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(inter)play 

MODE stands for Motion Design Education. The MODE  
Summit began in 2013 as a joint project between three design  
professors, Andre Mūrnieks, Brian Stone and myself, Gretchen 
Caldwell Rinnert. Previous MODE Summits were held in South 
Bend, Indiana (2013), Dublin, Ireland (2015) and Columbus,  
Ohio (2017). Now in its fourth iteration, with an expanding  
committee and network, we are proud to share the  
2019 conference proceedings.

We would like to thank our many sponsors, as they have made 
this year’s summit possible. Our academic sponsors include 
Massey University and The College of Creative Arts (CoCA), 
The Ohio State University, Kent State University, Michigan State 
University, Brigham Young University, Lesley University, and 
Herron School of Art + Design. Our professional sponsors  
include Fox & Co. Design in Wellington, New Zealand, and  
The LHT Group in Columbus, Ohio. 

This year represents a change for MODE, as we are unveiling 
two new ways of participation. First, we are launching the MODE 
Society for educators. Our goal is to encourage motion design 
research by creating avenues for dissemination and collaboration. 
By advancing the theory and practice of Motion Design, we aim 
to create opportunities for new practices, curriculum, and work. 
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Second, for students, we have introduced MODE Fest, a motion 
design festival for students and emerging professionals, meant to 
celebrate the very best student work in motion design education. 
MODE Fest had 330 submissions from New Zealand, the United 
States, Canada, Russia, and the Netherlands. Only 3% of the  
submissions received awards, making it highly competitive and 
a true representation of the great work happening in Motion 
Design education. 

The broader goal of MODE is to define the practice of motion 
design education and share how this work relates to the larger 
design community. MODE welcomes professionals, educators,  
researchers, and students. Motion Design is a subset of visual 
communication design that consists of time-based messaging 
usually taking the form of movies, films, and animations. Motion 
Design is the rendering and combination of elements (graphics, 
photos, typography, sound, voiceover) to communicate a  
message, feeling or idea. Motion design is far-reaching and has 
a broadly impacted by emerging technology as we see it used on 
all types of displays, from flat-screen televisions, mobile devices, 
touchpad interfaces, kiosks, and even new appliances. Motion 
provides feedback, along with emotional connection through the 
use of engaging and appealing messages. It has the potential to 
communicate where static technologies often fall short. 

Our central theme for 2019 is (inter)play, the way in which two or 
more things have an effect on each other. Motion Design is about 
action, energy, light, and movement intertwined with message 
and meaning. It includes the push and pulls of forces, whether 
they are recorded with a video camera or objects created on 
the screen with complex software. Gravity, speed, and velocity,  

simulate elements in an interplay of movement. Interfaces,  
interactive systems, narratives and messaging all incorporate 
exchanges of dynamic and well-planned interplay. 

The summit was organized around three central topics: research, 
pedagogy, and practice that embraces (inter)play. Particular  
interest was focused on social inclusion, responsible design  
practices, politics, augmented reality, virtual reality, narrative, 
gameplay, tools and new types of motion design making. The  
proceedings are an archive of the summit, and represent the 
range, impact, and value of the conference, with contributions 
representing 13 countries. We hope you enjoy this year’s summit 
and proceedings and find the work as inspiring as we did. There 
are studies and findings related to intercultural experiences  
within motion design and explore new methods of storytelling, 
kinetic type, transmedia, augmented reality and motion design 
research. It reflects on where motion design began and how  
far the discipline has come over the past 100 years.   

Thank you for supporting Motion Design Education,

Gretchen Caldwell Rinnert 
MODE 2019 Conference Chair

On behalf of the MODE Organizing Committee:

Co-Editors: Andre Murnieks, Heather Shaw, Jillian Coorey  
and Rebecca Tegtmeyer

Master of Ceremonies: R. Brian Stone

Conference Committee: Kacey Morrow, Brent Barson, Liz Blazer,  
Aaron Ganci and Bruno Ribeiro
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Capturing Ephemeral Motions 
and Interactions:  
A way to Explore Diversity  
and Homogeneity 
 
Ladan Bahmani 
Illinois State University, USA 
 
Abstract: Technological devices are currently in the center of human 
communication. They change languages, build new cultural norms, and have a 
share in globalization. In this study, shapes that people draw on their cell phone 
while using swype texting is used as a metaphor. By translating specific physical 
movements and interaction into dynamic visual forms, this “Beyond Language” 
installation aims to highlight concepts such as diversity, homogeny, and 
universality.  
 
The “Beyond Language” installation included an interactive projection, which 
gradually changed with the participants’ word entries. A pedestal, which carried 
a keyboard, was placed in the center of the space, facing the wall with the 
projection. Each letter on the keyboard plotted a point that was connected to  
the other letters (points). Therefore, each word is map of plotted points. 
 
Through this interactive and motion installation, I discuss the following questions: 
how is the creation of hybrid forms and a universal language possible through 
interactivity, motion, and translation? Would homogenizing domination of 
western design result in the elimination of diversity? 
 
Keywords: Interaction, Translation, Language, Dynamic Visual Codes, Homogeny, 
Diversity, Inclusion.

Beyond Language

The evolution of language is a never-ending process. From pictographic to 
ideographic and then phonetic, languages and specifically written forms 
have been evolving, resulting in various ways of writing across cultures. 
Societies create tools as a response to the current ways of communication, 
and in return, the tools determine the ways individuals communicate.

When various media enters societies, it builds a new culture with its emer-
gence. The new culture allows for the introduction of information, exchange 
of conventions, and translation. Different terminologies become added into 
cultures, resulting in the creation of hybrid languages.

Currently, texting, as one of the modes of communication, is widely used 
and different forms of typing texts is common among people. While some 
people type letter by letter, others use swype texting. In this feature, which 
is available on certain phones, various linear compositions are drawn as the 
users connect letters on the keyboard to type in a word. The path that con-
nects the letters together disappears. Therefore, when the users are done 
writing a word, no path shows on the keyboard phone, making the keyboard 
fresh for the next word.

The “Beyond Language” installation is inspired by the shapes that users, 
often unknowingly, draw on their cell phone keyboards while using swype 
texting. This installation displays these forms as a metaphor to explore the 
concepts of diversity as well as homogeneity through translation of specific 
physical movements and interactions into dynamic visual forms.

Using Processing 4, I designed a computational system that would respond 
as participants typed words using the computer keyboard that I provided. 
Each letter on the keyboard plotted a point that was connected to the  
other letters (points). Therefore, each word became a map of plotted points 
(Figure 1). As participants typed in the keyboard, the corresponding shape 
would appear on the wall. By saving each entry, the system, in fact, cap-
tured an afterimage of a path of interaction that would otherwise be lost. 
The system allowed a pause in the continuum of time. It displayed the shape 
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Figure 1: Map of a word / Source: Processing 4 programmed by Zach Kaiser 2017

until the spacebar was pressed. This interactive projection allowed the 
audience to participate in the installation and change it with their input. The 
static installation then became adoptable and dependent on the responses.

Drawing from my experience of living in Iran, I noticed how technology 
changes the way people currently communicate in my home country. In re-
cent years, a new form of written language has entered the Persian or Farsi 
language, which is called Fingilish, i.e. Farsi and English. This form of writing 
uses the English alphabet to write Persian words. This process of roman-
izing the Persian language is called transliteration, defined in The Oxford 
English Dictionary as “Write or print (a letter or word) using the closest 
corresponding letters of a different alphabet or language (transliterate).” 
A simple example of this writing would be the way a Persian (or any other 
non-Latin) proper name is written in English.

Figure 2: “Beyond Language” installation / Source: Alex Nicoles 2017

In the installation, typing words using the keyboard allowed the participants 
to enter any word in English, as well as any other language that could be 
transliterated to Latin letters. If different words from various languages 
were seen next to each other within this system, one could not distinguish 
their difference as they formally seemed to belong to the similar system. 
The keyboard translated the words in the same way for a different language, 
creating forms equally mysterious and ambiguous in both languages.  
This installation documented the hidden patterns and visual forms as differ-
ent languages moved between platforms. It questioned the possibility or  
impossibility, as well as losses and gains of creation of hybrid forms through 
technology (Figure 2).
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Observation and Results

In the duration of the installation, I collected observational data by photo-
graphing the viewers interacting with the keyboard and documenting their 
comments. People of all ages interacted with the piece. Participants were 
specifically eager to see how their names were translated visually using this 
system (Figure 3).

Below are some of the comments I received while interviewing the 
participants:

· It is challenging and mysterious. It almost suggests how we are  
 communicating in the future. 
· This piece demonstrates a visual language barrier. 
· It is poetic and thought provoking. 
· The interactive part animates a story in a non-representational way.

While each participant entered a word, the program was saving it with its 
corresponding shape. In the duration of the two weeks that this piece was 
on display, more than eight thousand words were entered into the system 
and translated into visual forms. The entries created an archive of images 
made by participation of mostly unknown groups of people. The words 
recorded in the keyboard were: first and last names, random combination 
of letters, words I used in my statement on the wall, curse words, sentences 
explaining a random action, random words and objects, greetings, opinions 
about the installation, and political statements.

Learnings

Possibility of a universal language through technological 
interventions 
The dynamic forms made by documenting one’s interaction with the 
keyboard suggests the linkage between human languages. Participants, 
regardless of their language, could interact with the piece and create 
consistent forms. The translatability of participants’ interaction with the 
keyboard into one visual language could be an indication of the possibility 
of a universal language through technological interventions. Participants, 

regardless of their language, were able to use the system and receive a 
formally consistent result.

Homogenizing domination of western design and elimination of 
diversity 
The problem that lied within this system was that specific placement of the 
English letters in the keyboard determined the path between the letters and 
the final shape it created. Therefore, this interactive piece metaphorically 
suggests the ways western forms and designs are currently determining 
and controlling visual and textual communication. Since technological 
devices shape individuals’ modes of communication, it is important to 
include various cultures, languages, and perspectives into designing of our 
everyday communication devices.

Figure 3: Participants entering words and viewing shapes made by the keyboard /  
Source: Ladan Bahmani 2017

Conclusion

Meredith Davis in Graphic Design Theory, elaborated on one of the most 
famous aphorisms of the media theorist, Marshall McLuhan, in the context 
of media culture. “The medium is the message”, which was first presented 
in McLuhan’s Report of Project in Understanding New Media, refers to “how 
media change the world around them by effects that supersede the very 
content they seek to communicate. The impact of television on how we 
see the world, said McLuhan, is bigger than the content of any single pro-
gram” (Davis 209–210). In his book The Essential McLuhan, he mentions 

“the message of any medium or technology is the change of scale or pace or 
pattern that it introduces into human affairs. The railway did not introduce 
movement or transportation or wheel or road into human society, but  
it accelerated and enlarged the scale of previous human functions,  
creating totally new kinds of cities and new kinds of work and leisure”  
(McLuhan 152). 
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McLuhan’s suggestions on the impact of technological interventions is 
related to what this installation aims to explore and discuss. The impact 
of technological mediation in our everyday communication is bigger and 
perhaps different than what we might notice. Technology could create both 
inclusivity and homogeneity at the same time. In “Beyond Language” in-
stallation, people with any language could participate and translate their 
entries into consistent shapes. The way the keyboard translated the words 
into undecipherable shapes is a representational metaphor for the possibil-
ity of a universal, inclusive language made through technological interven-
tions. At the same time, the keyboard with English letters dictates the way 
each form is made. Consequently, this installation suggests how English 
language and western design is dominating our technologically mediated 
communication. Since our current technologically mediated communication 
moves our cultures and societies toward homogeny, it is important to  
consider various perspectives in designing technological systems.

 

Works cited
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Translate through Interaction 
and Motion  
 
Ladan Bahmani and Alice J Lee 
Illinois State University, USA, Texas State University, USA 
 
Abstract: The act of translating from one language to another requires the ability 
to understand two different languages and their cultural contexts. Through the 
interplay of light and shadow and other simple movements across three different 
alphabets—English, Korean, and Persian—our interactive projects  facilitate  
playful discovery of unfamiliar letterforms, languages, and ideas. We hope this 
will empower participants to be more open minded, and perhaps empathetic,  
towards cultures and peoples that we may not understand initially.  
 
