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Praise for The Imagineering Pyramid

“The Imagineering Pyramid decodes the mysteries of one of the most prolifically creative teams in business: Disney Imagineers. Better still, Lou Prosperi shows you how you can apply these innovative techniques to your own business … even if you don’t build theme park rides.”

— David Burkus
The Myths of Creativity

“Walt Disney is a name synonymous with imagination, attention to detail, and above all, fun. Disney called his signature blend of creativity and technical excellence ‘Imagineering’. Now The Imagineering Pyramid will teach you how to take the principles that built an entertainment empire and put them into practice in your work and life.”

— Daniel H. Pink
Drive and To Sell Is Human

“The principles of themed entertainment design have been slowly making their way out of the park and into the ‘real world’ for several decades, and now Lou Prosperi has collected some of the industry’s most enduring tenets and adapted them into real-world applications that can enhance both your personal and professional lives. His book is accessible and relatable, and I found myself looking at what we do for a living in fresh new ways that can live beyond the park.”

— Jason Surrell
Creative Director, NBCUniversal

“Set aside the Tinkerbell dust to dig into the hard truths of creativity. Prosperi provides an E-ticket to the nitty gritty of what truly matters in business and the arts—execution.”

— Robin D. Laws
Hamlet’s Hit Points

“Are you the type of person who walks through a Disney theme park and you start to look at each element in detail, trying to figure out how they all add up to something wonderful? Yeah, me too. Lou is one of us. What he has done is to create a simple system to pull apart the complexity that surrounds you. I guarantee your imagination will be unleashed and you will not look at the parks the same way again. And that is a good thing.”

— Sam Gennawey
Walt Disney and the Promise of Progress City

“I wish I had this book 30 years ago. A great creative process, well explained and useful for any endeavor. A must read.”

— Sam Lewis
Senior System Designer

“Into the sea of creativity books, Lou Prosperi has thrown a much-needed life raft for everyone. The Imagineering Pyramid could also be called “Practical Magic”. As a former Disney Imagineer, I can attest that Prosperi has captured the techniques and principles of Imagineers and crafted a fascinating, delight-filled, and useful look inside Walt’s “sandbox”. Keep it on your desk to implement these principles frequently. It’s your turn to make some magic ... now!”

— C. McNair Wilson
Former Disney Imagineer and author of HATCH!: Brainstorming Secrets of A Theme Park Designer

“The genius of Walt Disney was his incredible and unique ability to have an idea, see the big picture, visualize the end product, and personally guide a team to accomplish that goal. Walt was a great casting director. We were cartoonists, animators, writers, and engineers that he brought together to become, what we now know as, ‘Imagineers’. The Imagineering Pyramid takes Walt’s formula and philosophy to the next level and becomes an in-depth journey through the creative process.”

— Rolly Crump
former Disney Imagineer

“Collaborative creativity is a key component of modern business. In this book, Lou Prosperi presents a framework to help focus a team on their creative best for a project. Drawing upon examples from theme park attractions, game design, and instructional design, The Imagineering Pyramid illuminates a proven, scalable approach to team creativity.”

— Greg Gorden
Game Designer

“Lou Prosperi loves Disney in a way that a special few understand, and he’s taken that love and transformed it into an exceptionally useful book that will help you in any creative endeavor. I suspect this one will go right on your “Must Read” shelf alongside Ed Catmull’s Creativity, Inc.”

— Sean Patrick Fannon
Pinnacle Entertainment Brand Manager & Lead Designer, Savage Rifts

“Having been an Imagineer and Disney cast member for half my life, I could relate to all the principles that Lou wrote about in this book because I used them daily. What was brilliant, though, was how he found a way to apply many, if not all of the principles which were originally developed for use in the creation of Disney theme parks, resorts, cruise ships and other entertainment venues to work in any business model. With his clear and direct style of writing, he makes it easily understandable and fun at the same time.”

— Louis L. Lemoine
Former Disney Imagineer and recipient of the Disney Legacy Award





In memory of my father, Harry Prosperi

When I was growing up, I never thought you understood me or my over-active imagination.

Riding Space Mountain with me at Walt Disney World showed me that you knew me far better than I thought.

Miss you, bub.
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Foreword

How do they do that?

