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Mad Systems
At the Missouri Botanical Garden visitor center, 

a young guest gives his attention to the new LED 
videowall, engineered by Mad Systems to maintain 

its vivid display even in direct sunlight
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Harness the Power of Play

The large-scale Blocks can be your portable playground solution for wherever it is needed, and quickly stored away 
when not in use, or you can create an immersive experience with a custom designed Block Wall! The iconic Big Blue 
Blocks have become a beloved central feature in museums, family centers, and amusement parks around the world!

Imagination Playground allows children to 
constantly reconfigure their environment and to 
design their own course of play.

• Easily Portable
• Weather Resistant
• Stores Easily
• Affordable

• 5-Year Warranty
• Made in the USA
• Resists Mold and Mildew
• Easy to Clean & Sanitize

Benefits Include:

Industry Leading

5-Year
Warranty

Imagination Playground Big Blue Blocks
Uniquely designed, large foam blocks that allow children to play at 
an architectural scale. Includes bricks and cylinders, accented with 
chutes, channels and parts that suggest motion or connectivity.
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Looking back to the future
Martin Palicki, 

Publisher

Jordan Zauha, News Editor
Jordan is a freelance writer and narrative designer 
in the themed entertainment industry. He is a 
member of the inaugural cohort of the Theatre MFA 
– Themed Experience program at the University of 
Central Florida, a NextGen member of the Themed 

Entertainment Association (TEA) and an associate member of the 
Themed Experience & Attractions Academic Society (TEAAS).

Judith Rubin, Editor 
Judith helps drive content to serve the attractions 
industry, fostering professional connections, business 
development and the meaningful exchange of 
information. She has been contributing to InPark 
since 2005 and became editor in 2010.  Follow on 
Twitter @judithrubin

Joe Kleiman, Senior Correspondent
Raised in San Diego on theme parks, zoos and IMAX 
films, Joe Kleiman would expand his childhood loves 
into more than three decades in the attractions 
industry. Joe has been with InPark Magazine 
since 2011, becoming the publication’s Senior 

Correspondent in 2021. Follow on Twitter @ThemesRenewed and 
online at www.themesrenewed.home.blog

While in London for IAAPA Expo Europe in 
September, I had the opportunity to see Back 

to the Future: The Musical, which I hate to admit, 
I wasn’t even aware was a thing until I looked for 
a show to see. This performance happened to take 
place only several hours after Queen Elizabeth had 
passed. As the royal family had insisted, the show 
was determined to go on as planned. After two 
minutes of  standing in complete silence, the cast 
and crew put on a spectacular performance. The 
string of  events reminded me how resilient our 
entertainment industry is, and also how important it 
is for people seeking escape, or a few moments of  
joy and happiness.

Without giving too much away, one of  the secret stars of  the show is the DeLorean time machine car. 
The combination of  projection and LED screen technology with carefully orchestrated movements of  
the prop car brought scenes from the original Back to the Future film to life. In fact there were several 
moments during the show where I got what I like to call “creative butterflies.” Those are moments 
where I get a little giddy experiencing something amazing that our industry helped to create. This tends 
to happen frequently while watching the sizzle reels for projects highlighted during the annual TEA 
Thea Awards Gala. 

Even though I play no direct role in the creation of  these attractions and experiences, I still feel lucky 
to be connected to this amazing industry of  creative professionals. I think all of  us – from the folks 
who process purchase orders to the workers who press ride dispatch buttons – have an awful lot to be 
proud of. What our industry collectively accomplishes includes putting a ton of  smiles on faces around 
the world. 

Alif, The Mobility Pavilion at Expo 2020 Dubai, posed the question: What good is it to envision an 
elevated technological future if  we don’t also consider elevating collective happiness at the same time? I 
think the themed entertainment industry goes a long way towards achieving that exact outcome of  both 
technological advancement and greater happiness. Along with the entire InPark team, I say a hearty 
“thank you” to each and every one of  you!

Martin Palicki, Publisher
Martin founded InPark Magazine in 2004, 
combining years of experience working in 
themed entertainment with a passion  for 
writing and design.

The impressive set for Back to the Future: The Musical
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This year, the city of Orlando changed the street name 
where you’ll find Alcorn McBride to Binloop Drive. The 

company is headquartered in a 19,000 square foot building in 
the MetroWest area. The new, permanent road sign is a nod to 
Alcorn McBride’s long history and legacy helping create the 
sights and sounds of Orlando’s theme parks, and to its flagship 
product, the Binloop. 

Over the course of more than 35 years in business, Alcorn 
McBride has built its niche in creating, engineering and 
manufacturing show control, audio and video equipment. 
The company does work for museums, retail, cruise ships and 
casinos but it’s specialty is theme parks. Alcorn engineers and 
builds products that have long life cycles to meet the theme park 
industry’s needs. 

“Our focus on theme parks is what makes us valuable to our 
customers,” said Chief Innovation Officer Scott Harkless. 
“We’re proud of the number of major theme park attractions, all 
around the world, that contain our gear – including many that 
have recently opened.”

At 6488 Binloop Drive, you’ll find AV leader Alcorn McBride
by Gabrielle Russon

Alcorn’s tech ecosystem

Like a fighter jet
For Alcorn McBride, there is no better place to be an AV 
innovator than the attractions industry, where the company’s 
engineers are designing for the leading edge. 

As Product Development Director Hunter Olson says, “Theme 
parks and attractions are the most leading-edge audiovisual 
industry out there. They demand the most robust and innovative 
solutions. Because they’re trying to create these experiences that 
people will travel and pay for, they want the absolute latest and 
greatest.”

Providing the latest and greatest, year after year, project 
after project, decade after decade, is an automatic mandate 
to constantly innovate. Alcorn McBride leaders say they are 
basically working in research and development (R&D) all the 
time. It’s an engineer’s wildest dream and biggest challenge. 
There is no set guide to follow, but best practices come into play. 

“We’re a unique company,” Olson said. “We design the circuit 
boards and then build the software that runs on them. We 
design everything from the chip level up. The time and effort 

City of Orlando mayor Buddy Dyer and commissioner Regina Hill made an official visit in 2022 when Alcorn McBride’s street was changed 
to Binloop Drive in honor of its iconic product, the Binloop. L to R: Alan Wheeler (Purchasing Manager), Mayor Dyer, Steve Alcorn (CEO), 

Commissioner Hill, and Alex Wasson (CFO). All photos courtesy of Alcorn McBride 



9inparkmagazine.com

we spend on this ensures that the code running 
in our products is something we understand and 
have full control over.”

Rather than simply write software for PCs, as 
many companies do, Alcorn McBride uses its own 
embedded hardware. The advantage, per Olson, 
is a reliable, high-quality, long-lasting solution. 
In their quest for just the right elements, they 
freely borrow from other industries – including 
military fighter jet technology, and cell phone 
tower technology – “believe it or not,” Olson said. 
“It’s fun to talk to the big chip companies because 
they’re just not used to their parts going into the 
theme park industry. They don’t think about it. 
They’re usually dealing with the military.” 

Building a tech ecosystem
Alcorn McBride sees itself as providing the technological 
glue that holds all the pieces together. That approach is 
reflected in their suite of products. It’s a validation of the 
original vision that so many Alcorn products have become 
familiar names over the decades and are still going strong in 
their updated, more versatile and modular versions. As the 
needs of the industry have evolved, that has meant having 
the capacity to engineer and deliver entire tech ecosystems, 
as opposed to providing this or that black box.

“We’re trying to make sure that our product design and 
their programming options eliminates as much friction as 
possible,” Olson said. 

“Since we’re engineering ecosystems, it’s our job to make the 
technical logistics come together, freeing up clients to focus 
on the creative vision and guest experience,” Harkless said. 

For a new ride, Alcorn McBride engineers the timeline 
for the projection system, the lighting, the animatronics, 
the audio and video and the rest of the subsystems to sync 
together, to the nanosecond. “What we do and what we 
manufacture supports the project and the client,” said 
Harkless. “We never lose sight of that.”

Alcorn McBride is currently preparing to launch Winscript 
Live 6, the software package Alcorn’s customers use to 
program Alcorn’s equipment. The latest version has a 
cleaner look and more user-friendly interface.

Alcorn McBride is also debuting the new BinloopX 
hardware platform that is the descendant of one of the 
company’s early, classic products, the Binloop. Back in the 
day, the original Binloop was a groundbreaking product 
that replaced oversized, high-maintenance tape players 
and helped theme parks transition to digital media. The 
new BinloopX handles uncompressed video content and 
uses industrial automation synchronization to link up with 
the show control and ride control systems. The company 
debuted BinloopX’s control platform module and an audio 

playback card last year. A new facet, coming out either later this 
year or early 2023, is a video playback module for BinloopX . 
“The new Binloop X is a more flexible piece of hardware that we’re 
deploying into these attractions so that not only can we continue to 
innovate and add features to it, but down the line if the attraction 
wants to upgrade, it’s easier for them to do that also,” Olson said.

“For example, if we do a video update, we’re doing 8K. Or you 
know, whatever’s next – 64K, for instance. We can just swap out 
that module but still leverage the control and the packaging and 
actually leave it in the attraction – not have to redesign a whole 
entire product from scratch,” Harkless said.

Alcorn McBride touts its other products that work seamlessly 
together to ensure that all the various subsystems within the 
attraction offer a high-quality and synchronous show experience, 
such as the V16X show controller. The BinloopX leverages the 
same methods to provide high-quality synchronous AV for all the 
wayside elements such as projection, LED walls, flat panels and 
point-source audio. The RidePlayer also provides synchronous 
control and audio playback on-board the actual ride vehicle. They 
work with the WinScript Live 6 software which Harkless described 
as “basically our show control development environment, which 
allows you to configure and program all of these products to 
coordinate together.”

Alcorn intentionally chooses not to install its products. “There is 
already a well-established pool of great integration companies that 
exist for this purpose,” said Harkless. “It is in our mutual interest 
to offer them free training and technical support to ensure they 
have everything they need to successfully install our equipment. 
This allows us to focus on what we do best: designing and 
manufacturing great products that are useful to the industry.” 

Usually, the company is involved fairly early in the process of a new 
ride or attraction – three or four years out. “We try to stay in very 
close contact with these major attractions as they’re rolling out,” 
Harkless said.

Scott Harkless and Hunter Olson look at the company’s 
equipment at the Alcorn McBride warehouse.
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Building an industry ecosystem as well
To foster better collaborations that better serve clients in 
realizing a successful ride or attraction, Alcorn McBride has 
taken a leading role in creating the Attractions Technology 
Lab (ATL) along with Christie, Oceaneering, Weigl, and 
Garner Holt Productions. The ATL recreates a technical 
mockup of a complete attraction and will be held off-site 
at Oceaneering Entertainment November 14-15 during the 
week of IAAPA Expo in Orlando, where Alcorn McBride 
will also have an exhibitor booth. “Guests can test and 
play, seeing for themselves how their devices for ride 
control, animatronics and more sync up and fit with Alcorn 
McBride’s AV components and its timeline,” Olson said. 

ATL provides an opportunity for clients and other 
manufacturers to get the full picture of how the systems 
work together. “We build the full technology backbone 
of an attraction, and let people come in and see it, and ask 
questions and open panels and see the wires in the boxes 
and everything involved,” Harkless said.

Registration is available online: attractionstechnology.com. 

The family on Binloop Drive
Company Founder and CEO Steve Alcorn was among 
the talent recruited to Orlando to develop the original 
EPCOT park. After EPCOT opened in 1982, Steve used his 
talent and his theme park connections to start up his own 

business. (Read more about Steve’s journey in his book, Theme 
Park Design: Behind the Scenes with an Engineer.)

Steve added his wife’s name to the company name. (Steve Alcorn 
is part of a theme park power couple. His wife, Linda McBride, 
was the first female engineer hired by Walt Disney Imagineering, 
and was honored by the Themed Entertainment Association in 
2020 as a TEA Master.) Thus, the business Alcorn McBride was 
born in 1986, selling its first product, the V16 show controller in 
1989.

“Our kind of mandate ever since then was to identify these 
niches in the industry – older equipment that we could replace, 
or something that we could do better, and latch on to those and 
develop new products,” Harkless said. The company’s next major 
product was the Binloop.

Today the company has 21 employees – many of whom have 
been at Alcorn McBride for decades. One employee recently 
retired after 35 years. Harkless hit his 20th year milestone. Loren 
Barrows, the company’s COO, recently celebrated her 13th work 
anniversary. “That longevity speaks volumes to what it’s like to 
work here,” Barrows said of the close-knit environment. The 
lack of turnover ties into the company’s success in building deep 
relationships with clients and expertise in the field. A further 
boon is having a sales team who are engineers with the technical 
acumen to understand the technology behind the products.
Entering the lobby of Alcorn McBride, the tiki bar is the first 

The tiki bar at Alcorn McBride entertains staff and guests with special effects controlled by Alcorn McBride equipment.
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equipment. The company’s CFO even got married in the 
headquarters, in “the church.”

“Steve’s vision was to have a company for the employees, so it 
wasn’t ever his goal to become this huge manufacturing mogul 
giant,” Barrows said. “His vision was always to have a place 
where people could come and work in a fun environment while 
they do cool things and engineer cool stuff.”

And that’s what happens every day on Binloop Drive.

Visit alcorn.com. • • •

Gabrielle Russon (gabriellerusson@gmail.com) is a freelance 
journalist who lives in Orlando. She previously 
covered the business of theme parks for the 
Orlando Sentinel, earning several statewide 
and regional honors for her coverage on 
theme park injuries, the economic challenges 
facing theme park workers and the 
pandemic’s impact on the tourism industry. 

A Michigan native, she is a Michigan State University graduate 
and has worked at the Sarasota Herald-Tribune, the Toledo 
Blade, the Kalamazoo Gazette and the Elkhart Truth during her 
newspaper career. In her spare time, she loves visiting Orlando’s 
theme parks and running marathons.

thing a visitor notices. Demonstrating the company’s attention 
to detail, the tiki bar isn’t an afterthought. It’s exquisite – an 
integrated experience that showcases the company’s audiovisual 
capabilities as well as the sense of community that imbues 
the company culture. Talking tiki masks decorate the space. 
Relaxing tropical noises play in the background. Waves and 
sailboats rock on the screens on the walls. And on appropriate 
occasions – such as employee happy hours and celebrations 
with clients – it’s also a working bar posted with the motto, 
“Have fun. Make money.” An actual church occupied another 
space elsewhere in the building. In redeveloping the two-story 
structure, Alcorn McBride removed the pulpit, and turned it 
into a screening and demo room. That room is still referred to as 
“the church.” 

On a recent tour of the building, Barrows showed off plenty 
of gags and inside jokes that reveal the light-hearted spirit and 
camaraderie on Binloop Drive. A space labeled “special closet” 
holds tools and paint while the “not-so special closet” holds 
bathroom supplies. Funny name tags, like “favorite intern,” are 
posted outside workers’ offices.

Alcorn McBride genuinely seems like a family. In the kitchen, 
Barrows’ mother baked cookies for employees to snack on. 
Employees work out together in a small space with fitness 
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Interactive writing

UCF/Meow Wolf Writers Workshop serves Themed Experience
grad students

a conversation with Ken Neville, Todd Richins, 
Peter Weishar and Michael Wilson

Meow Wolf  and the University of  Central Florida (UCF) 
Themed Experience graduate programs started a unique 

collaboration in fall 2022 called the UCF/Meow Wolf  Writers 
Workshop. Graduate students and Meow Wolf  creatives meet 
virtually and in-person at intervals over the semester to learn 
about creating cohesive narratives for interactive installations and 
environments.

Meow Wolf  is a unique artist collective that has brought 
innovative and influential new models of  attraction development 
and business culture to the industry. Meow Wolf  venues include 
House of  Eternal Return (Santa Fe, NM – honored with a Thea 
Award in 2017); Convergence Station (Denver, CO) and Omega 
Mart at AREA15 (Las Vegas).

The UCF Themed Experience graduate program headed by Peter 
Weishar is a leading program for creatives training to become 
attractions industry professionals, or build upon their existing 

careers. Weishar is also Steering Committee Chair of  TEAAS, the 
Themed Experience & Attractions Academic Society.

The workshop planners sat down for a virtual coffee to tell the 
story of  the program. This discussion between Weishar and 
Meow Wolf ’s Todd Richins, Ken Neville and Michael Wilson 
addresses the role of  writing and narrative in the design and 
production of  themed experience, and how the workshop will 
unfold.

Peter Weishar [Director of  Themed Experience at the 
University of  Central Florida]: In our Themed Experience 
graduate programs at UCF we emphasize the importance of 
narrative in the creation of  a themed experience. We talk about 
how narrative creates a deeper, richer experience. Meow Wolf  is 
known for stunning interactive visuals, how does narrative make 
the experiences more compelling?

UCF themed entertainment students with Meow Wolf creative executives. 
Photos by Rhianna Horner
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Todd Richins [Meow Wolf, Head of  Creative Execution]: Meow 
Wolf  works in many different artistic mediums and certainly 
writing, placemaking and storytelling are integral to what we do. 
We know a lot of  guests will dive into our story and want to 
figure out the mystery.

Ken Neville [Meow Wolf, Manager of  Story Experience 
Interactive]: Story creates the infrastructure of  the experience. It 
gives context and meaning to things that might otherwise feel 
isolated.

Michael Wilson [Meow Wolf, Senior Story Editor]: It’s what 
grounds our guests within the loudness of  our art.

Weishar: We often talk about process and best practices in the 
classroom but often with the caveat that the production pipeline 
varies from company to company. Meow Wolf  has such a unique 
product and origin as an artist collective. Can you talk about your 
process and how writing is integrated into your pipeline? 

Richins: The Meow Wolf  process is very collaborative and 
incorporates a “big tent” approach to collecting ideas about what 
kinds of  stories we want to tell. We then look at setting up the 
rails of  what a particular exhibition team needs to work within 
– we want it big enough to encapsulate many ideas, but not so 
prescriptive that artists feel stifled.

Neville: If  a story is too prescriptive, it can handcuff  the design 
process. It has to be iterative. Everything has to be malleable at 
the beginning. You are just setting the direction at first by creating 
the world, and then you build from there.

Wilson: In Omega Mart – our Las Vegas exhibit – we started 
with the company that owns the store. Who would create this 
place? A constellation of  characters fell into place around the 
design work for the various rooms and the answer to that 
question. We had a science-y lab space being designed, so we 
created a research arm for the company, for instance.

Weishar: When I’m working with students we have some 
assignments that are blue sky, original work without most 
commercial constraints and collaborative projects with specific 
budget space and production parameters. Meow Wolf  works with 
many individual fine artists. How have you so successfully 
enabled them to work together within a narrative framework? Do 
you adapt sections of  narrative based upon artists’ styles and 
chosen medium?

Richins: One of  the challenges of  opening Convergence Station 
in Denver last year was incorporating the unique stories and 
experiences of  over 110 outside artists into the core story of  the 
exhibition. Sometimes the stories blend, and sometimes they 
stand on their own.

Wilson: It’s one of  the harder parts of  what we do! I think about 
it as the individual artists are creating short stories or poetry that 
are related to or additional to the larger story. Our worlds are 
novels with a ton of  appendices.

Neville: Once you accept that art doesn’t have to be in a 
rectangular canvas hanging on the wall, everything changes, 
including the art itself  and the story supporting it. You have to be 
flexible.

Weishar: We’ve been talking about a collaboration for almost a 
year now since we first met at the IAAPA Expo and then at the 
TEA Summit. Meow Wolf  is so innovative that I wanted to do 
something different from the usual industry class visit or project. 
I suggested a writer workshop and then you crafted a really 
unique experience for the students. Can you talk about the 
structure of  the workshop and your goals?

Wilson: Writing for immersive experiences is so different than 
writing for the page or even a script. We wanted to attempt to 
mimic the experience of  creating a world both visually and 
narratively at the same time. So we are going to do a few rounds 
of  share out and ideation with the whole group to help give that 
feeling of  collaborative creation.

Richins: I’m excited to see what comes out of  the workshop 
because we are always looking for folks to join our team and 
finding those that can really connect with the Meow Wolf  team is 
important.

Neville: I want the fantastically nutty storyteller. I am looking for 
the writer who absolutely refuses to follow the instructions – but 
is a genius going the other direction.

Weishar: A few years back when we were proposing our graduate 
Themed Experience programs at UCF, I remember telling 
committees that a graduate program is about adding to the body 
of  work in the field and expanding the field in new and 
innovative directions. In fact, I used Meow Wolf  as an example of 
the kind of  work we could do. 

Personally, I love theme parks and I could not be prouder of  our 
graduates who have launched their careers working at the major 
themed entertainment firms. But, I’m also incredibly excited our 
students get to work closely with Meow Wolf, which has such a 
different perspective. I always envisioned grad candidates 
exploring options creating installation experiences like Meow 
Wolf. Most of  you come from themed entertainment; did you 
envision yourselves doing this kind of  work? What do you think 
programs such as the UCF Themed Experience should be doing 
and teaching students to prepare them to do the kind of  work 
you are doing now?
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Meow Wolf’s Todd Richins shares his craft with themed entertainment students at UCF.

Neville: I went to film school many years ago so I am a fan of 
the traditional three-act structure and the power of  a well-told 
story. But I also love how interactive experiences can empower 
audiences to take an active role in the unveiling of  the story, 
subverting the expectation as much as possible. Teach creative 
thinking and world building and great experiences, not formulas. 
I never thought I’d be doing this exact thing, but my work has 
always been about stories and experiences at the intersection of 
creative and technology.

Richins:  I started in this industry as a ride operator at 
Disneyland right after I got out of  high school. It is an industry 
that I’m very passionate about. I spent over 25 years with Disney, 
a couple with Universal Creative and now a couple more with 
Meow Wolf.  I think themed experiences are having a bit of  a 
renaissance period – the “experience economy” as it is now 
called.  I think programs like this help prepare students for the 
many different opportunities in this industry. And understanding 
story and guest experience are at the heart of  all of  this.

Wilson: My background is in poetry and literature; I definitely 
never saw myself  as working in this field. But I think that is a 
perfect setup for this kind of  work. A good immersive experience 
is going to pull threads from across disciplines and media so that 
it feels real. So that a guest can lose themselves in it.

