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design for live performance:

theatre and themed entertainment

part one of this series, published in the winter 2008 issue, explored how 
designers make decisions as visual storytellers by seeing with what i 
call their three eyes: intent, immersion and interaction. Being aware 
of these three different aspects of storytelling helps designers translate 
visual and verbal information into design elements for a specific story and 
medium. part two of this series explores designing for live performance—
theater (including opera and dance) and themed entertainment. 

the three eYes: intent, immersion, interaction
The intent of the story governs how we translate content into a 
poetic space and the degree of realism or stylization appro-
priate for the project. Does the story happen to the audience 
directly or is it one step removed, with events happening to an-
other party the audience identifies with? The degree of realism 
or stylization reinforces that experience. Stories with intricate 
plot points or complex word play often take place within a re-
ceding environment, one that deemphasizes the setting, so the 
mind can focus on verbal information. Storytellers often choose 
overt, presentational environments for stories that manipulate 
human emotions such as thrillers, musicals or comedy. 

The second designer’s eye, immersion, encompasses the 
audience’s ability to lose itself in the story. Designers aid im-
mersion through clarity—a vivid impression of story reality—
and through evoking emotional response in the audience. The 
third eye is interaction, the relative mixture of verbal and vi-
sual information or shifting between design areas to create a 
changing rhythm and focus. 

Holly Poe Durbin

Seeing with three eyeS 
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stories in live performance
It is now common for live entertainment to incorporate record-
ed elements, in particular sound and video. Therefore it may 
be beneficial to establish how live performance differs from 
recorded entertainment like film, television, and video games. 
After talking with designers and directors in all areas of the 
industry, I propose to establish three ideas that define design 
for live performance. First, the artist and the audience occupy 
the same time and place. It is possible for performing artists to 
participate via live feeds, but for an event to be considered live 
at least one performer should share the time and place with 
the audience. Second, the performance time sequence cannot 
be altered (replayed or fast forwarded) by the audience. Time 
shifting is an established aspect of traditional storytelling but 
when the audience jumps forward or backward in the story, or 
even creates his or her own story as one can do in video games, 
the performance is no longer considered live entertainment. 
Third, the visual/ technical aspects are synched with live action; 
design events and cues are interconnected with some type of 
live triggers (a performer finishing a line, hitting a tape mark 
or activating a digital sensor) and that information is not em-
bedded in the media itself as in film or DVD technology. 

Live performance can stand alone, as in traditional plays, 
operas and dance; it may be contained within other formats 
such at themed entertainment attractions or it may interact with 
recorded or digital elements. Regardless of its format, live per-
formance depends on a pre-determined story. 

What constitutes “story” in entertainment is debated by 
theorists and critics around the world. Don Carson, a concept 
designer working in both themed entertainment and virtual 
world design says story is a larger idea than the linear series of 

plot points. It is “an all-encompassing notion of the world that 
is being created. A set of rules that will guide the design and 
the project team to a common goal. Once you have created this 
story you do not break them [the rules] …if they are broken 
your visitors will feel cheated” (Carson) 

Creating a story world and its rules may appear obvious, 
but it is incredibly difficult to do well, as anyone who has de-
signed a large project can confirm. To maintain consistency and 
tone, designers spend much time negotiating the circumstances 
that may dilute a story world —budget constraints, logistical 
requirements, lack of time, or reluctant execution. 

realism vs transformation
Presenting a story as a live theatrical performance encompasses 
four large areas of decision making. Defining the poetic space 
provides a physical environment and establishes how much re-
alism or stylization is appropriate for the intent. The production 
must fit into a specific stage house or multiple venues, adapt-
ing the concept to logistical requirements. Theatrical perfor-
mance traditionally confines the audience to a fixed point of 
view, changing the scenery on the stage to change locations, 
requiring careful design for transitions. And increasingly, the 
design team must also gauge the role of existing or emerging 
technologies in theatrical performance. 

For storytellers, the first set of choices revolves around a 
large question—how will the audience gather information? Is 
the story told primarily through verbal or visual communica-
tion, or some blend of the two? What is the intention of the 
story, and how does that inform the visual environment or the 
poetic space? 

Many traditional dramatic scripts are largely verbal story 
forms, as audiences gather most information from dialogue 
with ample time to compare and contrast statements, factor-
ing in physical clues such as facial or body expressions. In 
traditional presentation the visual environment recedes—once 
established—to focus the audience’s attention on the perform-
ers. What constitutes a “receding” environment requires judg-
ment on the part of the storytellers. Some storytellers utilize 
realism as the receding environment to provide clarity in im-
mediate recognition. Other storytellers use minimalism or 
metaphor style to create abstract environments. In this case, 
the human eye will be drawn to the most real item in its field of 
vision, automatically focusing on live performers. The resulting 
dichotomy is a road all designers must negotiate successfully—
producers or directors who prefer the comfort of realism find 
minimalism too presentational for their taste; while those who 
prefer metaphor find their story weighed down by actors nego-
tiating stages loaded with furnishings, set dressing and props. 
One director, explaining his weariness with fourth-wall realism 
said “It reduces my job to 100 ways to get an actor through a 
door and around a sofa while holding a tea cup.” 