If you are like me, you have asked yourself that question a thousand times while experiencing the magic of Disney. Regardless of whether it is a moment of animation, a memory from an attraction, or the unmistakable ambiance of a theme park, our curiosity (one of Walt’s most consistent character traits) inevitably gets the best of us. It is then that we just need to know, “How do they do that?”

Making magic isn’t easy. But in the pages ahead, you have the opportunity to discover the method behind the magic. The Imagineering Pyramid use in creating and designing the most immersive attractions and theme parks in the world.

At some level, we all wish to bring home more than memories after visiting a Disney park. This is why Disneyland opened with souvenir shops on day one and we have been collecting Disneyana memorabilia ever since. The belief that your take-away can be more significant than a t-shirt, or even your own personalized pair of Mickey Ears, was my motivation for writing The Wisdom of Walt: Leadership Lessons from The Happiest Place on Earth. Disneyland is not just the place where dreams come true. Disneyland can be the place that inspires and shows us how to make our dreams come true.

Much to my delight, Lou Prosperi has taken this concept even further. Creativity is not an easy language to translate, but in the magical pages that follow you will see that Lou successfully shows us how to translate the work of the Imagineers into almost any creative endeavor. As a bonus, this course on creativity also allows us to discover some of the history behind the parks and hear stories about some of our most beloved attractions.

One of my favorite stories about the dream of Disneyland involves Walt’s original work with architects who never could understand what it was that Walt wanted. Exasperated, the architects themselves eventually encouraged Walt to turn inward and find people on his own team who could build the stage and tell the stories that would one day become Disneyland. The architects who turned Walt down had in fact provided him with sage advice. Living in Southern California, I have the privilege of talking with folks who visited the park that first year, or maybe were even there on opening day. To a person they will say, “I had never seen anything like it. There was nothing like it anywhere in the world.”

Walt’s successful staff of studio craftsman would eventually evolve into the famed Imagineers who would go on to build not just Disneyland, but Disney parks and Disney attractions around the world, including the new Disneyland Shanghai, scheduled to open in 2016. Today, the Happiest Place on Earth is one of the most replicated places on earth. And to think it all started with a mouse—a mouse, a man, and a creative core of Imagineers who would push the limits of themed entertainment to heights never before believed possible or even imagined.

You can become your own replicator and be an “armchair Imagineer” by reading The Imagineering Pyramid. But don’t just read this book; be sure to actually apply the pyramid’s principles. Who knows, successful implementation could well result in someone experiencing your creative project and asking “How did you do that?”

Jeffrey A. Barnes, Ph.D.
California Baptist University


Preface:
My Journey into Imagineering

“I bet that’s him,” my wife said as the young man walked past us.

“You think so? I guess we’ll find out.”

It was 11:20 on a Friday morning in late August, and we (my wife and kids and I) were waiting in the lobby of the Hollywood Brown Derby restaurant at Disney’s Hollywood Studios theme park at Walt Disney World. We were there for the “Dining with an Imagineer” dining experience where you have lunch with one of the people who design and build Disney theme park attractions and shows.

As we waited in the lobby for our dining experience to begin, a young man (well, younger than me, anyway) wearing khaki shorts and a black polo jersey had just walked past us into the restaurant. Since the restaurant hadn’t opened yet and the man hadn’t checked in with the host, we figured he had to be a cast member (the Disney term for employee). We would soon discover that my wife was right, and that he was, in fact, “our” Imagineer.

For me, this lunch was the part of our trip that I was most looking forward to. The chance to talk with an Imagineer about Disney theme parks was something I just couldn’t pass up. I had even tried to find out in advance the name of our Imagineer, in case it was someone I recognized, but the cast members at the restaurant either didn’t know (which I think was the case) or didn’t want to spoil the surprise.

Just after 11:30, the hostess led us, along with four other people, through the main dining room and into the Bamboo Room, a private area in the back of the restaurant where the young man in the khaki shorts and black jersey was waiting for us. The young man introduced himself as Jason Grandt, a senior concept designer, and we spent the next two-and-a-half hours enjoying a wonderful lunch and hearing stories about how the Imagineers work. He told us all sorts of stories, ranging from old ones about Walt Disney and some of the earliest Imagineers, to more recent accounts of his own experiences. I felt like a kid on Christmas day.

