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I was working my fi rst fi lm job as a set costumer for the 
CBS mini-series Buffalo Girls. An experienced costumer left the 
project suddenly, and I was promoted from working with extras 
to dressing Melanie Griffi th. I studied her costume designed by 
Van Ramsay. Eager to learn from such an accomplished design-
er, I used the time to note how the colors and textures reacted 
with day light. Soon I heard “CUT” from the director, and I fl ew 
in with a fur coat to warm Miss Griffi th between takes. I was get-
ting the hang of this business, I congratulated myself.

The rest of the crew gathered under a sun shade to watch 
the play- back on a portable monitor. Some pointed to the 
screen while conferring. The director decided to shoot another 
take, and we scrambled to reset the scene. “How’d she look?” 
the fi rst AD asked me, referring to my charge, Miss Griffi th. 
“Great!” I replied, relieved I’d studied her costume so care-
fully. “How can you tell? You weren’t watching the monitor.” 

he replied curtly. The self satisfi ed smile melted right off my 
frozen face. Although I understood the basic concepts of fi lm, 
it never occurred to me looking at the scene with my own eye-
balls wasn’t good enough. The only eye that mattered was the 
camera lens. 

Since then I’ve worked in many storytelling media, and 
I’ve had the same realization over and over: the medium affects 
not only the design parameters, but also the kinds of stories 
we tell. Designers are visual storytellers, adjusting our skills 
to best advantage for each medium, and many of us work in 
more than one medium in our careers. For this article, I’ve 
talked with several designers to compare their experiences in 
different media. Marcy Froehlich is a freelance costume de-
signer working in theater, fi lm, television and video games; vet-
eran video game designer Joel Goodsell; lighting designer Tom 
Ruzika who creates themed environments as well as theatrical 

“Rolling!” the first assistant director called, and the film crew working the 

outdoor set huddled silently, checking the shadows we cast on the ground to 

ensure no dark spots appeared in the shot. It was bitterly cold in the New Mexico 

desert; the rising sun was not yet strong enough to heat the air. I stuffed my 

hands in my pockets where I kept chemical heating pads to warm my fingers. 
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designs; costume designer Kristina Tollefson who organized a 
recent USITT costume symposium on Costuming in the Themed 
Entertainment Industry; and Bob Vukasovich, the Art Director 
of the popular TV series House, who also worked on themed 
entertainment projects for Disney Imagineering.

DESIGNERS ARE VISUAL STORYTELLERS 
“For me the most essential aspect is the story,” said actor 
Edward James Olmos in an interview discussing how fi lms 
are made. “I look for the intent, the subtext. I believe that 
intent equals content and therefore it doesn’t matter how 
intensely buried it is, the intention will inevitably come 
out.” (Seger 1994, 149) 

What is the intent of a story and how do visual elements 
contribute to that? While the artistic intention of each medium 
is a large topic, this exploration focuses on a practical aspect: 

Figure 1. Camelot, 2007, starring Michael York. McCoy Rigby Productions. 
Sets, John Iacovelli; costumes, Marcy Froehlich; lighting, Tom Ruzika. 

in any particular medium, what does a designer do to help tell 
the story? Each medium has a set of objectives. While most of 
them include attracting ticket income there are other, more 
aesthetic criteria designers use to make inventive decisions. 
Over the years I’ve collected this information from others, or 
learned methods on the job. My analysis of visual storytelling 
for different media can be summarized as Seeing with Three 
Eyes—Intent, Immersion, and Interaction. 

Every design department contributes to INTENT. For ex-
ample, creating a crazy fortune teller’s store front in a Paris 
ghetto during a midnight storm in the 1950s requires the in-
put of scenery, costumes, lighting, and sound designers. Da-
vid Mamet describes his starting point for intent this way: “Put 
aside the ‘follow the hero around’ way of making movies and 
ask what the scene is about…The scene is not simply about a 
bunch of people in a room; its about something else…Make a 
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statement about the meaning of the scene, not the appearance 
of the scene.” (Mamet 1992, 10) In our example above, the 
scene may be about the unsettled mind of the fortuneteller. How 
each designer pictures this intent is the crux of the design, and 
it is this distinction that transforms a mere location into poetic 
space. 