One example of this type of design decision is a produc-
tion of Twelve Angry Men, recently presented by the Repertory 
Theater of St. Louis. (See fig. 1.) The story explores human re-
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actions and discoveries that develop over the time it takes to 
debate a verdict. One of the keys to understanding a theatrical 
performance is how humans fit into their poetic space. Are they 
small inside a large space? Are the humans too big for their 
cramped quarters? We derive instinctive information from this 
proportional information, as we draw on our life experience. 

Director Martin Platt, discussing some of the creative 
process for this production points out, “We were in a hyper-
realistic set and hyper-real costumes. This was not a directorial 
choice or designer choice, but was the only approach that the-
ater was interested in.” However, as he watched the actors face 
each other around a jury table, not the audience, he had an in-
spiration for a possible future interpretation. “As I watched the 
play in tech, I realized what we want to do is watch the jurors all 
the time. I would love to have a long wall with very little detail 
and 12 chairs against it. The jurors could act just as they did in 
the realistic environment, relating to each other, but we as an 
audience would have a full face-on view of every actor for the 
whole show. Now that would have been interesting!”

Judy Gailen, the set designer, anchored her decisions in 
the intent of the script: to focus on the intensity within the small 
deliberation room. “Because the focus of the play is, in fact, the 
text, we decided to keep the period and the room true to the 
original script. I think it would be hard to layer a lot of concept 
on this play, because of the danger of commenting on it. At one 
point we played with the idea of seeing the outside buildings 
above the room, but it proved a distraction from the intensity 
of the room, and really didn’t add anything to our understand-
ing of the piece.” She built up the show deck with a recessed 
support to “float” it, and she narrowed the space to crowd the 
characters around their table. The relationship of the charac-

ters to their environment enhanced the intensity and pressure 
of the situation. 

To enhance the intensity, all of the design areas used 
warm color inside the room, while the outside was very cool 
and detached. “The change of the light in the room and outside 
was, I think, the most important part of creating the tension 
of the space.” Judy added, speaking of lighting designer Dan 
Kotlowitz’s part of the overall effect. Costume designer Claudia 
Stephens delved extensively into character distinctions and how 
those traits translated to costumes. Just as each character in the 
script reveals himself through indirect dialogue. “How to make 
them individuals and not cookie cutters of 1950s fashion plates 

Figure 1. Twelve Angry Men, 
Repertory Theatre of St. Louis, 
2008. Director, Martin Platt; 
Scenic Design, Judy Gailen; 
Costume Design, Claudia 
Stephens; Lighting Design, Dan 
Koltowitz. 

photo, judy gailen

Figure 2. Costume sketch for 
Juror Figure 5, Twelve Angry 

Men. Costume Design, Claudia 
Stephens. Repertory Theatre of 

St. Louis, 2008.
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was the interesting challenge. The answers are found in the dia-
logue between jurors. By casually commenting to each other 
with small talk in the beginning, we get initial hints of socio-
economic status, belligerent attitudes, time of year and weather. 
That helped me begin to separate them out from each other,” 
she explains. (See fig. 2.) “Ambition, greed, prejudice, anger, 
frustration, hurt, and sorrow are revealed as they debate the 
details of the lawyers’ presentation of the case.” The costume 
design reflects subtle distinctions such as how a garment could 
be worn, as well as subtle sartorial details such as the number 
of buttons or pockets on a suit, the kind of collar or fabrics.

That storytellers can see the same script differently is a 
crucial aspect of entertainment, and is the reason we repeat 
the same stories to discover new insights. While this production 
chose to cloak its design manipulations in the guise of mostly 
realistic detail, another may add video feeds to enhance facial 
expressions or augment the eventual social consequences of 
human behavior. No one approach is more correct than the 
other; and locating a project successfully on the scale of real-
ism to stylization is a key aspect of design. 

visUal theater or spectacles:
Stories that communicate largely through non-verbal means, 
such as dance, movement based theater, musical pieces or 
themed entertainment require the opposite of a receding vi-
sual environment. The design elements are an essential part 
of the experience as the audience uses deduction and free–
association to participate in the story telling. No theatre group 
has done more for the current resurgence of visual theater than 
Cirque du Soleil. It has created a market large enough to sup-
port eighteen shows around the world, has given birth to simi-
lar troupes, and Cirque-like effects are even adopted into many 
other types of shows.