So, why was this such a big deal to me? Well, to understand that, we need to go back in time…

My interest (some friends and family might say obsession) with Walt Disney World in general and Imagineering in specific began, not surprisingly, with my first visit to the park. It was in May 1993 when my wife and I went to Disney World on our honeymoon. Prior to this, my only exposure to the Disney theme parks was through pictures and TV, and while a picture may be worth a thousand words, that’s still not enough to convey the true wonder, magic, and delight that I felt when I first experienced the “Most Magical Place on Earth” (not the “Happiest Place on Earth”, which is the official tagline for Disneyland).

We started our visit at Epcot (or as it was known then, EPCOT Center). The park wasn’t crowded at all, and we were able to walk onto nearly every attraction. We started with Spaceship Earth and made our way clockwise around Future World, starting in Future World East at the Universe of Energy, Wonders of Life, Horizons, and the World of Motion, followed by Future World West and Journey into Imagination, The Land, and The Living Seas.

While each of these attractions was more amazing than the last, exposing me to a type of entertainment I had never experienced or even imagined before, it was Journey into Imagination that really captured my imagination (pardon the pun) and began my journey along the path that would lead to that lunch with our Imagineer and writing this book. Following Dreamfinder and Figment along their “flight of fancy” that first time reminded me of the power of imagination and where it can take us. I had always been a kid at heart (or as a former girlfriend used to say, “childlike, not childish”), and that ride really spoke to the kid inside me.

You’ll have to forgive the melodrama, but I believe that riding Journey into Imagination in May 1993 was a pivotal moment in my life.

And if Journey into Imagination had started my journey, my first visit to the Magic Kingdom the next day sealed the deal forever. There was no turning back. I remember being nearly awestruck seeing Cinderella Castle for the first time. It seemed like it couldn’t be real, but there it was. I remember taking pictures of the castle from different angles, hoping to capture that feeling forever on film, but unfortunately, photography is not my strong suit. In the end it didn’t matter. The magic born from Imagineering had implanted itself into my heart, mind, and soul, and I would never forget.

But just to help me keep the magic alive, I bought what books I could find about the parks, starting with a souvenir guide and a big full-color hardcover book entitled Walt Disney World: Twenty Years of Magic.

I found myself back at Disney World two years later, in 1995, along with my whole family, to celebrate my parents’ 40th anniversary. I made sure to visit my friends Figment and Dreamfinder at Journey into Imagination a couple of times, and soaked in even more of the Imagineering magic. And of course, I bought more books. This time I found books about Walt Disney himself, including a book of his quotes and a biography (The Man Behind the Magic: The Story of Walt Disney), as well as a book about the Disney company (The Disney Touch, by Ron Grover). I had looked for more books about the parks and Imagineering, but back in those days, there simply weren’t that many books about the subject to be had, or if there were, I couldn’t find them. Years later I would learn about other Imagineering resources, such as The “E” Ticket magazine, but at that time, I was limited to what I could find at Disney World gift shops and in the local bookstore (and to what fit within my budget).

That changed in 1996 with the publication of Walt Disney Imagineering: A Behind-the-Dreams Look at Making the Magic Real. This was the first true glimpse I got into the process of how the Imagineers design and build Disney theme park attractions. It would turn out to be just the first of many items in my Imagineering library, but it would be awhile before I was able to add more.

Fast forward to 2005. Between 1996 and 2005, real life and other interests had (temporarily) drawn my attention away from Disney parks and Imagineering. During this time my wife and I had our first child (my son, Nathan), I returned to college to get my degree, we moved from Chicago back to Massachusetts, and then we had our second child (my daughter, Samantha).

My interest and passion in Disney parks was rekindled when we visited Walt Disney World again, this time with my wife’s family to celebrate her parents’ 40th anniversary. This was also the first time my kids had visited Disney World, and to see it through their eyes helped remind me of just how magical and special a place it can be. During this trip I also learned there were lots of other books that would eventually join my Imagineering library. The book I bought while there was The Imagineering Way: Ideas to Ignite Your Creativity, a collection of essays and stories written by Disney Imagineers (including Jason Grandt, the Imagineer we would meet a few years later) about creativity and the creative process. It was another look into the Imagineering process, and it re-ignited my interest in Imagineering. From that point on, I began tracking down every book or resource I could about Imagineering, Disney theme parks, and Disney in general.

