
 



By Rory Johnston
In 2006, producers Kenneth 

and Nicole Feld re-imagined 
the Ringling Bros. and Barnum 
& Bailey Circus, implementing 
some of the biggest production 
changes since it left the big top 
in 1957. They dropped the tra-
ditional three-ring presentation 
and changed the basic act/act/act 
format — the pattern of circuses 
for centuries — by introducing a 
theme and storyline to the show. 
Their first themed production 
was the 136th edition, subtitled 
Circus of Dreams, and the loose 
plot revolved around a lucky 
set of parents and their intrepid 
kids — actually Ringling Bros. 
performers — who were invited 
by “singing dream weaver” Jen-
nifer Fuentes to live out their cir-
cus dreams. The following year’s 
show, Bellobration, centered on 
the world-famous clown Bello 
Nock, stretching beyond comedy 
to perform amazing feats and 
demonstrate that anything is pos-
sible. For 2008, the show was 
subtitled Over the Top and fea-
tured a rivalry between the grand 
ringmaster, who wanted his show 
to be the most spectacular ever, 
and the clown who thought it 
should simply be silly. On January 
7, 2009, the 139th edition of the 
“Greatest Show on Earth,” Zing 
Zang Zoom, opened in Tampa, 
Florida, to an enthusiastic crowd. 
The show also has a theme center-
ing on the rivalry between two 
characters; one is a clown and 
the other is — for the first time in 
Ringling history — a magician!PH
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Christmas 1998, Richmond, California: 
Thirteen year-old Alex Ramon Gonzalez 
opens a brightly wrapped package from 
under the tree to discover a wondrous 
book — the Mark Wilson Complete Course 
in Magic. He has already been introduced 
to the art of magic by Paul Brown, a 
friend of his father’s, and was “amazed 
and immediately hooked by it.” Open-
ing the covers of this marvelous gift, he 
dives headfirst into the pages. Soon, Alex 
finds himself a regular at San Francisco’s 
Misdirections Magic Shop, becoming 
close friends with the owner, Joe Pon. For 
years, Alex is reluctant to perform magic 
for audiences. He chooses to enjoy the art 
simply as a fascinating hobby. Finally, his 
mother convinces him to do a show for his 
father’s fiftieth birthday party. Three years 
later, Alex wins the Lance Burton Award 
at the 2004 World Magic Seminar with a 
classic dove act. One year after that, he 
receives a call from magician and theme 
park show-producer Steve Daly, whom he 
had met at the convention. Steve has rec-
ommended the young performer for a new 
show being created by Kenneth Feld, the 
producer of Ringling Bros. and Barnum & 
Bailey Circus, Disney on Ice, High School 
Musical on Ice, and Siegfried & Roy, 
among other spectacles. The show is called 
Disney Live! Mickey’s Magic Show, and 
although he has never heard of Kenneth 
Feld, Alex auditions for one of two lead 
roles. He gets the job, and soon he and fel-
low magician Brad Ross are starring side-
by-side in the massive touring show across 
North America and Asia, presenting high-
energy magic with many famous Disney 
characters [see MAGIC, December 2006].

January 2009: Only ten years after that 
fateful Christmas gift was unwrapped, 
Alex Ramon, as he is now known, is the 
first featured magician to host a unit of 
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Cir-
cus. His is a success story right out of a 
Hollywood feel-good movie — an enter-
tainer’s dream come true. At only 23 years 
of age, this young man’s career has gone 
Zing Zang Zoom!