Weishar: The story of  the Writers Workshop has only just 
begun, but the team is building the world and shaping the 
narrative for the future. And the rest of  the story looks engaging. 

• • •

Peter Weishar (peter.weishar@ucf.edu) is a 
Professor of Themed Experience and 
Program Director of the Themed Experience 
Graduate Programs at the University of 
Central Florida. He serves as Chair of the 
Steering Committee of the Themed 
Experience & Attractions Academic Society. 

Previously, Weishar was Dean of Fine Arts at FSU and Director 
of the Themed Experience Institute. He also served as Dean of 
Entertainment Arts at SCAD where he founded the first MFA in 
Themed Entertainment Design. Weishar was an Associate 
Member of the TEA Eastern North America Division Board. He 
has authored three books, Digital Space: Designing Virtual 
Environments, Blue Sky: The Art of Computer Animation, and 
CGI: The Art of the Computer Generated Image.
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Dr. Woodcock has contributed several thought-provoking articles 
to InPark on accessibility and equity in relation to the attractions 
industry. This new story is about integrating the principle of 
accessibility into Diversity, Equity and Inclusion programs, 
concepts, and culture. It corresponds to an EDUTalk she is 
presenting on the topic on November 15 in Orlando, during 
IAAPA Expo 2022. Check your IAAPA program for details.

What’s your IDEA?

Many Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI or EDI) 
programs and slogans leave out Accessibility as a separate 

principle.

Equity means that different people need different things to 
experience the same result, and therefore you might argue that 
Equity subsumes making things accessible, but I’ve seen too 
many instances where even diversity and social justice events and 
organizations fail accessibility. It is clearly not sufficient to be in 
favor of  inclusion.

Accessibility is a little different. Unlike other equity and inclusion, 
you cannot always achieve accessibility by simply changing your 
attitude and being more open-minded, or receptive, or fair. 
Sometimes it means you need to do something different in an 
architectural sense or incur extra costs to make something 
accessible, like adding audio descriptions or captions or 
interpreting.

Disabled people are estimated to be between 15% and 30% of 
the population, depending on how you define disability and who 
is doing the classification, so it warrants the explicit attention. (I 
should say IDEA is not just my idea. It is one of  several 
acronyms in common use within this general area.)

IDEA is a value
The first thing you have to do is to decide if  it really is your 
value. I mean, I think it’s worth considering – you’re squandering 
a whole lot of  talent if  you directly or indirectly make any types 
of  people feel unwelcome or make it difficult for them to 
contribute and it’s leaving money on the table if  potential 

customers can’t get in or feel unappreciated. But I have heard 
often enough, “We have enough job candidates or customers as it 
is – we don’t need to expand the pool.”

IDEA is not an obligation or a training subject. IDEA is a value 
that needs to be infused in your culture.

If  it is NOT your value, and you’re reluctant about it, no amount 
of  IDEA programming and staff  training is going to transform 
your organization and gain you positive press for IDEA in the 
big picture. You need to do the deep thinking and decide that you 
are willing to work for it.

What convinces you? The skill shortage and spending power 
arguments can be made, but if  your interest is conditional on 
specific returns, the argument can break down on the individual 
level where the actual action happens. That doesn’t mean there is 
no benefit. On your team, do you have the wisdom of  100 
people or do you have the same wisdom 100 times over? A 
diverse team brings different views that can improve your 
product because they see it from different angles. For inclusion 
of  customers and guests, are you thinking about the investment 
needed to accommodate a particular guest, or the opportunity to 
bring in not that guest but also their whole companion group 
that sticks together, as well as to market to other guests with 
similar needs and all of  their companion groups?

Social value
There is also the grand social value argument. Think about me, a 
disabled woman. Should I be sitting at home excluded and 
potentially consuming social benefits instead of  participating, 
contributing, paying taxes and spending on consumer goods and 
experiences? I have had a lot of  great opportunities in my adult 
life, but I have also had difficulties in the job market at times, and 
in accessing products and events due to both my gender and my 
disability, separately and together. Overt, overt discrimination. If 
you had the chance to have someone like me as a team member 
or customer, would you walk away if  I cost more than another 
team member or customer?

Inclusion, Diversity, 
Equity, Accessibility
by Dr. Kathryn Woodcock, 
P.Eng., C.C.P.E., I.C.A.E

Getting the 
IDEA 

 Image courtesy RWS Entertainment Group
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I’m not differentiating IDEA in your team and IDEA in the 
product you offer to customers. One of  the things that makes a 
guest or customer feel welcome is to see their own face reflected 
back at them. It signals that someone inside the organization gets 
them. Especially when you’re often excluded, that is an awesome 
feeling. Starting with team member diversity can pay off  in more 
satisfied diverse customers.

Implementation
If  you decide you’re in, you need to set expectations and track 
how you’re doing. What does IDEA mean? What kind of  things 
will you measure? Are you going to expect specific numbers of 
hires and percentages of  team composition, and metrics of 
customer diversity? Alternatively, perhaps you will audit your 
processes. It can also include informal or semi-formal feedback. 
You may also receive unsolicited input from your customers and 
guests.

What performance levels do you expect and how soon will you 
hit key benchmarks? What happens if  you miss them? If  there 
are consequences for missed expectations of  any kind for 
anything, there must be consequences here. Your team will only 
take your goals seriously if  there are consequences. The goals 
must be realistic – because the consequences must be real.

Often, you already have some people in your team from generally 
underrepresented groups – although they may be keeping their 
heads down to avoid calling attention to themselves. It happens. 
We often feel precarious and even alienated because we have 
literally been passed over or sidelined on a regular basis.

Ensure team members from those groups feel free to let you 
know what they need to contribute effectively to your team. 
Strangely, and in contrast to how they engage with other diversity 
groups, organizations often consult agencies and parents when it 
comes to disabled people. There are a lot of  people happy to 
speak in our place, giving you input about your organization and 
your products. Make sure you are hearing from us.

When those team members trust you to hear them, they may also 
be an honest source of  insight into how your organization meets 
the needs of  customers and guests from their communities. Don’t 
patronize them by calling them “rabble rousers” when they do. 
And don’t be defensive. Be prepared to hear recommendations 
that involve change. Remember, by definition, they are on your 
team. They want you to win.

Communication
You need to get the message out so everyone knows that it is an 
expectation. How do you do that? You do it in the same way as 
you set expectations for anything else you achieve effectively. If 
you are excellent at managing employee productivity or financial 
management, look at how you communicate your expectations in 
those areas. If  you are a blunt-talking organization and you start 
talking touchy-feely about IDEA, people are going to be 
suspicious that the new program is just for show. If  you 
communicate by person-to-person messaging in areas where 

you’re effective, sending around a memo or written policy or 
newsletter puff  piece about IDEA is not going to communicate it 
effectively.

It’s ideal to perform your expectations, not just announce them. 
Take a visible action. Not a token performance like hiring a 
“diverse” person into a position with no power, but a meaningful 
action you’re prepared to keep up.

Often, the most meaningful action will be something that 
emerges from feedback from diverse members of  your team. 
This shows that you listened.

It’s common to celebrate the achievements of  diverse members 
of  your team. Make sure not to celebrate them as “overcoming” 
or contributing “despite” their characteristics. They are successful 
because they bring value to the organization, and some of  that is 
because they are those things, not in spite of  them.

Management
Change is always uncomfortable. Ensure that people who are 
joining your team know you are serious, if  not already on board 
with these values. If  someone feels they cannot receive and act 
on feedback to ensure another person feels included, it may be 
difficult for them to help the organization advance these goals.

Starting before the hire also creates an inclusive environment 
from the start, to ensure that people who need equity 
accommodations are not afraid to let you know what they need 
before their probation is over.

IDEA is not just about what management says and does to 
people – it is about what management allows team members to 
say and do to each other. Your goal is to ensure that no one joins 
your team feeling they can diminish any other member of  the 
team or any of  your customers or guests – for any reason, really, 
but especially in regard to their culture, gender expression, 
disability, skin color or age.

The IDEA is to include more people, not to take away from 
some people and give to others. We don’t want anyone to treat it 
as a burden, or worse, a threat. All of  the best strategic intentions 
can be undermined by individuals and groups unwilling to 
support the vision. Expectations, goals, communication, and 
consequences are essential to keep the team aligned and moving 
forward, and enjoy the benefits of  a good IDEA. • • •

Dr. Kathryn Woodcock focuses on 
amusement rides and attractions, applying 
her expertise in human factors engineering 
to the experience of guests, operators, and 
inspectors. She is also extensively involved in 
professional training and consulting to 
designer/manufacturers and owner/

operators. Dr. Woodcock also contributes to the industry 
community through TEA, ASTM Committee F24, IAAPA, AIMS 
International and others.
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Illuminarium Experiences is a digitally-delivered, global 
experiential entertainment brand that creates, produces, 

markets and manages immersive entertainment spectacles. An 
Illuminarium spectacle uses projection-mapped content of  more 
than 16 times the resolution of  4K to immerse visitors in other 
worlds. 

The experience is like VR in a 360º environment but without 
needing wearable hardware of  any kind. It was developed with a 
suite of  new technology including scenting systems, sound 
systems, lidar sensors, video transfer systems, in-floor haptics, 
projectors and an army of  media servers provided by disguise.

In July 2021, the first Illuminarium opened in downtown Atlanta 
with the debut projection-mapped spectacle “WILD: A Safari 
Experience.” It showcases Africa’s most exotic animals captured 
by 240º native field-of-view custom camera arrays that transport 
visitors to a safari. 

Designing the experience
Creating an experience like this required an immense amount of 
pixel power. The Illuminarium main show room has an overall 
37243 x 2100 pixel canvas, so producing a single rendered piece 
of  content at that resolution, while also targeting 60 fps (frames 
per second) content and HDR workflows, meant rendering a 
huge amount of  pixels. Currently, media servers powering 46 4K 
outputs push 174 million pixels of  content that is regularly 
updated. 

In order to achieve the rendering of  content at this scale, as well 
as allow for the ability to replicate the setup across other venues, 
the team established a technical workflow process that could 
work for the creatives and scale repeatedly for the reels of 
content that have been on display since the opening of  the venue.

The Illuminarium team also built a 1:1 mock-up of  the room in 
one of  the content offices to see what the experience might feel 
like. Shrinking the size of  the space allowed the team to lay out 
the end experience in 3D and design for a horizon line that 
would feel correct. They even placed miniature figures in the 
space to give a sense of  the room being populated by 50-200 
people.

This mock-up enabled disguise to test its OmniCal projection 
calibration system on a small scale before scaling up. As a 
camera-based projector calibration system, OmniCal quickly 
captures a point cloud of  a stage or projection surface, accurately 
calibrates projectors to sub-pixel accuracy, and conforms 
pre-existing surface meshes to match reality. It allows the 
relationship between projection surfaces, projectors and cameras 
to be calibrated and understood by all systems.

The team did not want to compromise content quality during the 
capture and display processes, as any signal degradation in that 
chain would break the illusion experienced by visitors to the 
venue. disguise worked closely with the Illuminarium team and 

disguise servers power Illuminarium venues in Atlanta and Las Vegas
by Martin Palicki & Judith Rubin

The army of media 
servers behind 
Illuminarium 

SPACE: A Journey to the Moon & Beyond at Illuminarium takes visitors from the Earth to the moon and into the cosmos. 
Photo courtesy of Illuminarium
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the system integrator, Electrosonic, to develop a solution which 
involved breaking up the massive content into smaller and more 
manageable chunks. Once the content was diced into pieces, 
workflows within disguise would synchronize the content and 
pull it all together again to play out in one coherent space that 
was fully synchronized.

disguise vx 4 media servers enabled Illuminarium to project 174 
million pixels at 60 fps onto its walls and floors. Real-time 
elements, powered by disguise rx render nodes and 
RenderStream, enhanced the show – producing picture footprints 
in the sand that respond to steps (with the help of  lidar motion 
sensors from Ouster) as audience members traversed the space. 

“The sheer scale of  this project and the technology required to 
make it happen were not attempted by many before us,” 
explained Brian Allen, Executive Vice President of  Technology 
and Content Integration at Illuminarium Experiences. “Getting 
Illuminarium from idea to execution took us about two years 
– gathering the right technology partners, such as disguise, and 
designing a system that could deliver on this ambitious concept.”

Illuminarium expands their presence
Atlanta’s “WILD: A Safari Experience” was just the beginning for 
Illuminarium and disguise. Since then, both have partnered in the 
build and launch of  a second Illuminarium venue, open since 
April 2022 at AREA15 in Las Vegas. A new show at the new 

venue is “SPACE: A Journey to the Moon & Beyond,” 
showcasing the wonders of  the universe. 

In 2022, back in Atlanta and in partnership with Secret Location, 
Illuminarium also presented “Waking Wonderland,” a brand-new 
experience themed on the classic Alice in Wonderland story by 
Lewis Carroll. Powered by 20 disguise vx 4 servers and 35 rx 
render nodes driving 4K video content, visitors are taken down 
the rabbit hole and into Wonderland itself  through an animated 
narrative composed of  multiple immersive environments. 

The future of scalable content
The success of  Illuminarium helped spotlight disguise’s unique 
range of  capabilities and has led to new applications of  their 
products and expertise. An example is Nightscape, a new 
immersive entertainment venue in Nashville, which opened in 
March 2022 at the city’s former 12th & Porter space, now 
transformed into a state-of-the-art entertainment facility. 

“Nightscape uses 360° projection mapping together with 
real-time rendered Unreal Engine graphics to transport visitors to 
any time or place, real or imagined,” says disguise Technical 
Solutions Director Peter Kirkup. “As with Illuminarium, it 
leverages the ability of  our hardware and software to power 
infinitely scalable content.”

WILD: A Safari Experience at Illuminarium brings guests face-to-face with some of the world’s most majestic animals.
Photo courtesy of Illuminarium
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Country music’s biggest festival, CMA Fest 2022 recently hosted 
a series of  concerts at Nightscape’s venue with four back-to-back 
multi-sensory, immersive artist experiences, powered by disguise 
and Unreal Engine.

In addition to such projects as Nightscape and Illuminarium, 
disguise servers are being used for other types of  entertainment, 
including video content seen in theater shows and live concerts as 
well as extended reality (xR) productions – which are changing 
the way graphics and special effects are done in broadcast and 
film productions. In the past two years, disguise servers have 
been powering over 600 extended reality productions in over 50 
countries around the world, including LED-based virtual 
productions for Netflix and Amazon Prime and major broadcast 
coverage for the Olympics and Euro football tournaments. 

This, according to Kirkup, is leading the company to the 
emerging metaverse. “Using disguise hardware and software, our 
customers have been putting on events in the metaverse,” he says. 
“Most recently, we launched our disguise Metaverse Labs, which 
are growing, global hubs of  innovation that can provide the 
creative and technical expertise that will help our customers 
deliver game-changing experiences in the metaverse.”

Brands, creatives and technologists can now start taking 
advantage of  disguise Metaverse Labs’ various services across the 
entire production pipeline including concept development, and 
content creation (photogrammetry, motion capture, volumetric 
capture), as well as production planning and delivery support. 
The new division will offer regular training days so anyone can 
get up to speed with new metaverse workflows and technologies. 

To continue the dialogue in the themed entertainment 
community, disguise will have a presence at the 2022 IAAPA 
Expo in Orlando. Visit disguise.one. • • •

disguise’s Virtual Production Accelerator 
Program empowers the next generation 
of filmmakers
Peter Kirkup explains disguise’s mission to 
democratize virtual production in film and allow 
more people to start mastering the workflows 
involved. 

“Often we find that virtual production training does 
not accurately prepare trainees for the kinds of 
demands they will have on a production set. This 
course aims to change that. Held in partnership 
with ROE Visual at their brand-new LED volume in 
Los Angeles, the Accelerator Program combines 
traditional classroom training with real-world 
principal photography, giving the trainees an 
accurate simulation of on-set demands. Suitable 
for both students and industry professionals, the 
program helps students ramp up their skills in 
volume control operations, virtual art department 
integration and practical shoot elements.
 
“Trainees will start with e-learning modules where 
they can learn at their own pace, then move onto 
classroom training for a more hands-on experience. 
The program ends with an Accelerator Phase where 
trainees spend five days in a pre-planned film shoot, 
in order to have the opportunity to experience 
multiple roles on set, including disguise operations, 
game engine integration, practical lighting and 
cinematography.” 
 
The first round of the course begins in November 
2022. Application information is available at 
web.disguise.one/vpa     

The Nightscape event venue in Nashville uses projection technology to 
create immersive environments. Photo courtesy of Nightscape
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“They want and expect magic,” says Maris Ensing, founder 
of  Mad Systems Inc., an AV and interactives designer and 

integrator based in Southern California, about to celebrate its 
25th anniversary. He was referring to customers’ reactions to 
such technological breakthroughs as facial and license plate 
recognition, touchless screen technology, and near-instantaneous 
personalized media delivery, along with simpler tech like RFID…
and more. But there is an irony associated with this “magic” – it 
is, and should be, invisible to the guest. The breakthroughs that 
Mad Systems has helped to foster over its quarter-century in 
business are a quiet revolution of  technical magic. 

A lobby videowall in direct sunlight? 
No problem
A recent project at the Missouri Botanical Garden (St. Louis) 
illustrates this point. Design firm PGAV Destinations was tasked 
with creating a videowall for the lobby of  the Jack C. Taylor 
Visitor Center, which opened this year as the new, primary 
gateway for the Garden’s more than one million annual visitors. 
To help fulfill the function of  the space as conceived by architect 
Ayers Saint Gross to “provide immersive moments of  arriving, 
admiring, exploring and learning,” and to operate at its best 
efficiency, the 16’ x 9’ videowall (189”W x 6”D x 106”H to be 
exact) needed to hold up to intense direct sunlight, but to have 
the longest possible working life by never running brighter than 
necessary. 

PGAV Vice President Diane Lochner says, “In the industry we 
have a lot of  great partners and many in the audiovisual world 
– one of  whom is Mad Systems. We brought them on knowing 
they had a real understanding of  the hardware problems we faced 
and the knowledge to help us resolve those problems 
successfully.” 

“The client had a project that required a large video display for 
an indoor location with very high levels of  daylight and, during 
part of  the day, direct sunlight onto the display itself,” says 
Ensing. “We worked with PGAV Destinations to create a 
solution that would meet all of  the design parameters, which 
meant that we had to create a high-brightness, relatively tight 
pitch videowall solution with minimal depth to meet esthetic and 
architectural needs. We also had to create custom software to 
allow for the level of  functionality required, including some 
relatively complex custom scheduling requirements. We partnered 
with Nanolumens and worked with them to provide the client 
with a 1.25mm pitch, 3,000 nit max LED videowall solution.”

During the planning stages, at PGAV’s downtown St. Louis 
studio and headquarters, their state-of-the-art pre-visualization 
system, the Hive, came in handy for assessing the three potential 
solutions: an LCD screen; front- or rear-projection screen; or the 
LED display that was decided upon. “Maris did a really nice job 

Mad Systems takes AV++® to global markets
by Michael Oliver

The Mad Magic

The Missouri Botanical Garden (St. 
Louis) added a videowall for the lobby 

of the Jack C. Taylor Visitor Center, 
the primary gateway for the Garden’s 
more than one million annual visitors.

Photo by Michael Oliver
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walking the client through all the considerations for those three 
options,” says Lochner, “which eventually helped us to see the 
best solution to this complex technical problem.” 

This milestone technical solution speaks for itself  every time the 
screen is bathed in the sunlight that pours through the atrium and 
20-foot windows of  the Visitor Center, with no sacrifice of 
screen brightness or clarity. It signals many possibilities for 
application in all types of  settings, but especially where bright, 
natural light is part of  the environment. “This videowall is the 
brightest screen with that pixel pitch in the country,” states 
Ensing. 

Another element of  the project was ensuring that the screen’s 
lifespan was maximized while ensuring consistent visual impact. 
“The life of  an LED videowall is related to its operating 
temperature as one of  the most important parameters, which 
means that you do not want to run the videowall at maximum 
brightness when there is no need to do so,” says Ensing. “PGAV 
and Mad did sunlight studies and renderings to make sure that we 
fully understood when sunlight would hit the wall during different 
times of  the day, from which direction the brightest patches of 
light would come, and how they would appear and disappear 
from the wall. These studies then helped us to design a light 

Mad Systems played a key role in developing the Crayola IDEAworks traveling exhibit that opened in 
2021 at The Franklin Institute. Photo courtesy of Immerse Agency and The Franklin Institute
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sensing set-up that allows us to dynamically change the brightness 
of  the wall depending on the actual light in the space, and make 
sure that we get to maximum brightness only when daylight is 
directly hitting the wall. This approach will optimize equipment 
life and ROI for the client by running the wall to the exact 
minimum brightness required for each second of  its operating 
life.” 

PGAV also worked closely with the Garden to produce the script 
and handle the overall media production, including a 12-minute, 
orientation film narrated by St. Louis native Jon Hamm (Mad 
Men, Top Gun: Maverick), while Mad Systems provided the 
media delivery in the form of  their QuickSilver® AV system. “I’d 
known Maris and Mad Systems for many years, so it was great to 
finally get the chance to work together and see their genius at 
work,” says Tony Miceli, Director of  Media Production at PGAV 
Destinations. “The client’s directive to us was ‘Bring the Wow!’ 
and I believe we achieved that. The lobby experience media we 
created doesn’t get washed out when in direct sunlight, and 
always maintains an ideal brightness, making our content always 
look perfect. I’m also extremely impressed with QuickSilver after 
seeing it firsthand and in action. I really believe it represents the 
future of  AV and control for many projects.”  

Building on 25 years of innovation
Mad Systems is celebrating 25 years of  success. But they’re not 
spending a lot of  time donning party hats or making self-
congratulatory speeches. Now it’s time to grow – time to bring 
their innovation to more projects and places. Mad Systems has 
begun a significant market expansion to bring their products and 
services into the attractions space and to grow globally, 
particularly in Europe, the Middle East and Asia Pacific.

A new, high-profile project is Mattel Adventure Park, opening in 
2023 in Glendale, Arizona. Epic Resort Destinations, developer 
of  Mattel Adventure Park, is embarking on a journey to create an 
immersive theme park experience like no other.  “Our vision was 
to curate a team of  leaders across the industry that would enable 
Mattel Adventure Park to elevate the overall guest experience 
through a variety of  creative technological advances. In 
partnership with Mad Systems, we have collaborated to bring 
innovative audiovisual and interactive technology that will delight 
guests of  all ages,” says Mark Cornell, President, Epic Resort 
Destinations.  