Since that time, I’ve been to Disney World several more times, and have added dozens of books to my Imagineering library. Some of the highlights of my library include John Hench’s Designing Disney: Imagineering and the Art of the Show; Karal Marling’s Designing Disney’s Theme Parks: The Architecture of Reassurance; Jeff Kurtti’s Walt Disney’s Imagineering Legends and the Genesis of the Disney Theme Park; Jason Surrell’s books about the Haunted Mansion, Pirates of the Caribbean, and the Disney Mountains; the Imagineering Field Guides by Alex Wright; and many, many others.

As I added each new book to my Imagineering library, I didn’t just read each and set it aside. I studied each one, often cross-checking stories and references across other books in my library to make sure I understood how it all fit together. I’ve read some of the books in my library four or five times (in particular, Alex Wright’s Imagineering Field Guide series, which I’ve also indexed). Each time I re-read a book I come away with some new distinction or discovery. I even transcribed the entire Imagineering glossary from Walt Disney Imagineering: A Behind the Dreams Look at Making More Magic Real, word for word. (I told you my family might say I’m obsessed.)

As if I wasn’t already obsessed enough, my interest in Imagineering got an additional boost when I had an “a-ha” moment that would further deepen my interest in Imagineering and eventually lead to our lunch with an Imagineer and to this book. How is that? Well, one day I was reading Pirates of the Caribbean: From the Magic Kingdom to the Movies by Jason Surrell (not for the first time) and I came across the following:

In a ride system, you only have a few seconds to say something about a figure through your art, Blaine [Gibson] told Randy Bright. So we exaggerate their features, especially the facial features, so they can be quickly and easily understood from a distance.

I was working as a technical writer and trainer at the time, and as I read those words, I thought to myself “that’s like what we do when we develop training materials—we simplify concepts and ideas so that students can understand them quickly and easily” (something I now call “read”-ability).

As I began to look at Imagineering through the lens of instructional design, I realized that many of the techniques and principles used by Walt Disney Imagineering could also have applications not just for instructional design, but across a wide variety of activities that lie outside the parks, or “beyond the berm”.

If I had been eager to find new books about Imagineering before, this grew my appetite even more. I scoured every book in my library (and continued to add new ones), looking for the principles behind the practices, the hows and whys that explain how Imagineering magic really works. And as you might guess, I found further examples of how the Imagineering processes and practices could be applied to instructional design and other creative fields.

It was this continued search that was a main driver for my wanting to have that lunch with an Imagineer (you didn’t think I’d get back to that, did you?). I wanted to be able to pick the Imagineer’s brain about their processes, techniques, and “theory”. I tried my best to scale back my enthusiasm and not completely dominate the conversation, but I’m not sure how well I succeeded. The lunch exceeded my expectations. Our Imagineer was a gracious host, the food was excellent (especially the Double Vanilla Bean Crème Brûlée), and his answers to my questions helped me clarify some of the distinctions I had been making about how Imagineering works.

My ongoing journey into Imagineering is also what brought about this book. The concepts of the Imagineering Pyramid outlined herein first took form as a presentation about instructional design called “The Imagineering Model: Instructional Design in the Happiest Place on Earth” that I gave to some curriculum developer colleagues. I later expanded and refined the material and presented “The Imagineering Model: What Disney Theme Parks Can Teach Us About Instructional Design” at a Society for Applied Learning Technology (SALT) conference in Orlando in 2011 (during which I also visited Disney World. Big surprise, I know!) Then, in early 2014, I presented a third version (renamed as “The Imagineering Model: Applying Disney Theme Park Design Principles to Instructional Design”) as a SALT webinar. I posted both versions of the presentation on Scribd and SlideShare, and caught the attention of Theme Park Press, who reached out to me about expanding the presentation into a book.

I’m still buying Imagineering books, both old and new, and am still on my journey into Imagineering. This book is a next step in that journey, and I’m glad to have you along for this part of it.