The possibility of transferring to a dif-
ferent kind of Kenneth Feld production 
was first mentioned to both Brad and Alex 
while they were touring Asia with Mickey’s 
Magic Show. “That was in January of 

Alex Ramon, dubbed the magical Zingmaster of 
the circus, presents several illusions throughout 
the evening, including a Fire Spiker [top, not yet 
flaming]. Alex helps a young magician from the 
audience levitate a parent. Alex Ramon and Clara 
Ruiz, a.k.a. Levitytia.
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2007,” Alex says, “which gives you an 
idea of the time it takes to plan a show like 
this.” At that time, the rumors were only 
whispers in the Far Eastern wind — “Ken-
neth has a new idea and wants to put you 
into a Ringling show!” But in March, the 
murmurs grew louder, and they continued 
as winter turned to spring and the heat of 
the summer reflected off the crowded side-
walks of Osaka, Japan. “Jerry Bilik, the 
writer-director of Mickey’s Magic Show, 
hinted about the possibilities, but there was 
nothing concrete,” explains Alex. Then, 
during a five-week break from the show, the 
two magicians were approached by Ken-
neth and Nicole Feld about the possibility 
of joining the circus. According to Brad, 
“Nicole threw some ideas out about mak-
ing an elephant disappear and doing some 
really cool illusions. We were very excited 
about this.”

Returning to tour Thailand, Malay-
sia, and Singapore, Brad and Alex kept 
the possible project a secret and did not 
discuss it with any other cast members 
or friends. In fact, they had a secret code 
word for the circus any time they talked 
about it: Bosco — a Seinfeld reference, 
because both were fans of the show.

Upon returning home after Thanksgiv-
ing 2007, the magicians received word that 
Kenneth wanted them to attend a meeting 
of the creative team: the Felds; Tim Holst, 
vice president of Ringling; Sanda Sawyer, 
the director of the new show; and Jim 
Steinmeyer, the illusion creator, who had 
also designed the illusions for Mickey’s 
Magic Show.

“Alex and I were very excited about the 
potential opportunity in front of us,” says 
Brad. “We’d spent many months talking 
about working together long-term even 
after Mickey’s Magic Show, so this had pos-
sibilities of becoming a great continuation 
of that partnership.”

It was at this meeting that Kenneth and 
Nicole first explained the idea of a magic 
circus. “Kenneth started the meeting by say-
ing that they didn’t know what direction the 
project was going to go in and they weren’t 
sure what level of interest we both had in 
joining the circus,” explains Brad, “but they 
wanted to bring together all the key play-
ers to talk. We were both very honored that 
they thought so highly of us to include us in 
such a meeting. It was very exciting.”

The team of Brad Ross and Alex Ramon 
was offered a contract to star in the new 

Red Unit production as featured perform-
ers. “At that point, we never thought about 
one of us accepting the contract and the 
other one not,” says Brad.

Brad returned to New Jersey and Alex 
to California, where they both thought 
long and hard about leaving Mickey’s 
Magic Show for a whole new life on a 
circus train. “Alex and I had a family 
with Disney Live!,” explains Brad, “and 
it wasn’t an easy decision. Entering into 
that show together, neither of us had ever 
worked with another magician and had no 
idea of the chemistry we would develop 
onstage and the friendship and connection 
we would have offstage. We are more than 
friends — we’re like brothers. It wasn’t 
until countless telephone calls and emails 
back and forth, discussing the options, 
and many sleepless nights, that I finally 
decided to say, ‘Thank you, but no thank 
you.’ Circus life just wasn’t for me and 
I wasn’t ready to leave the show I had 
helped to create. What can I say? I’m just 
Disney kid at heart!”

Alex, on the other hand, decided to 
accept the offer without knowing exactly 
what his role would be — illusionist, ring-
master, host, or something else?

Alex and his assistants combat a villainous clown and his henchmen by using magic, including this segment in which one of the bad guys receives 
the slice-and-dice treatment in The Wheel of Zoom.
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The Ringling Bros. and Barnum & 
Bailey Circus has traditionally used ring-
masters to escort audiences into the circus 
world, often through the medium of song. 
Some tours featured the singing ringmaster, 
but more often the “star” role went to spe-
cialty acts, such as animal trainer Gunther 
Gebel-Williams in the 1970s and ’80s, or 
to clowns such as David Larible in the 
1990s and Bello in more recent years. Plac-
ing a featured act into the host role was a 
whole new concept for the company, but 
that’s what they decided to do. Alex 
would be the new host: 
part magician, part ring-
master — the Zingmaster. 
Of course, that is a huge 
responsibility, and Alex 
is the second-youngest 
performer in the history 
of the show who has 
been expected to carry 
it. (Ringmaster Jonathan 
Lee Iverson was only 22 
when he joined the show 
in 1998, but he was not 
a featured act.)