Cirque du Soleil’s heritage of European circus tradition 
makes it natural for them to prefer performing spaces that echo 
the traditional traveling circus tent, spaces which are friendly 
to special effects rigging and which add a vertical dimension to 
the poetic space. The air over the stage is as much a performing 
area as is the floor, and much of the wonder and excitement 
of Circque du Soleil performances derives from an exuberant 
use of space, color and large-scale shapes. Watching perform-
ers soaring through the air, daring certain doom, or floating 
weightlessly above the earth are visceral events for the audi-
ence. The rules of this story world mean there are few rules 
compared to our gravity bound lives. 

One example of the transformative effects Cirque du Soleil 
creates is the giant jellyfish costumes in The Beatles Love cur-
rently playing in Las Vegas. (See fig. 3.) The audience is imme-
diately transported underwater through the use of light, sound 
and costume. The costumes extend well beyond the silhouette 
of the human form, allowing light to pass through for a glow-

That storytellers can see the same script 
differently is a crucial aspect of entertainment, and is the reason 

we repeat the same stories to discover new insights.

Figure 3. Jellyfish. The Beatles Love. Copyright The Cirque Apple 
Creation Partnership 2006. Costume Design, Philipe Guillottel. 

photography, richard termine
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ing underwater effect. As the performers float above the floor 
the fabric interacts with air and movement. The grand scale 
triggers a powerful response, an aspect of human psychology 
evident in the effects of gothic cathedrals, grand opera or land-
scape vistas. 

Actors playing animals such as jellyfish is an ancient tradi-
tion in entertainment. The first question for designers of ani-
mal characters and environments is the balance of realism to 
stylization. Outfitting an actor in a realistic animal suit is done 
less often for stage than for film, which is a realism-based me-
dium. Stage design usually incorporates a more stylistic repre-
sentation, relying on anthropomorphism—attributing human 
characteristics to the animals. The audience derives a certain 
delight in equating human behavior to animals with related 
characteristics, and fully encasing an actor in a realistic animal 
outfit detracts from this intent. A notable example of this stylis-
tic blend is The Wind in the Willows, a ballet version of Ken-

neth Grahame’s beloved book performed in the Royal Opera’s 
Linbury Theater in 2006. (See figs. 4 and 5.) 

Directed by William Tuckett, with costumes designed by 
Nicky Gillibrand, the clothing and hair styles combined to sug-
gest the characteristics of each animal rather than recreate 
species-specific markings. Two Weasels, dressed in punk garb 
and hair styles perfectly illustrate their bad behaviors. Frog is 
a gangly riot of plaid pants and striped socks, with cock-eyed 
hair that looks permanently unbalanced. David Benedict in 
his Variety review noted with evident relief that the “excellent 
costumes imaginatively convey the creatures without resorting 
to either fur suits or masks (Benedict 2006).” The scenery is 
also refreshing; a dusty attic that form the narrator’s imagina-
tion. Edwardian era attic items such as forgotten bird cages 
and abandoned bits of furniture are oversized, allowing the hu-
man actors to appear smaller, appropriately scaled for small 
animals. Designed by the Quay Brothers, the sepia toned scenic 
elements form a playground, with a bolt of silk pressed into 
service as a river or a birdcage becomes jail. The transfor-
mative quality reminds the audience of the magic of our own 
childhood imaginations when sofa cushions made very a very 
serviceable fortress. 

designing for theatrical parameters
Traditional theater requires adapting the design to an existing 
venue. In certain cases, it is possible to rebuild a theater inte-
rior to suit a specific show, but most of the time designs must 
accommodate the limitation of the theater house itself. Bob Vu-
kasovich, noting the difference he encountered designing for 
theater and television found that stage “directors don’t actually 
use as much depth as you might think. They must be more con-
cerned with the fixed sightlines, and staying within range of the 
light or audience in that venue.” Often, a playing area is pushed 
as far downstage as possible, and variation or interest is added 
through vertical levels. Another point of view, expressed by 

Figure 4. Mr. Toad, Wind in the 
Willows. Linbury Studio, Royal Opera 

House, 2006. Director, William Tuckett, 
Costume Design, Nicky Gillibrand.

