements so he could better understand 
why the classics of magic work the way 
they do. Reverse engineering routines 
made sense to the young punk rocker: 
it was just like songwriting. "When you 
want to play an instrument, you start 
by covering your favorite songs. You 
learn structure, you learn verse, chorus, 
bridge. When you understand why those 
things exist in a song, you can start 
understanding how to write your own." 

It didn't hurt that Mario first started 
learning from Michigan's magical greats; 
he had landed in Grand Rapids because 

of a girlfriend whose grandfather's best 
friend happened to be Gene Anderson. 
Gene taught Mario classic effects and 
routines in monthly four-hour lessons, 
starting with Whit Haydn's four-ring 
routine. "Gene was super patient with 
me. He taught it to me step by step, 
putting up with my punk rock rebel­
liousness. Then he practically gave me 
the rings. He knew I had no money so he 
sold them to me for $50 or something. I 
still have those rings." 

Upon returning to New York at age 
24, Mario spent a year in his parents' 
house trying to figure out what to do 
next. Reflecting on that period of his 
life, he says he felt like he had lost 
everything. But what Mario really 
lost was time. That'll happen when 
you head out on the road to see what 
magic you can find. He started from 
scratch, putting together a life that 
had only just occurred to him, while all 
around him, his New York friends had 







Mario, the magician, and Katie Roso Marchese, the manager, Gigi, Katie, Moria, and Bear alway 
shows. As they soy, "It's a family b marketer, and off-stage partner. 

his programming knowledge to the 
open source community and to the 
makers and developers whose publicly 
available work helped him get his start. 
But the open source mindset stands in 
direct opposition to much of the pre­
dominant thinking in the magic world, 
where secrets are a currency and trust 
is at a premium. 

To Mario, this attitude is backward. 
He sees sharing knowledge as the 
responsibility of every artist. He has 
taken to heart an offhand comment he 
once read online: "Life isn't a race, it's 
a relay." Mario is clear that no contem­
porary magic can be isolated from the 
magic that was created yesterday or 
yesteryear. He does his part to pay it 
forward, regularly taking kids under his 
wing, whether he finds them at Maker 
Faires or magic conventions, guiding 
their journeys or inviting them to open 
for his show. At the same time, he goes 
out of his way to acknowledge the 
giants on whose shoulders he stands; 
while working Magi-Fest in 2018, Mario 
saw Gene Anderson across the room. 
He stood up on a chair to call to Gene 
in front of every convention attendee 
within earshot: "Gene Anderson! These 
are the rings you gave me. You took the 
time for me." 

Even though making has always 

been a pact of Mario's life, the "maker" flowers that spin seemingly on � 
moniker hasn't always factored into the own. "When people ask what I do ��F.� � 
Mario the Magician equation. In his early living, I say I build electronics that fall 
robotic projects, Mario built drawing apart on purpose to make kids laugh." 
machines out of recycled printers and Slowly, the Arduino-powered accents 
computers and showcased at galleries originally designed to complement his 
in Brooklyn. He wasn't making a dime, onstage antics became fully automated 
and he still considered visual art and robots that help Mario with his magic. 
magic shows to be entirely unrelated There's Mr. Lamp, who looks like a 
endeavors. At the time, his show was garage-built version of Pixar's anthro­
focused on kids' classics like Hippity pomorphic desk light, and there's the 
Hop Rabbits, Strat-O-Sphere, and a Die Card Machine that eats cards and spits 
Box routine. But when a parent left them up again, dancing and wiggling to 
Mario's show disappointed one day, divine audience selections. Marcel the 
the criticism cut deep. It forced him to Mechanical Monkey is Mario's first and 
reevaluate: "I realized I couldn't just do favorite robot, and even though Marcel 
store-bought tricks and expect people has seniority in Mario's robot suite, he 
to feel like they were seeing something still doesn't do a single magic trick: "It's 
worthwhile. I decided that every talent three minutes of theater. I'm trying to 
I've honed over the years, they all have convince Marcel to put a ball in a can. I 
to be in my show somehow." love how that routine evolved, taking all 

He set to restructuring his show these old ventriloquist bits from vaude­
from the ground up, bringing together ville and adapting them into robotics. But 
classics of magic, punk rock stylings, I don't have a puppet I'm animating - it's 
and his love for vaudeville, all wrapped animating itself." 
up in a DIY maker effort that spanned The pillars of the maker movement 
from fashion design to robotics. He built also anchor the way Mario hopes to 
a show opener that relies on fourteen influence kids, inspiring them to be 
servomotors causing the signs and resourceful and open-minded. He uses 
decorations on his Suitcase Machine to the homemade bottle cap award ribbon 
dance and hang and fall. He designed a he wears on his vest to demonstrate 
military-inspired jacket with epaulettes that everything kids are seeing is within 
that fly off and decorated his vest with their reach, no matter who they are or 
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Onstage, Mario exudes energy, exuberance, and 
passion for his work. 

doesn't have to worry about climbing 
the ladder of fame or toppling the 
hierarchy of performance styles. That's 
not what Mario's here for. 

'Tm not here to make money. I'm not 
here to become famous. I'm not here 
to do anything but what's in front of 
me. If that's a group of kids in a living 
room, then I'm going to rock it out like 
it's Carnegie Hall. When I first started 
magic, I would never dream that I would 
be onstage with David Blaine doing 
magic for kids. It was the opposite of 
everything that made sense to me. 
Having moments like that really made 
me feel like maybe I'm doing all right. 
Maybe it's all right." $ 

di, 
Look here for videos of Mario the Maker Magician, 
including a "sneak peek" as he prepares and performs 
shows in a variety of venues, and a magic routine with 
the robotic Mr. Lamp. 

See more videos of Mano and his family at 
www.morio1hemog,cion.com. 
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