Alex went back on 
tour with Disney Live! 
until the end of Octo-
ber, when he traveled to the Ringling win-
ter quarters in Tampa, Florida. Through-
out the year, he’d been kept involved 
with the creative process through emails 
and long-distance telephone calls: what 
tricks to present, how to tie them into the 
circus theme, and so on. Jim Steinmeyer 
created a number of original illusions for 
the show, all of which had to be oversized 
and viewable from all angles to allow for 
the huge arenas in which the show would 
be presented. Because of the 360-degree 
audience, the staging also had to be non-
traditional and carefully planned. Yes, one 
could design a trick that could be done 
surrounded, but could effects be created 
that could be understood and appreciated 
from all angles? “That was the big learn-
ing curve,” says Kenneth Feld, “to work 
the space.” Alex was excited about involv-
ing the children in the audience. Stein-
meyer created three levitations with which 
a trio of young “magicians” pulled from 
the audience would cause their parents to 
float in the air. Thirteen grand illusions 
were built for the show; all were designed 
by Steinmeyer, except for an Assistant’s 

Revenge, which had been created for an 
earlier circus.

“It was a two-year project,” explains 
Jim, “a big challenge and a lot of work. 
The Felds are smart and have been around 
magic for a long time, so they’re very par-
ticular.” Jim has done a number of projects 
in past years with these entertainment 
legends and he enjoys working with them. 
This project posed many specific questions 
and challenges. Would the magic effects be 
big and spectacular enough? How big was 
big enough for arenas, but practical enough 

for travel? What illu-
sions could be presented 
for maximum effec-
tiveness in the round? 
“David Larible did a 
bit of magic, sometimes 
one or two illusions [see 
MAGIC, June 2004], 
but it was a big commit-
ment to theme the entire 
show this way with a 
new talent,” says Jim.

 “Alex is redefining 
the role of an illusion-
ist by doing this,” adds 
Feld. “We’ve given him 
a lot of tools to work 

with, but he’s totally up to the task. I’ve 
never seen an individual grow so much every 
single day of rehearsal, the way he did.”

Jim agrees. “He went from zero to sixty. 
Not long ago, he was doing dove tricks. 
Now he’s in the largest arenas in the coun-
try, holding focus, being the center of an 
entire show. He has complete command, 
and when he’s in the arena, he’s the guy 
you’re watching.”

Bill Smith’s Magic Ventures in Las 
Vegas did the initial illusion building. This 
was the third time Bill has worked for the 
Felds, having previously created illusions 
for David Larible’s spot in Ringling and 
Mickey’s Magic Show. “The challenge 
in a circus show is that the props really 
need to be beefed up and over-built,” Bill 
explains. “The circus train they travel on 
has no shocks and it can literally shake the 
props apart, so everything has to be extra 
strong.” After Bill finished the interiors 
and the basic exteriors, the props were 
shipped to Florida, where the appropri-
ate “circus look” was added by the Feld’s 
scene shop.

The basic plotline, as stated in the offi-
cial release, is: “Magical Zingmaster Alex 
and his assistant, the alluring Levitytia, 
lead audiences through a kaleidoscope of 
color and imagery revealing extraordinary 
worlds of fantasy, flight, and phenomena 
that celebrate the uplifting spirit of the 
circus and ward off a cynical Mr. Gravity 

Alex Ramon Gonzalez [left] and Brad Ross did 
magic with a famous mouse in Mickey’s Magic 
Show. Lance Burton presenting his award to 
Alex at the 2004 World Magic Seminar. Alex’s 
early days of performing at libraries in California 
gained him both experience and publicity.