Figure 5. Weasels, Wind in the 
Willows. Linbury Studio, Royal Opera 
House, 2006. Director, William Tuckett; 
Costume Design, Nicky Gillibrand. 
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Michael Millar, a production manager who advances national 
tours for LA TheaterWorks reveals. “Some theater spaces can 
be the enemy of your show. Sometimes we have to design for 
the worst possible house on the tour, or create a “B” version of 
the show to accommodate those spaces.“

A hallmark of designing for the theater is designing for 
transitions in the real time of a performance. The narrative can-
not stop while the scenery, costumes or lights set up the next 
scene. Indeed, in some shows the real spectacle is the dance 
of sets, props and crew backstage. Smooth, timely transitions 
from one scene to another are a crucial element of immersion 
and rhythm. During the nineteenth century, audiences patiently 
sat thru scenery changing intervals, but contemporary practice 
urges a much faster pace with a drive to eliminate actual black 
outs between scenes. This puts more of an emphasis on transi-
tions—or eliminating them—than before. 

The pacing of stories has also sped up, as writers are 
increasingly influenced more by the rhythm of film or televi-
sion stories. Scenes are often shorter and jump locations in 
cinematic tradition. Directors, sensitive to dwindling audience 
attention spans, will sometimes telescope scenes to imitate the 
split screen effect of film, staging two scenes simultaneously 
with dialogue pausing for the audience to observe both at once. 
The increasing pace of theater is perhaps one reason unit sets 
or stages with a series of small playing areas such as slip stages, 
revolves, wagons or hydraulically moved units are increasingly 
popular methods of telling stories. 

Just as scenery motion is influenced by the shrinking stage 
crew, the number of roles an actor may play within a script 
increases as producers reduce the number of actor contracts 
per production. A classic script calling for over twenty roles 
could have been played by twenty actors in a resident company. 
That same script today may be performed by fewer than a doz-
en actors, each playing multiple roles. As actors play multiple 
characters they require more complete costumes and wigs to 
transform from role to role, and more complex and frequent 
back stage changes. 

And, as scenic transitions speed up, so do the pace of those 
more elaborate costume changes. This increases the need for 
crew members and garment durability. Marcy Froelich recalls 
that when “Evita” came to New York for its Broadway run ”they 
had bought real 1940s rayon dresses for the dancers. Within 
the first week the garments were shredding, and the costume 
shop had to copy the dress style in new fabric to withstand the 
vigorous movement.”

technologY: performance sUpport or performer?
Designers for live performance must now include a new 

set of decisions in storytelling. They must wrestle with the im-
pact of incorporating technology or not—in this particular 
story, will technology be a hidden helper or part of the visual 
aesthetic itself? As a hidden helper, technology can make transi-
tions go faster and smoother by providing hard ware and soft 
ware to increase efficiency. But technology itself may come to 

the forefront becoming a vital part of the story itself. 
One group who has embraced technology for its story 

telling abilities is the Builders Association, a New York-based 
performance and media company dedicated to exploiting the 
richness of contemporary technologies to extend the boundar-
ies of theater. Their show Super Vision, first performed in 2005, 
explores the surveillance of data we create on ourselves as we 
move through our daily routine. Described as a “Cross Media 
Performance” performers interact with live feeds and com-
puter generated images. (See fig. 6.) Acting with and behind 
a movable set of scrims resembling Japanese shoji screens, the 
character is superimposed with the data he has generated, il-
lustrating the way our trail of daily transactions become central 
to our personal identities. 

At first glance the stage resembles an old fashioned wing- 
and- drop set with screens to accommodate projections. How-
ever, a bank of computers and technicians at the base of the 
stage are not only in plain sight, but also an integral part of the 
play’s message. (See fig. 7.)

In this scene, a New York woman talks with her Grand-
mother in India via webcam. The audience can simultaneously 
watch the actor playing the grandmother below the stage at a 
computer, and the live feed of Grandmother on the stage com-
puter monitor. The actor playing the grand daughter is onstage, 
but her face is also incorporated in the stage computer monitor 
that stands in for their ability to communicate. At every turn, 

Figure 6. Superimposed Data Trail. SuperVision by The Builders 
Association and dbox. Director, Marianne Weems; Set and Costume 
Design, Stewart Laing; Lighting Design, Jennifer Tipton and Allen Hahn; 
Video Design, Peter Flaherty; Virtual Design by Dbox; Sound Design and 
Music, Dan Dobson.
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characters are faced with their real selves and digital echoes 
of themselves.

This performance and design aesthetic speaks intui-
tively to a generation whose daily lives are punctuated with 
flat screens and hand-held communication devices. The cy-
bernetic beauty of these scenic elements is apparent to this 
generation, but eludes other patrons who think technology 
should be an invisible helper allowing the older, analog aes-
thetic to take focus. As the generation of multi-taskers comes 
into its own in entertainment, their visual aesthetic will in-
corporate such visual styles as anime, the neo-noir world of 
cyberpunk, the past-meets- future steampunk, and dystopian 
graphic novels. 