Other noteworthy projects include the Pittsburgh Steelers Hall of 
Honor and Museum at Acrisure Stadium, opening later this year 
(a PGAV design project), the Crayola IDEAworks traveling 
exhibit that opened in 2021 at The Franklin Institute – and of 
course the videowall at the Missouri Botanical Garden. 

Helping spur the company’s growth is an expanded team of 
industry veterans that includes business development specialists 
Toni Losier and Paul Kent, and project manager/museum expert 
Darryl Baggley, with the continued leadership of  Ensing and 
Mad Systems President and CEO Tricia Rodriguez. (Look for 
this team at IAAPA Expo 2022 in Orlando.)

Over the years, the company has matured and evolved and made 
significant (and disruptive) contributions to the development of 
AV systems. Among their most significant milestones is AV++®, 
Mad’s signature, “21st-century AV systems tool kit.” It includes 
the QuickSilver AV system; advanced QuickSilver tools; 
recognition-based media delivery; and recognition-based 
customer service options.

Mad Systems is expanding into new markets including sports-themed venues. A noteworthy new project 
is the Pittsburgh Steelers Hall of Honor and Museum at Acrisure Stadium, opening later this year

(a PGAV design project). Photo courtesy of PGAV Destinations
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They’ve built an impressive portfolio of  projects and community 
of  clients and partners, including top design firms such as PGAV 
and Ralph Appelbaum Associates. The majority of  their work 
thus far has been in museums, science centers, and corporations, 
mostly in North America. The distinguished list includes The 
Franklin Institute, Griffith Observatory, the National Air and 
Space Museum, Hewlett Packard, Microsoft, the Museum of 
Science and Industry (Chicago), ESPN DC-2 SportsCenter 
Studio and the California Department of  Water Resources, 
among many others.

Although the company is building out its California space 
somewhat to accommodate this growth, they are accomplishing 
the expansion without significantly increasing the physical 
footprint. Many members of  the team are remote, another 
example of  innovative management and company culture.

“It is an inspiration to collaborate with a company that thinks 
innovatively and who will eagerly set out to explore imaginative 
solutions that exist outside-the-box,” says Chris Miceli, a principal 
at Ralph Appelbaum Associates [no relation to Tony Miceli at 
PGAV]. “That is Mad Systems. The ingenious approach to media 
integration they pioneered, called QuickSilver, will undoubtedly 
expand the spectrum of  possibilities for how designers conceive 
media integrated environments.” 

Losier and Kent join the team
Toni Losier joined Mad Systems in 2020, as Business 
Development Specialist. She is a familiar face in the themed 
entertainment industry with more than 20 years’ experience in 
AV. “Toni is based in Orlando, which keeps Mad Systems’ 
presence strong within the surging central Florida theme park 

industry,” says Rodriguez. “Her refined skillset has brought in 
some of  Mad’s exciting recent projects and has helped expand 
our reach into new markets.” 

Losier was well acquainted with the company’s work and 
reputation, so that when the opportunity came to join Mad, she 
did not hesitate. “I also relished the idea of  working in a smaller 
company, where my skills in relationship building could be 
brought to bear more fully,” she says. Losier sees opportunity in 
many directions, including sports: “Mad Systems’ innovative and 
disruptive technology can enhance the customer experience at 
sports halls of  fame, many of  which are attached to major sports 
stadiums.”

Paul Kent joined Mad Systems this year as Vice President of 
Global Business Development, and for him, it’s partly about an 
attitude: “The freedom and the anything-is-possible mentality are 
what I find so refreshing, as well as the not being stuck in the 
more traditional ways of  producing AV,” he says. “It’s not all 
about cables and wires. It’s about the end content and the ease of 
delivering it. So, for QuickSilver, and the amount of  bespoke 
engineering the company can do, there are a lot of  opportunities 
across Europe, and the anything-is-possible approach is a market 
differentiator.”

Kent will help spearhead growth in the EMEA and Asia Pacific 
markets. “We will use Mad’s successes in North America and the 
great work that’s been done there to lead to more growth in new 
regions,” he says. Based in the UK and a longtime colleague of 
Losier, Kent is a well-known industry figure with decades of 
experience and an active role in the Themed Entertainment 
Association and Experience UK. 
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“Paul has seen our new technologies at work and fully 
understands the impact that this will have on the future of  AV,” 
says Rodriguez. “We are very excited about adding him to our 
team.”

“I’ve thought of  my role as being a technical interpreter. I’m not 
a detail engineer, but I understand what’s going on with the tech 
and how to relate that to what clients are asking for,” says Kent. 
Referring to QuickSilver and its associated technologies, e.g., 
recognition systems, he foresees that “just arriving in the 
marketplace will be a disruptor, moving easily from North 
America into other parts of  the world. Because we can monitor 
the technology from anywhere, we can work remotely and 
monitor, and ship a new part easily, pre-configured, so it’s just 
plug and play.” 

In the Middle East markets, Kent observed that “the new 
modern museums and interactive displays are more open to the 
technology. Because they are newly built museums, the new tech 
can be built into their architecture. In Europe, the wireless nature 
of  QuickSilver immediately lends itself  to existing and historical 
buildings, as QuickSilver’s infrastructure needs are minimal.” 

Ultimately, Kent simply sees opportunity. “The markets are all 
promising markets. There are a lot of  museums and galleries with 
temporary exhibitions and flexible exhibitions that will find this 
technology truly useful. Grid-based or solar, our systems allow 
clients to put technologies where they couldn’t before. At historic 
sites where you can’t put in new infrastructure, we can help them 
interpret more of  the space. All you need is a power source.” 

Mad adds Baggley, and new engineers
Darryl Baggley joined Mad Systems this year as Projects Manager 
and will remain based in the Toronto area. He brings a substantial 
background in museums and exhibit design. “Darryl adds 
significant experience to the team in a couple of  different fields, 
specifically when it comes to fabrication,” says Rodriguez. “That 
connection to fabrication companies will help us to streamline 
not only our interface when it comes to traditional technology, 
but also to optimize QSEQ®, the QuickSilver Equalizer program 
that was developed specifically to make installations more 
efficient, cost-effective, and profitable for fabricators. A Canadian 
presence also helps us provide a higher level of  support and 
service outside the USA.” 

For Baggley, who was familiar with the company via numerous 
past projects, joining Mad Systems “was a no-brainer. When the 
opportunity arose, I took it.” Beyond the attraction of  technical 
expertise and numerous innovations, he observes, “Mad Systems 
consistently delivers on the promise of  the quality of  the project 
and the commitment to the relationship with its clients.”

Relationships is a key term to Baggley. “Maris and I have many 
mutual relationships in the industry. It’s a small industry, really, 
and although my main role is as Projects Manager, I will also help 
contribute to business development.”

Recognition Technology
Another major innovation developed by Mad 
Systems is its patented recognition technology 
– facial recognition perhaps being the most well-
known. [See “Leveraging the magic,” InPark issue 
#89.] This technology works hand-in-hand with 
QuickSilver® (and other systems) to provide the 
client and the customer a seamless media delivery 
experience. The mantra here is that “one size does 
not fit all.” The technology allows operators to 
better serve guests with a focus on personalized 
media delivery.

Facial recognition in this area may be described as 
a one-way form of vector encryption, designed to 
protect the user’s privacy while helping operators 
reach wider audiences with their messaging. A 
museum patron, for example, who has preregistered 
online for their visit may include in that process a 
photo of themselves and information about their 
language needs, special interests and any disability, 
all of which are incorporated into an encrypted 
vector diagram. 

It’s also a rapid delivery system. One of the issues 
with third-party recognition systems is the lag 
between seeing a person and having their media 
running; existing systems may have lag times 
from 5-15 seconds or more which is unacceptable 
in visitor attraction markets. Mad reports that its 
recognition technology has reduced lag time to an 
average of half a second, and that is the time from 
when the system’s cameras “see” the visitor to the 
time when their personalized media or interactive is 
onscreen.

Visit madsystems.com.

A light sensing set-up dynamically changes the brightness of the 
new videowall depending on the actual light in the space and on the 

videowall itself at the Missouri Botanical Garden. Photo by Tony Miceli
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Baggley notes that the operative term when it comes to Mad 
Systems is “growth” – inevitable growth. “With the development 
of  AV++, and in particular QuickSilver and what that brings to 
the market, the growth is inevitable, and it will come 
exponentially.”

Mad Systems has also expanded its engineering team. “Our 
workload has increased significantly, and is still increasing, both in 
the area of  traditional AV and when looking at our new 
technologies,” says Ensing. “We will continue to grow our team 
accordingly.”

The magic of experiences
This article began by discussing the “quiet revolution” – that 
man-behind-the-curtain trope and the irony that remarkable 
innovations quickly become the norm: invisible, and invisibly 
raising the bar of  expectation. From Maris Ensing’s perspective, 
the end user taking these accomplishments for granted is, in fact, 
the goal. “As with all magic, there is not usually a need for those 
who experience it to understand how we got there,” he says. 
“Whenever we talk about what we do, most of  those we talk with 
have no idea that companies like Mad Systems even exist, and 
that is mostly how it should be. We exist to create experiences 
that create memories.” 

Ensing continues, “I had a very interesting conversation with 
someone a while ago where he asked if  we remembered what we 
got for Christmas last year, or the year before – and when we had 
to scratch our heads, he then asked if  we remembered any 
experiences we’d enjoyed over the last year. Just think about it. 
This immediately shows just how important the magic that we 
create truly is. You probably won’t remember that last Christmas 
present, but you’ll most certainly remember that really cool 
experience, where it was, what was special, and who you were 
with. People want the magic of  experiences, as that is what 
creates long-term memories and bonds between people.” 

Perhaps Ensing is simply channeling John Keats, expressing in a 
very different language that “heard melodies are sweet, but those 
unheard are sweeter.” • • •

Contributing writer Michael 
Oliver comes to us by way of 
academia, as a retired literature 
and philosophy professor whose 
teaching career lasted some 28 
years. Prior to the classroom, his 
early training and work were in 

engineering, which took him from nuclear missile silos in North 
Dakota to the Rhine River, where he worked as a ship’s engineer. 
Michael brings his dual background and range of experience to 
write about technology, sports and other subjects for InPark.

QuickSilver®

QuickSilver®, Mad Systems’ IT-based AV ++® 
technology represents a leap forward in AV 
systems builds. It may be best understood by first 
considering what it is not: it is not an AV system 
that requires control rooms, racks, conduit or cable, 
cable terminations, signal extenders, or HVAC 
systems to keep it all cool. [See “Mad Systems: 
Systems simplified” by Maris Ensing, the IPM Guide 
to AV, February 2020] QuickSilver is described by 
its makers as “a complete AV ecosystem,” an IT 
equipment-based AV system equipped with “a 
revolutionary set of elements that includes media 
servers, interactive servers, I/O devices, RFID/
Barcode/NFC/QR code options, immersive video 
and audio solutions, ADA options, touchless 
interfaces, and user interface options based on 
non-proprietary hardware, which means that spares 
will be available for a long time into the future.” The 
new toolkit that comes with QuickSilver allows for 
new technologies to turn off equipment when there 
are no visitors in any given area, automated remote 
system checking and monitoring, simple technician-
level access to control and monitor individual 
elements, and soon even semi-automated system 
design. 

Additionally, its plug-and-play structure and the 
method used for media delivery mean that the 
system and its content are easily and infinitely 
upgradeable. QuickSilver can be implemented 
as a wired or wireless system. Compared to the 
standard AV system, with its racks and cooling 
rooms, QuickSilver is touted as a space- and power-
saver, and given its ability to use non-proprietary 
hardware, a money-saver as well. (Note: Mad 
Systems has initiated a program they call QSEQ® 
[QuickSilver Equalizer], an implementation method 
that allows other firms to install pre-configured AV 
systems using QuickSilver tools. Mad Systems will 
pre-configure and pre-program the system, and then 
verify the configuration, perform final programming 
and training once installed.)

The videowall at the Missouri Botanical Garden is situated in a bright, 
light-filled atrium, yet successfully handles the direct sunlight with ease. 

Photo courtesy of the Missouri Botanical Garden
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Angry Birds is on the move. As one of  the most popular 
and viral mobile game brands in history, avian allies 

at Rovio have aggressively brought the Angry Birds IP to 
different leisure entertainment markets – from the silver 
screen to the putting green – since its launch in 2009. 
Angry Birds brand awareness globally is rated at 94% and 
it offers multiple touch points, including mobile games, 
movies, animated series, amusement parks, immersive digital 
experiences and physical products. When we spoke with 
Rovio in 2020, the team was launching a new branded Angry 
Birds experience for Topgolf  venues located around the 
world [See “Swings and wings, eagles and birdies,” InPark 
issue #85].

Now, with the help of  their licensing agency IMG, Angry 
Birds is branching out even further to immersive gaming 
venues, a touring stage show, and even a café retail 
experience. “LBE takes Angry Birds outside of  the digital 
world and allows our fans to be part of  a bigger story with 
real-life experiences,” says Katri Chacona, Director of  Brand 
Licensing for Rovio.

Double slingshot power activated!
A natural progression for the brand emerged from Rovio’s 
introduction to Immersive Gamebox, an interactive gaming venue 
developer. The two organizations met during IAAPA Expo 2021 and 
quickly found synergy.

“There was a clear match in energy and passion for us,” says 
Immersive Gamebox’s SVP of  Content, Noah Geelan. “Both teams 
were able to move with agility, which meant we could bring the 
adventure to life within months.”

The Immersive Gamebox experience takes place in a three-sided 
room with blended projected environments on all three walls. A 
variety of  games are available for guests to choose from, a healthy 
mix of  original and branded content, including Squid Game, Shaun 
the Sheep, and now Angry Birds. Up to six players can occupy one 
room at a time, and each wears a visor with small markers on the 
top, used to facilitate tracking during the experience. As guests move 
around the space, the content responds to them, essentially turning 
each wall into a giant screen that players can activate through motion 
and touch.

Angry Birds grows their footprint with three new partnerships
by Martin Palicki

Expanding the brand

Guests use their bodies 
to send Angry Birds 

crashing into pig-inhabited 
structures at Immersive 

Gamebox. Photo courtesy 
of Immersive Gamebox
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Designing the Angry Birds experience came intuitively for both 
Rovio and Immersive Gamebox. “We knew the main structures 
would make sense on the front wall of  the game, in the center of  
the room,” explains Geelan. “Then it became clear very quickly 
that we could make the most of  the large space inside and turn 
this into a multiplayer experience.” 

How best to take advantage of  this? The team created the 
first ever two-slingshot version of  Angry Birds. Players work 
together in teams of  two by using their bodies to pull back each 
of  the virtual slingshots and aim at the central tower (and its 
pig inhabitants). They touch the wall to release the bird into the 
game and touch it again to activate the bird’s powers. Though 
players are working together, everyone has individual scores. 
Leaderboards track overall rankings. “After COVID, people were 
looking for more experiences, so what better way than to give 
them the opportunity to play Angry Birds in a completely new 
way with their friends,” said Chacona.

The game works thanks to Immersive Gamebox’s proprietary 
technology that responds to players’ movements and touch in 
each smart room. Patent-pending lidar sensors essentially turn 
the walls into giant touchscreens. Cameras in the corners of  the 
room track the markers on each player’s visor, enabling three-
dimensional motion tracking. By combining this tracking with 
projection mapping and surround sound, Angry Birds becomes a 
fully immersive experience.

The value for both Angry Birds and Immersive Gamebox is 
mutual. “We have found that third-party IP is great for bringing 
existing players back to try out a new game,” says Geelan. “It’s 
also an opportunity for the IP to engage their customers in a new 
and different way.”

Currently there are four different game modes for Angry Birds. 
As of  press time, one more Angry Birds experience is slated to 
launch soon, called Egg Storm. The new addition includes an 
active mini-game where players run around the room to catch as 
many eggs as they can in the time limit. Players must stay inside 
the allotted space – stepping out will result in a penalty – while 
avoiding the pigs flying around the room who are trying to steal 
the eggs. Guests can team up with some of  the Angry Birds 
flying around the space, activate their superpowers, and help 
catch more eggs before time runs out.

Angry Birds debuted at Immersive Gamebox locations in the US 
and the UK in June, with more locations planned in Germany, 
Ireland and the UAE later this year. Immersive Gamebox 
operates a concession model, meaning venues don’t have to be 
standalone facilities. They can also be integrated into FECs, 
theaters, theme parks and more.

Enter birds, stage left
Announced earlier this summer, Rovio is partnering with Kilburn 
Live to develop “Angry Birds Live: The Slingshot Adventure!” 
Planned as an interactive theatrical show, guests will have the 
opportunity to affect action on the stage with (naturally) a 
slingshot. “We are going to allow the audience to catapult objects 
onto the stage during the performance that will impact the 
outcome of  the show,” says Mark Manuel, CEO of  Kilburn Live. 
“It’s going to be a lot of  fun.” 

The play will feature popular characters from the Angry Birds 
films. Red, Silver and Leonard will take audiences on a journey 
as they explore a new world, with plenty of  adventures along 
the way. Kilburn Live engaged the Hollywood writing team of  
Bennett Yellin and James Johnston to write the show’s script. 
Yellin and Johnston said interactivity was key in the development 
of  the show. “We made sure to incorporate a generous supply 
of  moments into the plot where audience members – as well as 
some pre-selected kids – get to go onstage and directly assist the 
characters and help move the story along,” reported the duo. “No 
two shows will be exactly the same!” The writing team says adults 
will love the show as well; their approach is to “write smart, not 

Bennett Yellin 
Show Writer,

Angry Birds Live: The 
Slingshot Adventure

Katri Chacona
Director of Brand 
Licensing, Rovio

Noah Geelan
SVP of Content, 

Immersive Gamebox

James Johnston
Show Writer,

Angry Birds Live: The 
Slingshot Adventure

Robert Leck
Executive Director of 
Asset Management, 

SCG America 

Courtesy of Kilburn Live

Bruno Maglione
President of Licensing, 

IMG
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write down,” combining physical gags for kids with some more 
sophisticated humor for adults. 

Yellin and Johnston are approaching the production as a 
new adventure, and the pair is excited to be working with the 
characters: “Rovio is understandably very proud of  their iconic 
brand and have maintained a quality control that we admire 
and hope to continue.” The show is expected to start touring in 
North America by the end of  2023, with plans for international 
productions in the future.

Sweet tweets
Fans will soon be able to visit the iSwii by Angry Birds Retail 
Café thanks to Rovio’s partnership with developers SCG. Located 
in the Tangram mall development in Flushing, New York, the 
café will primarily provide sweet treats, though the final menu is 
still in development. 

SCG was led to Angry Birds via IMG. “We were seeking a global 
IP that has a balanced development approach to its targeted 
consumer, staying relevant, through its DNA of  being a global 
leader in gaming, but also through other media portals such as 
television, streaming, and major motion pictures,” explains SCG 
Executive Director of  Asset Management Robert Leck. 

The café is planning a special exhibition on cake decorating, 
with a pastry chef  decorating pastries with popular Angry Birds 
characters. According to Leck, additional interactive experiences 
are also in development. “We are working with IMG, who is 
making many great introductions to key creative suppliers who 
are helping to bring our ideas to life,” says Leck.

SCG selected the location in New York for the mix of  global 
consumers and local visitors expected to visit when the facility 

opens before the end-of-year holiday season in 2022. “Angry 
Birds appeals to a wide age range and gender-neutral audience,” 
says Leck. “That multicultural and familial community is exactly 
our target market. This will be our first café in North America. 
We are very excited about this, and of  course we feel it will be 
the first of  many iSwii by Angry Birds Retail Cafés that will open 
around the world.” 

Furthering the brand
Along with guidance from Bay Laurel Advisors (headed by 
George Wade, a specialist in licensed attractions), Rovio’s global 

licensing agency IMG has 
helped expand the Angry 
Birds IP into the LBE 
marketplace. 

Bruno Maglione, President 
of  Licensing, IMG, says, 
“Angry Birds is not only 
one of  the most popular 
mainstream mobile games 
ever, but it is also one of  
the most recognizable 
brands in the world, 
loved by people across 
generations and territories. 
We’ve worked to identify 
the right opportunities for 
the brand so that we can 
deliver memorable and 
authentic experiences to 
Angry Birds’ loyal fans 
as well as newcomers 
discovering the franchise 
for the first time.”   

The Angry Birds characters have captivated and entertained 
people around the world. Image courtesy of Rovio 

Angry Birds café: A concept rendering for the new iSwii by Angry Birds 
Retail Café coming soon to Flushing, New York. Image courtesy of SCG
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Core Angry Birds
Rovio hasn’t forgotten 
that the brand started 
with a game, and 
their main business 
continues to grow 
mobile games and 
build value in that core 
Angry Birds concept. 
At the start of 2022, 
Rovio released the first 
slingshot mobile game 
in seven years, called Angry Birds Journey. The game 
takes on more of a movie-style appearance, with more 
detailed and stylized animation.

Last spring, Rovio re-released the original Angry Birds 
game, refreshing the classic look to add more visual 
elements, but with the same game levels and mechanisms 
for mobile phones. They launched the game as a 
premium model as it had been originally launched in 
2009, enabling access to all levels with one payment.      

Angry Birds Summer Madness debuted this year, the first 
long-format, animated series that is distinguished from 
other, short-format pieces and the two feature-length 
films attributed to the brand. The series introduced the 
characters as teenagers who spend a wild summer filled 
with explosive antics, improbable pranks and adventures 
at Camp Splinterwood. The show was released in January 
exclusively to Netflix, with two additional seasons of the 
series added in June and August. 

The Angry Birds Topgolf experience continues to grow, 
with more venues added regularly. Currently there are 
47 Topgolf venues in the US and one each in Germany, 
Dubai and Bangkok that feature the Angry Birds game.

In 2021, Licensing International awarded the Angry Birds 
Topgolf game a “Best Licensed Product” in the category 
of digital apps, software and video games. Also, North 
American Transform Awards recognized the collaboration 
with gold in the “Best Brand Experience” category. With 
over 72 million minutes of gameplay across US venues, 
Angry Birds continues to be the second most-played 
game at Topgolf. 