This paper will describe several different interactive projects we have designed  
and installed exploring how physical movements can encourage the discovery of  
a language. Each project explores interactions of dynamic and static elements. 
The pieces are activated by the participants, either through the participants’ 
movement, the movement of light by the participants, or the movement of specific 
elements in the piece. An Interactive Poster prompts visitors to activate the piece 
through the simple motion of searching and casting shadows with a flashlight. 
Another project features Word Search puzzles on small clear transparent sheets. 
Participants shine a light to find the word through the large shadows they cast. 
The third project, an Alphabet Wall installation, features all three alphabets in 
vinyl. Formal elements shared between similar sounding consonants are placed  
on clear acrylic sheets that are attached to the wall; flip the sheet to complete a  
letter and see the formal commonalities. These projects challenge the 
participant’s expectations and perspective through interplays of static and motion, 
light and shadow, and obfuscation and discovery.  
 
By introducing two non-latin based languages, we are also challenging the  
dominance of the English language as the main language of communication. 
Using motion as a mediator, we are inviting the participants to think beyond their  
familiar language and embrace unfamiliar communicative forms. These projects 

are a metaphor for translation—to move, to shift, to discover—and a way to  
learn unexpected similarities and dynamic differences between our languages 
and cultures.   
 
Keywords: Light and Shadow, Language, Interaction, Translation, Code/Decode, 
Inclusion and Diversity, Physical Motion  
 
 
Translate: Move from one condition or place  
to another 

To translate and mediate between languages and cultures is a daily expe-
rience we, Ladan Bahmani and Alice J Lee, share. Being bilingual—Persian 
and English for Bahmani and Korean and English for Lee—and therefore 
navigating through familiar and foreign cultures is an experience we are  
interested in researching visually, semantically, and experientially. Our 
installations offer an interplay between the familiar and unfamiliar for 
the viewer: to move, shift, and decode. By designing simple interactions, 
we set the stage for the viewers to activate the static forms and become 
participants.

Using light, shadow, and hand gestures in our Interactive Poster, partici-
pants interact with static transparent acrylic letterforms installed  
perpendicularly to the wall (Figure 1 and Figure 2) The letterforms spell 
out “translate” in English, Korean, and Persian. This analog process allows 
the participants to play with light and shadow to create endless ephemeral 
moving forms on the wall as they try to decode the words (Figure 3) With 
additional static visual elements in black vinyl, we create an interactive 
poster for viewers to play and discover. The word “translate” means to 
move from one place or condition to another. As designers, we are familiar 
with the term ‘translate’ to refer to the change in position and form of an 
element. We expand this definition to physical movements that generate 
new insights and ideas. 

English, Korean, and Persian are written in three different directions; left 
to right, top to bottom, and right to left, respectively. These directions are 
used to demonstrate different perspectives to reveal a common meaning. 
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The equivalent words for “translate” in Korean (“통역”, “tong-yeog”) and 
Persian (“                  ” , “tarjome kon”) also begin with a “t” sound. This 
commonality is presented visually as the three words start from the same 
position (Figure 4) Integrating characteristics of all three languages and 
carefully combining these alphabetic systems prompts physical movement 
in multiple directions They introduce interactions that differ from the  
western convention of reading (left to right).

Four Word Search puzzles invite participants to scan through many English 
letters with a flashlight to discover a particular word in order to complete 
an idiom. Small transparent sheets with a word search puzzle in English are 
suspended in front of large opaque sheets featuring hints in all three  
languages (Figure 5) The hints are presented by the translation of the words 
in Korean and Persian and by the placement of the small transparent sheets 
in relation to the large sheets of printed paper behind them. Participants 
move the light on the transparent sheets to cast large shadows of the  
letters onto the printed sheets to find the words (Figure 6) The combination 
of the words make an idiom, which is a puzzling aspect of different languag-
es. The idiom used is, “you and I speak the same language.” The movement 
of the flashlights and the flexibility of moving the small transparencies help 
the participants find the words and discover the message. In this static  
installation, light and the participants’ interaction with the piece create  
motion within English letterforms, resulting in finding the hidden words.

Figure 1 (left): Interactive poster installation. / Source: Alice J Lee 2018  
Figure 2 (right): Acrylic letterforms, ¼” thick, installed perpendicular to the wall.   
Source: Alice J Lee 2018

Figure 3 (left): Ephemeral forms cast onto the wall by participants. 
Source: Alice J Lee 2018  
Figure 4 (right): Three words for translate, all starting from center. English, left to right; 
Korean, top to bottom; Persian, right to left. / Source: Alice J Lee 2018

Figures 5: Word Search puzzle installation. / Source: Ladan Bahmani 2019
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The Alphabet Wall installation is large-scale and features all three alphabet-
ic systems in vinyl (Figure 7) Connecting similar sounding consonants from 
all three alphabets, the installation shows the common formal elements 
between the “L” sound in English and Korean, and in English and Persian, 
for example (Figure 8) A clear acrylic sheet is attached between the similar 
sounding letters on hinges, and the shared portion of the similar sounding 
letterforms is adhered to the sheet (missing from the wall). The sheet can 
be flipped to complete the English, Korean, or Persian letters (Figure 9). To 
reflect the traditional reading direction of each system, the Korean letter 
is placed above the English letter; the Persian is placed to the right of the 
English. This interaction is a way for the participants to grow familiar with 
the similar sounding letterforms among the three languages (Figure 10). 

Motion Experience  
Facilitating a simple action of shining a flashlight, we observed participants 
of the Interactive Poster installation readily engage with our piece. People 
of various ages and heights approached this installation, grabbed a 
flashlight, and started to shine it against different parts of our wall. Several 
participants could play simultaneously, creating an interaction not only with 
a single light source but also in combination with others. Motion, as defined 
and designed in this piece, created a nuanced, customizable experience. 
Participants directly acted to discover; they were given agency to customize 
what forms they activated on the wall. They were encouraged to play and 
discover through the motion of the light. Since the letterforms were placed 
perpendicular to the wall, deciphering the shape of the letters depended on 
a participant’s involvement. Their gestures and body placement in relation 
to the wall contributed shadows of themselves, influencing what was  
revealed (Figures 11 and 12).

As an extension of this project, the Word Search puzzle piece encouraged 
participants to use light and motion as a new way of solving an ordinary 
game. Even though participants were familiar with this type of puzzle, the 
lack of prompts and addition of elements such as light, long sheets of paper, 
and Korean and Persian letterforms added another level of complexity. By 
magnifying and scanning through the letterforms with light, participants 
were able to locate the words among the groups of letterforms (Figure 13).

 
The Alphabet Wall installation, with pieces of letterforms on acrylic sheets, 
visually connects the formal elements of similar sounding letterforms 
across two languages: English and Korean; English and Persian. The par-
ticipants flip the sheet—which are attached to the wall with hinges—to 
complete a letterform, exploring the range of movements that connect 
and disconnect the common visual element between the two letterforms 
(Figure 14). Through this interplay of flipping up and down, right and left, 
the participant learns the sound symbols of Korean and Persian through 
their familiarity of the English alphabet. This in turn empowers them with 
new knowledge to decode the other interactive puzzles.

Figure 12: Screenshots of a video, showing the interaction of light and acrylic letterforms. 
Source: Alice J Lee 2018 

Figure 13( left): Word Search Puzzle installation. / Source: Ladan Bahmani 2019 
Figure 14 (right): Participant flipping the “K” down. / Source: Ladan Bahmani 2019
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Figure 6: Word Search puzzle installation. / Source: Ladan Bahmani 2019 
Figure 7: Alphabet Wall installation. / Source: Alice J Lee 2019 
Figure 8: Detail of “L” letter group. Korean, “ㄹ”, at the top; Persian, “  ”, to the right. / Source: Alice J Lee 2019  
Figure 9: Detail of acrylic sheet for English “K” and Korean “K”-sound letter, “ㅋ”. / Source: Alice J Lee 2019 
Figure 10: Flipping down to fill in the English “L” / Source: Ladan Bahmani 2019  
Figure 11: Participants interacting with the installation. / Source: Alice J Lee 2018



(MODE) Motion Design Education Summit 2019 
Edited Conference Proceedings

16

Alphabets and Designing a Typeface 

We designed a set of letterforms for each of the three alphabets, 
following a common grid system. Examining the forms and structure of 
each alphabet to note their similarities and differences, we set specific 
guidelines that would work across the three alphabets. The Korean 
alphabet has rectilinear forms, while Persian has many curvilinear 
elements, for example. We followed these guidelines: all letters 
should be put in a square and only horizontal, vertical, and diagonal 
lines were used.   Even though the grid system created some limitations 
for all three systems, it was a way to unite these different alphabets 
(Figure 15).

Historical and Cultural Context  
The Persian script was used by Achaemenid kings to document triumphs 
over enemies. Even though the characters used in these inscriptions were 
familiar “wedges” of cuneiform, they were not ideograms but rather  
alphabetic syllables. After the adoption of Islam, the spoken language 
remained Persian, but the writing system was displaced by the Arabic 
alphabet. Since the modern Persian alphabet evolved from Arabic, the 
Persian script is written from right to left and runs from top to bottom. This 
alphabet has thirty-two letters. The forms are used both as detached and 
as ligatures. In addition, there are no capital letters in the alphabet and no 
distinction of gender in the language (Levy 10–27).  
 
 
 
 

The Korean alphabet is the only completely native East Asian alphabet and 
was designed by King Sejong in the 1440s. Consisting of 24 letters   , the 
Korean alphabet “distinguishes itself among writing systems of the world 
with its scientific qualities and its unusual linguistic fit to the Korean  
language” (Kim-Renaud ix). The consonants are arranged into 5 groups 
based on the speech organ from which the sounds originate. They are  
diagrams of the change in position of a particular speech organ when  
making a specific sound. For example, the “M” sound is created by the  
lips, the “B” sound too. Therefore both symbols are based on the shape  
of the lips when pursed together to create the sound, a rectangle: “ㅁ” 
(“M”) and “ㅂ” (“B”). Korean was traditionally written from top to bottom, 
right to left. Presently, it mostly follows a top to bottom, left to right  
direction. It is written in syllable groups rather than each letter sitting side 
by side on a common baseline. Like Persian, there are no capital letters. 
Additionally, consonants can be doubled to intensify the tenseness of  
their sound (Figure 16).

 
 

Figures 15: English “L”; Korean “L”-sound letter, ㄹ; Persian “L”-sound letter,    .  
Source: Ladan Bahmani and Alice J Lee 2017

Figure 16: Example of two double consonants in the Korean alphabet.  
Source: Alice J Lee 2019
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Language can dictate how we think and act, and it influences how we  
interact with our surroundings. For example, Bahmani as a Persian speaker 
often flips through books differently. Since the Persian language is written 
right to left, it modifies the way she handles the book. Additionally, since 
there are no gendered pronouns in Persian, she often feels more conscious 
about one’s specific gender when she speaks in English. In Korean, the  
word order is different than English in that the verb comes at the end of a  
sentence. Similarly to how Yoda from  Star Wars1  speaks the object first then 
the action, “the door I will open” vs “I will open the door,” Lee catches  
herself mixing the order of words when composing in English. 

Taking into account the different aspects of the three alphabets, including 
form and directionality, we designed a single typeface for the three alpha-
bets. It is an incomplete story to discuss a language and its writing system 
without including aspects of how the language influences the culture and 
the reverse.

Interplay and Inclusivity 

Language is a coding system which is only accessible to those who are able 
to decipher it. It has the ability to both build community among those of 
common language and alienate those without. Since language and culture 
influence and reinforce each other, it has the power of connecting or dis-
connecting cultures and people. Our project facilitates interaction with a 
different language by creating a playful interaction with English, Korean, 
and Persian letterforms. The letterforms act as a mediator and a metaphor 
for a specific culture, and through this interaction, we encourage people to 
engage with an unfamiliar culture and way of thinking. 

There are many different languages and cultures, and therefore many dif-
ferent ideas and perspectives, in our global society. English is the dominant 
language of global business, programming languages, and the internet. Even 
though English has commonalities with many other languages, it does not 
offer certain flexibilities. For example, a Korean font requires the design of 
over 11,000 characters because of its syllabic nature (letters combined into 
syllables). If various perspectives were involved in designing interactive 
systems, programming languages, and design tools, perhaps they would 
offer more flexible and customizable platforms for more accessibility across 
many cultures. 