A much anticipated event that incorporates popular 

culture animation with live action performance is Monkey: 
Journey to the West directed by Chen Shi-Zheng. Billed as a 
“circus opera” it is a co production of the Théâtre du Chat-
elet in Paris, the Manchester International Festival UK and the 
Berlin State Opera House. It will make its American debut in 
the Spoleto Festival USA this May and June. (See fig. 8.) The 
cast includes over 45 Chinese opera performers, acrobats 
and martial artists. Jamie Hewlett, animator and co-creator 
of the virtual band Gorillaz provides the visual concept, us-
ing his illustrations as the basis for the show animation and 
costume designs. (See fig. 9.) Unlike most theatre or opera 
productions, this show is so widely anticipated by the digi-
tal generation it is being tracked on self-consciously hip web 
sites like CoolHunting.com. 

 The cybernetic beauty of these scenic elements is apparent to 

this generation, but eludes other patrons who think 

 technology should be an invisible helper allowing the older, 

analog aesthetic to take focus. 

Figure 7. Webcam Conversation. SuperVision by The Builders Association and dbox. Director, Marianne Weems; Set and 
Costume Design, Stewart Laing; Lighting Design, Jennifer Tipton and Allen Hahn; Video Design, Peter Flaherty; Virtual Design by 
Dbox; Sound Design and Music, Dan Dobson. For more information, see http://presence.stanford.edu:3455/Collaboratory/342.
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parks also have an incredible impact on people’s lives; many pa-
trons return repeatedly. The drive for novelty is another attractive 
idea, as that desire can fund the latest ideas and equipment. 

immersive storYtelling
On a somewhat more personal scale, the creative teams 

themselves label what they do as “immersive storytelling,” re-
ferring to the large role architecture plays in these stories. “One 
of the trade secrets behind the design of entertaining themed 
environments is that the story element is infused into the physi-
cal space a guest walks or rides through…the physical space 
does much of the work,” explains Don Carson (2008).

Architecture in this case does not just include surface 
decoration, but also the manipulation of space itself. Bob Vu-
kasovich, who trained as an architect before working on Dis-
ney’s California Adventure, explained the power of the spaces 
we walk through. Walking through a small space and into a 
vast space gives us the “experience” of smallness or greatness. 
Walking through a series of rooms that grow increasingly small-
er will make the audience feel cramped and can trigger fear or 
dread. Add a texture to this claustrophobic environment, such 
as wet or slimy walls, and most people will experience very 
strong emotions. 

Themed entertainment emphasizes emotional impact, and 
relies on an instant clarity to achieve that goal. There is no need 
for complex plots or extended acting sequences as a themed 
ride is usually based on an already familiar story or one that 

design for themed entertainment
Theatrical and Themed Entertainment storytelling techniques 
share a similar visual heritage as they are both processed by 
the unaided human eye. They differ dramatically in intent, how-
ever. Theater relays second-person stories that occur to others, 
themed entertainment attractions create first person situations 
experienced directly by the audience. According to the Themed 
Entertainment Association, the ultimate goal of experience de-
sign or themed entertainment is “to provide the guest with a 
compelling experience, while meeting the business objectives 
of the project investors. Each project endeavors to be unique 
and unlike anything that has been done before (TEA 2007).”

This statement gives us two important clues about the in-
tent of themed entertainment stories: they are novelty-driven 
and must serve the business objectives of the producers. In this 
business and profit-oriented environment ownership of prop-
erties and careful attention to branding are paramount. Design-
ers who work in themed entertainment are typically employees 
of a company or freelance “vendors” who provide services to 
that company. Tom Ruzika describes the relationship succinct-
ly: “In Themed Entertainment, the company owns everything, 
you sign away all rights to your designs. In Theater, you own 
your design and ideas.” He goes on to point out that in com-
mercial projects, the stakes are higher. “If the customer thinks 
the lighting is ‘bad’ they won’t pay you. And MGM or the Mirage 
are so large you can’t effectively sue them. And they have so 
many attorneys we could never withstand a law suit.” As a result 
he carries expensive insurance policies to cover extenuating 
circumstances. 

So where is the fun in this form of design? The opportuni-
ties to design large-scale projects and work with large budgets 
is an interesting challenge, as is the opportunity to play to much 
larger audiences than the average theater production. Theme 

Figure 8. Monkey: Journey to the West.

photo, marie-noëlle robert

Figure 9. Monkey 
Concept Sketch 
by Jamie Hewlitt. 
Monkey: Journey to 
the West. Illustration 
by Jamie Hewlitt.
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can be told with few words. Action rides based on other popu-
lar properties such as movies or television are one such exam-
ple; no one takes the ride Jurassic Park to learn the actual plot 
resolution, but to experience what it might be like for a giant 
TRex to roar in your face. Costume designer Kristina Tollefson 
explains the audience “knows exactly” who the characters are, 
and “exactly what the characters should look like. They are 
quick to point out when a detail is wrong. These details are 
important in creating the magic.” 