Poetic space carries more than literal meaning—it con-
tributes a layer of understanding beyond the transactions that 
occur in it. If the story happens fi rsthand to the audience, then 
perhaps the audience shares the same space as the action. 
Does the story require distance to process correctly? A formal 
separation will allow thoughtful analysis. How does each story 
feed plot points to the audience? Will actors walk into the story, 
be discovered in place, or function as game avatars to interact 
with the environment? 

Live theater traditionally confi nes the audience in a sepa-
rated space where it views the entire performance area at 
once. Most design decisions for theater, therefore, address the 
distance: the audience’s fi xed point of view and how to move 
the story from one location to another within the confi nes of a 
stage house. These parameters support a visual abstraction in 
theatrical design, requiring the audience to mentally engage in 
its own entertainment. An excellent example of this approach 
is the recent national tour of Camelot starring Michael York 

(fi g. 1). John Iacovelli’s scenic design uses the bones of a ca-
thedral window, placing it near the fl oor instead of above the 
head as it would be in a historic cathedral. Marcy Froehlich’s 
costume design evokes a mythical age of knighthood. She uses 
large volumes in the capes that exaggerate the size of human 
form to communicate importance and power. She successfully 
mixes period silhouette with contemporary colors, fabrics, and 
accessories. Careful color control in all design elements adds 
to the abstraction which suits the intent of a musical theater 
production.

In live theater designing for fi xed audience perspective is 
paramount; completely blocking their view could trigger ticket 
refunds. However, in themed entertainment the opposite strat-
egy is desirable. The poetic space is fi xed, and the audience is 
mobile traveling on a track or path. To advance the story, the 
audience must leave one area and enter another. “The audi-
ence can’t be allowed to see two minutes ahead on the path, 
because they will be two minutes ahead in the story,” explains 
Bob Vukasovich, who helped create Disney’s California Adven-
ture. In such a case, story points are doled out in information 
pods, and everything in the architectural environment becomes 
poetic space. Video games also intentionally block aspects of 
the story until the player accomplishes certain goals or unlocks 
additional gameplay. How each medium reveals information 

Figure 2. Concept Art: Hero and Dog. Lionhead Studios’ Fable 2. 

Figure 3. Concept Art: Dark Entrance. Lionhead Studios’ Fable 2. 
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creates different kinds of opportunities and challenges for de-
signers. 

Another aspect of intent is the degree of realism or styliza-
tion required to tell the story. “The more effectively rendered 
the illusion, the more passive the role of the viewer,” explains 
author and comics artist Tony Caputo. “Does the viewer lean 
forward, or lean backwards?” (Caputo p 31) “People tend to 
believe what they see with a camera more than what they see 
on the stage,” says Bob Vukasovich, summing up television de-
sign parameters. “We’ve been programmed to believe anything 
on camera must be real, no matter how fantastic the story or 
environment, so the design choices are more specific. You are 
bogged down by the need for realism.” 

Joel Goodsell interprets stylization for video games this 
way: “Technology now allows us to determine what art style we 
want to wrap the interaction in. Most times, games shy away 
from being realistic looking to some degree. Even games that 
could be realistic intentionally choose not to, as it helps with 
the suspension of disbelief when your character is already 
performing outrageous acts. The game visually matches the 
exaggeration of action.” One example of this stylization can be 
seen in the concept drawings for Lionhead Studios’ Fable 2, 
the sequel to its award-winning action adventure game. (see 
figs. 2 and 3.) The stylized Hero character mixes contemporary 
items of dress, such as motocross shin guards, with mythical 
Renaissance intent and physical exaggeration of the human 
form. (As a player, I look forward to the opportunity to kick 
something with those lethal looking feet.) The concept sketch 
of “The Dark Entrance” illustrates the physical environment, 
with looming dark clouds foreshadowing that the player is in 
for a bumpy journey down the path. This overall picture is very 
different from the Camelot world that also combined contem-
porary with period elements, exaggeration of the human form, 
and a non-realistic environment. Fable 2 lures the gamer into 
a detailed, menacing world where even inanimate objects may 
spring to life. Camelot invites the audience to relax and enjoy 
some singing—it would never occur to anyone that the cathe-
dral window might explode with evil gremlins during the sec-
ond act. 