Finally, Rovio has started working with partners on 
sustainability initiatives for the Angry Birds brand. Angry 
Birds Friends brought the birds together with Popeye to 
teach on sustainability issues in the ocean, and plastic 
use. The group also worked this year with the Playing 
for the Planet Alliance to get 15,000 trees planted in 
locations around the world, and collaborated twice with 
the World Health Organization in 2021 as well.     

“The Angry Birds brand is over 10 years old now, 
so we are starting to see some of  our fans starting 
to have their own kids and are introducing them 
to the game and characters,” says Chacona. “We 
know that as a multi-generational brand, we need to 
continue expanding into new marketplaces and media. 
Different experiences target different demographics. 
We have a wide range of  products for different 
audiences – games for older audiences, movies 
and TV series for families and children, and LBE 
experiences for everyone.” Rovio wants to ensure that 
consumers don’t have only one touch point with the 
brand. Building the different programs tied to Angry 
Birds and the fanbase serves to elevate the entire 
brand collectively. 

“We are an active licensor and want to actively work 
together with the licensees to ensure we get great 
end results that represent the Angry Birds brand the 
best way and delight our fans,” says Chacona. “The 
birds have personalities, and there’s a rich world they 
inhabit. Our fans know amazing amounts of  detail 
about all of  this. It’s really important for us to make 
sure that all Angry Birds experiences are true to the 
brand and fan expectations.”

The company continually looks for more ideas to 
incorporate Angry Birds into visitor experiences, 
and is actively seeking partnership ideas from both 
operators and industry designers. To that end, Rovio 
and IMG will be attending IAAPA Expo in Orlando 
this November. Interested parties are encouraged 
to set up meetings in advance with Luke from IMG, 
Luke.Hawkins@img.com. • • •
  

Guests work in collaboration to slingshot Angry 
Birds, destroy the towers and earn points.

Photo courtesy of Immersive Gamebox 
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Imagine a direct view LED (dvLED) video display system that 
can be curved and shaped to fit the surfaces, ceilings, and 

floors of  dark rides, immersive spaces, visitor centers, museums, 
science centers, aquariums, and zoos. That’s right: this would be a 
dvLED display system that can be used as a surface treatment 
basically anywhere that an operator wants to show moving video 
and computer graphics to guests – without the limitations of 
rigid display and projection systems. 

Now consider the creative possibilities for designers and media 
producers. The ability to use almost every surface in a space as a 
moving display system creates exciting options and removes 
many former limitations. Moreover, the platform would support 
multiple visual scenarios for the same ride or attraction because 
their very interiors will display whatever their servers feed to 
them.

According to Nanolumens, a manufacturer of  customized LED 
video display systems, these possibilities are not fantasy; they are 
fact. And the technology holds so many possibilities for the 
attractions industry that the company is addressing it as a market 
vertical. 

Nanolumens says that its flexible Nixel Series dvLED displays 
with patented True Curve™ technology can go around curves 
and corners and be tailored to fit uniquely shaped surfaces as 

well. For designers and operators alike, the results can be video 
displays that deliver a more seamless, immersive environment and 
experience. “By using Nanolumens’ flexible dvLED displays, 
operators can wow their guests with awe-inspiring first and 
lasting impressions in pretty much any type of  venue,” says Arch 
Nelson, Nanolumens Director of  Themed Entertainment/SE 
Regional Sales Manager.

True Curve™ technology
Historically, LED video displays have been made by attaching 
red, green and blue LEDs (light-emitting diodes) onto rigid 
printed circuit boards (PCBs). This fundamental fact explains 
why LED displays have been built as flat slabs. In those cases 
where they have been customized to deal with curves, “this has 
been done by faceting together a series of  rigid boards,” says 
Nelson. “Basically, they’ve been a bunch of  flat pieces put 
together at angles, rather than a true curve.”

In contrast, Nanolumens uses flexible PCBs built from patented 
Nixel flexible building blocks to mount their dvLEDs. “This 
allows us to build non-faceted, seamless dvLED displays that can 
flow around curves and other shapes,” Nelson says. “You can 
even use our Nixel Series displays to fit inside domes or around 
globes: There’s just that much flexibility built into our True 
Curve technology. This is what makes Nanolumens stand out 
from every other dvLED manufacturer in the business.”

Nanolumens’ flexible, configurable Nixel Series LED 
monitors can wrap around shapes and curves
by James Careless

Nanolumens takes LEDs 
around the curve

Arch Nelson
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“Nanolumens is known for creating uniquely shaped video 
displays and attractions,” adds Kurt DeYoung, the company’s 
Chief  Revenue Officer. “Whether it is curves, angles, arches, 
columns, or any other complex shapes that require engineered 
video solutions, we do it all.”

“As a result, you can install our Nixel Series dvLED displays in 
some pretty tight spaces,” concludes Dan Rossborough, 
Nanolumens’ Director of  Strategic Projects. “This just isn’t true 
for video projection systems that eat into space to house the 
hardware, or even flat panel displays that compromise curves as 
they stand out from the wall. Our Nixel Series displays are so thin 
– just 4 inches – and flexible that they are truly surface 
treatments. They are simply the best way to deliver video and 
graphics to guests in the least obtrusive, most effective manner. 
And the room that they don’t consume gives operators more 
space to devote to experience enhancements for guests, rather 
than allowances for video projectors.”

Because these displays can be easily updated, the platform 
facilitates content and theming changes for seasonal and holiday 
events and other special programming. The same displays could 
also be used to entirely refresh an existing ride/attraction with 
new visual content, or to provide guests with a number of  visual 
scenarios that change each time they come into the space, 
supporting alternate storylines or non-linear storytelling. 

“By employing flexible video displays, a single ride/attraction 
could now tell many stories by using Nixel Series displays while 
minimizing capital outlays to make it happen. This should be an 
especially welcome benefit at a time when parks and attractions 
are under financial constraints due to fallout from the 
pandemic but need to deliver new experiences as they welcome 
back customers,” says Nelson.

For designers, producers and integrators
By creating flexible dvLED displays that take up minimal space 
in a room while conforming to the shapes and surfaces, 
Nanolumens appears to have freed designers and producers 
from a number of  creative constraints while opening up new 
possibilities. Nanolumens Nixel Series displays are like video 
canvases, just waiting for their brushstrokes. 

According to Nanolumens, these flexible video canvases could 
be used to provide a ride/attraction’s scenic setting, to tell a 
story with moving imagery, lead guests throughout the space, 
and even to boost branding, depending on the imagery that the 
designer chooses to put on the walls (and ceilings, and even 
floors). The flexible displays can also interface seamlessly with 
an operator’s existing video assets, networking/routing 
infrastructure, and libraries of  videos and graphics packages 
– optimizing the value of  existing content and supporting the 
creation of  new content.

A 52-foot-diameter, circular Nanolumens LED screen covers the ceiling at The Ron Clark Academy, a non-
profit middle school in Atlanta, Georgia. All photos courtesy of Nanolumens
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Because this can be a significant paradigm 
shift for designers, producers, and integrators, 
Nanolumens provides support and input as 
needed to help them adapt to this new way of 
creating AV environments and telling stories 
within those environments. 

“We have a team here called the Special 
Projects Group,” says DeYoung. “That team is 
staffed with Nanolumens designers who are 
here to work with our customers, whether 
they are end users or integrators, to help them 
get the most out of  our flexible displays and 
realize their creative visions.” He encourages 
including the Nanolumens Special Projects 
Group in early stages of  the design process.

An end-to-end approach
The flexibility of  Nanolumens’ dvLED Nixel 
Series displays is just one aspect of  this 
technology. According to the company, the 
entire Nixel display system has been designed 
to provide reliable, color-accurate, and 
consistent video/graphics performance from 
the first minute a Nixel Series display is turned 
on.

This is why Nanolumens’ Nixel Series – and indeed all of  its 
displays – offer fine-tuned color accuracy and high-resolution 
imagery to maximize picture quality, explains DeYoung.  
“Advanced processing and control solutions embedded into our 
displays allow for true-to-life color accuracy at all times,” he says. 
“Our seamless technology delivers edge-to-edge brilliance that 
immerses guests in magical new ways, driven by stunning dvLED 
visuals that elevate the guest’s experiences using infinite pixel 
canvases.”

Nanolumens’ Nixel Series displays also are designed to deliver 
practical benefits to operators, such as minimal maintenance 
beyond screen cleaning/dusting plus long-term reliability. “All of 
our products come with a standard, six-year warranty that covers 
all components right down to the individual pixel,” Nelson said. 
“Spare parts are included in all of  our applications at no extra 
cost, and we are so confident in our displays that our six-year 
warranty can be extended to 10 years.” He added that 
Nanolumens’ Nixel Series displays can operate at lower light 
levels if  needed, allowing operators to stay within their power 
budgets and keep their energy costs under tight control.

The takeaway: the flexible Nixel Series displays made by 
Nanolumens are intended to be fiscally smart to buy and operate, 
and promotionally smart to use to attract and retain paying 
guests. This is why these displays’ use of  True Curve technology 
is just one element of  their total story, and just one of  many 
benefits that the company hopes to deliver to amusement parks 
and attractions operators.

The choice of top operators
In the attractions industry, NDAs are a fact of  life and Nelson is 
reticent when it comes to stating which operators are using these 
unique displays. However he does say “we’re doing work with the 
biggest theme park companies in the world, which means that 
they trust us. We’ve done some unique applications for them. 
And we’ve done so while meeting all of  their safety 
specifications, which can be very stringent. This is why you will 
see Nanolumens’ Nixel Series displays curving around the walls 
and ceilings of  the world’s best rides/attractions and turning up 
in more locations with each passing week,” says Nelson. 

Nanolumens displays will be on exhibit at the Electrosonic booth 
at the 2022 IAAPA Expo in Orlando, Florida, November 15-18. 
Visit www.nanolumens.com. • • • 

James Careless is an award-winning 
freelance writer who has covered 
the amusement parks and 
attractions industry for many years.

The Insights Ring at Telstra’s new Insights Centre features a 
continuous 360-degree display made by Nanolumens.

Listen Today!
Available on your 
favorite podcast 
platform
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If  you move to Florida, you quickly realize that an interesting 
phenomenon occurs every time a hurricane is projected to 

make landfall. Stores almost immediately sell out of  bottled 
water, toilet paper, plywood, batteries, canned food, and 
“hurricane supplies” (Floridian for booze and Pop-Tarts). People 
will also line up their cars at the gas stations until every pump in 
the entire state runs dry. 

Experiencing this is a sobering reminder of  what happens 
when human psychology and supply chain collide. It makes it 
obvious that we live in a world of  “just-in-time” manufacturing 
and fulfillment. Behind the scenes of  these stores, managers 
and computer systems are keeping track of  trends and planning 
accordingly for how much product is needed and when. This is 

sensible. If  you know you typically go through 10 packs of  TP a 
week, you schedule delivery of  10 packs of  TP a week to backfill 
your stock. If  you go above or below the typical trend, you 
compensate with your next scheduled delivery. This keeps the 
item on your shelves fresh and minimizes the need for warehouse 
space to store excess product.  

Where this whole concept comes crashing down is when 
Jim Cantore from The Weather Channel shows up and starts 
explaining to viewers the many ways in which the impending 
storm will devastate humankind in your community. That’s 
usually the moment when you and your neighbors suddenly 
decide that you don’t have enough TP to survive the apocalypse. 
The resulting surge in demand throws the sensible, typical trend 

Supply chain challenges and attractions technology
(or “why is all the TP gone?”)
by Scott Harkless

Is “just-in-time” out of time?

Empty supermarket store shelves before Hurricane Sandy. Photo by Daniel Case



41inparkmagazine.com

out the window: Shelves go bare, lean-running warehouses are 
quickly depleted, the manufacturer is caught off-guard, and your 
next TP purchase is now on back order!

Within our industry, a very similar situation has been playing 
out on a much larger scale, revealing vulnerabilities in the global 
supply chain. It has become very difficult to predict which items 
you’ll have trouble getting your hands on when you need them. 
This can be terribly inconvenient when it comes to building 
complex attractions that rely on large amounts of  unique 
supplies, so what can we do to adapt to this situation and get 
ahead of  the game?

For Alcorn McBride, the supply chain issue that has impacted 
our business the most has been the global chip shortage. For 
various reasons, there is an enormous backlog in the production 
of  semiconductors with currently no major relief  in sight. Many 
parts that used to be readily available at a moment’s notice are 
commonly being sold with lead times of  52 weeks or more. 
That’s a tough pill to swallow for anyone that depends on 
electronics for their core business!

The good news is that we’ve been playing the semiconductor 
game for a long time, and we had already established a habit 
of  keeping a healthy “safety stock” of  critical components. 
It’s costly to buy large quantities of  parts like this, but this 
investment strategy is one of  the ways we’re able to consistently 
build our products for many years without having to suddenly 
discontinue them. If  a key component in one of  our products 
abruptly becomes unavailable, we simply tap into our safety 
stock. This allows us to continue building that product for at least 
a few more years and buys us plenty of  time to design a suitable 
replacement. Although we didn’t see the global chip shortage 
coming, this strategy has certainly helped us to endure it well. 
 
Where we’ve felt the most severe impact of  supply chain 
challenges is the availability of  common components that had 
historically been very easy to get. This is the kind of  component 
where if  one version of  the part becomes unavailable, it’s usually 
OK because there are scores of  other, cross-compatible parts 
made by several other manufacturers. When parts like that started 
to become scarcer, it forced us to adapt to the situation and 
tweak our approach. Fortunately for us, we already had a system 
in place to deal with this sort of  thing. We just had to expand its 
reach to encompass a lot more parts, and to invest in orders for 
those parts much earlier in the production process.

I believe that this approach is becoming an inevitable reality for 
all of  us, no matter what kind of  supplies we depend on. We’re 
in a stage where it is no longer realistic to expect everything we 
need to be ready at a moment’s notice. To keep our projects 
moving, we really have no choice but to get better at playing the 
long game and thinking about what supplies we need long before 
we need them. We must be willing to invest in products, parts, 
and raw materials long before they are used in the construction 
of  an attraction. We also must account for this shift in ordering 
materials as we plan the installation process. Bottom line: if  lead 
times on supplies are a year out, then we need to be thinking, 

planning, and stocking materials at least a year (if  not two) in 
advance or we are asking for trouble!  

This shortage challenged Alcorn McBride to become even more 
nimble. If  we can’t build a product because we can’t get a part, 
we don’t consider it an option to just throw up our hands and 
say, “Oh well! Guess we can’t ship you one for another year or so. 
Good luck!” Knowing that partners and clients are depending on 
us provides all the motivation we need to find creative solutions. 
Perhaps that means adjusting the design to accommodate a 
different part, being tenacious about finding a new source, 
or finding other creative ways to adapt our designs to what is 
available.  

After all, the ability to be flexible and nimble is one of  the 
biggest strengths a niche company can bring to the table. 
Challenging circumstances give niche companies the opportunity 
to really demonstrate their value to this industry.

Every business is different, so the details of  your company’s 
adventure will vary from ours. In general, though, I think it’s 
safe to say that most organizations have little choice but to shift 
away from the “just-in-time” model as much as possible. That 
means thinking and planning creatively. Perhaps you have favorite 
products or materials that you prefer to use. It’s a healthy exercise 
to consider how you would adapt if  those things were suddenly 
unavailable. Keeping our industry moving forward will depend 
on that kind of  resourcefulness.

Now if  you don’t mind, Jim Cantore just popped up on my TV 
and apparently a storm is approaching! No doubt the TP shelves 
are completely empty at this point but, if  I leave now, I might be 
able to snag some hurricane supplies! Until next time, cheers! • • •

As Chief Innovation Officer at Alcorn McBride, Scott Harkless 
works closely with clients to determine their biggest areas of 
need and leads a talented team of problem solvers to create the 
products used in many of the world’s most popular attractions. 
He draws upon his experience in product development, system 
commissioning, client training, marketing, and sales to ensure that 
the products stamped with the Alcorn McBride logo exceed 
client expectations and offer value to the entire industry.  Visit 
alcorn.com
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Rapid growth, focused on the future

RWS Entertainment Group (RWS) acquired three companies 
over the past six years – Binder Casting in 2016, JRA in 2021 

and ted (The Experience Department) in 2022 – to position 
itself  as an award-winning, full-service provider of  attractions 
and experiences.

As a leading, live entertainment company, RWS was already 
a major force in the US and abroad, on land and at sea, 
with an impressive roster of  clients ranging from Cedar Fair 
Entertainment Company and Europa-Park to Holland America 
Line and MSC Cruises, to Warner Bros., Apple, Vera Wang and 
Disney. Now, RWS has offices in London and Cincinnati in 
addition to its flagship New York City location, with expanded 
capabilities that enable RWS to offer a 360-degree approach to 
turnkey experiences.

Now, says RWS Founder & CEO Ryan Stana, “We have it all. 
Our goal every day is to raise the experience of  our clients, our 
visitors and our talent by doing it all.”

Binder Casting casts Broadway, off-Broadway and national 
touring productions, in addition to commercials, films and more. 
This 2016 acquisition enabled RWS to provide a trajectory for 
performers, because “without great talent, we don’t have great 
product,” notes Stana. Now, an individual can start their career in 
a frontline guest experience role as part of  the RWS Fun CrewTM; 
move on to a performer role in a park; then to a resort or cruise 
ship; then to TV, movies, Broadway or even a full-time position 
at RWS. By creating this career path, RWS is able to train and 
retain talented performers who entertain around the world. 

Cincinnati-based JRA became an RWS subsidiary in 2021. With 
this acquisition, RWS brought in an award-winning creative 
studio that master plans, designs and delivers visitor experiences 
for attractions, theme parks, visitor centers, museums and more. 
JRA President Keith James has worked over five decades in 
the industry and is a recipient of  the Themed Entertainment 
Association’s Buzz Price Thea Award for a Lifetime of  
Distinguished Achievements.
 

RWS Entertainment Group becomes a mega one-stop shop 
for leisure and attractions creation
by Wendy M. Grant

Acquisition stories

Above: One of Europe’s leading leisure park operators, Roompot, joined with ted in 2019 on a creative partnership to redefine their proposition 
and design their guest experience product. The partnership spanned entertainment and activities, resort and venue design, along with 

rejuvenating and relaunching their legacy character IP, Koos. The comprehensive character development project considered all platforms and 
applications, including illustration, digital creation, in-park mascots and puppet shows, activities, themed accommodations and interactive spaces, 

a supporting merchandise campaign, animated series, gamification and AR activations. The company reports that the innovation of Koos and his 
universe has been hugely successful with guests, and that Koos has never been more popular with the young at heart. Photo courtesy of ted



43inparkmagazine.com

One company, “endless possibilities”
By November 2021, RWS Entertainment Group had seemingly 
completed filling its portfolio with the combined power of  its 
services and those of  Binder Casting and JRA.

But in April 2022, the acquisition of  ted added even more 
capabilities to the group’s roster, giving new meaning to the 
concept of  “having it all” – or perhaps better said, “delivering it 
all.”

ted is a 20-year-old, European leisure entertainment experience 
company whose expertise ranges from bespoke original live 
shows and audiovisual installations to resort wellbeing and fitness 
programs, and custom-created merchandise. Their client roster 
includes well-known European brands TUI Group, Marella 
Cruises, Roompot, Bourne Leisure, David Lloyd Clubs, Away 

Resorts and Hoburne. Over the course 
of  12 years, Robin Breese-Davies, CEO 
of  ted, built the London-based company 
to 100 full-time staff  and 300 seasonal 
employees worldwide.

RWS Executive Vice President Danielle 
Kramer chimed in on how RWS is 
making the most of  its expanded 
capabilities to provide a one-stop shop 
for developing guest experiences – in 
its own unique way. Just as RWS created 
a performer trajectory, through these 

strategic acquisitions RWS has now developed a client trajectory. 
Kramer says, “We plan, design and develop the production. We 
bring in the performers. We provide the technology. We manage 
the operation. And we create and sell custom merchandise for 
our clients – all under one roof.”

“That’s why we say we’re one company with endless possibilities,” 
says Stana.  

Indeed, RWS has enjoyed a year of  unprecedented growth. 
In 2019, RWS employed 200 full-timers and 3,000 seasonal 
employees. The pandemic shrank those numbers by about 
25%. With the acquisitions of  JRA and ted, along with boosted 
hiring as venues and experiences reopened, RWS now boasts 
an impressive roster of  300 full-time staff  and 8,000 seasonal 
employees.

Ryan Stana 
Founder | CEO,

RWS Entertainment Group

Robin Breese-Davies
CEO, ted

Danielle Kramer 
Executive Vice President,

RWS Entertainment Group

Nickelodeon PLAYTIME, a collaboration between China Leisure Development Co. (CLDC) and ViacomCBS located in Shenzhen, 
China, comprises four attraction zones, featuring SpongeBob SquarePants, PAW Patrol, Dora the Explorer and Teenage Mutant 

Ninja Turtles, as well as Nickelodeon-branded retail and a sit-down play cafe. JRA worked with CLDC and ViacomCBS on the 
design and development of the attraction, which is Nickelodeon’s first family entertainment center (FEC) in China.

The attraction immerses guests in the worlds of these popular properties, extending the brand experience beyond screens. By bringing 
Nickelodeon’s popular brands to life, the FEC enables families to connect with their favorite characters in a whole new way, while 

simultaneously meeting the Shenzhen region’s strong demand for experiential products and entertainment. Photo courtesy of JRA
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But rather than being a story of  rapid and dramatic growth, this 
tale could have gone in a different direction, because ted and 
RWS were poised to compete in Europe. And ted was not for 
sale.

Competitors become colleagues
Breese-Davies and Stana charted similar career paths, though 
on different continents. Both started working in entertainment 
during college – Breese-Davies brought in artists to perform 
at the university he attended in the UK, and Stana put on 
productions at his college in the US. Both formed their own 
entertainment companies after college.

Eventually, RWS was looking for an opportunity to expand with 
an office in London – squarely in the turf  of  ted, their biggest 
competitor in Europe. As Breese-Davies puts it: “I was very 
aware of  RWS, and they were aware of  ted.” The two CEOs had 
never met, but they were on a potential collision course. 