Introduction

I’ve been fortunate to have been involved in a number of creative fields for much of my adult life. When I first went to college, I studied music composition, and in addition to my original music, I also wrote several arrangements for a small jazz ensemble. Later I worked for as a freelance game designer before getting a full-time position as a product line developer for a small game company. After leaving that job, I did more freelance game design work, then worked for nine years years as a technical writer and trainer. For the past six years, I’ve served as the manager of a team of technical writers and curriculum developers for a small business unit in a large enterprise software company.

Now, I know what some of you may be thinking: “Music and game design are creative fields, but technical writing and training? Those don’t seem all that creative.” I disagree. I believe that there is a creative aspect to nearly everything we do. Even the most seemingly mundane of activities involves some level of creativity.

I’m not alone in this belief in the diverse nature of creativity. In The Creative Habit: Learn It and Use It for Life, renowned choreographer Twyla Tharp writes: “Creativity is not just for artists. It’s for business people looking for a new way to close a sale; it’s for engineers trying to solve a problem; it’s for parents who want their children to see the world in more than one way.” In their book Creative Confidence: Unleashing the Creative Potential Within Us All, authors Tom Kelley and David Kelly refer to the idea that creativity is something that applies only to some people as ‘the creativity myth’. It is a myth that far too many people share.” They also tell us: “Creativity is much broader and more universal than what people typically consider the ‘artistic’ fields. We think of creativity as using your imagination to create something new in the world. Creativity comes into play wherever you have the opportunity to generate new ideas, solutions, or approaches.”

Likewise, I believe everyone is creative, even the people who tell you that they “don’t have a creative bone in their body”. The challenge for many of us lies in finding the right model of how creativity and the creative process works so we can apply it in our own fields. This book is my attempt at providing just such a model. But before we get to that, let’s look at that word “creativity” a bit.

Creativity is a “magnetic” word for me. It draws my attention like a magnet.

You know when you buy a new car, suddenly you see that car everywhere? You may have never noticed it before, but now, everywhere you look there’s a car just like yours. Did all those people also just buy the same type of car? Most likely not. What’s happened is that your brain and perceptions have become more sensitive to that type of car because it’s important to you. This recently happened to my wife and I when we bought a new car. One or two days after buying that car, I started noticing it on the roads far more often than I ever had before.

A similar thing happens when we set goals. After we’ve set a goal and gotten specific about what we can do to accomplish that goal, we start noticing more things that can contribute to us accomplishing that goal. Our brain filters out input that doesn’t help us make progress on our goals, freeing us up to notice all those things that can help.

I have a similar experience with certain words, and I suspect the same is true for many of us. I think most of us have our own magnetic words, related to whatever it is that interests us, and those words capture our attention more than others. Some of my magnetic words include “Disney”, “Imagineering”, “imagination”, “creativity”, and “innovation”. When I stumble upon an online article, blog, or Facebook post about any one of these, it immediately captures my attention and I spend a few moments investigating. Most times I quickly scan the item to see if it’s something I want to devote more time to, and if so, I either make a note of it or spend a few minutes reading further. I also intentionally seek out online content about some of these words as well. I have Google Alerts set up for “Disney”, “Imagineering”, and “creativity”, among others, and get daily updates with links to various online sources related to each.

I said earlier that I suspect many of us have own set of magnetic words. Some of those may be unique, but many of us also share magnetic words with those who share common interests. For instance, I strongly suspect that I’m not alone in having “Disney” or “Imagineering” among my magnetic words. I would guess that many of you are reading this book because of your own interest in Disney and Imagineering. And while some words are magnetic to only a (relatively) small number of people, some are shared by so many that they become nearly universal. Creativity is one of the latter. Over the last several years, creativity has gained more and more attention, and has become a buzz word in business. In a blog post called “Creativity Creep” from September 2, 2014, on The New Yorker website, Joshua Rothman writes:

Every culture elects some central virtues, and creativity is one of ours. In fact, right now, we’re living through a creativity boom. Few qualities are more sought after, few skills more envied. Everyone wants to be more creative—how else, we think, can we become fully realized people?

Creativity is now a literary genre unto itself: every year, more and more creativity books promise to teach creativity to the uncreative. A tower of them has risen
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