One notable exception to the video game preference for 
exaggeration and stylization is America’s Army, a near-realistic 
simulation game developed as a military recruiting tool. This 
game, which bills itself as “the only game based on the real 
experiences of real U.S. army soldiers,” has, interestingly, been 
accused of being thinly-veiled propaganda. (To view a very 
short clip of this game, visit www.americasarmy.com) 

Stylization in video games also sets them apart from the 
popular action film genre that does combine outrageous events 
with a masterful illusion of reality. This combination consciously 
creates a passive audience. Movie theater managements would 
be horrified if patrons were motivated to act out the violence 
depicted on the screen on the people sitting around them. Ac-
tion films, however, increasingly incorporate familiar video 
game tropes. An excellent example is a sequence in the recent 

release Live Free or Die Hard culminating in Bruce Willis ma-
neuvering a car into a mid-air to crash with a helicopter. When 
I saw this film in my local theater, the orgy of action caused a 
fellow audience member to shout out loud “Wow, that’s just 
like a video game!” No accident. Producers plan to sell the Die 
Hard brand in multiple formats—theatrical-release feature 
film, DVD, sound track CD, cell phone ring tones, and, yes, a 
video game. Increasingly, entertainment design has to be aware 
of how its content—costumes, sets, lighting, sound—will be 
re-purposed across multiple platforms.

The second “designer’s eye,” the story-telling technique of 
IMMERSION, encompasses the audience’s ability to lose itself in 
the story. In live performance, film, and television stories hap-
pen to people with whom we identify in second or third per-
son narratives. Video games and themed entertainment create 
direct, first person experiences for their audience. No matter 
the medium, the audience must be so engaged in the story they 
choose to ignore evidence of reality surrounding them such as 
fellow opera patrons coughing loudly or the family dog jumping 
on the sofa during complex game play. 

Designers create audience immersion through clarity and 
emotional response. Clarity is the sum of many design choic-
es—supporting the facts of a scene, defining character, aiding 
audience recognition, obeying story logic, and continuity. “Clar-
ity is your JOB” one designer after another stated emphatically, 
agreeing that in many cases this is the largest contribution they 
make. Even if the scene is ambiguous, design decisions must 
decisively communicate that ambiguity. Poor choices compro-
mise the story world, pulling the audience back to reality at 
unintended times. 

The designers interviewed for this article weighted emo-
tional response a very close second to clarity in creating im-
mersion. “As viewers, we tend to respond to design imagery at 
an emotional rather than an intellectual level…It is no coin-
cidence that films and television programs from the genres of 
period drama and fantasy tend to receive most of the awards 
for costume and production design.” (Britton 2003, 11) The 
degree of emotion appropriate for each story is governed by 
intent, but failure to evoke emotions is a failure to appeal to 
human psychology. Emotional appeal is a broad category—
rousing story emotion in the viewer such as anger or anxiety, 
persuading the viewer to admire a particular character or ac-
tor, or even making audience members feel good about them-
selves. 