“He went from zero 
to sixty. Not long 
ago, he was doing 
dove tricks. Now 
he’s in the largest 
arenas in the coun-
try, holding focus, 
being the center of 
an entire show.”
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and his team of ‘heavies’ who try to bring 
everyone down.”

Levitytia is actually Clara Ruiz, a Bra-
zilian circus beauty who does an act walk-
ing upside-down on a platform, 35 feet in 
the air, with no visible means of support 
above or net below — an illusion in itself. 
She works with Alex to present a number 
of the illusions, but is not necessarily the 
person upon whom the magic is perpe-
trated in the traditional magic-assistant 
manner. In fact, much of the magic in the 
show is presented in an unconventional 
way, often as a transition between acts. 
For example, the show opens with a 
large smoke-cabinet appearance of three 
women, then Alex produces Levitytia from 
his cape. The Grand Parade follows, end-
ing in a mind-boggling elephant vanish. 
Then, a dog is produced from an empty 
doghouse, leading into an act with trained 
dogs. At the conclusion of the act, a dog 
runs back into the house and Alex makes 
the canine vanish. He exits, leaving the 
prop behind, so a group of clowns decides 
to try and make a dog appear too, but Mr. 
Gravity is produced instead.

Mr. Gravity, portrayed by a Scottish 
clown known only as Tweedy, becomes 
Alex’s nemesis throughout the show. “In 
the circus, everyone is defying gravity,” 
explains Feld. “Someone trying to bring 
them all down seemed like a great antago-
nist.” After the three parent levitations 
comes the big spectacular “slice-and-dice” 
section of the show, in which the vil-
lain’s clown-henchmen are subjected to 
a giant Fire Spiker, a unique Stretching, 
and an original cutting-in-half christened 
The Wheel of Zoom — all performed to 
a musical number titled “Don’t Try This 
At Home.” Finishing off the first half is a 
Head Drop on a clown, a Steel Plate illu-
sion with Levitytia, Mr. Gravity in an Assis-
tant’s Revenge, and a Cannon Illusion.

The second half opens with Alex doing a 
short two-ring Linking Ring routine, which 
leads into another circus act. A silk trick 
introduces a huge thirty-by-sixty-foot cloth, 
onto which the magician’s shadow is pro-
jected. The image morphs into a tiger and 
an elephant, then the cloth is used to pro-
duce nineteen dancers and the presenters of 
the elephant act. “It’s not an actual illusion, 

in the traditional sense,” Alex says, “but 
the surprise appearance is very magical. 
One thing that makes the show so unique is 
its magical flair for introducing acts.”

Having won a magic award for his work 
with birds, Alex wanted to return to his 
first success, so he also performs dove pro-
ductions in the show. “In Mickey’s Magic 
Show, the bird routine just didn’t fit, but 
in Zing Zang Zoom, it fits my character 
nicely.” The birds lead into Levitytia’s 
gravity-defying act, which is followed by 
defying Mr. Gravity by turning him into a 
tiger. A bit of business with The Lean and a 
massive Wind Sheer illusion take the show 
to its finale.

Unlike most magicians, Alex works with 
a total of thirty additional assistants. These 
are performers featured in other acts, peo-
ple of different nationalities from around 
the globe, many of whom do not speak 
English. This in itself could be a difficult 
challenge, but it hasn’t been a problem for 
Alex. “I work with them through a transla-
tor,” he explains. “They’re all terrific. It’s a 
tight cast and we’re going to have a lot of 
fun working together.”
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“Magicians are surprised by how much 
magic is in the show,” says Steinmeyer. “I 
think people think that there’s a guy who’s 
going to introduce stuff and once in a 
while produce a dove or do an illusion. It’s 
much more integrated than that, and Alex 
does a fantastic job. The illusions are good 
and you’ll see some stuff you haven’t seen 
before, but his energy, his personality — 
he’s in charge of the whole circus. And he 
doesn’t do it with a big booming voice and 
a red coat, he just does it through energy. 
I think magicians are going to find him a 
great personality and 
really intriguing.”