One day, Breese-Davies headed to a client event celebrating a 
ship launch. RWS also counted MSC Cruises as a client, so Stana 
was at the same event. They finally met. “And we absolutely hit it 
off,” recalls Breese-Davies.

Stana laughs, saying that upon meeting the ted CEO, he thought, 
“Boy, he would be a good friend of  mine – if  we weren’t 
competitors!” And then: “Why not buy them?”

“I said, ‘ted’s not for sale,’” says Breese-Davies.

“Ryan didn’t use the cheesy ‘everything is for sale’ cliché, but he 
made some compelling points,” Breese-Davies chuckles. Because 
RWS was outsourcing for services ted provided, the acquisition 
would allow RWS to help grow ted’s business while enabling 
RWS to offer those services to clients in North America. “It was 
a tremendous growth opportunity,” concludes Breese-Davies.

And so, RWS acquired ted. Stana noted that the acquisition 
allows RWS to expand its services in the EMEA [Europe, Middle 
East, Africa] region because of  ted’s London presence, and that 
the acquisition and expanded range of  capabilities benefits the 
global client bases of  both companies.

“ted provides wellness and fitness, AV and lighting, animation 
and custom merchandise, which RWS never did,” says Stana. “So, 
it fills our gaps in the United States. In addition, we bring all our 
services with talent, casting and production to ted. And we’re 
able to shift all of  those services in-house, resulting in higher 
standards and lower costs for our clients.”

Structuring for success
With thousands of  people working together on projects spanning 
five continents and the oceans in between, RWS is focusing on 
collaboration, branding and hiring to meet their clients’ needs. A 
recent leadership swap allowed the executive team to learn more 
about the skill sets of  their new co-workers. Says Kramer, “It was 
invigorating. We’re diving into all of  the ways we can collaborate 
and best serve our clients, our full-time staff  and our seasonal 
talent.”

Europe’s leading cruise brand, MSC Cruises, required a re-imagined onboard entertainment experience for the debut of 
their newest ship, MSC Seashore. RWS Entertainment Group’s team of creatives, designers and technical producers saw 

an opportunity to turn an underutilized Aft Lounge into an entertainment destination. The team opened up the ship’s 
entertainment possibilities by conceiving a guest experience that would rival the stunning destinations on its itinerary.

 
The result, “Le Cabaret Rouge,” offers a combined 54 hours of entertainment, a feat unprecedented by a live show program at sea. Music, 
dance, cocktails and art collide in six nights of unique pop-up performances, band concerts, happy hours and theatrical performances. The 

wonder and artistry of Monet, Picasso, Toulouse-Lautrec and Van Gogh, as well as contemporary and female artists, come to life through 
original productions featuring aerialists, dancers, singers and musicians, all rolled into one breathtaking spectacle. Each performance is 

paired with curated cocktails and a rotating menu, creating a true feast for the senses. Photo courtesy RWS Entertainment Group
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Stana notes that working with the breadth of  clients in the 
RWS portfolio is an advantage. “Cruise ships are learning 
what theme parks do. And theme parks are understanding 
what cruise ships do. Because we work in both sectors, we’re 
in a pivotal position to help them learn about each other’s 
businesses. I’d love to continue to expand on that,” he says.

A branding campaign is in the works for RWS in 2023. 
Currently, Binder Casting, JRA and ted operate under their 
original company names and each company’s website notes that 
it is “part of  RWS Entertainment Group.” Stana recognizes 
the brand equity at play; all of  the companies RWS has 
acquired have longevity spanning multiple decades. The brand 
realignment will establish a cohesive identity that respects those 
legacies. Breese-Davies, Kramer and James – and the decades 
of  experience that they bring to their roles – remain in place.

With more projects and productions in the pipeline, Kramer 
notes that staffing is key. To that end, RWS has made several 
recent strategic hires. Ryan Saab, formerly of  Royal Caribbean 
Cruises, is now RWS’s Senior Vice President of  Talent Casting 
& Recruitment, responsible for ensuring that performers are 
ready to entertain guests all over the world. To help develop 
new productions, Damien Gray, who has Disney and Universal 
credits on his resume, was brought in as Director, Immersive 
Creative Content. And as RWS seeks additional growth, they’ve 
hired museum and zoo industry veteran Robby Gilbert as 
Global Director, Business Development, and operations expert 

Jake McCoy as Director of  Operations for ted.
Even as RWS works to integrate JRA and ted, Stana remains 
focused on the future. RWS’s primary tool to achieve its 
aspirations is a document Stana calls the “Time and Action,” 
which lays out what needs to be accomplished by RWS 
globally each month to reach annual goals. This is no dusty 
vision document that lingers in an unopened file. Stana says, 
“At every full staff  meeting, you’ll hear me say, ‘Where are 
we with the Time and Action? What’s on track and what’s 
falling behind?’ That’s our guidepost.”

To IAAPA … and beyond
Stana, Kramer, Breese-Davies, James and the RWS 
leadership team are looking forward to greeting current 
clients and meeting future clients at IAAPA Expo 2022 in 
Orlando. Stana says, “We’re there to meet with museums, 
developers, IPs, brands and visionaries looking to create the 
next great destination attraction. Come to the JRA booth 
(#1069), and meet with all of  our teams across ted, JRA and 
RWS.”

The companies are also participating in other ways. RWS 
Entertainment Group is a Platinum Sponsor. JRA and 
ted are both Silver Sponsors of  the EMEA Reception 
Wednesday night (November 16). RWS is also the live 
entertainment producer for IAAPA Expo. Stana shares, “I 
started going to IAAPA 17 years ago, and now, being the 
company selected to produce it…it’s like I live a dream every 
day, doing what I’m doing.”

Chloe Hausfeld, Keith James and Shawn McCoy of JRA and Anthony Shepherd and Lauren Shepherd of ted at IAAPA Expo Europe
Photo courtesy RWS
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Company leaders are also giving presentations. On November 16, 
members of  the combined RWS team will present the Sponsor 
Spotlight session “RWS Entertainment Group: One Company 
Endless Possibilities,” on the EDUTalk Stage, where attendees 
can learn more about the group’s combined capabilities and 
exciting future. Shawn McCoy (Executive Vice President, JRA) 
is a presenter for “2022 Emerging Trends in Immersive Design” 
on November 14 and Clara Rice (Global Director, Marketing & 
Communications, RWS) is a facilitator for the roundtable, “IDEA 
– Inclusion, Diversity, Equality & Accessibility” on November 16. 
Check the IAAPA program for details.

Participation in industry groups by RWS leaders also takes the 
form of  Board service. JRA Vice President Chloe Hausfeld is 
wrapping up her term this year on the IAAPA International 
Board of  Directors and Rice is wrapping up hers on the TEA 
International Board as well.

The year 2023 will mark the 20th anniversaries of  RWS and ted, 
the 40th anniversary of  Binder Casting and the 35th anniversary 
of  JRA. Kramer says that she’s excited about unveiling the first 
project that will tap into the talents of  all four subsidiaries. “I 
think it will be jaw-dropping for our clients to experience what 
we’re able to provide and how it truly is turnkey,” she shares, 
though at this writing she was unable to reveal additional details.

Stana says that in the coming year, “What I’m most looking 
forward to is the multitude of  projects in development, on land 

and at sea, and all over the world, including our slate of  holiday 
attractions. And there will be more opportunities for RWS, ted 
and JRA to work together in new regions and in new verticals.”

The ultimate goal is, as Stana says, “World domination. Why not? 
It’s in the Time and Action.” And he laughs.

Website: experiencerws.com. • • •

Wendy M. Grant has worked in 
marketing for more than 25 years. She 
served as Director of Marketing and 
Communications for San Diego’s Fleet 
Science Center, home to the world’s 
first IMAX Dome Theater, where she 
directed marketing for all exhibitions, 
films, shows and events for 13 years. 

She served on the Marketing Committee for the Giant Screen 
Cinema Association and she was a board member for the Giant 
Dome Theater Consortium. Prior to working in the museum 
field, she was Director of Marketing at Marine Corps Air Station 
Miramar where she helped to produce the annual Miramar 
Air Show. Since 2019, Grant has worked as a communications 
consultant, writer and editor, with clients in the education and 
entertainment fields.
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IAAPA President & CEO Hal McEvoy and Keith James at IAAPA Expo Europe. Photo courtesy RWS
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Christie projectors and solutions are helping guests suspend 
disbelief  and take the ride of  their lives in venues of  all kinds – 
including premium, one-off  experiences at major theme parks, 
standalone theaters in tourist destinations, and more standardized 
configurations for regional leisure venues.

In a flying theater, riders sit in motion-controlled seats 
with their feet dangling, surrounded by imagery on a large 

dome or curved screen. Christie is one of  the specialist 
projection suppliers that often partners in the creation of  flying 
theaters, with projection options for a wide range of  settings, 
configurations and budgets, and a decade of  specialized expertise.

Christie’s acumen in supplying systems to flying theaters is built 
on extensive experience in two, closely related sectors where 
multiple projectors and blended images tend to come into 
play – professional motion simulators (aka training simulators) 
for industry and government, and full dome theaters for 
planetariums and other settings. 

When Doug Boyer, Entertainment Account Manager at Christie, 
joined the company in 2004, “Christie was forming a custom 
solutions group. We hired solutions architects – AV engineers 
– because we were very involved in the industrial simulator 
business and we were interested in how the technology could be 
applied in solutions for other fields.”

At the ultra-high-end, the Christie Eclipse 4K RGB pure laser 
projector, honored in 2020 with the prestigious Thea Technology 
Award, was introduced at the Hayden Planetarium in New York 
City. The Christie Eclipse processes and reproduces true HDR 
imagery on-screen, at both high and low brightness levels and 
true 4K resolution, achieving an unparalleled contrast ratio of  
up to 20,000,000:1. In addition, its color gamut approaches 
Rec. 2020. 

Says Boyer, “If  there were no budget ceiling for a flying theater, 
we would, unhesitatingly, recommend Eclipse projectors due 
to the ultra-high 20,000,000:1 contrast ratio that we’re able to 
achieve with these units.” Meanwhile, “we offer the best solution 
that fits within any physical constraints, the target budget, and the 
scale of  the project.” Those options include (but are not limited 
to) the Christie laser and RGB pure laser projectors that have 
been utilized in recent flying theater installs by SimEx-Iwerks and 
Kraftwerk Living Technologies (KLT).

SimEx-Iwerks: screen size and shape
One of  the pioneers of  motion simulator attractions is SimEx-
Iwerks. The company’s rich history of  innovation includes the 
development (by SimEx) of  the 1984 Tour of  the Universe 
in Toronto – an early and influential example. In 2002, 
SimEx would acquire another pioneer of  the genre, Iwerks 
Entertainment. A driving purpose of  Iwerks was to streamline 
products and processes to help bring high-quality, sophisticated 
attractions within the reach of  smaller operators.

Flying theaters take guests on the ride of their lives

by Joe Kleiman

The FlyRide flying theater at Beyond the Lens! in Pigeon Forge, TN 
© 2021 SimEx-Iwerks Entertainment. All Rights Reserved.

Boarding pass
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Today’s SimEx-Iwerks takes a whole-product approach to 
business in that it provides the motion base and the audiovisual 
integration for a project and is at the same time a content 
provider. They’ve brought this to the development of  flying 
theaters. “Our goal for visitors is to have bright, vibrant, fully 
immersive imagery with as much impact as possible,” says 
Doug Wildeboer, A/V Engineering Manager for SimEx-Iwerks. 
“Ultimately, we want people to be in an environment that is 
involving them in the moment.”

The SimEx-Iwerks FlyRide system debuted in 2016 when the 
105-seat Agila the EKsperience attraction opened at Enchanted 
Kingdom theme park in Santa Rosa, Philippines. It uses three 
Christie 4K projectors, with a curved screen to envelop guests in 
an aerial tour of  the region. 

SimEx-Iwerks opened its next generation of  FlyRide theaters 
at two Beyond the Lens leisure destinations in the United States 
– two 40-seat theaters, one in 2020 in Branson, Missouri, and 
one in 2022 in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee. Whereas the screen 
was visible upon entry in the first generation of  FlyRide and the 
floors lowered to create the foot-dangling effect, this second 
generation of  FlyRide houses the ride carriages in individual bays. 

Doors in front of  the riders rapidly open to reveal the screen, and 
the motion base shoots forward with no floor beneath the riders, 
bolstering the sense of  takeoff  and flight. Each theater uses four 
Christie Crimson laser projectors. With WUXGA resolution (just 
slightly lower than 2K per projector, but close to 4K resolution 
with the projectors combined), the 3-chip DLP® projector 
provides 25,000 lumens, and up to 20,000 hours of  maintenance-
free operation. 

At Wilderness Resort in the Wisconsin Dells, a 60-seat FlyRide 
theater uses four Christie D4K40-RGB pure laser projectors, 
featuring up to 45,000 lumens each, blended into a single high-
definition image with Christie Mystique - Large Scale Experience 
Edition software. According to Joel St-Denis, Director of  
Product Management at Christie, “Depending on the design of  
the flying ride, you may have vibration in the structure that can 
lead to projection shift. Christie Mystique can accurately align and 
maintain content across multiple projectors in minutes.”

Christie’s Boyer pointed out that one thing that keeps customers 
coming back to Christie is its group and 24/7 aftermarket 
support services.

Doug Boyer
Entertainment Account 

Manager, Christie

Ernest Bakenie
Senior Director of Sales, 
Themed Entertainment, 

Americas, Christie

Thomas Gellerman
Head of Special Projects,

Kraftwerk

Joel St-Denis
Director of Product 

Management, Christie

Doug Wildeboer
A/V Engineering 

Manager, SimEx-Iwerks

The Christie M 4K25 RGB features 25,000 
lumens and RGB pure laser technology.

Photo courtesy of Christie Digital

The Christie Griffyn 4K50-RGB pure laser projector delivers 50,000 
lumens and achieves ~98% of the Rec. 2020 color space. 

Photo courtesy of Christie Digital  
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Says Wildeboer, “Our partnership with Christie has been crucial 
to the product we provide to our clients. Christie’s support team 
has worked closely with us in creating unique solutions. Their 
post-install support is fantastic as well.”

Kraftwerk Living Technologies: different 
architecture, different challenges
Austria’s Kraftwerk Living Technologies is an integrator 
whose projects range from architectural AV to research and 
conceptualization software. KLT is also well-known in the 
attractions industry for its approach to unique projects – 
including full dome attractions and flying theaters, and has been 
part of  numerous high-profile installations in Asia and Europe 
that involve specialty cinema.

“Every project is different,” says Thomas Gellermann, Head 
of  Special Projects. “Flying theater projects actually have more 
similarities to one another than full dome theaters. But we 
did learn from our full dome projects. For instance, Dragon’s 
Treasure at City of  Dreams, Macau (a highly acclaimed show and 
novel use of  the digital dome that ran 2009-2015) taught us the 
importance of  positioning projectors to hide shadows. This is 
something we learned when applying projectors to flying theaters, 
where they are positioned typically around the riders. This and 
the requirement to develop uncompressed, multi-channel media 
servers with integrated auto-alignment functionality, gave us our 
own custom solutions and the advantage to set the challenges 
even higher.”

On another project in Macau, at the Studio City Macau resort, 
KLT employed three Christie 3DLP projectors on the 72-seat 
Batman: Dark Flight flying theater, which opened in 2015. KLT 
partners with various motion base manufacturers, each with its 
own ride system. For Batman: Dark Flight, the motion base was 
supplied by Dynamic Attractions. Riders take their seats on a 
base sitting flat on the ground; the entire base then rotates 90 
degrees, placing them in front of  the screen with feet dangling. 

For Europa-Park’s Voletarium attraction, which opened in 
2017 and features what is said to be the largest flying theater in 
Europe, KLT integrated three Christie Mirage Series projectors 
in each of  the two 70-seat theaters. Voletarium tells the story 

Dragon’s Treasure at City of Dreams, Macau was a highly acclaimed show and novel use 
of the digital dome that ran from 2009-2015. © Falcon’s Treehouse

Agila the EKsperience at Enchanted Kingdom, Philippines
© 2021 SimEx-Iwerks Entertainment. All Rights Reserved.
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of  two fictional European aviators. The main event is a flight 
above Europe in front of  a 16-meter (52-foot) high dome 
with projection at 120 frames per second.  The theater utilized 
Brogent’s i-Ride motion bases, which suspend individual 
carriages within the dome space. 

KLT also was the integrator for two recent FlyOver attractions – 
one is in Reykjavik, Iceland, opened 2019, and one in Las Vegas, 
Nevada, opened 2021. FlyOver operates under the umbrella 
of  destination travel company Pursuit. “FlyOver Iceland was a 
new build, while FlyOver Las Vegas was a retrofit of  an existing 
place,” says Gellermann. “So while we had more room to work 
with in Iceland (and a smaller screen), we had our ceiling height 

compromised in Vegas. Our process starts with defining the 
screen area, then where the projectors will be placed. We need to 
understand the pitch and viewing area and define the sweet spot 
in the theater. All these elements define the ideal position where 
the projectors can shoot at the best angle without colliding with 
the motion system.”

Gellermann finds that for many of  his projects, “the native 
4K 3DLP systems are the best. There might be differences in 
the light sources, but RGB laser is important for reaching that 
Rec. 2020 color space, which provides the most realistic color 
spectrum. For these types of  projectors, Christie is one of  the 
best.”

The magic: technology and people
An advantage of  Christie’s current lineup of  projectors is their 
ability to project at up to 120 frames per second (fps) at native 
4K. Flying theaters can easily suffer the same issue as virtual 
reality or first-person video games, where lower frame rates can 
result in motion fatigue and dizziness, especially when physical 
movement on a motion base is factored in. At 120 fps, motion 
blur is virtually eliminated and a more realistic image, comfortable 
to the brain, is produced.

Christie offers other solutions to improve the viewing experience. 
Along with Mystique, another key Christie technology used to 
maximize quality is LiteLOC. According to Ernest Bakenie, 
Senior Director of  Sales, Themed Entertainment, Americas at 

The 72-seat Batman: Dark Flight flying theater opened at the Studio City 
Macau resort in 2015. © Kraftwerk Living Technologies

Voletarium at Europa-Park features two 70-
seat flying theaters. © Frank Baudy
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Christie, “The first time you see an attraction, it looks perfect on 
day one. But what does it look like six months, nine months, two 
years down the road? To keep attractions looking as perfect as 
they do on the first day, Christie utilizes a variety of  technologies 
such as LiteLOC which will keep the same color balance and 
brightness over time regardless of  fluctuations in ambient 
temperature.”

“LiteLOC is standard on our latest 3DLP projectors,” shares 
St-Denis. “Additionally, you can prolong the life and brightness 
level of  the projectors by not running them at full brightness. 
This means they can stay as bright as the first day. For instance, 
you might have 35,000-lumen projectors, but run them at only 
25,000 lumens to maintain the same light level. People want to 
experience the attraction the same way every time they ride it, 
year after year.”

Recently, Christie introduced its Griffyn line of  3DLP 4K laser 
projectors. For the larger domes and screens, the Griffyn 4K50-
RGB pure laser projector offers 50,000 lumens of  illumination 
and features Rec. 2020 color capabilities [see “Screens to fill, 
markets to disrupt,” InPark issue #77]. A 35,000-lumen version 
of  the projector will soon be on the market. “Our 25,000-lumen 
M 4K25 RGB projector,” says St-Denis, “has a small form 
factor that becomes something to be considered when there 
isn’t a massive amount of  space. It’s UHD and can be stacked to 
achieve desired light levels.” 

“We’re focusing on offering a smaller form factor with higher 
power,” adds Bakenie.

Christie works closely with its partners to develop solutions that 
meet the needs of  each project. “One of  the important things 
to note about flying theaters,” says St-Denis, “is that they’re all 
custom projects. Each one depends on the type of  installation, the 
type of  space, and the integrators’ approach.”

“We have a variety of  projectors to meet a range of  budgets and 
spaces and complementary technologies to make the experience as 
immersive as possible,” says Bakenie. “Our technology ensures that 
every time, in every seat, guests will have a fantastic experience.”

IAAPA Expo and the Attractions Technology Lab
Christie will be exhibiting at booth 1383 during the IAAPA 
Expo in Orlando, Florida, November 15-18, 2022. In addition, 
the company will be demonstrating its latest technology at 
the Attractions Technology Lab, taking place at Oceaneering’s 
headquarters in Orlando November 14 and 15 (there will be 
free shuttle service from the IAAPA Expo). The Attractions 
Technology Lab (attractionstechnology.com) allows park and 
attraction operators and AV integrators to experience a complete 
ride installation in a controlled environment. It is presented by the 
Attractions Technology Collaborative founded by Alcorn McBride, 
Christie, Garner Holt Productions, Oceaneering, and Weigl 
Control. In addition to a choose-your-own-adventure dark ride 
experience, tours of  Oceaneering’s facility will be available, as well 
as training from the partner companies. 

Visit christiedigital.com. • • •

The Take Flight flying theater at the Wilderness Resort in Wisconsin Dells, WI © 2021 SimEx-Iwerks Entertainment. All Rights Reserved.





54 inparkmagazine.com

When people go to see a new attraction, a new experience, 
what do they look for? What do they look at? Most 

guests are there to see the show, to be immersed in the story 
and experience. The behind-the-scenes stuff  – the projectors, 
mixers and other equipment - should stay behind the scenes, 
where it’s meant to be, or else the illusion will be broken, and 
the suspension of  disbelief  lost. That’s when the magic is gone, 
unless you’re one of  the folks (like us) who make the magic using 
tools and technology. We call ourselves Alchemists, because we 
transform matter into attraction magic. 

The dictionary defines alchemy as “a seemingly magical process 
of  transformation, creation or combination.” Arthur C. Clarke 
said it another way: “Any sufficiently advanced technology 
is indistinguishable from magic.” If  themed experience is to 
deliver magical experiences to guests, our technology must be 
sufficiently advanced and properly implemented. We want to 
build experiences that don’t look like screens, that don’t look 
like ride vehicles, that don’t appear to be a bunch of  PLCs, show 
controllers, projectors and other things, but appear as a seamless 
experience and allow people to suspend their disbelief  and dive 
into the magic. 