Don Carson explains the element of instant recognition 
this way “Where am I? No matter how well designed… if your 
audience can not answer this question in the first fifteen sec-
onds, you are already lost. Your first job is to present your au-
dience with the opportunity to answer this question for them 
selves.” Including the audience in this process is important, he 
explains. “Self discovery can be even more enjoyable than hav-
ing the story spelled out for you. There are lots of ways design-
ers can…lead their audience to conclusions.” (Carson)

Themed entertainment requires the designer to control 
the audience’s point of view, just as in theatre but on a much 

larger scale— entire buildings are designed, inside and out, 
to house the mechanics and effects. While the audience moves 
through the space, its experience is carefully mapped out and 
anticipated. This is a large appeal in themed entertainment de-
sign—creating a full environment, down to the last detail. 

One example of detailed control is the classic Disney’s 
Haunted Mansion. First added to Disneyland in 1969, it is re-
vered as a textbook example of immersive storytelling, combin-
ing age-old theatrical tricks with a staged environment. The key 
to controlling the audience point of view is an “omnimover” 
track system designed not only to move at a pre-determined 
rate but also to swivel the cars, turning the rider toward the ac-
tive vignette. Interestingly, this ride system developed as its own 
reference to film, trying to duplicate the cinematic experience 
by changing the scenery while the audience passively stays in 
place. (Nolte) For an excellent real-time refresher of this at-
traction, view the YouTube video “Haunted Mansion Ride Video 
Disneyland California Anaheim” posted by HbVideo.) 

It is also worth mentioning Mr.Toad’s Wild Ride, adapted 
from Kenneth Grahame’s Wind in the Willows. (This beloved 
story has appeared in almost every medium—film, television, 
animation, ballet, and a themed ride.) It is one of the very 
few attractions left from the original opening of Disneyland; 
the 1950s cartoon style of this ride now looks very dated. By 
choosing an overt, presentational style, the designers hoped to 
appeal to the audience emotions of goofy fun. Passengers re-
create Toad’s driving mishaps in a borrowed car. By sitting in 
the car, we become Toad—crashing into buildings, traveling 
the countryside, whisking through a warehouse of explosives 
and narrowly missing certain death by train. Verbal cues are 
few, and the choppy soundscape adds to the chaotic impres-
sion of traveling at such high speed we hear only snippets of 
conversation. (To experience portions of this dark ride, view 
the You Tube video, “Mr. Toads Wild Ride Attraction,” posted 
by Studiorooster.)

Figures 10 a, b. The Lake of Dreams, Wynn Las Vegas. 
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designing spectacle—the WoW factor
In spectacle, the story intention—emotional impact—informs 
the degree of stylization. Bob Vukasovich notes themed enter-
tainment visual styles are “fantastical” referencing real styles, 
but exaggerated for excitement, intrigue, romance or danger. 
“The joy and excitement comes from the blatant non-realness 
you interact with.” Jay Rasulo, the chairman of Walt Disney 
Parks and Resorts, is specific about Disney’s intent “You want 
people leaving thinking ‘Wow, only Disney could do that’ (Mor-
genson 2008, 8).”  

One excellent example of “Wow” is the Lake of Dreams, 
a free show designed to draw tourists into the Wynn Las Vegas. 
(See figs. 10a and b.) Nested between a tree-covered hill and 
the Parasol Bar, this outdoor space appears to be a waterfall 
plunging into a peaceful lake. But every thirty minutes, the 
lights change signaling the beginning of a spectacular multi- 
media show. Each show lasts about three minutes, and then the 
lake returns to normal. Designed by the New York-based enter-
tainment and design firm Imaginary Forces, the firm’s founder 
and director Karin Fong says, “Steve [Wynn] wanted to create 
a captivating pause to amuse the guests during dinner. The idea 
was to turn those brief amusements into a new art form—sort 
of an environmental dinner theater (Gutoff 2008).”

This brief amusement required an army of creative design-
ers, animators, and technical consultants as diverse as creative 
director Kenny Ortega, Rolling Stones lighting designer Patrick 
Woodroffe, puppet artist Michael Curry, and the technical prob-
lem solvers Production Resource Group. The waterfall and lake 
transform into a video screen, and a huge head-shaped screen 
rises from the lake. Elements include a waterfall/ video screen 
90 feet wide, a 27-foot circular screen that rises behind it, a 
pair of 25-foot robotic arms that control puppets and props 
specific to each show, a 24-foot-high 3D human head screen, 
and over 4000 lights choreographed above, below, and around 
the water (Gutoff 2008). 