Our projects encourage engagement through simple movements, bringing 
participants to move and shift their expectations and perspectives. Simple 
analog movements in our work have significant effects in the way the work 
is perceived. Motion mediates between the work and the participant, and 
it facilitates the understanding of and interaction with the work. It is a tool 
to decode the puzzles, and in a broader sense, a metaphor for customizable 
tools that facilitate discovery and inclusion. 

These pieces are an attempt towards an inclusive system in which people  
of different backgrounds come together to play with multiple languages  
to decode puzzles that require interaction. Our installations call for an  
actor to complete the piece, and this direct engagement acts as a potential 
introduction to new worlds through new languages. We believe the  
more perspectives we are equipped to understand, the more we are able  
to contribute to, facilitate, and engage with communication systems that 
are accessible across languages and cultures.

Conclusion 

By introducing two non-latin based languages and combining them with 
English, we set the stage for participants to interact with unfamiliar forms. 
Our projects facilitate a simple action—with lights and with physical  
movements—that activates and completes them. Through the interplay of 
light and shadow and the contrast between static and moving elements, we 
encourage participants to engage in moving from one language perspective 
to another. These interactive, type-based projects challenge the dominance 
of the English language as the main language of communication and seeks 
to discuss the importance of inclusivity through various languages. Motion, 
as a mediator between the participants and the pieces, becomes a tool to 
unlock and solve the puzzles. By introducing the differences between our 
languages and uniting the forms through one typeface, we seek to make the 
unfamiliar and foreign more approachable and accessible. 
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Footnote
1. The fictional character Yoda first appears in the 1980 Lucasfilm,   

Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back .  It was directed by Irvin Kershner.
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Abstract: Since its earliest inceptions in the late 1960s, Virtual Reality has long 
promised more immersive media experiences. With the introduction of Oculus 
VR hardware in 2012, VR technologies have reached new inflection points of 
access and availability. Ubiquitously available real- time graphics and gaming 
software, advancements in rendering hardware, and app-store distribution 
channels are spurring widespread innovation and development in the realms of 
AR and VR experience design. This paper examines how a team of faculty and 
students across multiple institutions worked together to create a controller-less, 
procedurally generated VR exhibition platform for electronic, time-based media art. 
 
Our VR exhibition platform proposes a use case in collaborative design and 
a model for electronic art exhibition, independent of controller-based VR 
navigational hardware interfaces. Our platform utilizes a procedurally generated, 
real-time graphical environment as a foundation for a scalable exhibition space 
in the form of an expansive labyrinth. In its initial implementation, the works of 
twenty-two artists working in various forms of electronic time-based media and 
computer animation were exhibited in a VR exhibition titled Labyrinths. Because 
of the high graphical demands presented by computer animation and other forms 
of interactive electronic time-based media,Labyrinths utilized a custom built 
procedural platform in the Unity 3D gaming engine. Faculty and Students from 
Yale University, Carnegie Mellon University, the New School, Lehman College, 
and Stevens Institute of Technology collaborated with independent artists and 
game designers to create exhibition content, while the platform itself was built 
by students at Yale University’s Center for Collaborative Arts and Media. The 

Labyrinths exhibition platform presents an innovative model for exhibition design, 
artistic collaboration, and artist collectives who work in electronic time-based 
media, motion graphics, and interactive design. 
 
Keywords: Embodied Navigation; Active Locomotion; Virtual Environments; 
Interfaces; HCI

Detailed Outline

In 2018, five artists and researchers at Yale University collaborated on a 
mode of controller- less embodied VR navigation that built upon existing 
research in embodied VR lean mechanics [1] and alternative VR controller 
hardware [2][3]. In pursuit of a more intuitive mode of navigation, the team 
tested its model of controller-less embodied navigation against existing 
forms of game-controller based VR navigation methods to evaluate appeal 
and learnability of various navigation mechanics [4]. Testing utilized a sim-
ple procedural maze platform to evaluate the various navigation mechanics. 
As a byproduct of research, the combination of navigation mechanic and 
maze platform presented a unique model for creative collaboration and 
collective art production. Subsequently, the team commenced development 
of an efficient, customized procedural exhibition platform called Labyrinths.

Labyrinths have long symbolized psychic and spiritual journeys. Classically, 
the labyrinth is a space where serendipity, danger, and opportunity lurk 
around every corner. Archetypal narrative structures unfold in recursive 
rhythms, and the spiraling edifice of the maze is site for both self- reflec-
tion and projection. The labyrinth’s architecture is resonant of the human 
inner ear, a biological driver of balance and proprioception. The Labyrinths 
exhibition platform draws upon existing research in VR navigation and 
proprioceptive VR hardware interfaces [2] through its implementation of a 
controller-less embodied navigation model that enables intuitive and fully 
embodied exploration of a procedurally generated gallery maze. Examples 
of hardware interfaces, at the time of writing, include the HTC Vive, Oculus 
Rift, and Oculus Quest. Individual artists works are populated in gallery 
plazas throughout the maze. As participants navigate the labyrinth, gallery 
plazas are procedurally generated as maze blocks—exiting a maze block 
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spawns generation of a new block, while entering a maze block triggers de-
letion of the exited block. Each maze block contains one artist’s work, ran-
domly indexed as new maze blocks spawn. In its initial inception, Labyrinths 
featured works by twenty-two individual artists.

Participants’ experiences unfold upon surprising encounters with artists’ 
works through a randomizing spawn algorithm. The randomizing agent 
presents the virtual space as a meta-cognitive site where poetic associa-
tion happens through chance encounters. Each visit through the labyrinth 
is a unique experience, much in the same no two journeys through life are 
the same. As a participant steps out of their individual encounter with a 
work, the labyrinth randomly chooses which piece they are to encounter 
next in the labyrinth. This process is repeated for the entirety of the expe-
rience. Chance operations are built into the core structure of the exhibition, 
reflecting a structural model akin to the Dada cut method, rules-based art 
processes, Happenings, and Fluxus games. One significant point of depar-
ture afforded by our computational model is that a certain degree of chance 
operation can be applied to the curation and presentation of works with 
perceived monumental scale, inside a virtual environment. The exhibition 
platform itself presents a unique curatorial model, enabling participants 
a chance-based structural framework to explore themes self and embodi-
ment, representation and materiality, time and space.

This paper explores both conceptual and technical underpinnings of the 
Labyrinths exhibition platform, as well as present a unique use case for  
collaborative design and curation.

Classical Progressions

In classical narrative, the labyrinth is a site of dislocation, a place where 
our senses of direction and our understanding of the world is interrupted. 
In myth, labyrinths often function as boundaries between the real and and 
the magical world, acting as either portals to the fantastic, or as liminal 
positions that straddle both the real and unreal. The classic denizen of the 
labyrinth in Greek mythology is the minotaur, a person stuck half way be-
tween human and animal form, a carnivore that devours human flesh and 
an uncanny representation, aberrant from the natural order. The concept of 
the labyrinth as interstitial state between worlds was particularly interest-
ing to us as an exhibition site, specific to Virtual Reality. We sought to take 
advantage of the way that the labyrinth’s structure disorients those inside 
it, specifically as a means to test the effectiveness of our navigation mod-
el. Additionally, since Virtual Reality sits at the edges of the physical world 
and the constructed world it seemed like an important opportunity to show 
artworks that exist in a similar state.

The traditional gallery context for artworks is itself an evocation of a mag-
ical world. It has white and unmarked walls with no references to outside 
culture or space, and it occupies a kind of formal vacuum, in the sense 
that it is often designed to be a large and pointedly empty space. Artworks 
inside the gallery are infused with auratic properties, even when they are 
formally banal. Marcel Duchamp’s readymades are testaments to the power 
of the museum or gallery structure to imbue objects and images with addi-
tional poignancy or presence. What happens when the museum or the gal-
lery itself becomes immaterial, and how do virtual experiences or objects, 
which are increasingly culturally relevant, participate in the narrative of art 
exhibition? By exploring alternative modes of exhibition in VR we are hop-
ing to begin crafting a vocabulary which would be useful for the contextual-
ization of emerging art practices in the context of historical art practices.

The labyrinth model is effective in that it attempts to serve two of the gal-
lery’s principal purposes. It acts as site of disorientation that unsettles the 

Figure 1: Labyrinths exhibition, artwork by Jonathan Ehrenberg. 2018
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visual and spatial expectations of the visitor, and it isolates the virtual expe-
rience in such a way that its presence is amplified and made more auratic. If 
the virtual context is one where the traditional model of exhibition can ul-
timately be superseded, and potentially improved upon, it is helpful to first 
isolate those qualities that make the traditional gallery model effective and 
try to emulate those effects in the virtual space by leveraging the qualities 
and properties that are unique to the virtual realm. A large white room in 
VR does not function the way it does in a physical setting. If the unnaturally 
large and empty space filled with a vacuum is an aberration in the material 
world, where space is precious and almost always filled, it is actually the 
default state of the virtual world. Emptiness in the virtual space depletes 
aura rather than infuses it because it implies a lack of concern rather than a 
sense of preciousness. One goal of this project is to better understand and 
navigate the challenges of crafting a particular and meaningful space for 
exhibition but doing so without distracting from the artworks themselves or 
imbuing them with contextual interpretations not intended by the artist.

In reaching out to artists to participate in the show we explained the exhi-
bition format but did not demand examples of the work prior to inclusion. 
The goal of this was not to select works specific to the local context of the 
labyrinth but rather works which exist autonomously from it. Though each 
of the works may have an individual relationship to the context, that rela-
tionship is not shared across artworks. It is inevitable that the context of 
the exhibition will alter or disrupt the experience of the work for the viewer 
but our goal was to try and mitigate some of that disruption via structural 
means. We dislocated the viewer by having them navigate the maze be-
tween viewing artworks and, by having the artworks occupy central plazas 
where artists were able to choose the extent to which the work interacted 
or engaged with the surrounding maze, works were able to define their own 
proximity to the surrounding context.

One challenge to current VR technology is that it relies on the abstract 
mechanics of previous interfaces. Largely, it borrows from two preceding 
technologies, the television remote and the video game controller. Each 
of these interfaces uses an abstraction, such as a button with a symbol 
on it, to interact with a symbolic space. By symbolic space I mean to say 
that the flattened plane of the screen is not a depiction of reality but rath-
er a surface on which images are rapidly sequenced to create the illusion 

of movement. Virtual space, by contrast, has depth and location and we 
are physically immersed in its alternate gravitational space. The illusion 
of virtual space is that it has weight. Ultimately, one of our hypothesis is 
that virtual reality is a concrete medium where it is less effective to use an 
interface if a concrete interaction is possible. Rather than have movement 
be operated by a remote control, we opted to utilize intuitive body mechan-
ics that allow participants to move through the scene without relying on an 
interface. One source of motion sickness in VR is the disconnection that 
occurs when the experience of movement happens without the sensation 
of movement. By having participants actively moving as part of the process, 
there is greater correlation between the impression of movement and the 
expected physical response, a fact that we hypothesized might alleviate 
some of the discomfort associated with virtual experiences.

Embodied Navigation

The navigational mechanic in the Labyrinths platform is one of control-
ler-less operation, built upon existing research in embodied VR lean  
mechanics [1] and alternative VR controller hardware [2][3]. Our model  
of embodied navigation enhances real world movement within the VR envi-
ronment. A relative “zone of stillness” is generated around the participant 
in which movement in the virtual environment mimics real world movement. 
Within the “zone of stillness,” participants can interact with the virtual 

Figure 2: Labyrinths exhibition, maze plaza diagram.
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environment however they please. The participant is able to move freely in 
the physical space created by the “bounding box,” which is the maximum 
movement range created by the headset’s sensors. Once the participant 
steps out of the “zone of stillness” their movement becomes amplified with-
in the virtual environment. Their radial direction from the “zone of stillness” 
corresponds to their movement direction, while the distance from the “zone 
of stillness” corresponds to the rate at which the world moves by. Embodied 
navigation enables entire virtual environments to be traversed without use 
of a controller, but entirely within the physical limitations of the headset’s 
sensors. Insomuch the participant has become the controller. If the virtual 
world is an ocean, the “bounding box” is a raft with a sail. If they were to 
step off the raft they would sink or in the real world run into an object. Their 
position on the raft determines the strength of the wind behind their sail. 
The closer to the edge of the raft the faster the wind will blow and thus how 
fast they move through the ocean. 