Marilyn Vance, Oscar-nominated costume designer for 
many films, including The Untouchables and Pretty Woman, 
explains: “For the costume designer, everything in life is psy-
chological presentation. We all express ourselves through what 
we wear.” But this personal expression is tempered with a hefty 
amount of illusion, she explains: “You have to know how to 
make somebody look great. Many actors have real figure prob-
lems. Some actors, like Bruce Willis, are short in the leg and 
longer in the body. What I do with him is make a higher rise on 
his pants to reduce the amount of his trunk, giving him a feeling 
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of longer legs. For the Die Hards and Hudson Hawk we made 
every ounce of the clothing he wore because we needed to get 
his silhouette right.” (Seger 1994, 207, 211) 

Creating the correct ambience is another aspect of audi-
ence psychology. Tom Ruzika explains one of his design choices 
for the recent expansion of the Seminole Hard Rock Casino in 
Tampa. “The original casino lighting design was cold and mod-
ern, but for the expansion I pushed for warmer lighting. People 
look and feel better, and the public loves the new expansion.” 
Casinos certainly understand that happy people stay in a space 
longer, spending more money. Other themed entertainments 
evoke raw thrills in attractions such as Universal Studios’ Ter-
minator 2: 3D. Viewing the promotional video at Universal Stu-
dios.com, one witnesses the attraction’s appeal to raw audience 
emotion. But not all emotions must be so large; live theater 
masterfully evokes more nuanced responses such as creeping 
realizations or existential unease. 

The last designer’s eye used for visual storytelling is IN-
TERACTION. While the term is currently applied to online ven-
ues or game design, it has always been a strong part of story 
mechanics, supplying rhythm and focus at any given moment. 
In all media, story elements can function two ways—as sup-
porting materials or charged with signifi cance. The most ob-
vious example is classical opera construction in which words 
(recitative) and music (arias) combine to tell the story. Recita-
tive conveys verbal plot information; during these times musical 
elements retreat to a repetitive accompaniment mimicking con-
versation. Arias convey pure emotion; during these moments 
the other story elements pause to create focus on the message 
in the music. Just as with musical composition, visual storytell-
ing requires directing attention to the appropriate focal point at 
any given time.

Design aspects recede or advance to create a rhythm. This 
give-and-take can be divided into design elements and design 
events. Design elements function as background, subtly pro-
viding information to support the performers or focal points. 
Designers themselves often refer to “appropriate” rather than 
aggressive design for this category, and it is much of what we 
do. However, design also rises to the task of creating events or 
sharp focus: an important entrance, spectacular scenic transi-
tions, a grand fi nale, “buttons” or emphasis in musical num-

bers, innumerable special effects, or other obvious changes in 
the visual arrangement. One example of this rhythm is evident 
in the fi lm Barton Fink. Barton, whose wiry, abstracted hair 
stands on end as a clue to his tightly-wound character, checks 
into a Hollywood hotel to write studio screenplays. The hotel 
is a physical manifestation of Barton’s deteriorating frame of 
mind providing a disturbing atmosphere for the actor’s perfor-
mance. Yet there are times the hotel itself becomes an active 
character with the camera focusing on peeling wallpaper, dis-
torted hallways, and eventually blazing torment. 

This rhythm of interaction applies to all storytelling me-
dia. Joel Goodsell explains the relationship in video games: 
“Physical action and verbal story communication are usually 
separated. A player in the midst of the game’s action is con-
centrating on executing those actions. We search for the quiet 
moments to communicate story. Much of our story communi-
cation is non-verbal—a scary shadow moving across the wall 
foreshadows a future encounter. However, there are limits [to 
non-verbal communication],” he said. “One can generally get 
the relationships and the fl ow of the plot in a silent fi lm without 
reading the words, but the details are lost. The same is true 
in games—deeper interaction requires language-based com-
munication.”

While these are examples of visual and verbal information 
taking turns, sometimes focus shifts from one design aspect to 
another to create rhythm or emphasis. “Once established, sets 
and costumes can be relatively static or fi xed elements until a 
major shift in the story,” sound designer Vincent Olivieri once 
told me. “Lights and sound, however, are more fl uid elements 
that can change from moment to moment, providing a run-
ning dialogue with the viewer.” For instance, a sound and light 
change could transform a calm mountain cabin into a den for 
dark acts. Both lights and sound also communicate the pas-
sage of time. One technique employed in casinos, Tom Ruzika 
points out, is a sky mural lit to transform from sunrise to day-
light to sunset many times, creating a compressed timeline for 
gamblers spending long hours indoors. 