A cycle of different shows during the evening creates nov-
elty, and promotes repeat customers who come back to see 
what’s new. Dozens of videos are available on YouTube docu-
menting not only the shows themselves, but the astonished 
audience reactions. (I recommend “Las Vegas Wynn Hotel” 
posted by “izzysquishabee.”) 

short stories
Traditionally, the typical theme park ride or attraction is short, 
less than thirty minutes. Even though the rhythm and pace are 
fast, the patrons most likely stood in long lines first. Themed 
attraction producers are currently wrestling with the digital 
generation’s expectations; younger audiences, used to a multi-
level experience, are no longer interested in the role of passive 
viewer being fed a controlled storyline. 

In a recent analysis for the New York Times, Sunday 
Business section, Gretchen Morgenson explored Disney’s 
strategies in developing its upcoming attraction, Toy Story 
Mania! “Consumer fixation on instant gratification and per-

sonalization has been reshaping the entertainment industry 
for some time, but it has finally caught up to the theme park 
business (Morgenson 2008).” To attract the younger, digi-
tal generation who no longer care to be passive viewers, a 
$1 million dollar animatronic Mr. Potato Head will interact 
directly with riders, making them feel as if they were inside 
a video game. 

Universal Studios Hollywood is also addressing interactive 
experience with a new Fear Factor Live attraction based on the 
television show of extreme physical challenges. Contestants will 
be “cast” from park visitors thereby re-creating some of the 
original show’s voyeuristic aspect of watching ordinary people 
do awful or seemingly dangerous stunts. 

parameters for immersive design
The designers I spoke with emphasized the importance of 

technical specifications for a design. Building materials must 
meet safety and fire codes. Materials and supplies must be 
available for purchase in huge lots to make dozens or hundreds 
of duplications. Fabrics must be tested for continuous wear, ex-
posure to chlorine water or salt water or other special effects. 

“Weather is a major concern.” Kristina Tollefson ex-
plained. “Rain is an everyday occurrence here [Walt Disney 
World Resort in Florida] not to mention the humidity so feath-
ers and lightweight fabrics are a concern. Even if it isn’t rain-
ing at the time, the ground is often wet so footwear and length 
of dresses have to be carefully considered. Universal [Studios 
Orlando] has costumes for a Mardi Gras Parade that they pre-
fer to have feathers on, but if it is raining they have something 
else…that can go out in the rain. The other big factor is fabric 
reaction and durability to UV. They have a whole department at 
Disney that does buying and testing of fabrics for launderability, 
durability, and reaction to UV.”

Designs must be analyzed for labor intensive details that 
when applied to many duplicates may add up to a forbidding 
expenditure. “Sheer volume is a challenge for entertainment 
costuming because everyone you encounter is technically cos-
tumed,” says Tollefson. “At Walt Disney World that means main-
taining a costume inventory for over 40,000 people—many of 
whom portray multiple characters.” 

Themed attraction performers can come in many spe-
cies, as well. “Sea World and Busch Gardens have an additional 
layer to much of their costuming,” Tollefson observed. “And 
the animals have the final say. The health and well-being of the 
performer/trainer and animal has to be the first consideration. 
It is not an option for a sequin to fall off in the water with the 
dolphins, for example. So the animal trainers are very involved 
in the design process and maintenance on these costumes is 
carefully monitored. If the animals don’t react favorably to a 
costume, they have veto power.”

In spite of technical or construction differences, the light-
ing design goals for theater and themed entertainment are iden-
tical, says Tom Ruzika. “The first goal is to feature the human 
being. In theater this is generally the performer, to make them 
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look as appropriately good as possible. This means lighting 
for skin tone. In themed entertainment, it’s the patrons in the 
environment. The second goal is to light the physical environ-
ment—architecture, sets, or costumes.” 

When items are manufactured on such a large scale, how-
ever, there is more time for the design development phase. More 
people must approve every aspect of the design, and more time 
is allocated for working with prototypes. Theatrical creators 
sometimes envy the amount of lead time allowed in themed en-
tertainment. On the other hand, themed entertainment design-
ers can be wistful of the creative freedom in theater. 

visUal magic
Live performance and themed entertainment differ in impor-
tant aspects of their storytelling methods. While they use the 
same tools of intent, immersion and interaction, they differ 
in their audience points of view. They also differ dramatically in 
what constitutes a “performance” since themed entertainment 
or rides may be fully automated. Both, however, are intended 
to occupy the same time and place. And in another very impor-
tant respect, both storytelling media understand that magic has 
more power when it is part of a live performance. 