Bring creative and tech together early 
It begins as early in the process as possible, by thinking through 
the creative intent, how it might be achieved, and whether the 
required technology even yet exists. (No project should ever 
start from the technology, unless the intent is to demonstrate the 
capability of  a technology as part of  a sales pitch or marketing 
gag.) The process starts with story, with concept, with narrative 
and the journey, but we do ourselves a disservice if  we don’t 
have the voices of  technology in the room so that a collaborative 
dialogue can take place. 

For us, that’s our favorite part – inventing things when we don’t 
let ourselves believe we can’t. From that initial spark and dialogue 
comes the framework of  a solution, the technical corollary of  
a concept drawing, which guides the technical teams toward a 
possible architecture for delivering the tech magic that will make 
the experience possible. Just like architects wringing a brick-
and-mortar building out of  an early concept sketch, solution 

Joe Fox from Alchemy Controls shares tips for 
successful technology-rich projects
by Joe Fox

Notes from the
bleeding edge

architects and other tech 
disciplines bring their 
talents to bear on these 
early designs and flesh 
out the right tools and 
technologies necessary 
for an attraction to 
materialize, and then 
those details give way to 
finding the right team to 
deploy those solutions. 
This includes audio, 
video, lighting, projection, 
animatronics, show 
control and much more. 
Unifying these systems are 
power and networks and 
other infrastructure elements. Each must be planned carefully 
to deliver on the eventual goal of  being invisible to the guests 
and enabling the magic. This also allows us to pick the RIGHT 
components earlier in the process, helping to hold costs down 
and maximize the return on investment so that we aren’t re-
working, paying to rush order items or having to deploy even 
more technology to cover for not having planned it from the 
beginning. 

A great example is audio – if  you build the speakers into what 
you’re designing and account for the volumes needed early 
enough, you can save on needing to hide or scenically treat them 
later because they’re an integral element. You can also make 
them much more maintainable as part of  the design process, 
lowering your overall total cost of  ownership over the life of  
the attraction. We recently worked on a wiring harness where we 
were able to reduce the cost of  the wires by a factor of  10 by 
asking a few leading questions. When you’re producing hundreds 
of  these, that adds up quickly!

Support invisibility 
Starting earlier in the process means those elements have a 
far greater chance of  blending in with the woodwork (and 
other scenic elements) and not becoming obtrusive or costly 

Joe Fox
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modifications later on. Choosing an integration firm with 
knowledge of  each area, and their interconnections and the 
overall architecture of  systems can allow your teams latitude to 
dream bigger and brighter and to deliver on the creative intent 
of  your experiences with ever less-visible technology. Integrators 
can also be your representative in the conversations with the 
other vendors on the team for responding to questions about 
integration approaches (will we use SMPTE? MTC? Network 
time code?), network designs (will this be a private network 
or part of  a parkwide or corporate network? How should we 
logically and physically segment the systems? What devices need 
to communicate with each other?), plan the high-level ICDs 
(interconnection diagrams) and otherwise give your system the 
structure it needs for the rest of  the team to come and turn 
into a full-fledged design. Now the magic is shaping up, and the 
Alchemists’ sorcery is becoming (in)visible.

Many of  the guest experiences being designed today are also 
interactive in nature, meaning the audience will become part of  
the system and the systems have to be even more invisible. For 
instance, if  designing a spaceship for guests to travel to another 
galaxy, the interface should support the illusion on every level 
possible. These systems end up connecting to PLCs, to show 
controllers, to lighting controllers and more in order to make the 
experience seamless, and planning for each of  those interactions 
(particularly when space is at a premium) is critical. Custom 
components may have to be fabricated and may have to interact 
with one or more systems. How will they connect? How will they 
be powered? Do they need any specific testing or certifications to 
be safe for public use?

Test and perfect 
The integration team can also be invaluable during mock-ups 
and testing and can help iterate quickly without having to write 
additional contract elements for each of  these to the multiple 
disparate vendors (and if  needed, they can often manage the 
subcontracting process to bring in additional resources faster and 
more elegantly than the operators can because of  their size and 
reduced bureaucracy). 

The goal of  the design teams working on interactives is that 
the experience must be effortless if  the audience are to remain 
engaged. To attain this effortlessness for the guest requires 
effort from the team. It is the product of  careful thought and 
analysis, component selection, iteration and playtesting, leading to 
something that works exactly as you would expect it to. 

Once tests have validated a system is viable, there’s still a LOT of  
technical work to be done. It includes selecting the components, 
confirming availability and swapping for alternates (particularly in 
the wake of  the post-COVID supply chain). It includes building 
the enclosures and racks and certifying them to the appropriate 
standards (UL, ETL, NEC, NFPA in the US; CE, CEN, ESTI 
and others in the EU; CCC and GB in China, and many others 
besides). It includes coordinating the integration between vendors 
and ensuring all systems are driving toward the same goals 
and following their respective ICDs, validating the safety and 

functionality of  the entire system and then training the operators 
and maintenance teams how to care and feed for the system that 
will be theirs for five, 10, 20 or more years to come. The Alchemy 
team has considerable expertise in finding things and coming up 
with solutions over seemingly insurmountable hurdles – including 
budget and schedule, the two omnipresent challenges on every 
project ever.

Stay on the edge 
Attractions have grown more complex over the years; there is 
an astounding contrast in looking back at some of  the “simple” 
dark rides at Disneyland and Knott’s of  yesteryear compared 
to the mega-thrillers of  today. And this is how it should be. 
The challenge is to stay ahead, with technologies on the leading 
and bleeding edges and never lose the spirit of  invention. 
The only way to do that is to work together and to start the 
involvement of  the technical teams as early along in the process 
as possible, ideally during the blue-sky phases and to build 
trusted partnerships with people who can be our guides into the 
technological otherworld. The technologists in the room must 
bring an open mind and the improvisational sketch artist must 
turn “Yes, and” into “Yes, if…” That “if ” will be fulfilled by 
their creativity and imagination, and their depth of  knowledge of  
what is possible and what isn’t – yet. Walt Disney was famous for 
saying “It’s kind of  fun to do the impossible.”

It sure is. • • •

Joe Fox brings his themed entertainment experience and skills as 
a problem solver, project engineer, integrator, and programmer 
to his role as Managing Director at Alchemy Controls, which 
specializes in building UL-listed control panels to order.  
Visit alchemycontrols.com.

Alchemy is a majority women-owned company, with a focus 
on building partnerships with industry companies to deliver on 

their projects utilizing a solution architecture approach and a 
focus on relationships.  Photo courtesy of Alchemy Controls
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The thundering feel of  a herd of  elephants, the sound of  a 
Georgia O’Keeffe painting coming to life… the scent of  

the moon? While this may sound like a series of  daydreams, 
each fantasy is a reality at Illuminarium. 

Atlanta-based Illuminarium Experiences presents large-
scale experiential entertainment, called “spectacles,” in 
reprogrammable immersive theaters that allow Illuminarium 
venues to take guests far beyond the walls of  their physical 
spaces. 

Co-owners Alan Greenberg and Brian Allen wanted to build 
a space where guests can walk on the moon, take a safari, or 
even dive into the scenes of  Alice in Wonderland. At night 
the space transforms into a full bar offering savory small bites 
in ever-changing, magically immersive settings ranging from 
the night markets of  Tokyo to a vibrant reef  under the sea, a 
crystal cavern and beyond.

“Illuminarium is a place that can take you anyplace,” 
Greenberg said. “We create experiences that take your breath 
away.”

Illuminarium uses ambient scent to take guests on spectacular voyages 
by Heather Lane, Prolitec

Magic is in the air

State-of-the-art components 
Creating an immersive setting that delivers a seamless atmosphere 
and voyage to guests is no small feat. Illuminarium partnered with 
leading technology companies from around the world to implement 
superior immersive elements that reach guests on all senses – 
including smell.

“The technology that went into creating these is simply amazing,” 
says Roger Bensinger, EVP of  Prolitec, which provided the scent 
component for Illuminarium. “Each spectacle took a dedicated team 
of  experts and to say it’s high-tech would be an understatement.”

Each Illuminarium journey is created with state-of-the-art laser 
projections on the walls and floors. These visuals were a joint 
development with Panasonic, requiring an entirely new lens 
specifically for the project. For the soundscapes, Illuminarium 
partnered with HOLOPLOT, an award-winning Berlin-based audio 
company to provide cutting-edge sound systems able to fit each 
unique experience.

Along with stunning visuals and audio, one of  the most surprising 
elements of  each spectacle is the scent component. Illuminarium 
tapped into the science that proves how scent evokes emotion and 
forms long-lasting memories.

Prolitec helps evoke the scents of the savannah for WILD: A Safari Experience at Illuminarium.
Photo courtesy of Illuminarium
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The power of scent 
According to an article from Market Leader, studies show that 
75% of  all the emotions we experience on a daily basis are 
generated by what we smell – more so than what we see or hear. 
When guests walk into a spectacle at Illuminarium they truly walk 
into a powerfully memorable experience – with scent a significant 
element.

“Our sense of  smell is extremely powerful as it acts directly on 
the limbic system, which controls emotion and memory,” Market 
Leader reports. “A study by the Fragrance Institute showed that, 
on average, people can recognize around 10,000 odors. We also 
have a great capacity to remember them: we can recall smells with 
around a 65% accuracy after a year, but our recall of  images is 
a lot lower, at around 50% after only three months. This ability 
for smells to stay in our memory means we form an emotional 
attachment to them.”

Not only does scent evoke powerful feelings, but it can ultimately 
encourage guests to return and enjoy more experiences at 
Illuminarium. The International Journal of  Marketing Studies 
reports that a pleasant scent improves evaluation of  environment, 
the level of  pleasure experienced, the level of  stimulation, and 
their intention to revisit the space.

Successful scent curation 
To capitalize on the benefits scent has to offer, Illuminarium 
reached out to Prolitec, a global leader in ambient scent 
technology, to design, install, and diffuse custom scents. For over 
25 years, Prolitec has been working with leading companies to 
enhance experiences with best-in-class, US-manufactured and 
patented diffusion technology. Prolitec offers their customers 
diffusion systems that are fully programmable and catered to the 
peak, open, and closed times for their business. The systems are 
adaptable to all different size spaces and are remote adjustable 
for fast, no-contact service that further reduces their carbon 
footprint. Their team and partnership network provide full 
service and customer care in more than 80 countries.

“We worked closely with the Illuminarium team to curate the 
right scents for each spectacle,” explains Bensinger. “The process 
was really fun, but also really important to get right. The scents 
have to be livable, breathable, and subtle, yet a key part of  the 
way guests experience the space.”

Prolitec works with the world’s largest fragrance and flavor 
house, Firmenich, to provide customers with beautifully crafted 
and sustainably sourced scents. Each scent is designed with 
clear olfactive goals in mind and a wide palette of  fragrance 
ingredients. Prolitec looked at these characteristics to carefully 
pair the scents with the spectacles. 

A modern wood scent was chosen for their safari spectacle, 
“WILD,” to give a fresh, outdoorsy atmosphere. Notes of  natural 
cedarwood and touches of  crisp green foliage bring nature inside 
and help take guests through the sun-kissed savannah.

The Alice in Wonderland spectacle, “Waking Wonderland,” 
focuses on more delicate floral notes. “Soft Veil” fragrance takes 
guests on a romantic and whimsical voyage with hints of  lily of  
the valley and magnolia petals, gently wrapped with warm touches 
of  Tahitian vanilla and white cedarwood. “The effect is one of  
airy elegance and playfulness – just right for a trip down the 
rabbit hole,” explains Sandra Barvaux, Prolitec’s VP of  Fragrance.

The space-themed experience was a bit more of  a challenge – 
what would walking on the moon smell like? “For ‘SPACE,’ we 
wanted something that really conjured up the feeling of  mystique, 
an out-of-this-world experience,” Barvaux said. “We have a 
fragrance for it that is called Moondance. It’s a rich, luscious scent 
where velvety vanilla and enticing amber mingle with exotic wood 
notes. There’s a touch of  brightness from bergamot, iris, and 
honeysuckle to give it an exciting glow. It really feels like you’re 
exploring something you’ve never experienced before.”

Fragrance experts worked carefully with the executive team of  
Illuminarium to ensure each scent matches and exceeds the feel 
of  each spectacle. “It’s actually one of  my favorite things to do 
every show,” adds Allen. “We get to sample a bunch of  scents 
and we stand in the room and have to figure out what will work 
best.”

Once the scents were chosen, Prolitec designed the diffusion 
systems for each spectacle. To accommodate the considerable 
scale of  the spectacles, they installed 1200 series appliances, the 
largest of  their product range, which are capable of  uniformly 
scenting up to 150,000 ft³.  Prolitec appliances can be wall-
mounted, track light mounted, free-standing, or piggy-back into 
existing HVAC systems. 

With 10 appliances in their current product range, Prolitec has 
successfully provided scent to a wide variety of  experiential 
installations, from the Swiss Pavilion at Expo 2020 Dubai 
to the 2022 Vision & Virtuosity exhibition by Tiffany & Co.  
These diffusers are also staples for Prolitec’s long-term clients, 
representing businesses in hospitality, healthcare, gaming, retail, 
and transportation.

Illuminarium currently has spectacles in Atlanta and Las 
Vegas, with plans to open soon in Miami and goals to launch 
50 worldwide within five years. “When I see guests enter the 
Illuminarium for the first time, it’s incredible. You’re seeing 
these faces light up because they’ve never seen anything like that 
before,” Allen said. “They’re smelling, they’re interacting, kids are 
running around chasing lions and it’s magical.” • • •

Heather Lane is VP of Commercial 
Marketing for Prolitec. She and her team 
support the global partner network and 
the company’s domestic operations in 
sharing the wonderful world of scent with 
people around the world. Based in New 
Orleans, Louisiana, Heather comes from 
an art background and in her spare time 

enjoys operating a local venue and rebuilding historic homes.
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“The story included a crashed airplane, so we went out and 
found an old aircraft for sale in North Carolina,” explains 

Ken Parks, Corporate Director of  Creative Development for 
Cedar Fair Entertainment. He then called Tony Ryland, Vice 
President of  Construction & Maintenance for Kings Dominion 
(one of  Cedar Fair’s properties), who in turn mobilized his team 
to prep for arrival of  the plane. “The entire crew was in it from 
the start,” says Parks. “How often do you get to buy and move a 
whole airplane?”

Today, the Tin Goose Too is an elaborate prop and photo 
opportunity for guests visiting Jungle X-Pedition at Kings 
Dominion in Doswell, Virginia. The new themed land – based 
on a detailed story of  mystery, exploration and magical temples 
– includes a new roller coaster, re-imagined restaurant and retail 
spaces, and re-themed attractions. In addition to in-house creative 

Bleck & Bleck Architects digs into Kings Dominion’s 
new themed land, Jungle X-Pedition 
by Martin Palicki

Welcome to the jungle

and construction teams from Cedar Fair and Kings Dominion, 
the park relied on architecture and engineering experts Bleck & 
Bleck Architects to help create the new land.

Starting with a coaster 
The peculiarities of  the pandemic caused Jungle X-Pedition to 
be developed in a somewhat unconventional manner. Cedar Fair 
purchased an S&S 4D Free Spin Coaster for the park in 2019, 
and the ride arrived on property by the fall of  2020. Because of  
COVID closures, the ride’s planned 2021 debut was pushed back 
a year. Architects and business partners Bob Bleck and Chuck 
Bleck were initially brought in to do engineering and architectural 
design work on the ride, a role that later expanded. 

“The Bleck & Bleck team played a really important role as 
we started to look at incorporating this new ride in the park,” 

Tumbili rises above the park’s natural foliage as an iconic attraction for Kings Dominion. 
Photo courtesy of Bleck & Bleck Architects and Kings Dominion
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explains Ryland. The first big challenge was how 
to anchor the coaster. Tumbili, as it’s now known, 
is a narrow and tall coaster with a small footprint. 
In addition to the dynamic motion of  the ride, 
wind loads are a major force to consider. Bleck & 
Bleck’s solution was to utilize a concrete mat raft 
foundation system – essentially a giant, concrete 
slab buried 5.5 feet underground. The foundation 
doesn’t require expensive deep pilings and uses the 
weight of  the soil on top to act as ballast.

“This is an example of  real value engineering,” 
says Bob Bleck. “Our job is to find a solution that 
is safe, reliable and provides the best value to the 
client.” In this case, it allowed Kings Dominion 
freedom to add more theming to the attraction. 
The motion of  the ride’s cars is programmed to 
suggest monkeys jumping from tree to tree in the 
jungle, so the track was made green, supports were painted to 
look like bamboo, and cars were outfitted in shades of  brown.

The ride itself  was repositioned after a suggestion from Chuck 
Bleck. “We thought the ride should be rotated 180 degrees so the 
vertical lift hill hangs near the midway, allowing non-riding guests 
an opportunity to easily see their friends and family on the ride,” 
says Chuck Bleck. As an added bonus, this change moved the 
loose-article fall zone away from the midway, eliminating the need 
for protective coverings that would have masked close views of  
the ride from the guest midway and distract from theming. Bleck 
& Bleck was also able to mask tall, back-of-house buildings by 
using a steeply pitched wood truss roof. The guest-facing walls 
were clad with ruinous thematic overlays enhancing the temple 
ruin concept.

The ride’s queue also presented a challenge as the attraction is 
situated in a narrow footprint. “We didn’t want to extend the 
queue into the plaza area, so we created a maze of  pathways that 
cross over and under each other beneath the ride,” says Chuck 
Bleck. “We treated it almost like a split-level home.” The station 
sits 10 feet above the ground, which provided elevation and space 
to work with beneath it. “The vertical nature of  the ride makes it 
fun to look at, so with each turn of  the winding queue you get a 
better vantage point of  the ride,” says Bob Bleck. “It’s almost like 
looking up at a cliff.”

Developing the theme and the land 
When it opened in 1975, Kings Dominion was loosely modeled 
on Kings Island near Cincinnati, Ohio, and featured several 
themed lands. The park was purchased by Paramount in the 
1990s, and many of  the attractions were themed to Paramount 
IP. When Cedar Fair bought Paramount’s parks (including Kings 
Dominion) in 2006, it began the process of  removing the movie 
and TV brands from the park and its attractions.

In the summer of  2021, Ken Parks joined the Cedar Fair 
corporate team and almost immediately began looking at ways 
to incorporate story into park design. “As a company we had 
done a little bit of  story-driven design for South Bay Shores at 
California’s Great America,” said Parks. “But this was really our 
first opportunity to test it out in a fully realized way.” He knew 
he wanted a backstory that guests could dive into if  they wanted, 
but also a theme that extended to the present day. Parks decided 
to expand Bleck & Bleck’s role to include redeveloping the entire 
land surrounding the new ride and implementing the backstory. 
The resulting process sheds light on the role an architect can play 
on a creative team.

“One of  the first things we addressed was line-of-sight issues,” 
says Chuck Bleck. “We cut back underbrush and pruned trees, 
allowing guests to better see the attractions.” Plazas were opened 
and access to retail and dining buildings was enhanced.

The Tin Goose Too is an actual aircraft sourced by Cedar Fair designers 
to help support Jungle X-Pedition’s detailed backstory.

Photo courtesy of Bleck & Bleck Architects and Kings Dominion

An early concept drawing for how Kings Dominion’s new coaster could 
fit into a jungle theme. Image courtesy of Bleck & Bleck Architects
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Next, in partnership with Cedar Fair, they dug into the theme. 
The land was known as Safari Village, so many of  the current 
rides had animal names. “Jungle X-Pedition allowed the existing 
animal attraction names to blend into the new land’s story and 
also set the stage for future expansion,” explains Chuck Bleck. 
With Parks and his team developing the detailed story for Jungle 
X-Pedition [see sidebar], Bleck & Bleck began looking at ways to 
bring the theming into the land.

Since the land’s story is built around exploration, Bleck & Bleck 
wanted to bring in a base camp motif. Under the Tumbili coaster, 
tent canvas provides shade for the queue. At night, a custom 
lighting package designed by Visual Terrain simulates a campfire, 
with the flickering light reflecting up into the ride’s structure. 
“The effect is dramatic and eye-catching, but it also serves the 
story,” says Chuck Bleck. Strings of  lights are strung between 
poles and softly fade in and out as though being powered by a 
cranky generator. 

Rockwork in the Tumbili queue and elsewhere in the land reflects 
the mystic temple theme that supports the backstory. Props, 
ranging from explorer maps to the Tin Goose Too airplane, 
are scattered throughout Jungle X-Pedition, creating an inviting 
world that is fun to be in, but also opens the door to further 
exploration.

The existing Congo Thrills store was re-themed to Outfitters 
Shop. The building had an old moat surrounding it that had 
long ago been filled in with plants. It had the effect of  isolating 
the store. “We removed all the planting up against the building, 
extending the plaza and allowing full circulation to the retail 
entrance,” explains Chuck Bleck. Despite the clearing it was 
important to retain a jungle feel and also keep the park’s great 
tree canopy intact. “We call it ‘controlled wild,’” continues Chuck 
Bleck. “It still is green and lush, but now you can see and access 
everything easily.”

Bleck & Bleck also worked on the shop’s interior. A new themed 
ceiling with high-performance retail LED lighting was installed 
along with new fixtures and kiosks. Much of  the shop’s prior 
color scheme fit with the new theme, so only minimal changes 
were needed to refresh the space.

The restaurant, formally called Outer Hanks (and Bubba Gump 
Shrimp Co. before that), received a complete overhaul. Old 
crating, raw wood and corrugated metal were removed and dining 
areas were improved with new windows on the south side of  the 
building and a shaded veranda area in front. The restaurant also 
houses many clues and props that support the land’s backstory. 
Portraits highlighting many of  Jungle X-Pedition’s infamous 
explorers are placed around the dining room.

A photo of Tumbili at night (left), shows how the concept lighting sketch by Visual Terrain (right) was extremely accurate in 
its depiction of the lighting effects designed for the ride. Images by Bleck & Bleck Architects and Visual Terrain

The queue entrance for Tumbili, themed as an archeological dig site, includes an ascent of 10 feet from 
queue entry to the ride station, allowing overlapping entry bridges and exit tunnels to traverse each other 

and adding to the excitement of exploration. Photo courtesy of Bleck & Bleck Architects
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Bringing it all together 
Jungle X-Pedition opened in 
March 2021 and everyone from 
the guests to the development 
team is happy with the end result. 
Park visitors immediately took 
to the theming and the story 
behind it. “The guest reaction 
to the ride and area theming was 
overwhelmingly positive – more 
than we could have hoped for,” 
says Bridgette Bywater, Kings 
Dominion Vice President and 
General Manager. Fan sites have 
already popped up that help 
further the backstory and make it 
accessible to even more people. 