The embodied navigation algorithm uses the participant’s radial distance 
from the center of the play space on both the x and y axis and then sub-
tracts it by the “zone of stillness” radius. This distance is used as the speed 
of movement of the play area along the “x” and “z” axis (Unity Coordinate 
System).

In our algorithm, the participant’s distance from the play space center is 
separated into its “x” and “z” vector components. The “x” and “z” vectors 
are normalized to retrieve vector magnitude regardless of positive or nega-
tive coordinate direction. This magnitude value is subtracted by the “zone 
of stillness” radius, in order to protect from acceleration jumping. To re-in-
corporate movement direction the sign of the original vector is multiplied 
onto this value.

From experimentation it is illustrated that participants show increased im-
mersion without the use of controllers to help them navigate. Labyrinths is 
grounded by the quality of immersion to allow participants to engage with 
the art to its fullest extent. This conjures images of people strolling through 
galleries with hands behind their backs. Embodied navigation approximates 
the real world experience of exploration, letting the environment take you 
places. By using one’s body, it allows one to experience the exhibitions  
somatically increasing one’s memory and appreciation for the art they see.

Labyrinths also has the flexibility to be able to control the parameters in 
which artwork is viewed. The physics of the real world no longer need to  
be obeyed. Works of art can tower to the heavens and the maze module  
can adapt. Lighting, color, and sound of the module have the ability to  
be changed according to the artists preferences. These changes are all  
constantly manipulatable.

Designed for Motion

Conceptually, the labyrinth was designed to challenge and intrigue users 
by providing a powerful pairing: a connection between precisely designed 
content and its anticipated style of engagement. In determining the best 
principles of design to adhere to in order to create the overall effect we 
sought to achieve, the question of what two-factor system could best evoke 
this practical, yet artistic, dynamic between interaction and content was 
best addressed by looking at the way we had hoped our participants would 

Figure 3: Labyrinths exhibition, embodied navigation diagram.

(1)
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engage with our interaction system. Namely, considering the style of play 
and motion we had hoped to incite in the system of interaction, we wanted 
to maximize the user’s embodiment of their navigational choices, and the 
best way to familiarize them with the system itself, thereby increasing their 
level of comfort with it, was to increase the amount of time that they were 
actively navigating. Insofar as we couldn’t artificially demand that they 
explore the generated scene, nor expect them to actively engage with the 
intricacies of our embodied navigation system whenever the option to sim-
ply move straight indefinitely existed (not to mention, when moving straight 
forward could actively be rewarding them by continually allowing them to 
translationally glide across novel parts of a landscape without engaging 
with our system), we decided to create a more organic means to direct their 
engagement with our navigational interface. Through this line of inquiry,  
we finally settled upon our final, practical design for the environment for  
our experience: a labyrinth. Taking inspiration from the iconic form, we  
designed a seemingly infinite, procedurally generated labyrinth that would 
put Daedalus1 to shame.

Collaborative development of the exhibition platform happened quickly, 
over the course of six weeks in the summer of 2018. Building off of four 
months of embodied navigation research at Yale University’s Center for 
Collaborative Arts and Media, the team designed an extensible VR exhibi-
tion platform that was optimized for controller-less navigation and multi 
sensory perception, using the Unity 3D real-time graphics engine. The  
platform itself was designed modularly, with a series of maze blocks that 
would be physically navigable by participants in VR, and procedurally  
generated based upon the participants navigation. As participants navigate 
an individual maze block, new blocks are generated when the participant 
enters virtual trigger zones near the block’s perimeter; hence, a participant 
experiences a seamless and endless journey inside a seemingly infinite  
labyrinth. This procedural dungeon model is nothing new to game design-
ers; however, in the context of this project the metaphorical dungeon  
serves as a virtual art gallery.

Integral to the procedural labyrinth design is the concept of the plaza—
an open space where participants can momentarily escape the narrow 
confines of the labyrinth passageways. The models of the plaza and the 
passageway naturally relate to the architectural vernaculars of the art 

institution. Contemporary art museums often feature a series of open, 
white-cube galleries sparsely interconnected by minimally designed pas-
sageways. In our model the gallery/plaza spaces serves important technical 
and conceptual functions: they are both sites to experience virtual artworks 
and zones of invisible interaction. To elaborate, the plaza serves as the 
primary trigger zone to cue generation of additional maze blocks—when a 
participant leaves a maze plaza by entering a labyrinth passageway, a new 
maze block is created. Only one block of the maze exists at time, while the 
new one is added before participants exit, in order to create a seamless 
experience. The previously current block vanishes once participants step 
into the new block. Additionally, the plazas act as randomized spawn points 
for new artwork — in this case, a selection from a defined index of artists 
works was randomly culled at the spawn point of a new plaza, as a new 
maze block is generated. The technical aspects of this design are described 
in the subsequent section on procedural design.

The team worked within simple design parameters to build an open  
exhibition model. To test the operability of the platform, the team invited 
twenty-two artists to create works specifically designed for VR experience. 
Artists were provided design parameters and an example maze plaza, which 
defined base environmental parameters like scale and lighting. Artists were 
encouraged to take advantage of the unique benefits that VR experience  
affords, namely interactivity and immersion. Artworks explored the  
qualities of form, movement, image, and sound, as well as the interactive  
capacity of the embodied navigation mechanic. For example, artworks were 
designed to be experienced sculpturally in the round, or from both interior 
and exterior perspectives; immersive sound pieces encouraged participants 
to physically move in accordance with spatial sound cues.

The platform was designed to be agnostic of a participant’s physical abili-
ties, increasing the range of those who can interact with art. In a physical 
exhibition space, visitors are constrained by the architecture of the building. 
In Labyrinths, the virtual space can be adapted to the needs of the partici-
pants. The lack of controllers eliminates the hindrance which is associated 
with other forms of navigation in virtual environments. All that is needed to 
navigate is a change in a person’s position in virtual space.
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The embodied navigation mechanic lowers the barrier of who has access 
to art viewership and exhibition. The beauty of the virtual environment is 
its transportability. With only a headset, whose prices continually become 
more affordable, a person can explore Labyrinths from anywhere in the 
world. Any age can engage with works of art and navigate with the intui-
tive aspect of embodied navigation. Labyrinths also changes how one can 
exhibit art. With its procedurally generated and modular nature an artist 
can publish their work and have it be viewed instantaneously. Artists from 
across cultures can have their works be displayed together. The exhibition 
can be changed as well depending on the goals of the curator.

The maze is designed using a tessellating grid structure that is structured to 
support continuous tiling of maze blocks, indefinitely. This architecture pro-
vides the ability to resize and recenter the entire environment around the 
individual participant as they navigate through the maze, allowing tread-
mill-like motion to carry the participants through the maze in any direction 
while creating the persistent illusion of the infinite maze. In more specific 
terms, this was achieved first and foremost by creating a 3x3 grid of iden-
tical maze tiles that obfuscated the borders of maze beyond this. The par-
ticipant would begin in the center tile of this arrangement, and upon navi-
gating into the collision box surrounding the borders of another tile, would 
trigger the de-spawning of any tiles that were more than a radial distance of 
a single full tile edge away, thereby reducing the possibility of overloading 
the overall environmental mesh load on the system, which had previously 
exhibited some processing speed challenges. After first attending to the 
reduction of the overall computational load, the manager scripts would con-
struct new tile clones in advance of the player object in the same direction 
that they were traveling, to prevent the user from ever reaching the terminal 
tile of any particular 9-tile arrangement. Throughout this process, a single 
artwork was generated at the center of each arrangement, appearing to 
exist in a specific location in the labyrinth, similarly achieved this illusion 
through a similar, procedurally-generated system. In reality, there were no 

Figure 4 (above): Labyrinths exhibition, artwork by Federico Solmi. 2018 
Figure 5 (below): Labyrinths exhibition, artwork by Johannes DeYoung. 2018

Figure 6: Labyrinths exhibition, artwork by Lance Chantiles-Wertz. 2018
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artworks propagated throughout the maze, despite their seeming preexis-
tence—the manager scripts would actually load a single, random artwork 
from the gallery as soon as the user began moving towards the open plaza 
area of a new tile.

At the point of transition between two tiles, the prior artwork would unload 
itself and dissolve, while the artwork set to be presented next would detect 
the nearby presence of the user, and accordingly, begin to manifest itself 
in the center of a given tile, and complete its loading and prepare itself for 
viewing just before the user entered its vicinity. As they approached the 
plaza, the artwork was fully rendered, and would be present in their first 
moment that it entered their line of vision. This process allowed for the 
sequential visitation of each subsequent art installation, one after anoth-
er, as the user was merely being given the illusion of control in navigating 
towards each of their visited artworks. In reality, they were being offered a 
creator- defined (albeit random) arrangements of artworks in an order that 
is intrinsically independent from their choice to venture left or right in any 
given navigational decision in their movement through the labyrinth. This 
fact also provided an interesting side benefit, which quickly evolved into 

an entirely distinct motive for this particular design: any user who chose to 
backtrack to a previous artwork (because of the spawning and de-spawning 
scripts acting in tandem with the sequential loading of artworks) would find 
themselves in an entirely novel plaza in the maze despite accurately back-
tracking to an appropriate location in the maze. An artwork that was previ-
ously in a particular location would suddenly be absent, and replaced with a 
previously unseen work. This created the additional layer of confusion that 
increased the appeal of the work, as the labyrinthine feel to the work was 
compounded with the fact that the maze wasn’t just challenging to navigate 
in its own right, architecturally, but also manipulative psychologically, as 
correctly using the same paths would lead to different destinations. Such 
a feature created a very compelling maze, that felt genuinely complex and 
thrilling to explore.

Onward

The Labyrinths exhibition debuted in Galway, Ireland during the summer of 
2018. To promote the exhibition, graphic design utilized the Banshee type-
face, courtesy of Alexis Mark. The general guiding principle of the identity 
was typography emulating features of the labyrinth, with large lettering 
used to invoke the idea of the labyrinth’s structure.

In principle and practice, the Labyrinths platform proved to be a successful 
model for exhibition. Its extensible structure enables easy adaptation to 
accommodate curatorial interests and artistic design. It’s immaterial porta-
bility enables direct transferability of the exhibition space, enhancing acces-
sibility, and its embodied navigation model eases operability.

While the underlying technology that drives the Labyrinths platform has 
many aforementioned virtues, the fundamental concept of the labyrinth 
itself may not be as easily transferable from a critical and curatorial stand-
point. The labyrinth model involves such specific cultural and metaphorical 
context, that its architecture may not as easily transfer to other curatorial 
models, or may require curatorial models to adapt to its structure. In this 
way, the labyrinth’s architecture does not solve the problem of overt archi-
tectural contextualization that we find in physical world art institutions, but 
rather reinforces such contextualization in the virtual space. In this way, 

Figure 7: Labyrinths exhibition, tiling mechanic diagram
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the virtual exhibition space may be seen as a cube within a cube. Still, the 
underlying mechanics of embodied navigation and procedural generation 
present unique opportunities in the virtual that warrant further research 
and exploration. The virtual art space presents uncanny possibilities for 
experiences in multi-sensory perception, spatial dynamics, and accessibility 
that may enhance and expand our understanding of the real.