Ringling, historically, 
has a number of units 
that travel concurrently 
in different parts of the 
country: the Red Unit, 
the Blue Unit, and a more 
intimate circus designed 
for smaller venues, the 
Gold Unit. Zing Zang 
Zoom will tour for two 
years as the Red Unit, 
playing the major mar-
kets in the first year, then 
slightly smaller markets 
in the second. The show 
travels with 11 Asian elephants, 13 Bengal 
tigers, 9 horses, 5 zebras, 4 ponies, 27 dogs, 
6 doves, a cast of 99, and a support team of 
over 200 — all on the world’s longest private 
train, stretching over a mile in length. Alex 
has his own apartment on a private train 
car, as befits the star of the show. “It has a 
kitchen, a bedroom, washer and dryer — it’s 
really comfortable. For the past two years, 
I’ve been living out of hotel rooms with two 
suitcases. This is luxury!”

An added thrill for Alex is that his older 
sister, Leah Christiana, is also in the show. A 
trapeze artist, she was involved in the world 
of circuses long before he was but had never 
worked for Ringling. “I was talking to her 
about the show, then it hit me — wait a 
minute! You’re actually a circus performer 
and I’m not! Would you be interested...?” 
Of course she was. “I introduced her to the 
people in charge and she was hired,” he 
continues with enthusiasm. “My family has 
always been supportive of my performing. 
My mom is my biggest fan. It was she who 
convinced me to do my first show, got me an 
early job performing at Chevy’s restaurant, 
and set up my audition for doing library 
shows — which became quite successful 

The new Ringling production showcases Alex’s 
dove act, along with more than a dozen grand 
illusions, such as passing a person through the 
whirling blades of a large fan. Alex’s nemesis, 
Tweedy [top], and his clown henchmen.

and led me to perform all over central and 
northern California as the “Find It, Learn 
It, Read It” spokesperson. It was while 
doing those shows that I learned how to 
be a performer, so I have my family’s sup-
port to thank for that. It’s a big plus to have 
family around.”

After six-and-a-half weeks of rehearsal 
in Florida, Zing Zang Zoom has opened. 
The show is traveling throughout the south-
ern and eastern United States until May, 
then will continue across the country to 

locations as yet unre-
vealed, visiting ninety 
cities and entertaining 
ten million people over 
the next two years. 
Alex performs Sunday 
through Thursday, 
doing two or sometimes 
three shows daily. He 
also works the preshow, 
which takes place an 
hour before curtain. 
During this time he 
does eight minutes of 
interactive magic with 
the audience — a Hat 
Tear with the kids and 

an Instant Magician for the adults. The 
rest of the week, he’s occupied with mov-
ing from city to city and publicizing the 
event on radio and television. In March, he 
is scheduled to appear on the Today Show 
when the show opens at prestigious Madi-
son Square Garden. This is considered to be 
the biggest highlight of the tour, the place 
where the show will truly receive national 
attention. “One tradition in every city is 
the Animal Walk, where interested people 
can watch the animals as they walk from 
the train to the performance venue,” Alex 
explains. “I understand that in New York 
City, this draws huge crowds and becomes 
a massive media event. I’m really looking 
forward to that!”

Emmett Kelly, perhaps the most famous 
clown in history, wrote the following in his 
twilight years: “You can troupe all over the 
world, and you can listen to applause in 
faraway places, and you can read flattering 
publicity from hell to breakfast, but when 
you open with Ringling Bros. and Barnum 
& Bailey in Madison Square Garden, New 
York City, you have ‘arrived.’”

Alex Ramon has most definitely arrived. 
He is both honored and thrilled to be the one 
and only Zingmaster. “Hey, I get to stand in 
front of crowds of thousands and thousands 
and say the immortal words, ‘Ladies and 
gentlemen, children of all ages, welcome to 
the Greatest Show on Earth!’ What could be 
better than that?”
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“The illusions are 
good and you’ll 
see some stuff you 
haven’t seen before, 
but his energy, his 
personality — believe 
me, it was hard to 
imagine he was going 
to pull this off.”
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