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EPIC FAILES IN MAGIC PART 2

EPIC FAILS IN 
MAGIC PART 2 
USING “OUTS” TO AVOID THEM

What do you do when things 
don’t go as planned in your per-
formance?  Be prepared, Scouts!

A true professional in our busi-
ness knows that what can go 
wrong, does go wrong.  Eventu-
ally, everything that can break, 
fail, miss a cue, run out of bat-
tery, lose a wheel, roll off the 
stage, cut our hand, crack, and 
more will happen.  And, most 
likely, on-stage in front of a pay-
ing audience or on television.

Some of the best in the busi-
ness have some “outs” to protect 
themselves from these occur-
rences.

The “out” may not be the ideal 
outcome or the most amazing, 
but more importantly it will not 
destroy our audience’s belief in 
us as a true magician by expos-
ing the secret.

In this second part of Epic Fails in 
Magic, we hear from performers 
with tens of thousands of shows 
worth of experience and learn 
how they plan for things going 
wrong.

As I began writing this article 
on “outs”, I had to use one of my 
own “outs” to get through the 
show day.

“Those who dare 
to fail miserably 
can achieve 
greatly.”
- John F. Kennedy
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In my contracts on cruise lines, I use 
dancers from the ship’s production 
shows as part of my main show and 
they participate in a few illusions 
involving dance choreography.  It 
allows me to add more production 
value and provide a bigger show for 
the cruise lines without having to 
bring a whole cast of dancers with 
me.

A new cast of dancers was joining 
the ship and with the production 
shows taking all the rehearsal time, 
I was left with just 2 hours to teach 
the entire magic show.

The morning of my show, I was 
informed at 8am that one of the 
dancers was too scared to go on-
stage for one of the numbers in 
my show.  Being somewhat psy-
chic about these things, I sensed 
it might happen and prepared my 
wife by saying she might have to do 
the number in her place.  My wife, 
Magdalena, knows the magic very 
well and we just needed to clean up 
the dancing.  For dancers, the magic 
is always intimidating and they have 
no problem with the dancing.

Having my wife able to “fill-in” when 
absolutely needed is my best “out”.  
I never have to worry about magic 
being exposed and with some 
changes in the choreography; we 
can make it work without having 
to remove some big illusion pieces 
from the show.

One of the top ventriloquists and 
comedy performers I’ve had the 
pleasure of working with is Mi-
chael Paul Ziegfeld.  He has written 
comedy for David Letterman, been a 
puppeteer for Jim Henson, opened 
for numerous stars, and headlined 
many production shows.   His 25 
years of experience in the business 
led him to write a wonderfully funny 
and honest book called, “Breaking 
out of Show Business”.

It’s available on Amazon at:
http://www.amazon.com/
dp/1618689215

In his own words, here is one of the 
many moments of unexpected that 
Michael was able to handle with 
professionalism by being prepared.
It was 1997, and I was working 
in Biloxi, Mississippi at the Grand 
Theatre, in a brand new 2000-seat 
facility when the power went out 
mid-show. Always thriving during 
emergencies, I went out to fill time 
until the crew could reboot the 
system.

I grabbed a candle from one of 
the tables, felt my way back to the 
stage, and yelled out to the audi-
ence, “Can everyone see the floating 
candle?” I then proceeded to do 
eight original minutes of comedy in 
the dark.

It went great. Probably better than 
the actual act. Well enough that 
Dick Feeney, producer of Viva Las 
Vegas at the Stratosphere, The Rat 
Pack Returns and The Flying Elvi 
came backstage and said, “If you can 
do that well off-the-cuff and in the 
dark, you should come do my show 
in the light.”   

The exact same thing happened 
five minutes into my show this past 
summer on Princess Cruise Line’s 
new flag ship!   The lights went out 
and I was prepared with my previ-
ous black-out experience in 
my back pocket.  Coinci-
dence? Or do I just like 
looking like a hero?!
Earlier that day I 
had a challeng-
ing time with 
the enter-
tainment 
department 
investing in 
my evening’s 
show being 
a success. So 
I was pleased 
when the head 
of entertainment 
thanked me by 
saying, “Most enter-
tainers would have left 
stage until it was fixed”. But I 
explained to him that tonight, that 

audience was my audience and my 
responsibility.  I also feel responsible 
for the brand I am hired by.  You are 
paying for 25 years of experience.

Lance Burton had his own show at 
the Monte Carlo in Las Vegas for 14 
years.  I had the pleasure of help-
ing staff his magic shop and help 
create special merchandise when he 
first started there.  It was wonderful 
to see his great show many, many 
times.

While the show seemed to be flaw-
less each night, Lance admits that 
eventually everything that could go 
wrong…did.

His dancing hank was a great rou-
tine based on Ralph Adams version 
with a large bottle and borrowed 
handkerchief.

In over a 1,000 shows, the thread 
was bound to break eventually.  It 
did break about once every year 
and the cast was prepared with a 
back-up ready.

Every show, a girl dancer from the 
show was dressed in a sexy nurses 
outfit waiting in the wings.  If the 

Michael Paul Ziegffeld