Footnote
1. In Greek mythology, Daedalus was a skilled craftsman and artist who 

created the Labyrinth on Crete to contain the Minotaur. See Robin Lane 
Fox, Travelling Heroes in the Epic Age of Homer. New York: Vintage 
Books. 2009:187, 178
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Abstract: This paper presents the initial findings from the making and a pilot 
study of “Letters to José,” an interactive, non-linear narrative. The events of this 
narrative were presented in a series of multimodal and unfolding story worlds that 
combine unique paper mechanisms with embodied, visual, and auditory modes. 
The interplay between these modes and the dual role of the interactor-performer 
have different implications on the performative experience of the playable story 
itself due to its multimodal nature where the performer is both a spectator and 
protagonist. Based on this, the paper presents three different “trajectories” –as 
unique user journeys that retain the same overall coherence – a concept proposed 
by Benford et al. and discussed further in Benford & Giannachi, concerning the 
user’s narrative experiences (712; 11; 38). These trajectories represent ephemeral 
relations between physical and digital elements. First, the “narrative trajectory” 
unfolds narrative events using spoken and printed words, environmental sound 
effects, posable avatars, and various paper mechanisms. Second, the “interface 
trajectory”, shows visual and cognitive cues through directional light paths, kinetic 
typography and graphics. And last, the “performative trajectory” made by the 
performer involves physical displacement through and between the story worlds, 
and object manipulation as the engine of episodic engagement. The discussion 
will pay particular attention to movement and motion as the bridge between 
the narrative and the intention of the interactor-performer. The findings will 
contribute to the characterization of the performative experience of interactive 
narratives with multimodal design. This paper concludes by using the case of 

“Letters to José” to illustrate designers and writers, in regards to the creation and 
design of playable stories and other narrative games. 
 
Keywords: Interactive Storytelling, Playable Stories, Trajectories,  
Ecologies, Multimodality

Introduction

Interactive storytelling has significantly evolved in the past 40 years; from 
early console video games in the late ‘70s to choose-your-own-story hy-
pertext experiments of the ‘90s, to finally immersive spaces and augment-
ed-reality entertainment in the past few years (Harley et al. 1253; Ryan, 

“Beyond Myth and Metaphor” 582). This shift alongside the paradigm of 
Human-Computer interaction has brought important considerations to 
interaction designers, and designers in general. Interaction is no longer  
unimodal, but takes place in a multimodal universe where people are  
immersed both the virtual and the real worlds. Although published work in 
regards to narrative-based video games is reasonably significant in show-
casing the power of interactive storytelling, the same does not happen with 
playable stories, a particular type of interactive narrative where the player 
seeks to explore, enjoy, and unfold a narrative (Wood 22). Experiences such 
as The Day of the Figurines (Flintham et al. 167), The Shoebox (Marles, para.1), 
and The Reading Glove (Tanenbaum et al. 1) have explored the intertwining 
in different degrees of diverse modes of interaction that support a narrative 
through performance and the physical manipulation of artefacts that are 
linked to multimedia content. For designers, the creation of these type of 
experiences brings essential considerations that can be explored from the 
perspective of multimodality and trajectories.

With this in mind, this paper presents Letters to José; a playable story  
represented in a series of interactive, multimodal, unfolding story worlds 
that combine distinctive paper mechanisms with embodied, visual, and 
auditory modes. By using this experience as an example, this paper  
intends to contribute to the characterization of the performative experience 
of interactive narratives through multimodal design. This short paper is 
structured in the following way: the first section will briefly summarize key 
concepts relevant to this discussion: interactive narratives, multimodality, 
and trajectories. The second section will introduce Letters to José and the 
elements of this system. The third section will discuss these trajectories 
in the context of this experience during a small-scale study that sought to 
observe how people interacted with the story. This paper concludes by  
discussing the authoring process, and the implications in planning and  
designing a narrative of this type based on our own.
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Key Concepts

Interactive Narratives and Playable Stories 
Storytelling is a specific social and cultural activity that involves narrating 
along with words, sounds, images and in some cases even mimic, acting 
and improvisation. Either oral, written or acted, storytelling is used to 
explain the daily life, rationalize a natural phenomenon or understand the 
meaning of existence. It is a way of teaching ethics, morals and social and 
cultural norms, or just a way of entertaining. Ryan argues that narrative 
is the way people organize their experience of the world, as some tool 
inside peoples’ cognitive toolkit (“Toward a Definition of Narrative” 22). 
Interactive narratives are a form of digital experiences in which people 
create or influence a storyline (Riedl and Bulitko 67). The goal of this type 
of narratives is to immerse experiencers—as readers, audiences or players—
in a virtual world making them an integral part of the story (Dena, “Beyond 
Multimedia, Narrative, and Game” 186; Cavazza and Young 378). In regards 
to their interactive attributes, Mitchell adds that the experiencer instead 
of being a passive actor has “to participate or make an effort of some sort 
in the process of reading the text” (qtd. In Mitchell para.6). One specific 
type of interactive narratives is playable stories—also referred sometimes 
as exploration games (Wood 22; Ryan, “From Narrative Games to Playable 
Stories” 45). These narratives present aesthetically rewarding stories in 
which narrative and player agency merge while game mechanics support 
the involvement with the experience. They also foster aesthetic pleasure 
that leads to empathy and narrative immersion. In these type of narratives, 
the experiencer uncovers and understands the story instead of acquiring 
winning or losing states (Wood 23). 

Multimodality 
Gunther Kress defines “multimodality” as the communication through or in 
spoken, visual and auditory modes, framed in the view of social semiotics 
(1). Social semiotics refers to cultural and social circumstances in which 
people make meaning, such as making sense of knowledge, experience, 
relationships, or the self. Multimodality then relies on the grammar that 
is constructed by society from different semiotic resources, in order to 
create meaning. These resources, according to van Leeuwen, can be 
actions, materials, or artifacts people use to communicate; they can be 

psychological or technological, but more than anything they transform and 
evolve depending on specific social contexts (3). Elleström summarizes 
multimodality as the combination of text, image, sound and sometimes 
some sensorial faculties. These modalities can be material –those that 
refer to physical properties, sensorial –those that comprise mental acts,  
spatiotemporal, and semiotic –specific signs in a social context (Elleström 
14–17). However, in the explicit perspective of multimodality and narrative, 
Ryan adds that multimodality offers important implications for the study 
of narratives. Through multimodality it is possible to understand the 
way diverse signs are combined “within the same media object” (qtd. In 
Ryan 9). In this regard, multimodality has been used to study complex 
communication experiences such as graphic novels (Herman 1; Kannenberg 
306) and video games (Weimin 9). 

Information Ecologies and Trajectories 
Information Ecologies are complex systems of people and technology—along 
with different practices and values—in a particular environment (Nardi and 
O’Day 49). Similarly to ecologies in natural sciences, information ecologies 
are in continuous evolution, forming relationships between different species, 
although in this case, these species can be people or tools. For example, in 
an art museum, the physical space is the environment which is defined by 
a series of embodied interactive experiences, social interactions, and the 
purpose of people to engage and learn. As with any environment, there are 
constraints—mostly perceptual or conceptual—as well as variations in the 
environment: spaces for children, dedicated rooms for a single artist and so 
on (Bell 1). Partly considering Nardi and O’Day’s work, Benford et al. define 
trajectories as the way spectators move between the various elements of 
an interactive experience: from single artifacts to local ecologies, into the 
overall experience (Benford, Giannachi, et al. 712; Benford, Lindt, et al. 11; 
Nardi and O’Day 50–58). In their framework, these trajectories combine 
different modes of interaction and pass through hybrid ecologies (those 
that involve physical and virtual spaces) that implicate space, time, roles 
and interfaces.
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Figures 1–4 (left to right, top to bottom): Three of the panels of the first paper world  
prototype. Figure 2: Words printed in conductive ink allow the experiencer to activate 
audio narrative fragments. Figure 3: When placed inside the paper-world the Cardboard 
Puppet activates an audio clip with a narrative fragment. Figure 4: The family books,  
NFC enabled pop-up books that represent characters in the story.

An Outline of Letters to José:
Letters to José is an interactive non-linear narrative inspired by a compila-
tion of 27 letters written between 1948 and 1957 by Jesús—a young medical 
student —and José—Jesús brother and soon-to-be air force recruit. The 
letters are not only a first-person account of personal events, but a record 
of the social, cultural, and economic changes of Colombia during the first 
half of the 20th century. In its physical/digital hybrid form of playable story,  
the letters were transformed into three interactive, multimodal, unfolding 
paper-worlds that combine unique paper mechanisms with different visu-
al, performative, and auditory modes to produce and move forward in the 
story. Each paper-world is divided into separate panels which are both the 
interface and the stage where the story unveils (Figure 1). In these stages, 

the experiencer can play with a cardboard puppet, manipulate a series of 
pop-up books to unlock hidden stories, pull strings to activate mechanisms, 
pull tabs to unfold events or touch and manipulate words that slowly nar-
rate short fragments of the letters through audio and text (Figures 2–4). 
Because of its non-linear nature, the narrative is distributed across the 
panels, sometimes branching out, sometimes returning into a single sto-
ryline. Senses are stimulated through different modes: the story is told by a 
narrator but also read in short paragraphs integrated into the paper-world; 
that becomes a volume in which the experiencer can immerse.

Currently, Letters to José is a work in progress, of which the first two paper 
worlds are in the final prototype stage. These fully working prototypes have 
been tested with various users who engaged with the narrative and the dif-
ferent elements of the story. This experience is composed of different arti-
facts, as mentioned above, that move through various local ecologies—each 
paper-world—with the purpose of presenting the story. With this in mind, 
we have identified three different trajectories in this experience: the nar-
rative trajectory which relates to unfolding narrative events, the interface 
trajectory which describes the cause-effect relationship of the experience, 
and finally the performative trajectory that relates to physical manipulation 
and engagement with the story. These trajectories are discussed further in 
the next sections based on Benford et al.’s framework that considers space, 
time, roles, and interfaces as part of the experience journey (712). However, 
because of the tangible and hybrid nature of Letters to José, we consider the 
interface a separate trajectory instead of a facet of the journey itself, as 
these cognitive clues expand into different artifacts and elements across 
the experience. 

Narrative, Performative and Interface Trajectories

Narrative Trajectories 
We integrated narrative text within the experience in three ways: through 
printed words as short contextual paragraphs that provide context to 
a specific event, as typographic objects that not only carry meaning to 
the narrative but have an active role to it, and as spoken audio clips that 
are activated by touching some of the typographic objects. For example, 
touching the word “Fate” activates a clip in which a fragment of one of the 
letters refers to the brother’s fate. The narrative trajectory is backed by 
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Figure 5 (left): Light indicators and kinetic typography as cognitive cues that lead the  
interface trajectories. Figure 6 (right): Action circles: Kinetic typography animated through 
a lenticular lens to convey specific actions that the experiencer can act upon in the  
paper world. 

music and environmental sound effects that immerse the experiencer 
into the narrative. The space of these trajectories in our experience 
are transversal to all paper-worlds and depend on time and the pace 
established between the experiencer and the narrative. There are cases in 
which the role of the experiencer is to move forward in the story, but also 
to take the identity of a character and act through it. That is the purpose of 
the puppet; a posable avatar that represents one of the characters of the 
story. When the puppet is placed inside certain parts of the paper world, 
the narrative shifts and takes the perspective of the character himself as he 
narrates in audio form part of the story. 

Interface Trajectories 
This trajectory describes the effect of certain cognitive cues that allow 
the experiencer to connect with the system through performance. Among 
the ecologies in these trajectories are those that combine different 
modes such as sound, light, color, and direction to convey, for example, 
specific instructions to the experiencer. Figure 5 is an example of such 
trajectory: once an audio narrative fragment ends, a second audio clip 
asks the experiencer to look for a blinking LED. The light guides the 
experiencer towards an action circle –which displays animated typography– 
exemplifying the action the experiencer can make: in this case, pulling 
the string (Figure 6). In this experience, trajectories rely heavily on 
various semiotic modes –not only words– with specific intentions such 

as communicating pace, direction, and physical movement. However, we 
noticed in our study that the combination of some of these modes could 
also lead to the occasional predation or prevalence of one artifact or  
mode over the others, which can lead to issues in narrative comprehension  
or usability.

Performative Trajectories 
One of the most distinguishable characteristics of our narrative is that the 
experiencer physically engages and performs through objects and artifacts. 
As a local ecology, each paper world requires the experiencer to touch, pull, 
rotate or place objects that move forward the story. For example, in the 
last panel when the experiencer pulls a string—as if she was pulling the 
trigger of a gun—the gun moves, and activates an audio clip that narrates 
about the death of one of the brother’s friend (Figure 7). This clip not only 
contains a spoken audio track but includes environmental sound of people 

Figure 7: Pulling the trigger of the gun. 
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talking and a gunshot. As an experience that integrates several ecologies, 
the experiencer physically moves between paper-worlds and narrative 
events; sometimes she has to walk around and look for something, or 
bend forward to observe details. In this case, the body of the experiencer 
becomes an engine of episodic engagement. These type of trajectories 
mediates between narrative and interface trajectories, as they start  
with the intention to act through an artifact and end when the narrative  
moves forward.

