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The Great Staff / Serpent
Trick
Are magic shows permissible? This obviously is a question
better suited for qualified poskim (halachic authorities)
who do, in fact, deal with the issue (see, e.g., Igros Moshe,
Yoreh Deiah, 4:13). Just to touch here upon the basic
outline of the issue, it appears that the matter may hinge
upon a question of definition. Namely, how do we define
the term used in the following Mishnah (Sanhedrin 7:11),
which states:
.אֹוחז ֶאת ָה ֵעינַיִ ם
ֵ  וְ ֹלא ָה, ַחּיָב,ֲׂשה
ֶ עֹוׂשה ַמע
ֶ ַה ְמ ַכ ֵּׁשף ָה
“One who performs an act of sorcery is liable (for having
violated the prohibition against engaging in sorcery). But
one who is simply ocheiz es ha’einayim (literally, “grabs
the eyes”), is not liable.”
Whatever exactly this ocheiz es ha’einayim is, it should
be pointed out that his performance is no simple matter.
Whereas the Mishnah seems to attribute greater leniency
to performing these acts over standard acts of sorcery, this
is not to say that doing so is permissible. Rather, as the
Gemara clarifies (ibid. 65b), this falls within the purview
of a separate transgression. Whereas the transgressor may
not be liable for the prohibition of ( ְמ ַכ ֵׁשףsorcery), his
acts are still included in the prohibition known as ְמעֹונֵן
(Devarim 18:10; cf. Kessef Mishnah, Hilchos Avodah
Zarah 10:9).
So, what is proscribed through this prohibition against
ocheiz es ha’einayim? The Rambam provides a description
that sounds substantially similar to many of the “magic
shows” performed in our times. He writes: “(It refers
to acts) associated with quick hand movements, which
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cause the observers to perceive that which does not really
occur... (For example), they will take a rope, place it within
their garments, and then – upon its retrieval – they take
out a snake; or, they will toss a ring into the air and then
“retrieve” it from the mouth of a member of the audience...
One who conducts himself in this manner is called an
ocheiz es ha’einayim” (Sefer Hamitzvos, lo sa’aseh 32).
Apparently, the Rambam understands this term to refer
to regular illusions and tricks performed through nothing
other than skillful sleight of hand. Accordingly, it would
seem – according to the Rambam’s definition – that the
performance of standard-fare magic tricks is forbidden.

Real or Imagined?
This definition happens to dovetail with the Rambam’s
stated opinion concerning witchcraft in general. As
mentioned elsewhere (cf. Mishnas Chayim, parshas
Kedoshim, 5771), there exists a broad dispute amongst the
Rishonim (Medieval Commentators) regarding the nature
of this institution; were the practitioners of this craft able
to perform real “magical” feats, or was the entire field of
sorcery just one big sham? The Rambam is of the opinion
that the sorcerers are all, in fact, a bunch of skillful fakers.
Accordingly, when the Torah proscribes the performance
of achizas einayim, the Rambam understands this to be
a prohibition against the performance of these illusionary
activities.
Others (including the Ramban and the Semag) attribute
actual abilities to the magicians. (That is, one who engages
in black magic and the like is able to harness certain impure
spiritual forces to perform real feats, but such practice is
forbidden by the Torah.) As such, the Semag (lo sa’aseh 53)
defines the prohibition against achizas einayim somewhat
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topic, a point to consider would be the various forms of
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