“The whole project was 
amazing,” says Ryland. “We 
have nothing but praise for 
the team approach from our 
contractors and our Experience 
Design Studio team.” In addition 
to the team members mentioned, 
SkyHigh Coasters, LLC completed the ride erection work and 
Weber Group was responsible for overlay construction and 
detailed design work on the land’s rockwork and building façade 
improvements.

Jungle X-Pedition was designed with expansion in mind. A 
labyrinth sits in the center of  the land with animal symbols 
representing the different temples (or attractions) in the land. 
“We may have put a few extra animals in there to represent our 
future plans,” teases Parks.

Along those lines, Cedar Fair’s commitment to enhancing park 
design through storytelling appears to be strong. Aeronautica 
Landing, celebrating the ingenuity of  aviation past, present and 
future opens in 2022 at Carowinds, which straddles the state line 
between North Carolina and South Carolina. The Boardwalk at 
Cedar Point in Ohio also debuts next year, featuring a modern 
take on the Cedar Point of  yesteryear. Fiesta Village at Knott’s 
Berry Farm in southern California also is receiving a theme 
update and makeover. “Guests will definitely be seeing more 
development of  this kind in years to come,” says Parks. “And that 
is due in large part to our guests’ response to Jungle X-Pedition.”

Perhaps Bywater sums it up best: “We continue to receive positive 
feedback from our guests on how immersive the experience 
is throughout the Jungle X-pedition area, from the reinforced 
imagery within the grounds and buildings to the impressive 
execution of  the theming components from ride to ride and 
across the land.” • • •

The Jungle X-Pedition Backstory
As the story goes, in the 1930s a group called 
the Manhattan Explorers Society heard about a 
mysterious location called Jungle X, where temples 
honoring various animals give the power of that 
animal to anyone who enters inside. Explorer Gerald 
Winston Whey, not known for his directional skills, 
ends up getting lost while in his plane the Tin Goose 
and stumbles upon the temples at Jungle X. The 
Manhattan Explorers Society sends out a group to 
try and find the site, but the search is unsuccessful.

Fast forward to today and Whey’s granddaughter 
forms the Whey Foundation to continue her 
family’s exploration streak and shed light on her 
grandfather’s research. Guests can engage in 
the story as much or as little as they like through 
the land’s various attractions, props, store and 
restaurant, as well as a show.

Photo courtesy of Bleck & Bleck Architects

Bringing the midway path all the way up to the retail building provides easier access 
while a renovation inside created better merchandising opportunities for park 

souvenirs. Photos courtesy of Bleck & Bleck Architects and Kings Dominion
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EXP delivers decades of consulting on projects around the world
by Gene Jeffers

Engineered to succeed

“We are a collection of  talented professionals with diverse 
experiences,” says Dan Christman, VP, Entertainment 

+ Sports market sector, about EXP’s decades of  success and 
growth in the highly competitive world of  engineering consulting. 
“We’re built to handle engineering challenges anywhere in the 
world.” Considering the wide variety of  successful EXP projects, 
chances are high that you’ve walked across, worked in, driven on, 
slept in or been entertained in a facility or environment upon 
which the company has consulted.

Exploring possibilities 
It is not by accident that EXP has survived decades of  
international and regional booms and recessions as well as a 
global pandemic. The firm and its people embody a culture that 
nurtures existing markets while exploring new opportunities and 
technologies.

“I wanted to do the cool stuff,” confesses Bill Weinaug, VP 
of  the firm’s Hospitality + Gaming market sector. “When I 
started at the company in 1986, I was a jack-of-all-trades, an 
architectural engineer handling mechanical issues for a variety 
of  civil and commercial projects. Then I got a taste of  themed 
entertainment work. That excited me the most.” EXP soon 
formed a unit that became today’s Entertainment + Sports 

section. As the entertainment industry moved to hi-tech, low-
voltage applications and away from Weinaug’s strengths in 
mechanical challenges, he shifted gears and focused on creating 
the Hospitality + Gaming vertical.

Shortly after Christman joined the company in 1996, they 
began working with SeaWorld Parks & Entertainment on 
Discovery Cove, initiating just one of  the firm’s many long-
term relationships. “Since then, we’ve consulted with SeaWorld 
in Orlando, San Diego, Williamsburg, Tampa, etc.,” he notes. 
“They introduced us to many design firms who we have lasting 
relationships with.” Nurturing connections with long-term 
partners has always been a priority at EXP. Familiarity and trust 
grown over time can raise client confidence in a firm’s ability to 
deliver.

Garrick Hansen, Principal and Senior Technology Design 
Engineer for Entertainment + Sports, points to SeaWorld 
Orlando’s Antarctica project as a prime example. “We were 
tasked with seamlessly bringing visitors in from the hot, humid 
air of  Florida into the cold, very dry environment of  the penguin 
exhibit – one of  the toughest, most complex projects we’ve 
worked on,” he says. “And by the way, let’s add a trackless dark 
ride to the mix. This work is challenging, and challenging is fun.”

Dan Christman
Vice President of 

Entertainment + Sports

Garrick Hansen
Principal & Senior 

Technology Design 
Engineer, Entertainment 

+ Sports

Aram Ebben
Principal & Director of 

Lighting Design

Bill Weinaug
Vice President of 

Hospitality + Gaming
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Depth and data
From the O’Shaughnessy Distilling Co. in Minneapolis to 
aquariums in Gulfport, Branson and St. Louis, from the 
thundering Niagara’s Fury experience to the Thibault GM 
Sports Complex in Sherbrooke, Canada, the diversity of  EXP’s 
entertainment and gaming work can be overwhelming.  

Hansen emphasizes the value of  having an enormous portfolio 
of  completed projects. “We have information on engineering 
solutions, cost values, operational values, energy consumption, 
going green,” he says. “No matter the project, it is likely we have 
done it or something similar before.”

“The OneEXP program emphasizes connecting and cooperating 
across more than 100 offices and nearly the same number of  
disciplines,” says Christman. EXP leadership encourage project 
managers and service heads to find the right personnel for each 
job regardless of  department or location. 

The OneEXP approach is critical for practices at EXP 
including Buildings, Infrastructure or Sustainability, Resilience + 
Regenerative Design. “A great advantage to working in one of  
the service lines at EXP is our exposure to a variety of  projects,” 
says Aram Ebben, Principal & Director of  Lighting Design, 
a specialty unit within the Buildings group. “Theme parks, 
museums, roadways and bridges, hotels, schools, casinos – every 
day, every project is different.”

The multidisciplinary expertise at EXP allows for flexibility with 
clients. “Let’s say one of  our lighting design clients wants to do a 
mine experience,” Ebben notes. “My unit doesn’t have experience 
with mines, but EXP has an entire Mining market vertical we can 
access for guidance.”

At Harrah’s Cherokee Hotel & Casino Resort, Ebben’s team 
worked with outside scenic vendors, EXP’s technology design 
team, and the Hospitality + Gaming market to infuse the 
complex’s rotunda with a central water screen and massive, 
illuminated trees whose lighting shifted to reflect the casino’s 
themes of  Earth, Sky, Wind, Mountains, changing seasons and to 
events within the casino itself.

Reawakening two century-old Chicago elevated train stations into 
a single, 21st-century architectural landmark found the lighting 
design team working with EXP’s Buildings sector. The new 
CTA Washington/Wabash station is now an iconic gateway for 
Millennium Park and many of  Chicago’s downtown attractions. 
EXP designed the entire station. “Most rewarding for my team is 
what former Mayor Rahm Emanuel said at the grand opening,” 
recalls Ebben. “‘If  you think this station is beautiful in the day, 
you need to come back and see it in the night.’ Can a lighting 
designer ask for a better compliment?”

Diversity in multiple dimensions 
Christman sees the many, diverse disciplines with which the 
company operates as key contributors to EXP’s longevity. “We 
have smart engineers of  all types, and when we have unique 

The award-winning Aquarium at the Boardwalk creates an immersive experience with aquatic species on a tourist-friendly boardwalk.
Branson, MO. Image courtesy of Aquarium at the Boardwalk
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problems, we can throw two or three or more of  them from 
different areas into a room with a whiteboard and they come at it 
from different angles,” he says. EXP’s specialty groups – spectral 
thought, sustainability, lighting design for example – add more 
diversity to the firm’s solutions. 

Engineering for a sustainable future
Sometimes one single project has a lasting impact on an 
individual or an entire organization. “We were working on Seuss 
Landing at Universal’s Islands of  Adventure,” says Weinaug. 
“That project hooked me on going green, on the importance of  
sustainability.” He has led in advocating for EXP to emphasize 
sustainable approaches in all their projects. Today, EXP’s 
Sustainability, Resilience + Regenerative Design service is driving 

advances in eco-conscious engineering. “Engineers have to lead, 
have to find ways of  reducing our impact on the planet while still 
delivering solid solutions,” says Weinaug. “We have to develop 
approaches that make economic AND environmental sense for 
EXP to continue to grow and thrive.”

With thousands of  creative professionals across 90+ offices 
worldwide, what is EXP’s secret for maintaining its position 
at the top of  the engineering consulting world? They nurture 
current markets and explore new ones. Invest in diversity in many 
dimensions. Find and retain talented people. Work in diverse 
markets and geographies. Focus on a sustainable future. Have 
a structure that can flex and adapt. Above all, they encourage 
people to chase their passions while feeling part of  a whole. • • • 

Gene Jeffers, former (2001-2013) TEA 
Executive Director, is currently serving as a 
Board member for the Greater San Gabriel 
Pomona Valleys American Red Cross and 
serves on the Board of the Historical Novel 
Society. He continues to write in a variety of 
genres. Based in Pasadena, Gene and his wife 
Carol (also a writer) are looking forward to 

traveling again and spending more post-COVID time with their 
two daughters, son-in-law and three grandchildren.

The Indigenous Peoples Experience is a first-of-its-kind, immersive exhibit for gathering and exploring life through the diversity of the First 
Nations’ and Métis peoples’ histories, cultures, experiences, and perspectives, local to Indigenous life in the Beaver Hills, or Edmonton region. 

Edmonton, AB, Canada © Christophe Benard Photography

Harrah’s Cherokee Casino Resort’s collaborative, multi-year renovation 
project provides a unique, high-end gaming resort experience that 

draws from tribal tradition, encompassing earth, water and sky. 
Cherokee, NC, USA. Image courtesy of EXP
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Media-based attractions have broken free of  theater settings 
and can now be found in a greatly expanded range of  

environments and types of  experiences (including theaters but no 
longer confined to them). We asked leaders in the field to share 
their perspectives and forecasts. 

• David Beaudry, Principal and Founder, Beaudry 
Interactive LLC - David’s expertise is dealing with both 
the creative and technical aspects of  real-time show control 
and interaction design in the worlds of  live performance, 
entertainment, museum exhibition and experiential design. 

• Mark Stepanian, President, CAVU Designwerks - Mark 
brings years of  experience in innovative engineering of  
large-scale theme park attractions. He is involved in the 
ASTM F24 standards committee, and also sits on the IAAPA 
Young Professionals subcommittee.

• Ryan Penny, Head of  Sales, HOLOPLOT - After a 
decade of  diverse roles within the pro audio industry, 
Ryan joined HOLOPLOT in 2021 to lead the company’s 
global commercial expansion, drawing from his experience 
in sales and project management on cultural events and 
entertainment venues.

• Charlotte Huggins, CEO and Executive Producer, 
Miziker Entertainment - A prolific producer of  3D films, 
Charlotte was included in Daily Variety’s “2008 Women’s 
Impact List” and The Hollywood Reporter’s “Digital 50.” 
She is a member of  the Producers Guild of  America New 
Media Council, on the founding Executive Board of  the 
Visual Effects Society, and an emeritus member of  the 
Writer’s Guild of  America West.

The changing nature of media-based attractions
edited by Judith Rubin and Joe Kleiman

It’s everywhere!
At Sesame Place San Diego, Big Bird walks around the park and talks with guests using 500 pre-recorded lines,  

with technology integration from Beaudry Interactive. Photo courtesy of Beaudry Interactive LLC
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What is important for operators, designers and producers 
to understand about the new media-based experience 
landscape? 

Huggins: Media – meaning original, produced audio and 
visual content – is so pervasive that there is now essentially no 
difference between a media-based experience and what might 
be called a traditional attraction. In themed entertainment, we 
deliver story-based experiences, and media is one of  the ways we 
tell stories and immerse guests in a story-world. Dark rides, roller 
coasters, walk-through attractions, traditional attractions, etc. 
are now all filled with media, in the form of  images on screens, 
projections on scenic elements, music and point-source audio.

Is “media-based attraction” still a meaningful category?
 
Stepanian: Media is just one of  the increasingly large toolkits of  
storytelling devices. Depending on the stories we are trying to tell, 
these new technologies may provide better or at least different 
means to tell stories. Ultimately, stories will be told across a 
sophisticated blend of  technologies that closely mimics the way 
that we experience our lives. It’s through a complex combination 
of  storytelling techniques that stories become their fullest, most 
robust, most engaging, most emotional, and ultimately most 
effective versions.  

Penny: Consumers may not actively think about the impact of  
this on their day-to-day activities, but when choosing to visit an 
attraction, the term ‘media-based’ suggests ‘new.’ I see the term 
‘media-based attraction’ as an educational term, used to
distinguish ‘traditional’ entertainment from the more cutting-
edge and experimental experience offering we’re seeing more and 
more of. Judging by the extreme acceleration of  technological 
advancement, however, I’m convinced that soon there’ll be 
a whole new vocabulary to articulate the next generation of  
themed entertainment experiences.

Huggins: I think the answer is no, it isn’t. But the use of  media 
in attractions is more important than ever. In our work at Miziker 
Entertainment, we have found that media is not only ubiquitous 
in attractions, it is a permanent part of  live shows as well. Media 
is seamlessly integrated into parades, such as the Journey of  

Lights Parade we created with Chimelong for Ocean Kingdom. 
That parade includes nearly a million LED lights, but also 
hundreds of  thousands of  pixels of  media that are beautifully 
part of  the parade of  lights.

And certainly, media is part of  any live spectacular, in the form 
of  architectural projection mapping, projection on water mist 
screens, even imagery synchronized to smartphones as part 
of  the show. We are always looking for new ways to integrate 
outstanding visuals into live audience experiences.

How does the ubiquity of  media change the project 
development process?

Beaudry: As designers we must give guests something that they 
can’t experience at home. And we feel this goes doubly so for 
media. When creating content for out-of-home experiences, it 
is easy to become complacent thinking that because you have 
dedicated so much time and resources on media production that 
your work is done once the last frame is complete, but it is not! 

Today’s experience-driven economy is wanting so much 
more. Guests are demanding to be active participants in your 
experience, and you must design for that call. This involves non-
linear storytelling and in-the-moment content that feels as if  it 
has been uniquely produced for just that audience at that given 
moment. This requires a different design approach where audio 
and video need to sound and look seamless, even if  the bits and 
pieces that are used to bring it all together are not. Giving agency 
to your guest means you, as a designer, are designing a “field of  
possibilities” – guardrails that shepherd the experience but keep 
it nimble and fluid enough that every guest feels they experienced 
something unique to them.

Penny: Delivering truly immersive experiences that can suspend 
disbelief  requires all technical elements to gel. It’s comparable to 
a symphony, where it’s the composition of  different instruments 
that makes the music.

At HOLOPLOT, we don’t believe in off-the-shelf  loudspeakers, 
but rather that the full impact of  advanced technologies such as 
our X1 Matrix Array is best felt when working closely at the point 
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of  conceptualization with creatives to understand their aspiration 
and vision for the project.

Stepanian: The project development process will change 
because the way we tell stories is changing. At their heart, the 
concept, the hook, and the meaning of  the story will stay the 
same. But then beyond that, the decisions we make on how that 
story gets told will rely on a new generation of  story crafters who 
are well versed in how to tell stories using these new mediums. 
Just as producers and directors of  movies represented the new 
frontier of  storytelling in the middle of  the 1900s, we are now 
on the brink of  another storytelling leap forward. Stories no 
longer will be as linear as they once were, as technology will allow 
for ever-evolving stories to be told. The ways we present to and 
engage guests will be different. The integration of  technology 
into the experience will change. With all those areas and more, we 
will need new creators to help guide us through how to tell these 
stories in new ways.   

Huggins: This is an important question that perhaps has a 
surprising answer. The use of  existing characters, music and 
stories that guests know and love – intellectual property – is 
such an important part of  new attraction development that 
asking the question of  how those characters are brought to life 
is more important than ever. We never set out to use a particular 
technology in an attraction or a live show. But more and more, 
whether it is a much-loved animated character or a scary monster, 
we carefully consider how that character is visualized, and more 
and more often, it is not through costumes or animatronics, it is 
through thoughtfully produced media segments.

Using media to visualize characters and story-worlds is so 
important that even when the character has never been visualized 
in this way before, we at Miziker Entertainment take the time to 
develop characters for shows or attractions. We have done this 
for decades and have adapted or invented characters that become 
digital assets that are used in media in many different ways. We 
have created 40-foot-high frog monsters with Jim Henson’s 
Creature Shop, beautiful 3D animated princesses that appear 
on water screens, and original hand-drawn or paper-sculpted 
characters that become visual media that are part of  a nighttime 
parade.

Tell us how your company has applied technology in a guest 
experience that has helped redefine the genre of  media-
based attraction. 

Beaudry: For us, it’s all about agency. We are bombarded with 
so much media in our regular lives that it often becomes noise or 
set dressing when we experience it in public spaces. Making the 
guests agents means that, at least for a few moments, you have 
an attentive audience that wants to see and hear what you have 
to say. We had a great example of  this a couple of  years back. 
At Sesame Street Land at SeaWorld Orlando, you can visit Elmo 
at his apartment window. Working with Sesame Workshop, we 
produced more than a dozen, super cute skits that would run 
throughout the day. 

Given the rockstar-like popularity of  Elmo for 2- to 6-year-
olds, all those working behind the screen initially assumed that 
beautifully produced content was all that was needed to keep the 

CAVU helped create an interactive VR experience for Lionsgate Entertainment World in Zhuhai Hengqin, China. The Twilight Saga: 
Midnight Ride has guests ride real motorbikes outfitted with a variety of technology that makes the experience even more realistic. 

Photo courtesy of Lionsgate Entertainment
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audience happy. The skits even occasionally broke the fourth wall 
where Elmo would ask guests questions, or a scene would trigger 
a physical prop outside Elmo’s window, like a spinning pinwheel 
or “Happy Meter.” But come opening day, very few people gave 
Elmo the time of  day. With the media content running like 
clockwork every few minutes, Elmo became scenery. It didn’t take 
us long to figure out why, either. Elmo did his thing whether you 
were there or not. 

That all changed a couple of  months later when we added a 
simple motion sensor. With the sensor, Elmo only appears when 
you are at his window! Rather than watching a video, it became 
a conversation – a playdate with Elmo. And as long as you stay 
at his window, Elmo keeps coming back to talk to you. The 
scheduler that used to trigger the skits was replaced by the guests’ 
arrival. And when that happened, they stayed and watched. Note 
that the media content wasn’t altered during this change, only the 
agency for action!

There is a similar situation for museums. Large budgets are spent 
on media content, but much of  this ends up on a monitor on an 
endless loop. Again, it often becomes set dressing. For the Santa 
Barbara Museum of  Natural History, we instead created “peeps.” 
These were small similarly themed 10” displays. The displays 
were dark. No instructions. No attract. But it was clear something 
should be playing on the small screens. And when you leaned in 
a bit, your suspicions were confirmed. With a simple proximity 
sensor, the guest became the agent for triggering the media 
content. The result is that, when triggered, guests watch the entire 
60-second clip and learn a little something in return.

Penny: The creators of  Illuminarium Experiences, two 
trailblazing, experiential cinema installations in Atlanta and 
Las Vegas, set out to create an inspirational environment that 
transports visitors to new worlds. They wanted to invite the 
audience to explore the room freely, creating their own journey 
around the moving, interactive content.

HOLOPLOT delivered a completely hidden X1 sound system, 
unshackling sound objects from the position of  the loudspeaker 
and the 2D surface of  the projection wall to make this vision a 
reality. Unlike conventional audio solutions, our audio objects 
can appear to be far away or, on the other hand, whisper in your 
ear. In addition, visitors can track a sound across the venue in 
perfect synchronicity with distinct visual show elements, making 
running alongside a moon rover in close proximity possible for 
the masses.

Apart from sonic authenticity in terms of  moving objects and 
visual synchronicity, another major challenge of  this project 
was ensuring the audio installation remained invisible. This was 
achieved by positioning each speaker behind a specially designed 
micro-perforated wall panel. Audio transmission losses from 
the panel were fully compensated for in the X1 optimization 
engine. The result is clear, full-range sound with virtually no 
coloration (elements that distort or alter sound) and a seamless 
visual projection surface. The audio and visual technology at 
Illuminarium work together in harmonious synchronicity, on a 
scale and level of  sophistication not seen before, showing AV 
technology at its very best.
 

A HOLOPLOT speaker is displayed at Illuminarium, which uses embedded HOLOPLOT speakers to create a 
changing soundscape targeted at different locations within the experience. Photo courtesy of HOLOPLOT
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What are some exciting and inspiring ways in which 
technology has liberated media and opened up new 
opportunities? 

Beaudry: Technology has given us a means to engage directly, 
and uniquely, with the guest and audience. We have a long 
history of  embedding sensors inside props and costumes to give 
performers the ability to trigger media (sound and visuals) in the 
moment. Our most recent adventure into this realm was giving 
Big Bird, as a walk-around character, a voice in the new Sesame 
Place San Diego park. The media content in this case comprised 
over 500 pre-recorded lines of  speech by Matt Vogel, the iconic 
voice and puppeteer behind Big Bird. The screen was replaced by 
a full-sized, in-person, puppeted Big Bird that was able to directly 
engage with the guests in the park. 