Figure 8: Relationships between trajectories (left) and auditory, performative and semiotic 
modes (the right) 

Conclusions & Future Work

Although our work is still in development, Letters to José has provided us 
with an opportunity to explore a new approach to authoring interactive 
stories by placing trajectories in the front of the process. In this context, 
we propose designers considering not only different patterns of a non-lin-
ear story and its aesthetic expressiveness but the materiality of different 
media as a way to support and enhance the story. We have approached 
multimodality as a way to understand how different semiotic forms drive 
the comprehension and engagement of interactive narratives through 

trajectories between different ecologies. Some of the trajectories present-
ed here were driven by the interest of the experiencer to perform with the 
narrative while others were driven by transporting the experiencer into the 
narrative acquiring roles inside the story. As interactive narratives become 
more complex and exploit different modes of communication to convey 
immersive and engaging stories, it is essential for designers to understand 
how a system of different artifacts—physical or virtual—guides the expe-
rience. Through these trajectories the experiencer is an engine that moves 
forward the narrative, becoming not only an interactor but a performer too. 
Although our work draws from existing concepts such as ecologies, tra-
jectories, and multimodality, we expect to contribute towards the study of 
playable stories and exploration games by identifying new challenges that 
can further advance the field.  

Our initial findings are rather encouraging in regards to the proposed 
modes of interaction in Letters to José; especially those that involve primar-
ily verbal-auditive, performative manipulation, motion, and textual modali-
ties. Additionally, our narrative seems to positively transport experiencers 
into the narrative, displaying signs of identifying with some of the charac-
ters, and expressing feeling rewarded, absorbed and cognitively stimulated. 
Indeed, these partial results relate to Benford and Giannachi (43), as they 
call for a vision of user experience that extends beyond pragmatics into the 
consideration of emotional and aesthetic dimensions of an experience. Our 
future work includes developing all three paper-worlds with further stability 
and improvements in the system as well as the inclusion of other performa-
tive modes of interaction. These prototypes will be tested in a public setting 
during a 2-day academic event later this year for people to engage and 
interact with. Our primary interest is to determine how these trajectories 
act outside an organized setting, the way an ecology of different modes and 
artifacts can couple to narrative meaning, and identifying means in which 
the design process can be informed through the understanding of the rela-
tionship between multimodality and the narrative.



3327 Letters: Trajectories and Multimodality  
in Interactive Storytelling

Footnote
1  Loosely based on Juul’s and Dena’s definition of fictional world, we frame 

our paper-worlds as an ecology formed between what the narrative 
casts supported by its materiality and what the experiencer imagines 
(121–22; Dena, Transmedia Practice: 23). According to Dena, these 
fictional worlds are the sum of all the content and expressive planes (all 
compositions) that are constructed to adhere to the same [world] logic 
(Transmedia Practice 23).
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Abstract: This case study of student teams, co-located in the Middle East and 
North America, draws from a constructive-developmental paradigm to examine 
challenges and benefits of creating collaborative video sketches as part of motion 
design pedagogy. The authors introduce this method for co-production with 
the dual purposes of teaching students how to use motion design as a UX tool 
and facilitating their development of intercultural competencies. Organized into 
cross-cultural teams, students work together to produce an interactive concept 
for spatial, social, playful, and cultural engagement using video sketches. Student 
feedback and project outcomes make a case for the dynamic interplay between 
intercultural engagement and collaborative video as a method to enhance how 
design students value diversity, understand themselves and others, and deal  
constructively with conflict.  
 
Keywords: Collaborative Video, Interactive Systems, Collaboration, Intercultural 
Communication, Playful Social Spaces

Introduction: Interculturality and the global  
work environment

The growing field of motion design is a multinational creative industry that 
increasingly requires professionals to acknowledge the global scope of their 
work. Industry calls upon emerging and established designers to create and 
distribute content that engages with international audiences, ranging from 

online mediums to live-streaming platforms, from independent venues to 
international box offices. Even as the film and television industry struggles 
to expand notions of representation—writers, directors, producers, and 
designers are traversing national borders to diversify storytelling on small 
and large screens. Young Muslim women are trailblazing the film industry in 
countries like Qatar, for instance, setting the stage for new voices to shape 
the kind of narratives emerging from the Middle East (Harding). 

For those engaged in educating the next generation of motion design pro-
fessionals, a critical aspect of nurturing the meaningful participation of 
diverse voices is intercultural learning. Skills in intercultural learning involve 
fostering mutual respect and openness to the unique experiences of other 
people, societies, religions, cultures, social mores, and even educational 
systems. According to the Council of Europe’s Learning Cluster on Cultural 
Competence, in the European Union, the relevance of cultural learning is 
driving the formation of educational clusters to “help public administration 
personnel working within multiethnic societies.” Moreover, intercultural 
competence is essential to the success of creative teams who work across 
national borders to brainstorm ideas, iterate, experiment, make decisions, 
and produce engaging screen-based content. 

Culture at Work, a 2013 study conducted by the British Council, found that 
HR managers attribute success in the global economy to the ability to adapt 
to different cultural settings, understand different contexts or viewpoints, 
and demonstrate respect for others. Conducted across 367 large employers 
in nine different countries, this study also revealed that, across the globe, 
international communication is a central function of today’s workplaces.

More than two-thirds of employers report that their employees en-
gage frequently with colleagues outside of their country, and over half 
say that their employees engage frequently with partners and clients 
outside of their country. The private sector engages with partners and 
clients overseas more frequently. (British Council 7)

Additionally, employees lacking intercultural skills can risk damaging corpo-
rate reputations and put organizations in financial jeopardy by losing clients 
or otherwise missing out on international business opportunities (British 
Council 3; Daniel, Xie, and Kedia 20). But without proper training and 
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learning experiences, interactions can unintentionally support prevailing 
social hierarchies or overlook the complex perspectives involved in intercul-
turality (Sandu and Lyamouri-Bajja 34). These missteps can also result in 
perpetuation of stereotypes and implicit bias.

Research opportunity in the classroom

A 2014 study in the U.S. by Daniel, Xie and Kedia found that a large number 
of Americans entering the workforce were deficient in intercultural compe-
tencies, thus contributing to a shortage of culturally savvy practitioners.  
HR Managers in countries like Brazil and China similarly report that they 
are ‘not satisfied’ with the role education plays in preparing employees  
with intercultural competencies. The United Arab Emirates, Indonesia, 
and Jordan, on the other hand, report a ‘great deal of satisfaction’ with their 
education system’s ability to teach the intercultural skills needed for the 
workplace (British Council 16). Together, these findings indicate that higher 
education plays a significant role in preparing emerging professionals for 
success in an increasingly global work environment. 

Higher education can also prepare future designers to thrive in the dynamic, 
plural, and changing environments that characterize contemporary  
workplaces. When emerging designers are equipped with intercultural  
competencies at the undergraduate level, opportunities for mutual under-
standing increase in the workplace, and screen-based storytelling can begin 
to represent the array of cultural identities found across the world. 

While the benefits of intercultural learning may seem obvious, design 
classrooms rarely engage in cross-cultural projects between people locat-
ed in disparate geographical contexts. While long-distance intercultural 
exchanges are still generally infrequent in design classrooms (Wang; Blair-
Early; Emans and Murdoch-Kitt are rare examples), collaborative projects 
between Western and Middle Eastern students in particular remain largely 
unexplored due to divisive attitudes perpetuated in the media, or simply 
because of the challenges associated with the mediation of effective  
communication across such time and distance. 

Figure 1: Percentage of employers who believe the education system meets their  
intercultural skills needs (by country, ranked by ‘great deal’). 
Source: British Council, Culture at Work (2013, 16)

This research responds by asking a series of ‘How Might We’ (HMW)  
questions to examine the pedagogical aspects of teaching theories of  
intercultural learning alongside motion design. The HMW approach to  
constructing research questions has two distinct roles in the context of  
this case study. First, it enables the study to engage with grounded theory, 
described by both Charmaz and Glaser as a methodology that helps  
researchers construct theories in a manner that is “grounded” in numerous 
comparisons of collected data over time. Second, HMW questions enable 
design researchers to remain open to a range of possible answers and 
encourage a collaborative approach to the findings. In turn, the following 
research questions helped guide this case study:  

How might we teach intercultural learning as part of design 
curriculum? 

How might we foster intercultural communication skills in the motion 
design classroom? 

How might we support productive design collaborations between 
students in North America and the Middle East? 
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The resulting case study showcases an intercultural design collaboration 
between students located in Qatar and the United States over a seven-week 
period. Organized into cross-cultural teams, students produce collabora-
tive videos by considering audiences, physical spaces, and interactions in a 
contrasting culture. Brainstorming, visual documentation, and prototyping 
are just some of the design-based methods tested as part of the project. 
The findings indicate that creative cross-cultural co-production holds great 
promise for students in terms of learning to constructively deal with con-
flict, thrive in ambiguous situations, and value diversity.

Theory

The theoretical backdrop of this research uses a constructive-developmen-
tal paradigm to examine how design students generate their own ideas and 

“find their own voices” through collaborative video. Magolda states that 
this theory underscores the idea that students develop critical thinking and 
sophisticated problem-solving skills by first constructing a deep, broadly 
informed understanding of self. By weaving the constructive-developmental 
model together with theories of intercultural learning, the aim is to move 
students beyond simply learning about cultural differences; instead, the 
goal is for students to use their knowledge of interculturality “to create new 
meanings and narratives” (Sandu and Lyamouri-Bajja 22). The Council of 
Europe states:

Interculturality refers to the capacity to experience cultural otherness, 
and to use this experience to reflect on matters that are usually taken 
for granted within one’s own culture and environment. Interculturality 
involves being open to, interested in, curious about, and empathet-
ic towards, people from other cultures, and, using this heightened 
awareness of otherness, to evaluate one’s own everyday patterns of 
perception, thought, feeling and behaviour in order to develop greater 
self-knowledge and self-understanding. (Byram 2009, 6)

Beyond theory, the intercultural component of this project is practical. By 
exposing students to the professional aspects of intercultural competence 
for future employment, they learn the benefits of healthy risk-taking, build-
ing trust, blending complementary skills, and mediating conflict resolution. 

Methodology

This case study involves data gathered from a virtual collaboration between 
students at VCUarts Qatar (VCUQ) and the University of Michigan (UM) 
using a combination of asynchronous and synchronous methods (video 
chat, instant messaging, SMS, email) across 7- to 8-hour time differences. 
Each team worked together to create a video sketch illustrating their  
interactive concept for spatial, social, playful, and cultural engagement. 

This involved the following features:

Team Composition: 3–5 VCUarts Qatar undergraduate students (3rd 
year) worked with 1–2 UM students (3rd and 4th year), for a total of 7 
teams.  
Agency Model: Students worked together in varying capacities within 
the same class, allowing for a gradient of teamwork and individual 
exploration.  
Timing: The UM class was regularly available to connect during their 
class time from 4:30–7:30 pm Doha time (Tuesdays / Thursdays). 
Project duration was planned so that the collaboration would  
conclude before the start of daylight saving time in the USA.  
Skills: No professional video editing tools or skills required; students 
could use simple photographs or even hand-drawn sketches to create 
and share visions of the team’s shared goal. 

Both classes participated in a private Google+ Community and, guided by 
faculty prompts, actively used this space to post project process/ideation, 
write comments/questions to one another, and share design work. Students 
provided feedback to each other in this forum throughout the project,  
taking personal responsibility for the virtual critique process. Teams also  
created their own WhatsApp groups to share private messages and engage 
in ongoing dialogue about project ideas, progress, and growth. 
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With students hailing from diverse cultural backgrounds, the shared curric-
ulum between the two courses aligned itself with the strategies for intercul-
tural learning employed by the Council of Europe (“Learning Cluster” 35):

1. Equal status within a situation: Ensure that the distribution of  
 power between people in a particular situation is equal and does  
 not reflect the hierarchical distribution of power that might be  
 present in wider society. In other words, the education or youth  
 work setting should not be a way for the dominant group to  
 impose on or “teach” the non-dominant group. 
2. Common goals (active goal-oriented effort): The interaction  
 should be focused on reaching an overarching objective. 
3. Intergroup co-operation: An interdependent effort without inter 
 group competition. 
4. The presence of social norms supporting intergroup contact:  
 Norms that are preferably defined by the group and that everyone  
 is aware of and in agreement with.

