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A magic act
Justin Rivera

by Joseph Pimentel / AJPress

“It’s that feeling I love,” says Ri-
vera. “I love watching their faces and 

seeing them laugh or shocked at some-
thing I do. It reminds me of being a kid 

again, like seeing a magic trick that to-
tally fools you for the first time.”
People will have a chance to see this ris-
ing 25-year-old magician from Chino Hills 

when he opens the Comedy for a Cause 
event at the Glendale Civic Auditorium 
this Saturday, June 20, 2009 at 7pm. The 

charity event benefits a Filipino founded 
non-profit organization called Angels of the 
Valley Hospice Foundation.

Fresh from his first national TV appear-
ance on Comedy Central’s The Gong Show 
with Dave Attell, Rivera is on his way up 
in the entertainment world. Besides per-
forming on Comedy Central, he’s per-
formed with comedians Jo Koy, Edwin 
San Juan, Ron Josol, Joey Guila and 
ABS-CBN’s Slanted Comedy show for 
MYX-TV.

But unlike Koy, San Juan and Guila, 
Rivera is a comedian with a twist. Ri-
vera is a comedy magician. 

“You don’t see a lot of us out there,” 
he says. “Some people have said that 
my style of comedy is an ethnic version 
of the Amazing Jonathan but with less 
blood and better magic.”

And he admits that it’s a fine line to 
keep the audience laughing and sur-
prised during a performance. 

Rivera learned how to do magic 
when he was six years old. He recalls 
that from a very young age, he was 
drawn to magicians Lance Burton and 
David Copperfield. Recognizing this, 
his parents, originally from Manila, 
bought him a magic starter kit from a 
toy store and the precocious six-year-
old couldn’t stop tinkering with it.

“It was just the amazement,” he says. 
“When I would watch them, their tricks 
would just totally fool me and I just 
had to know how to do it and how to 
perform it. It’s like a puzzle. You look 
at it and you want to solve it and do 
it yourself.”

By the time he was seven 
years old, Rivera was already 
performing in front of his sec-
ond grade elementary class. 
For Halloween, Rivera would 
dress up as his favorite magi-
cian wearing a top hat, cape 
and bow tie. At 12, Rivera was 
charging $75 an hour to per-
form his magic act at birthday 
shows and family parties. 

But it was when he was 13 
that took his magic act to a 
whole new different level.

Hanging out with a few 

WHEN Fil-Am Justin Rivera performs on stage, it’s the 
crowd’s laughter and faces full of surprises that keep him 
going.

friends at a magic shop, a 
person recognized Rivera’s 
act and advised him to join 
the Magic Castle’s Junior Pro-
gram. 

The Magic Castle Junior So-
ciety is an exclusive program 
for promising young magi-
cians between the ages of 13 
and 20. 

Rivera says it’s one of the 
most difficult places to be ad-
mitted.

“Everyone in to magic 
knows about the Magic Castle. 
It’s the Mecca of magic,” says 
Rivera. “It was pretty hard for 
a young kid to get into.”

During his audition, Rivera 
remembers performing in 
front of a seasoned magician 
for five minutes. He did a mag-
ic act with doves. 

“I made them appear out 
of coat, handkerchiefs and 
scarves,” he recalls. “Now, 
that I think about it was pretty 
impressive for a 13-year-old. I 
was doing some Lance Burton 
stuff.”

A month later, he received 
his admittance letter in to the 
prestigious Magic Castle.

“The junior program was 
great,” he says. “They had 
workshops and the veteran 
magicians would guide and 
work with you with your act.”

Fork in the road
Throughout high school 

and college, Rivera continued 
his passions for magic. The 
money he earned from weekly 
magic gigs offset the cost of 
books and tuition. 

His parents thought that 
magic was just a hobby. How-
ever, Rivera felt differently.

“There was a point in time 
when my parents were telling 
me that I had to get a job and 
a stable income, to save mon-
ey,” he says. “But I love magic. 
It was always at the back of my 
head.” 

During his last year at UC 
Riverside, Rivera performed 
at the Improv. It was his first 
stage comedy magic perfor-
mance. He followed his par-
ent’s advice and lined up a 
job as a pharmaceutical sales 
person after graduation. But 
he knew that he couldn’t pass 
up at a chance to perform on a 
big stage.

“I killed it,” he says. “The 
audience loved me. I did really 
good.”

He followed through work-
ing as a pharmaceutical rep 
for a couple of years after 
graduating with a business de-
gree at UC Riverside but when 
his contract was up, he pulled 
a rabbit out of his hat and de-
cided to pursue his magic ca-
reer.

For the past few years, Ri-
vera has continued to hone his 
comedy magic act. 

He knows that magic is not 
what it used to be. The days 
of one-hour magic shows like 
Burton and Copperfield on a 

primetime network have been 
replaced by “mentalism and 
mind reading acts like David 
Blaine and Criss Angel.”

Yet, people still love that 
feeling of surprise when they 
are fooled, he says.

“That’s my motivation,” he 
says. “To keep that going, to 
keep the magic that I grew 
up with and keep it alive and 
perform it in front of all the 
masses.” n

WITH the number of foreign 
visitors to the United States 
in 2008 still down by 633,000 
compared to pre 9-11 figures, 
these days may not be the 
best of times for the US travel 
industry.

As if the global economic 
downturn isn’t enough, a recent 
spike in the number of swine flu 
cases in as many as 30 states is 
scaring away untold numbers of 
potential tourists.

But for US travel and hospital-
ity executives who took part in 
the recent annual International 
Pow Wow in Miami, these days 
aren’t the worst of times either. 
After minor delays, for instance, 
several Las Vegas high rollers 
were looking bullish as they 
resumed work on several shop-
ping, hotel and entertainment 
complexes due to open late this 
year and in early 2010.

“There have been some read-
justments,” said Alicia Malone, 
PR manager of the Las Vegas 
Convention and Visitors Author-
ity. “The Harmon, for instance, 
was originally envisioned as a 
condominium for short as well 
as long-staying guests. It’s now 
strictly a hotel.”

Even CityPass, the pioneer and 
the biggest provider to sightse-
ers of discounted booklets (of-
fering as much as 30 to 50 per-
cent savings) of actual tickets to 
the most popular museums and 
attractions, remains upbeat. It 
recently added Houston, Texas’ 
premier city, to its growing list 
of featured destinations.

“We look at 2009 as a year 
of opportunity,” said Mike Gal-
lagher, CityPass founder and co-
CEO. “We’re not cutting back. In 
fact, we’ll be more aggressive 
than ever.”

Largest meeting
More than 3,000 supplier 

delegates, 1,200 international 
and domestic buyers and 350 
members of media within and 

US travel sector remains upbeat
outside the US gathered here 
for five days in May in what was 
dubbed as the largest meeting 

of travel and travel-related in-
dustries and organizations in 
America. n