Using simple gestures and poses, along with some technical 
and design smarts behind the feathers, the Big Bird performer 
walks around and interacts with guests anywhere in the park, 
completely untethered. The technology also gives Big Bird 
the ability to interact with the surrounding environment, 
including fun exchanges with Oscar the Grouch, shoutouts to 
the neighboring Laundromat and Bike Shop interactives, and 
live shows with Sesame’s Storyteller, creating a truly dynamic 
and immersive environment. For us, this represents an entirely 
new direction in how to utilize pre-recorded media content by 
enabling the environment and the performer, allowing them to 
take the show where they need to. 

Stepanian: As technology evolves, so does the way we present 
stories. Today, AR and VR are changing the way that media is 
presented on screens and this is the short-term next step. In 
the long game, explorations into new technologies to bring 
experiences back into a 3D space are rapidly progressing. 
Projection mapping on physical environments that can change as 
guests move through space creates virtual reality in a 3D space 
without needing a headset. Animatronics and AI development 
are allowing even more organic interactions, further driving 
stories back into that 3D space. Finally, new computing 
technologies are allowing stories to react to guests, continually 
changing and evolving based on the unique set of  experiences 
that each guest brings. In this way, we inch closer and closer to 
real-life interactions that unfold organically and evolutionarily, 
interactions that are unique and personal, and interactions that 
create exceptionally deep and emotional connections with guests. 
 
What’s the really cool thing coming around the corner?

Penny: As audiences gain the ability to explore a given space 
more freely, the creative team are granted the opportunity to 
build ever more immersive worlds with the help of
cutting-edge AV technology. Our technology lets you create 
discoverable audio rather than blanket sound. Experiences 
become tailored and changeable depending on how a visitor 
moves through an attraction.

Dark rides are a great example of  the impact of  sound. These 
attractions have evolved from mechanically driven, theatrical 
tours to highly detailed, immersive experiences that invite visitors 
into 3D, movie-like journeys. As the name gives away, part of  
the ride takes place in the dark. Sound plays an important role 
in guiding a visitor’s discovery, directing the gaze to specific 
moments, underlining certain points in the visual content or 
setting the mood with background music. Sound can be used 
to paint pictures in darkness, triggering the imagination and 
envisaging what’s to come next.

The importance of  audio is also highlighted by the advancement 
of  other visual technologies such as holograms; localized, 
unobtrusive audio is absolutely necessary to bring such digital 
objects to life.

Stepanian: In what almost feels like coming full circle, we 
are starting to see attractions across the board embracing the 
importance of  real human interactions in their experiences. On 
the major operator’s side, we are seeing multi-night hotel stays 
set within a controlled environment that involves elaborate tasks 
and games that stretch throughout the entire day, supported by a 
delicate balance of  technology and cast members. On the smaller 
operator side, we are seeing escape rooms and visitor center 
attractions that rely more heavily on the human component for 
storytelling. Taking the roots of  entertainment, using live actor 
participation, and supporting it with incredible technology will 
allow for the next generation of  experiences in genres that we 
don’t even know exist yet. • • •

In this Journey of Lights parade float created by Miziker Entertainment 
for Chimelong Ocean Kingdom, digital imagery is pushed to the Pirate 

Ship sails, created by joining hundreds of color-changing LED light 
strips, to replicate full-motion video displays.

Photo courtesy Miziker Entertainment
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With CEO Monty Lunde at the helm, Technifex has 
taken steps to remain well positioned in the mainstream 

of  attraction trends, maintaining and growing its place as an 
innovative and influential pioneer. The company has celebrated 
38 years of  success – and, over the past few years, has revamped 
its company structure, expanded its leadership team, retooled its 
business model, and added prestigious and groundbreaking new 
projects to an already distinguished portfolio.

Collaborating with experience designers on the leading edge, 
today Technifex helps develop and provide key elements to 
high-profile brand activations, high-stakes IP-based attractions, 
immersive virtual environments, free-roaming virtual reality (VR) 
experiences, bells-and-whistles gamification, the current boom in 
location-based entertainment (LBE) and more.

Technifex® continues to build on its substantial 
legacy of 38 years in business
by Judith Rubin

The power of fire and 
water

Examples include the 
Dreamscape Immersive venues, 
and Stranger Things: The 
Experience. We delve into the 
company’s work on these and 
other projects below.

Chameleon culture
At its founding in 1984, 
Technifex was unique in 
identifying itself  as a provider 
of  special effects, across the 
spectrum – not pegged to, for 
instance, digital effects, fabrication, show action equipment, 
fountains, fire, or illusions – but with the talent to produce them 
all, and more. This was unusual at the time, and it still is.

Technifex’s Water Web. Photo courtesy of Technifex

Monty Lunde
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Lunde explained that the original concept for the company grew 
out of  his own work history and that of  business partner and 
company co-founder Rock Hall (now retired), both having honed 
their craft and versatility working for Disney on the development 
of  special effect systems for EPCOT. (A wave of  new 
entertainment companies and consultancies formed following 
the 1982 opening of  EPCOT, as team members were obliged to 
move on.)

“Our work at Technifex was an extension of  what we had 
been doing at Disney: working with and inventing an array of  
technologies within our custom design-build shop to produce 
theme park quality effects,” says Lunde. This was not an over-
broad attempt to be all things to all people, nor the establishment 
of  a one-stop shop; but rather the recognition of  a scope of  
needs within the company’s target markets and an understanding, 
based on experience, of  where they could shine, with minds and 
eyes kept open to recognize and pursue opportunities.

“Being generalists has been key to our longevity; Technifex is and 
was a chameleon, able to adapt quickly depending on the type of  
effects that were popular at any given time. In the early years at 
Technifex, Pepper’s Ghost illusions were extremely popular, and 
now the development of  innovative water features has become 
predominant for us,” says Lunde.

One becomes three
The chameleon culture continues to pay dividends.

Part of  what has kept Technifex thriving over nearly four 
decades is to have a presence in more than one market sector 
at a time, and the company’s recent reorganization was done to 
help it better respond to specific verticals. From the original firm 

Technifex Inc., three companies have blossomed to energize 
immersive experiences for entertainment, education, training, 
simulation and more. They are Technifex LLC, Technifex 
Products and Technifex XR™.

Technifex LLC perpetuates the original company, helping 
clients realize their vision with custom design and fabrication of  
technical show and effects systems.

Technifex Products offers a menu of  up-to-date models of  
the company’s patented products on an off-the-shelf  basis, 
including rentals. Examples include the popular FauxFire® (one 
of  the company’s best-known products); the Sensory Floor™ 
(which garnered a lot of  attention at the 2021 IAAPA Expo) 
and various special effects bundled into modules for use in 4D 
experiences, gaming experiences and LBE venues. Technifex has 
been applying the latest in technology and production techniques 
to refine its time-tested and valued creations, making them more 
robust, simpler to manufacture and more affordable.

Technifex XR is active in the immersive, multi-sensory and virtual 
realms, providing systems, technology and effects for training 
and simulation used by government agencies including the 
military, fire and police departments. This includes all the various 
“realities” – extended reality, virtual reality, augmented reality and 
mixed reality (XR, VR, AR and MR), as well as physical elements 
that work in unison with AR/VR components.

Dreamscape
Dreamscape Immersive is a series of  standalone, VR adventure 
centers currently in seven locations around the world in North 
America, Europe and the Middle East. It delivers shared 
experiences with sensory effects and body tracking. Guests suit 

Dreamscape Immersive is a series of standalone, VR adventure centers currently in seven locations around the world. Image courtesy of Technifex
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up with light backpacks, hand- and foot-sensors and headsets. 
Through their customizable avatars, guests can see and interact 
with one another and with the environment. Technifex Products 
provided all the 4D effects for the various venues. The scope of  
work included designing the structure that surrounds the play 
area which houses the modular effects.

Dreamscape Immersive was the brainchild of  Bruce Vaughn, 
formerly a creative executive with Walt Disney Imagineering. 
After 22 years with Imagineering, Vaughn went on to apply 
his experience in new directions, co-founding Dreamscape 
Immersive with Walter Parkes, who is the current CEO.

“Bruce called us in to help augment the VR experience with 4D 
effects and bring the guest immersion to a higher level,” says 
Lunde. “The Technifex engineering department and the team 
at Technifex Products worked with Bruce’s team to develop an 
array of  4D effects that worked well and were also easy to service 
and operate. They made their first appearance at the flagship 
Dreamscape facility in Century City.”

These systems are now available through Technifex Products. 
“We’ve now taken the technology through even more iterations, 
resulting in some very elegant and fairly inexpensive ways to 
create and integrate 4D effects into immersive environments,” 
says Lunde.

Stranger Things
Stranger Things: The Experience takes fans of  the global hit 
series inside some of  its most iconic settings on an intimate, 
guided adventure alongside their favorite characters. The 
adventure is followed by the chance to hang out in a real-world 
physical space populated with elements of  the Stranger Things 
world, themed food and beverage and merchandise. It opened in 
2022 with successful runs in New York City and San Francisco, 
followed by London and is headed soon to Los Angeles and 
other new locations.

“Things can get more complicated when we are working with a 
high-level IP,” says Lunde. “Projects of  this kind have a built-
in audience and fan community you can tap into, but it’s a very 
demanding audience that knows the story, setting and characters 

inside out. To satisfy stakeholders and 
please the true fans, you have to get 
things absolutely right.”

Technifex worked with design firm 
Mycotoo for co-producers Netflix 
and Fever on Stranger Things: The 
Experience. “We provided an array of  
effects that simulate the mind control 
phenomena that are integral to the 
show,” says Lunde.  

In Fever’s official 2021 announcement, 
Greg Lombardo, Head of  Experiences 

HBO Activation for George R.R. Martin’s House of The Dragon prequel to Game of Thrones at ComiCon International: San Diego (2022) 
Image courtesy of HBO

Stranger Things: The Experience. Image courtesy of Netflix
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at Netflix said, “We know our Stranger Things fans will embrace 
the chance to be the heroes of  the story.”

Products to fire up events
Technifex FauxFire is the company’s most popular and enduring 
proprietary creation. Now, via Technifex Products, there are 
new versions rolling out, including campfires, torches and 
Afterburners which lately have been used to help ignite brand 
activations.

The classic FauxFire system is steam-based. The very first 
installation of  FauxFire was for the Valhalla indoor dark flume 
ride that opened in 2000 at Blackpool Pleasure Beach. “It has 
since gone through multiple redevelopments, and it’s led to 
a lot of  offshoots,” says Lunde. “In general, we have worked 
to productize systems that represent natural elements – fire, 
water, heat, etc. – and help clients apply them to their particular 
program or show.”

Technifex Products provided FauxFire Roadies, a portable 
version of  the standard FauxFire product, for the flame effect 
behind the Iron Throne selfie station and a FauxFire Campfire 
for the Dragon’s Den AR walkthrough experience at the HBO 
Activation for George R.R. Martin’s House of  the Dragon 
prequel to Game of  Thrones at ComiCon International: San 
Diego (2022). Technifex came into the mix via exhibit designer 
Showtec. Meanwhile, on the opposite coast, at the Ciroc Passion 
Vodka product launch event at Harlem Parish in New York City 
in July 2022, a Technifex Products FauxFire Roadie provided a 
bar fire effect. Technifex was brought on by NVE Experience 
Agency. “Our rental products can be set up easily and are very 
popular with exhibit companies,” says Lunde.

FauxFire Roadie comes housed in a durable road case and uses 
theatrical smoke (instead of  steam) with specialty LED lighting. 
Technifex’s FauxFire Campfire uses theatrical smoke and 
LED lighting to create the look of  real campfire flames and is 

designed for temporary use; a steam-based version for permanent 
installations has also been  developed. 

“Technifex Products is handling a lot of  our work in the LBE 
market,” says Lunde. “We have worked hard to make our patented 
products robust and the Technifex quality our clients expect, at a 
lower cost than the custom systems produced by Technifex LLC. 
These products can be reproduced easily and efficiently. Through 
our internal process, we’ll take the development of  a new product 
through a series of  iterative designs, mock-ups and prototypes to 
keep quality and function high, while bringing the costs down. We 
also look at our supply chain and available materials, to determine 
the most cost-effective fabrication solutions.”

This process has been applied to the company’s water effects. 
“We took our Variable Pattern Nozzle (VPN) and redeveloped 
the manufacturing process to where it can now be completely 3D 
printed,” says Lunde. “It works better, costs less than our brass 
and copper model and can be manufactured very rapidly. We’re 
now looking at our rain curtain components as well, and I think 
the revamped version will revolutionize the rain curtain market – 
which admittedly is a niche market, but a promising niche.”

The Technifex water effects line includes Aquashot® which Lunde 
declares is “the most robust and powerful water cannons ever 
made for entertainment,” and the popular WaterWeb™ rain curtain 
maze and Tunnel Vision™ for water slides.  Other innovative 
products include their Dragon’s Breath™ – Heat Blaster and 
FauxFire Afterburner, to name a few.   

Vision, innovation and trust
Technifex is a standout member of  a generation of  companies that 
emerged from the creative community that built EPCOT. They 
went into business doing something that had never been done 
before, and now, at a state of  maturity, are productizing the results 
of  that work while continuing to innovate.

Ciroc Launch Event. Image courtesy of NVE Experience Agency
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Any company needs to be something of  a chameleon to survive 
and thrive for 38 years, and Technifex’s kind of  innate versatility 
is vital in the attractions industry, where there is always the need 
to upgrade, reinvest and reinvent to keep offerings fresh and 
guests engaged. Invention and reinvention are inherent to the art 
and craft of  themed entertainment.

The spark that created Technifex also led to the creation of  
a powerful industry association – the Themed Entertainment 
Association (TEA), founded by Lunde in 1991 – which helped 
galvanize an industry just then coming into its own. While 
Technifex continues to expand its reach and help lead the way 
into the future of  themed attractions and sister markets, Lunde’s 
own impact and influence in the attractions sector have been 
huge.

“Bring us your impossible ideas,” is one of  Lunde’s catchphrases. 
Again and again, the team at Technifex has made the impossible 
reality. But even a technology company with a robust product 
line, standing ready to embrace the next challenge and reach the 
next milestone, knows that relationships and service are core 
to success. “Though we build show systems, we’re a service 
company,” Lunde says. “We take our clients from an idea all the 
way to an end product, always trying to build a bridge of  trust 
throughout that process. That is what creates happy, repeat 
clients.” • • • 

Above and below: Sensory Floor exhibit at IAAPA Expo 2021 in Orlando
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Perhaps best known for their dark ride shooting technology, 
the award-winning Belgian firm Alterface creates a range 

of  interactive tools and facilities for standalone ride and 
walk-through attractions, as well as entire park engagement 
technologies. If  a designer or operator imagines an immersive 
environment, Alterface has developed, can adapt or will fashion a 
solution to bring that venue to life. “For themed venues we focus 
on experiences that transform visitors into actors,” says Alterface 
CEO Stephane Battaille. “We emphasize family and group 
participation while keeping technology invisible. In any other age, 
what we do would be considered magic, and we hope that is true 
for the visitors who experience our products today.”

Installations everywhere 
Popular interactive rides, powered by Alterface’s Salto™ show 
control and interective system - such as Popcorn Revenge at 
Walibi Belgium, Bazyliszek at Legendia in Poland, Ani-Mayhem 
at Warner Bros. World™ Abu Dhabi, and JUSTICE LEAGUE: 
Battle for Metropolis at multiple Six Flags parks – can be found 
worldwide.

The many interactive faces of Alterface
by Gene Jeffers

Making fun of everything

And their catalog keeps growing. 
Three interactive experiences using 
Alterface technology launched 
in June of  2022. The new Lost 
Island Themepark in Waterloo, 
Iowa, opened with VOLKANU: 
Quest for the Golden Idol [See 
“Placing Lost Island” by Martin 
Palicki, InPark issue #91]. The 
red-hot dark ride was designed 
and produced by Sally Dark Rides 
using an Alterface interactive 
system. Working with the Sally 
Dark Rides team and Daniels Wood 
Land, Alterface also created the interactive system for the pirate-
themed Treasure Hunt: The Ride, which will open soon on 
historic Cannery Row in Monterey Bay, California.

Alterface interactive technology also drives 27 dark rides at 
LEGO Discovery Centres (LDC) around the world, with two 
more on the way. Just opened in Brussels, LEGO fans can now 

Members of the Alterface team at Imagination Express, LEGO Discovery Centre, Brussels. Photo courtesy of Alterface

Stephane Battaille, 
CEO, Alterface
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hop on the Imagination Express, where families collect points 
using the company’s “magic” devices. Immersed in a captivating 
story, they roll through an oversized LEGO world into four 
interactive scenes: a giant bubble bath, down the drain, deep into 
a brick-built ocean and finally into outer space. Participants use 
Alterface’s pointing technology to engage with media and physical 
targets in a fully seamless way. The 4,500 square foot (420 sq. m.) 
attraction features ETF Mystic Mover ride vehicles and media 
content by Pure Imagination Studios. “The focus of  our work is 
to have media and theming combine so smoothly that you forget 
about the technology,” says Battaille. “Finding ways to transport 
people physically and emotionally into a story-based experience is 
always the objective.” 

The third recently opened Alterface-powered project can 
be found at Fantasy Island Resort near Skegness in the UK. 
Harrington Flint’s Island Adventures was designed by the park 
operator, Mellors Group, which assembled its own team of  
suppliers. As the story goes, the ride revolves around famed 
explorer Harrington Flint, who tries to thwart the evil Professor 
Crow’s attempts to revive an ancient Mayan god of  war and 
conquer the world. The resort had acquired five ETF Mystic 
Mover vehicles outfitted with Alterface shooting devices from a 
former dark ride in the UAE. Alterface successfully adapted those 
devices to the new ride’s theme.

Focus on the future 
Alterface’s top quality, media-based interactive attractions unite 
friends and families in joint, story-based quests. The firm’s 
involvement with a project can range from providing leading edge 
technology to working with clients from concept to complete 
turnkey installation.

“With every effort, we push toward that perfect balance between 
technology and emotional engagement and impact while 
remaining true to the client’s narrative,” Bataille emphasizes.

“In the modern age of  technology in which we expect to be 
entertained at all times, designers and operators are increasingly 
seeking to create attractions and venues that keep visitors and 
participants more deeply engaged, and to deliver adventures that 
extend that engagement further into the pre- and post-show 

experience,” says Bataille. Guests want to feel they are getting the 
most out of  their day at the park, and beyond. The industry has 
sought to meet this demand in many ways, including enhanced 
architectural theming, shopping and food opportunities, roaming 
performers and costumed characters, and of  course more 
immersive interactive experiences. The bar has been raised; the 
trend will continue, and the industry must continue to observe 
and innovate.

Action League™ sets the stage 
Alterface has answered part of  that ongoing challenge for new 
approaches with an innovative, preshow queue design for their 
Action League™ concept. While waiting in line, visitors are 
staged as observers and are converted to fans of  the game in 
progress. This new tactic ensures that guests are involved, and 
are participating well before taking the game field. They can 
watch and get caught up in the action. They can learn the rules 
and purpose of  the game. Guests shift from waiting in line into 
active role players, cheering on their color-coded team already 
competing in the attraction’s arena.

Three turnkey theming and media packages have been developed 
for Action League™, and bespoke content packages (media, 
theming, background story) can be tailor-made to client 
specifications and theming requirements, ranging from purely 
shooting, game-oriented content to more immersive and 
storytelling-based gameplay.

Looking to the future, Bataille understands that the demand for 
longer, deeper, richer interactive immersion at theme parks and 
museums, aquariums and branding centers, visitor centers and 
zoos will only grow stronger. He notes that Alterface has met 
with designers and operators to discuss their visions of  the future 
and found everyone had come to the same conclusion: something 
is desperately needed to further deepen and maintain contact 
with guests over longer periods. “We knew we had to find a way 
to answer those requests, to exponentially expand that connection 
to the guests.”VOLKANU: Quest for the Golden Idol

Photo courtesy of Sally Dark Rides

 The Daft Pirates, one of three turnkey theming and media packages 
designed for Action League. Image courtesy of Alterface
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The coming worlds of The Wander 
To answer the call for that next generation of  interactive 
experiences, Alterface created The Wander storytelling engine, 
a platform that empowers designers to intuitively design stories 
for multiple days of  adventures, while managing thousands of  
players in real time. The user interface is easy to master for a 
creative team familiar with classic design tools. Story content can 
be displayed on new or existing technology across a wide range 
of  venues. The Wander can power the full range of  interactive 
elements (live actors, physical puzzles, shooting on a screen, 
motion tracking, etc.). Activity logs of  visitors will oversee each 
individual’s special status and their next adventure to discover. It 
will track changes in each player’s world since their last visit and 
maintain a history of  their actions in anticipation of  future visits. 
Most important, the platform can “understand” the behavior 
of  each visitor, work to improve their unique story and create 
additional tailored content.

“Projects with The Wander are underway,” says Bataille. “Far 
beyond just walking from ride queue to ride queue, participants 
will be engaged with every step and at every turn. Surrounded 
by unseen interactive technology, they will be immersed for 
hours in the venue’s narrative. The Wander platform offers 

designers and operators the power to create entirely new ways 
of  delivering interactive experiences.” He reports that one of  the 
first implementations of  The Wander will be at Studios Occitanie 
Méditerranée. Alterface is partnering with leading video game 
publisher Ubisoft, along with Storyland Studios, to launch the 
first “Ubisoft Entertainment Center,” and at IAAPA Expo a 
second location will be announced.

Fueled by passion 
For more than 20 years, Alterface’s unique combination of  
technical and creative talents has focused on creating that 
perfect balance between technology and emotions, on delivering 
solutions to what once seemed impossible interactive challenges. 
“Ultimately,” Bataille says, “our interactive technology is a means 
to just one end: giving guests the most immersive, interactive 
experience possible.” 

Alterface will exhibit at IAAPA Expo 2022 in Orlando, at Booth 
#3610. Visit alterface.com. • • • 

Powered by Alterface’s The Wander, Ubisoft and Storyland Studios are creating a park that will 
immerse participants in interactivity throughout their entire stay. Concept art courtesy of Ubisoft
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For more than 90 years, Christie has brought 
great ideas to life. From the first projectors we 
built in 1929 and our digital cinema projection 
that revolutionized the movie industry to the 
breathtaking color of RGB pure laser projection, 
we lead the way and help our partners create 
amazing shared experiences. 
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