To analyze the benefits and challenges of the project methodology and 
goals, students provided feedback about their collaborative experience in 
an elective online questionnaire sent to all participants. This qualitative 
data is analyzed in the findings section of this paper and includes questions 
such as:

· After completing this project, what do you now understand about   
 team dynamics? 
· How did the intercultural collaboration shape the direction of your   
 project, your ideas about interaction design, and/or influence the   
 final outcomes? 
· What do you think is the main benefit of working with someone   
 from another culture? 
· What was one of the main challenges you faced in working across   
 cultures? What did you learn from this experience?

Project Parameters

Participants in this case study were challenged to expand competencies in 
teamwork, interculturality, interaction design and motion design. They built 

awareness of topics on an international level, communicated with someone 
from a different culture, and utilized virtual communication tools to discuss 
design interventions with a designer in another time zone. 

Learning objectives for this collaboration were evaluated based on research, 
process, ideation, conceptual rigor, realization (design approach), and pre-
sentation/deliverables (based on using video sketches as a UX design tool). 
Upon completion of the project, students were expected to demonstrate 
proficiency in constructively dealing with conflict, thriving in ambiguous 
situations, and valuing and incorporating diversity into the group design 
process.

Core Learning Objectives

· Gain intercultural collaboration and communication experience. 
· Use collaborative video to engage in the creation of an interactive   
 space. 
· Demonstrate an understanding of how to use motion design as a UX  
 tool. 
· Create video sketches of playful, social, and culturally engaging spaces. 
· Build on previous collaborative experiences in the co-production of   
 value with designers located in a different cultural context. 
· Demonstrate the ability to practice open thinking.

After completing a series of lectures and activities that introduce intercul-
turality through design-based methods, students documented a variety of 
spaces in their city and shared these with their long-distance design part-
ners. Each team received two antonymous terms to provide a similar lens 
to help them select spaces and to create shared vocabulary for discussing 
these initial images with each other. Using the antonymous terms to explore 
their campuses and local communities, student identified a public space 
where they want to foster interpersonal interactions through design. 

Antonymous terms:

· natural/artificial 
· small/large 
· hard/soft

· quiet/loud 
· dangerous/safe 
· open/closed

· formal/casual 
· convenient/inconvenient 
· orderly/disorderly
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Through discussion with their teams via Google+ comments, WhatsApp, 
Zoom, BlueJeans, email, etc, each team arrived at a consensus about what 
space(s) to focus on, sharing the rationale back in the virtual community 
space. Next, teams identified the audience(s) of the chosen public space. 
Based on their research of the locations, they developed a number of  
personas to understand how they might foster dialogue, encourage play 
between strangers, promote cultural awareness, and/or celebrates cultural 
diversity in a positive atmosphere. 

The final phase of the scaffolded project introduced teams to John 
Zimmerman’s video sketching approach, which includes pre-production, 
production, and post-production phases. Teams worked together to  
collaboratively prototype their idea(s) through motion design, producing 
a concept video in alignment with the following strategic prompts:

Analog Sketch: Print out multiple photos of your space (at least 5 different 
angles) to showcase the full area you are working within (low-quality paper 
and black and white prints are fine); Print 2 (or more) sets so that you have 
at least 10 images to work with. Next, use tracing paper to draw over the 
photos and highlight the most important features of the space. If you prefer, 
you can also sketch your ideas directly on top of the photos. Take risks and 
be experimental, you have nothing to lose! 

Digital Collage: Refine your most successful 3 ideas by shifting from analog 
sketches to a digital collage method. The digital collages should showcase 
how the design elements will work to create an exciting, fun, and playful 
spatial experience. 

Pitch Statement: Draft a pitch statement that explains the conceptual 
framework of the idea, including how the proposed form(s) are meaningful, 
what interaction(s) will be prompted by the project, and why your concept 
is the best approach for the chosen site(s) and audience(s).

Collaborative Video: Use motion design to bring the idea to life using as a 
video sketch. The video sketch should reveal your team’s design concept(s) 
by showcasing the ways your ideas will encourage playful experiences in 
the space. You will likely need to find two or more actors to highlight these 
interactions to viewers. 

Presentation: The culmination of the project is a presentation to your 
respective university community. The presentation should include docu-
mentation from all project phases (research, analysis, concept generation, 
concept validation, and scenarios/touch points), selected concept(s),  
along with the final pitch and video sketch(es). 

Findings and Student Reflections 

Engaging in this work together, participants from both cultures noted that 
they were able to come up with new ideas, were exposed to different per-
spectives, and created designs that they would not have been able to  
conceive outside the context of this intercultural design exchange. UM 
student Sara Ciaramella (2018) said, “The final concept was not something 
I would have imagined in the beginning, nor was it something I was likely to 
do on my own. The collaboration expanded the possibilities for the project.” 
VCUQ student Sarah Elawad (2019) also noted, “Our outcome was very 
different and more developed than what we started off with. The feedback 
from the other culture had an effect on the overall outcome and was differ-
ent from the feedback we would have received from our peers in class.”

One of the initial concepts introduced to students at the early stages of 
the interclass dialogue was drawn from the research of Anthropologist 
Edward T. Hall and his concepts of high-to-low context cultures. Hall’s work 
explores the behavioral preferences of different cultures in terms of how 
people relate to and communicate with each other, how they treat space 
and time, and how they learn. 

However, rather than clustering cultures into one discreet preferential pat-
tern, as often suggested by interpretations of Hall’s research, the authors 
introduced an information design-based method to question the reductive 
view of culture as “a unified phenomenon with ontological status” (Hakken 
and Maté 87). This method, which the authors call Teamthink Constellation, 
is a participatory data visualization that introduces students to the idea that 
people are a blend of high-and-low-context characteristics. By mapping 
themselves onto a shared scattergram of their cultural context inventory, 
students see their behavioral preferences in relation to both classes, thus 
increasing their sensitivity to the diversity of all participants. 



(MODE) Motion Design Education Summit 2019 
Edited Conference Proceedings

40

Interplay of Cultural Learning 
VCUQ student Maha S. Alsulaiti (2019) commented that “We learned to be 
more understanding and open about different types of people and different 
parts of the world. It’s interesting to work with someone who carries 
different ideas in their mind because of their environment.” UM student 
Heidi Liu (2018) similarly reflected, “I learned to be more sensitive and 
cautious of the language, values, and customs in Doha.”

Through the Teamthink Constellation activity and other design-based meth-
ods introduced by the authors, students began to realize that even within 
the same classroom, there is a phenomenal range of behavioral preferenc-
es. Furthermore, they learned to interpret their similarities and differences 
with a more broad-minded perspective instead of seeing these as ‘good’ or 
‘bad.’ These realizations are critical in helping students move beyond some 
of their base assumptions about other people or cultures, while consider-
ing what they might, in fact, prefer in a team-based setting. UM student 
Shwetha Rajaram (2019) shares, “I learned that team dynamics can be 
affected by how team members present themselves in the first few meet-
ings. Being upfront about your work ethic and having a formal discussion 
about your workload/other commitments could motivate your teammates 
to change their work ethic, to respect your other time commitments.”

Overwhelmingly, as intercultural design projects progress, there is a signif-
icant shift in how students respect and appreciate the unique contributions 
of their partners. By the end of the project, the majority of students find  
that the differences between themselves and their partner(s) are actually  
a boon for their creative outcomes, helping to solidify the value of diversity  
as a project outcome. UM student Andrew Hwang (2018) states, “A huge  
benefit about working with someone from another culture is being able to 
add a different perspective into the collaboration.” UM student Andrew 
Lopes (2018) adds, “I’d argue that education is a reflection of culture. I’d 
like to think that experiencing the difference between that of VCUQ and 
UM was a nuanced and enriching experience in itself.”

Working as part of the six-person team comprising Luminous Connection, 
UM student Rachel Krasnick (2018) said, “My favorite part of the experi-
ence was understanding what my team members valued. Our collaboration 
really showed us how to [...] design something that could not only connect 

cultures but transcend boundaries so that the experience could be applica-
ble to anyone.” Luminous Connection’s mission was to promote awareness 
and connectivity between the people of Ann Arbor and Doha through  
projections of light and color. In doing so, their site-specific installations  

“explore aspects of the audience’s essence and existence— both of which 
comprise a people’s identity” (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Luminous Connection / Source(s): By VCUQ students Aaquifa Altaf, Sarah 
Al-Afifi, Hind Al-Kuwari, Sarah Elawad (2019) in collaboration with UM students Rachel 
Krasnick and Andrew Lopes (2018)

One of the most noteworthy aspects of the project was the exchange of 
massive amounts of cultural information and the subsequent valuing of 
diversity that may not have been addressed or discovered prior to the video 
creation process. VCUQ student Noor Al-Emadi (2019) notes, “I can say 
that [Heidi] enjoyed and is really interested in the Arabic language. We 
taught her some basic words and phrases, like “hi,” “how are you?” and of 
course “Yalla.” She once said, “Oh, is it right to say ‘ma3a ilsalama’ as ‘bye 
bye’?” The idea of crossing cultures is really nice and interesting.” 

Learning in Motion Design 
In other reflections, students explained how the intercultural collaboration 
shaped the direction of their project and ideas about the kind of content 
they wanted to share with viewers, influencing final project outcomes. For 
example, the project “Creative Union” bridges perceived gaps between 
Christianity and Islam through an installation incorporating carefully 
selected parallel religious verses and poetry—presented in Arabic and 
English—within Qatar Foundation’s Ceremonial Court. The proposed 
space encouraged people to interact, spend time there, and bridge cultures 
(Figure 3). Additional unexpected benefits are deeper interpersonal 
connections and understanding between students. 
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The three students in the team “Bas Che” (Carlotta Bernardi, Noor Bahzad 
and Maddi Lelli) proposed a live, interactive video feed to connect design 
students on two continents through projection and interactive drawing, 
serving as an in-between space for people to visually communicate. The 
team explains, “During a time where mainstream media prompts people in 
the U.S and the Middle East to view each other in a negative light, it’s par-
ticularly important to build connections and forge new friendships.” After 
completing this project, VCUQ student Carlotta Bernardi (2019) explained 
the more personal side of the team dynamics at work during the collabora-
tion, “I felt I was kind of in the middle of [my two teammates], since I am a 
‘westerner’ but I have lived in Qatar for almost 6 years. My partner in Qatar 
was more of a ‘go with the flow’ kind of designer, whereas my US partner 
needed to have everything planned in advance in order to be organized with 
her work.”

Figure 3: Creative Union / Source(s): By VCUQ students Maha Al-Naemi, Alanoud  
Al-Khater (2019) in collaboration with UM student Sara Ciaramella (2018)

While the participants came to see and understand the process of engag-
ing in an intercultural design collaboration as an interactive experience in 
itself, the implications for motion design are perhaps more noteworthy. The 
insights gained from the cooperative approaches utilized in this project  
enabled students to reconsider the role of motion design as a way to illus-
trate their interactive interventions. Motion design helped facilitate co-pro-
duction of interactive experiences by enabling partners to work together  
to imagine ideas without technical proficiency in web development or prior 
knowledge in coding. 

Students demonstrated an understanding of the basic technical aspects 
and design potentials of time-based design tools to generate realistic and 
feasible—yet forward-thinking—experiential design proposals. For example, 
the team behind “Wishing Upon A Star,” imagined a multilingual platform 

to highlight similarities between two people from completely different 
walks of life by connecting people’s shared dreams with one another. “We 
hope to make people take a moment to think about their personal aspira-
tions and to share them with the universe while being inspired by the 
thoughts and dreams of others” (Figure 4). Using motion design to repre-
sent the constellation of dreams and people’s interaction with them, the 
interactive ideas came to life without the need to develop the actual app. 