Rapid changes in a design element can create excitement, 
such as sequences with moving light or video displays during a 
rock concert, and unbelievable design feats create spectacles. 
Kristina Tollefson notes that one live show performed on a Dis-

Emotional appeal is a broad category—rousing story emotion 

in the viewer such as anger or anxiety, persuading the viewer 
to admire a particular character or actor, or even making audience members 

feel good about themselves. 
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ney cruise used ninety-five costumes during a 
twenty-eight-minute performance. In this case, 
the costumes came into sharp focus, creating 
the storytelling intent of magnificent excess. 

All the designers interviewed for this ar-
ticle agreed that the story is the most impor-
tant aspect when designing for any medium. 
How the story is written or revealed is not the 
same for each medium, although the appropri-
ate mix of visual and verbal information is a key 
aspect of any successful entertainment. What is 
the appropriate mixture in each medium? How 
do designers see with their three eyes—In-
tent, Immersion and Interaction—in different 
media? This is where storytelling and techni-
cal differences emerge between each medium. 
Part Two of this series (to be published in the 
spring issue) will explore designing for live ac-
tion—theatre and themed entertainment. The 
third part will explore designing for recorded 
media—film, television, and video games.

 
Marcy Froehlich, costume designer, 

has worked in theater, dance, opera, film, TV, 
documentaries, animation, theme parks, com-
mercials, beauty pageants, and industrials. She 
designed the national tour of Camelot with Mi-
chael York, the Miss America Pageant, the in-
dependent film Unbowed, and several musicals 
for Sacramento Music Circus. She was the as-
sistant costume designer for American Beauty, 
Road to Perdition, the Emmy-nominated Gep-
petto, and the original Broadway production of 
Phantom of the Opera. 

Joel Goodsell, video game designer, 
has worked for Disney, THQ, and indepen-
dent studios designing games for Sega Genesis, 
Super Nintendo, PC, Sony PlayStation, Nintendo 
64, Gamecube, Wii, and Xbox 360, among many 
other platforms. (Authors 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.)

Tom Ruzika, lighting designer, is prin-
ciple designer of the Ruzika Company. He has 
designed lights for every medium—theater, 
opera, architecture, and themed entertain-
ment—including over seventy-five productions 
for the South Coast Repertory Theater, Universal 
Studios attractions such as Backdraft, Earth-
quake, and projects for Disney, Warner Broth-
ers, and Knotts Berry Farm.

Kristina Tollefson, costume designer, 
has designed for the Phoenix Theater in India-
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napolis, Sioux Falls Playhouse, Orlando Reper-
tory Theatre, and Florida Children’s Repertory 
Theater. She currently teaches costume design 
for the University of Central Florida in Orlando, 
and is a vice-commissioner in the USITT Cos-
tume Design & Technology Commission. She 
was the symposium coordinator for “Costuming 
in the Entertainment Industry” held at Walt Dis-
ney World in August, 2007.

Robert Vukasovich, art director and 
scene designer is currently art director for the 
Emmy-nominated television show House. He 
began his career in architecture; he has de-
signed for Walt Disney Imagineering, Barney & 
Friends, and was a founding member of Project: 
X, a multidisciplinary theatre company based in 
Dallas, Texas. ❖

Holly Poe Durbin is an award-
winning costume designer has worked 
internationally, creating costumes for 
theater, opera, national tours, world tours, 
television, film, themed entertainment 
and new media. Her work has been seen 
on London’s West End, Broadway, Off-
Broadway, in Japan, England, Germany 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 Theatre of St Louis 
and the Missouri Repertory Theater. She is 
the Head of Costume Design studies at the 
University of California- Irvine. 
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