In the next issue of TD&T, part three of this series will ex-
plore visual storytelling for recorded media—film, television, 
and video games. v

Holly Poe Durbin is an award-winning costume 
designer creating costumes for theater, opera, film, 
television, and themed entertainment. Her work has been 
seen on London’s West End, Broadway, Off-Broadway, 
in Japan, the UK, Germany, Israel, and Spain as well as 
many regional theaters such as the Old Globe Theater, 
Mark Taper Forum, Geffen Playhouse, Santa Fe Stages, 
the Huntington Theater, the Cincinnati Playhouse, the 
Repertory Theater of St. Louis and the Missouri Repertory. 
She is the head of costume design studies for the 
University of California-Irvine. 

contriBUting artists
Marcy Froelich, Costume Designer, has worked in the-

ater, dance, opera, film, TV, documentaries, animation, theme 
parks, commercials, beauty pageants, and industrials. She 
designed the national tour of Camelot with Michael York, the 
Miss America Pageant, independent film Unbowed, multiple 

To attract the younger, digital generation who 
 no longer care to be passive viewers, a $1 million dollar 

animatronic Mr. Potato Head will interact directly 

 with riders, making them feel as if they were inside a video game.
musicals for Sacramento Music Circus. She was the assistant 
costume designer for American Beauty, Road to Perdition, 
the Emmy-nominated Geppetto, and the original Broadway 
production of Phantom of the Opera. 

Judy Gailen, Set Designer, most recently designed sets 
for the premières of Samurai 7.0: Under Construction for 
Beau Jest Moving Theater in Boston. She has designed for nu-
merous regional theaters, including the La Jolla Playhouse, Cin-
cinnati Playhouse in the Park, Long Wharf Theatre, and George 
Street Plahyouse. Her opera designs have appeared at Anchor-
age Opera, Opera Omaha and the Opera Company of Philadel-
phia. She is currently adjunct faculty at Bowdoin College. 

Joel Goodsell, Video Game Designer, has worked for 
Disney, THQ and independent studios designing games for 
Sega Genesis, Super Nintendo, PC, Sony PlayStation, Nintendo 
64, Gamecube, Wii, and Xbox 360 among many other plat-
forms. (Author’s note: I’m ashamed to admit his SpongeBob 
Battle for Bikini Bottom defeated me, and I had to wheedle my 
fourteen-year-old nephew into advancing me in the game.) 

Martin Platt, Director, Producer and Playwright, co-
director of NYC’s Perry Street Theater and Fifth Amendment 
Ltd (UK), the founding artistic director of both Santa Fe 
Stages International Festival and the Alabama Shakespeare 
Festival. He has directed hundreds of productions inter-
nationally and at theaters across the U.S. Recent projects 
include Twelve Angry Men for the Repertory Theater of St 
Louis, The Power of Darkness for the Mint Theater, NYC, the 
European première of I’ll Never See the Stars Again at the 
Edinburgh Festival. 

John Ross, Photographer, specializes in all forms of 
dance images. His online album http://www.ballet.co.uk/
gallery/jr_roh2_willows_1206 displays hundreds of pho-
tographs, featuring performances from around the world, 
including Shen Wei Dance Arts, the Royal Ballet, the Bolshoi 
in London, the English National Ballet, the Nederlands Dans 
Theater, the Yamato Drummers of Japan and the New York City 
Ballet. 

Tom Ruzika, Lighting Designer, is principle designer 
of the Ruzika Company. He has designed lights for every me-
dium; theater, opera, architectural and themed entertainment, 
including over seventy-five productions for the South Coast 
Repertory Theater, Universal Studios attractions such as Back-
draft, Earthquake, and projects for Disney, Warner Brothers, 
and Knotts Berry Farm.
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Claudia Stevens, Costume Designer, has designed 
nationally, including productions for the Repertory Theater 
of St Louis, Dallas Theater Center, Primary Stages NY, Oregon 
Shakespeare Festival, Playwrights Horizon and Williamstown 
Theater Festival, Portland Opera. Her film work includes Rob-
ert DeNiro’s A Bronx Tale, Creepshow and Dirty Dancing. 

Kristina Tollefson, Costume Designer, has designed 
for the Phoenix Theatre in Indianapolis, Sioux Falls Playhouse, 
Orlando Repertory Theater, and Floriday Children’s Repertory 
Theater. She currently teaches costume design for the Univer-
sity of Central Florida in Orlando and serves as Commissioner 
of the USITT Costume Design & Technology Commission. She 
was the symposium coordinator for “Costuming in the Entertain-
ment Industry” held at Walt Disney World in August 2007. 

Robert Vukasovich, Art Director, Scene Designer: Bob 
is the Art Director for the Emmy nominated television show 
House. He began his career in architecture; he has designed 
for Walt Disney Imagineering, Barney & Friends, and was a 
founding member of Project: X, a multidisciplinary theatre 
company based in Dallas, Texas.
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