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 alt Disney was a visionary; 
he introduced people to a new way of experiencing 
a planned environment. To do this, Walt needed to 
assemble a new group of designers, the imagination 

engineers, or Imagineers.  Walt shares credit for the achievement of 
Disneyland and other theme parks that have succeeded it with the 
thousands of Imagineers who have devoted their talents to realizing and 
even extending this vision in such extraordinary and unprecedented 
ways.  In the early days, most of the Imagineers, like me, came from 
Walt’s animation studios; in the decades since, their backgrounds have 
grown ever more diverse, and today their ranks include designers, 
artists, engineers, architects, managers, and technicians of all kinds. 

By John Hench
with Peggy Van Pelt
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Imagineering and the Art of the Show



The Art of the Show

Walt realized that a visit to an amusement 
park could be like a theatrical experience – in 
a word, a show.  Walt saw that the guests’ sense 
of progressing through a narrative, of living 
out a story told visually, could link together the 
great variety of attractions he envisioned for his 
new kind of park.  While traveling through their 
stories, guests would encounter, and even interact 
with, their favorite Disney characters, who would 
be transformed, as if by magic, from their two-
dimensional film existence into this special 
three-dimensional story world.  One of the most 
important design elements that establishes the 
identity of character and story, and controls mood 
and atmosphere in each setting, would of course 
always be color.  Designing the guest’s experience is 
what Walt’s Imagineers came to call “the art of the 
show,” a term that applies to what we do at every 
level, from the broadest conceptual outlines to the 
smallest details, encompassing visual storytelling, 
characters, and the use of color. 

As designers, we Imagineers create spaces – 
guided experiences that take place in carefully 
structured environments, allowing our guests to 
see, hear, even smell, touch, and taste in new ways.  
Ultimately, we give them a place to play, something 
Walt believed adults need as much as children.  
We give power to the guests’ imagination, to 
transcend their everyday routine.  Our special 
notion of form, together with Walt’s insistence that 
our guests should “feel better because of ” their 
experiences in Disney theme parks, establishes the 
foundation for the art of the show. 

The Art of Visual Storytelling

Story is the essential organizing principle 
behind the design of the Disney theme parks.  
Imagineers interpret and create narratives for 
guests to experience in real space and time. 

We use storyboards – a technique pioneered by 
Walt in the creation of his animated shorts – to 
assist us in developing each attraction or show, 
and we use similar processes to lay out each of the 
lands and the park as a whole. Storyboards enable 
us to design sequences of experiences that take 
guests to peak moments.  At a later design stage, 
we use scale models, which are in a sense three-
dimensional storyboards, to help us discover the 
relationships between time and space – the space 
through which guests will travel, the time it will 
take them to do so – within each element of a park.  
Our approach to designing themed environments 
in which each every element contributes to tell 
stories derives mainly from cinema and theater, 
with this crucial difference: theme-park design 
is a three-dimensional storytelling art that places 
guests in the story environment. 

Story, Time, and Space

Time is the essential element in the telling of stories.  
Prior to Walt Disney’s innovations, amusement 
parks were designed from an arbitrary point of view 
regarding time.  In making animated films at Disney, 
we used a metronome to count footage, and to track 
the action and relate it to the musical score.  A pulse-
centered, musical sense of time enables the animation 
director to coordinate camera movements to achieve 
emotional effects, such as surprise.  Panning over 
or zooming into a scene, or cutting to a close-up, 
reinforces the emotional content of the animated 
story. 

We have found that such techniques adapt well to 
theme-park design.  When guests travel in moving 
vehicles through a ride, for instance, the vehicles 
function like a camera, revealing a story sequentially.  
The vehicles’ movement determines what guests see 
and when they see it.  We position images in places 
where guests will most naturally direct their attention, 
and light them for maximum effect, and we devise 
scene sequences to reveal the stages of the story’s 
emotional journey in a natural dramatic rhythm. 

In a ride, the Imagineer can control guests’ 
experience of space as well as time.  Background, 
middle ground, and foreground can be readily 
distinguished, and guests’ attention directed by 
placing visual emphasis in one area or another 
(storyboards and models are essential to this 
kind of planning).  Dark rides, such as the Alice 
in Wonderland ride or Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride, are 
good examples of this kind of design, as are Splash 
Mountain and Epcot’s Spaceship Earth. 

The parks also afford guests ample opportunities 
for uncontrolled experiences of time and space. 
Strolling down Main Street, guests set their own 
pace.  Imagineers cannot control their progress, 
but we can guide it, using visual forms and their 
interrelationships as incentives.  Guests move in 
response to a wienie – a storefront beckons, a castle 
beckons, glimpses of a land beckon.  The many 
changing influences of the outdoor environment 
require the designer to pay attention to how climate, 
weather, and natural light affect the perception of 
architectural form.  In daylight, which constantly 
changes and which we cannot control, we have 
discovered that high-contrast colors suggest action 
and work best as visual incentives to entice guests 
to move.  With night lighting, we can easily create 
mood because we have greater control of the visual 
environment. 

When we design any area of a Disney park, we 
transform a space into a story place.  Every element 
must work together to create an identity that supports 
the story of that place – structures, entrances and 
exits, walkways, landscaping, water elements, and 
modes of transportation.  Every element must in its 
form and color engage the guests’ imagination and 
appeal to their emotions. 

“When we 
design any 
area of a 

Disney park, 
we transform 
a space into a 
story place.”
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Cinderella’s Castle
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