Figure 4: Wishing Upon A Star / Source(s): By VCUQ students Maha Al-Sulaiti, Sarah 
Aweida, Kamla Al-Sulaiti, Latifa Alkuwari, Bothaina Al-Qaisi (2019) in collaboration with 
UM student Andrew Hwang (2018)

In the project “Bioluminescence,” the three-person team used three-dimen-
sional modeling to represent how stressed-out students might find a playful 
and accessible place to unwind. Two proposed interactive environments 
would link Qatar Foundation with the University of Michigan via digitally 
mediated activities, such as colorful interactive silhouettes and an integrat-
ed responsive sound feature (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Bioluminescence / Source(s): By VCUQ students Maryam Al-Mudahka, Hissa 
Albaker, Wadha Alhassan (2019) in collaboration with UM student Minjee Kim (2018)

Throughout the 7-week project, students began to explore their ideas and 
definitions of “interaction” and “experience” in new and unexpected ways. 
At times, some even took a step back from their shared design goal to think 
about and discuss the aspects of their “interactive experience” of working 
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together. UM student Minjee Kim (2018) explains, “I think successful com-
munication is more important than individual contributions—in order to 
create an interaction design, the team needs to have high interaction, too.” 

These kinds of interactions need not focus solely on the dialogic, but can  
involve skill-based training in which students help each other overcome 
technical hurdles. UM student Maddi Lelli (2019) said, “For the video 
sketch I helped out a lot; I made [my partners] a tutorial on rotoscoping so 
that way they wouldn’t have to struggle finding a tutorial on their own, and 
we split the video editing work up evenly so that no one was doing most of 
the work.”

Undoubtedly, intercultural collaborative video production can present huge 
logistical hurdles. VCUQ student Maryam Al-Mudahka (2018) explains,  

“It was a struggle and took a lot of energy to just communicate and get on 
the same page. But I understand now that, to fully be a team, we have to 
compromise a lot in order to have successful teamwork.” VCUQ student 
Samia Al Derbesti (2019) also said, “Working as a team will always be  
challenging, but if you have patience you will get through it and you will 
have better results.” 

Collectively, the project reflections highlight the extensive learning  
outcomes embedded in a project involving the dynamic interplay between 
intercultural engagement and collaborative video design. The findings  
suggest that time-based design, explored in a working partnership with 
team members from another culture, can affect conceptions of physical 
space and interpersonal interactions. In other words, collaborative video 
can help shape and challenge students’ definitions of time-based design, 
spatial interaction projects, and change the way they see and value  
diversity within their working teams.

Conclusion

With the immediacy of online tools inviting a wider audience to engage in 
narratives for the screen, learning to cultivate intercultural competencies 
should be mandatory for those involved in producing contemporary screen 
culture. UNESCO’s Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity states “[i]
n our increasingly diverse societies, it is essential to ensure harmonious 
interaction among people and groups with plural, varied and dynamic cul-
tural identities as well as their willingness to live together” (UNESCO 2002). 
Exposing audiences to the experiences of people they might not encoun-
ter in their day-to-day lives is a potential first step in confronting pressing 
issues such as xenophobia and implicit bias.

However, most directors or supervisors do not have experience in facilitat-
ing intercultural learning, let alone the time to teach these competencies to 
employees. Preparing future creative practitioners and leaders is a critical 
area in which academia can and should fill a role. While the industry may 
not be able to anticipate how improved cultural competencies will impact 
the field, the implications of learning to value diversity holds resounding 
promise. By embracing different cultures and values, young designers 
can learn to accommodate a range of interpersonal skills pertinent to the 
ever-changing creative landscape and develop stories for the screen that 
cultivate and celebrate diversity. Diverse stories constructed from genuine 
respect, understanding, and appreciation of cultural and social values can 
only help expand the stories we tell on screen. 
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Teaching Motion Design  
 
Zlatan Filipović 
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Abstract: As digital content slowly but surely enters an increasing number of 
domains of everyday life and augments our experiences, creative communicators 
need to be at the forefront of efforts to explore the potential of virtual reality 
(VR), augmented reality (AR), and mixed reality (XR) technologies and the 
way they offer platforms for the creation, as well as deployment, of their designs.  
This presentation will discuss a variety of possibilities and showcase the use 
of ANIMVR1 (beta development) software (developed by neverind.io) for the 
creation of form/content and design of motion using a virtual reality platform 
with a Head Mounted Display (HMD). This tool was tested in a basic-to-
intermediate motion design and principles classroom environment. Building upon 
an introduction to the traditional Adobe software tools for content creation and 
basic principles of motion design.  
 
I introduced Multimedia Design students at the College of Architecture, Art and 
Design (at the American University of Sharjah in the United Arab Emirates) 
to the ANIMVR platform. While the principles of animation and motion lay a 
solid foundation for young designers and animators, the question is what the 
challenges of today are when it comes to engaging available technologies. Also, 
what are the new aspects of technology we may need to explore in teaching? 
 
Keywords: Virtual Reality, animVR, PedagogyVR, Motion Design, Real Time, 
CAAD, AUS

Prelude

As digital content accessed via mobile devices increasingly augments our 
everyday life and experiences, designers of visual communication and 
motion design need to be at the forefront of exploring the potential of VR/
AR/XR technologies. One way to do this is to use platforms that enable 
creatives to explore the potential of spatial AR/VR/XR design created by 
leading international app developers. For example, Tilt Brush2, originally 
developed by Skillman & Hackett , surfaced in 2014 as one of the early VR 
tools for creatives. Later acquired by Google, it won the Webby Award in 
2018 as the “Best, most innovative, and effective or creative use of VR or 
360-degree video to facilitate an interactive experience for users in a game 
or real-time setting.” Many well-established animators have since explored 
the potential of this tool in the production of motion design and animation, 
such as its active promoter Glen Keane with his “Step into the page” Tilt 
Brush demonstration video using HTC VIVE HMD hardware setup.

The Story Studio by Oculus on the other hand focused on the development 
of another hardware platform, namely Oculus Rift, for which software ap-
plication Quill was developed “In October of 2015, during a 48-hour hack-
a-thon, Inigo—the lead engineer on Dear Angelica and a mad genius with 
code—created the first version of what would eventually become Quill”6.

There are many other VR applications that have been developed over the 
past few years with an aim to cater to various flavors of creative uses name-
ly, Medium also developed by Oculus and Facebook. Many users are learn-
ing and showcasing their work on platforms like Facebook Virtual Sculpting 
Group. Also, it is important to mention Masterpiece VR for more sculpting 
and artistic based creatives that support multi user participatory creation in 
VR space. 

The applications like Gravity Sketch7 and MakeVR pro8 focus on more  
product and industrial designer’s needs.

These projects started as platforms to provide environment to create  
various types of form in VR. One project, from the very beginning, focused 
on the necessity to provide all that but governed with emphasis on VR 
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creations with and over time is a startup that engaged specifically anima-
tors and motion designers. ANIMVR’s developed by its authors after they 
visited International Animation Film Market in Annecy in 2016 opened the 
gates to this creative domain in VR. Milan Grajetzki and Dario Seyb, de-
signers of the program from Nevermind.io pushed this small studio forward 
to make this significant contribution releasing their app on Steam, Oculus 
Store and VIVEPORT in late December 20189.

ANIMVR 

The first contact with this platform is simply overwhelming. This is the feed-
back that many students provided upon observing and/or engaging the  
application. Project required students to create visual response to short 
sound and music clips. It is not just the element of novelty but also the 
whole new fully immersive horizon of experiencing and perceiving of VR 
canvas that transforms one’s relationship to ways of creating visual  
content from that we have so much accustomed to in a more traditional  
digital desktop, portable or mobile environments. The learning curve was 
very much steeper at first but after only 3-4 sessions (30 minutes each) 
things became much more intuitive almost natural. 

VR paradigm offers new way of interacting with user interfaces (UI)  
although many of them have been adopted from a windows/control  
panel-based modes of applications we learned before, but it was the  
combination of hardware / software integration with more natural gesture 
and ergonomic based spatial freedom that provided the most of  
appreciation and excitement to users.

Classroom tests

The project students engaged in was primarily based on a more traditional 
animation and motion design exercise, namely sort of a rotoscoping in VR. 

Project included drawing with a bitmap like brush but with 3D polygonal 
forms and in 3D space. These forms/marks have the quality of scalability 
irrespective of the screen resolution unlike 2D bitmap image and resolution 
dependent limitations. Final look and feel however can be exported as  

single bitmap image or image sequences for time-based use. It is also  
possible to export static 3D geometry models and sequences of 3D models 
for time-based use.

Second project provided students with an opportunity to more freely  
explore the VR creation. This time visual form which was based on the  
representation of the properties of sound elements. Departing from a 
sound clip, selected from a library of 5-10 second long samples, students 
created a performative response to the audible stimuli offered by the  
sound qualities and properties.

As a result of these explorations there are some immediate comments and 
benefits that have been noted.

Benefits and aspects of designing motion and animating in VR

· Human scale movement with natural easing and follow through.  
 (two principles) 
· Integration of productions of reference video footage in to a live  
 human scale performance inside the VR. 
· Real world scale (1:1) and higher resolution of content/motion design  
 in VR 
· Infinite canvas (scalability)

What has changed from the times of publications such as The Nine Old Men: 
Lessons, Techniques, and Inspiration from Disney’s Great Animators10 and The 
Illusion of Life: Disney Animation11: Ollie Johnston, Frank Thomas?

Current VR platforms, combining both hardware as well as software  
have enabled more direct and to scale (1:1) opportunities of form creation. 
Principles like follow through using VR technology and performance  
become an integral part of the content and form creation.

Integration of content created in VR platforms is quite seamless to all 
contemporary 3D animation and motion design workflows using Image 
sequences for video and FBX, OBJ sequences for game engines and 3D  
software applications.
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Complex and cost intensive motion capture rigs for the most part are being, 
if not fully replaced, than at least in good part substituted with a relatively 
affordable VR HMD’s and tracking base stations that allow for an easy and 
portable VR production studio setup.

One of the examples that showcases the portability of the VR production 
studio is a recent demo motion designer Goro Fujita created while traveling 
on board a flight in the economy seat. Use of VR platforms like ANIMVR or 
Quill will significantly accelerate the process of creativity. “Lead designer 
Goro Fujita also said he was able to create an animated short film in three 
weeks with Quill he estimates would’ve taken a year to make with a tradi-
tional 3D animation pipeline. Fujita said the way Quill brings to life his ideas 
makes him feel like a magician”12.

So what does ANIMVR software allows you to do that 
other software does not?

Besides all the expected conforming time settings of the workspace relating 
primarily to the frames per second (FPS) and various strategies of layering 
digital content, from reference materials i.e. image, sound, 3D models to 
types of layers that relate to the content creation in the ANIMVR like draw-
ing and paint layers, there is a range of camera related settings and options. 
These enable adjusting the field of view (FOW) presets but also include 
additional modes like stereoscopic camera exports as well as 360 image 
and video exports.

This becomes particularly handy when we focus on creation and export of 
content for integration into interactive real time environments like game 
engines(i.e. Unity 3D, Unreal Engine … etc.). Two intuitive modes of motion 
design this software enables is giving new meaning to the pose to pose and 
straight-ahead motion design. Using a combination of left and right hand 
controllers and their key presses one can define the playback time range 
(frames) within which to perform. This enables gradual addition and build-
up of the visual form generated in a looped playback performative space 
while observing and responding to an already created content. This works 
particularly well if we use this strategy to define sort of a motion paths and 
guidelines and then create and build final form inclusive of secondary mo-
tion in to it.

On the other hand, with no strictly defined time limits in capturing of  
gestures, ANIMVR enables a new approach to motion design at room scale 
with flexible duration and offers something equivalent to straight ahead 
motion design in real time.

In conclusion motion performance / tracking / capture translation of 
real-time gestures into a modeled 3D form in space over time is what 
ANIMVR offers to users. This allows motion designers to test, perform, 
understand and adjust their gesture and performance to match and achieve 
appropriate quality and feel while playing it all back and reviewing in  
real-time. Vantage point and perspective on workspace is scalable to the 
extreme, almost with no limits, while being able to reset it to 1:1 scale at  
any given moment. 

Intuitive use of camera angles, creation of multiple cameras and at the 
same time ease of animating and placing cameras around the stage in a 
manner one would do with real video/film camera feel so natural. Output 
of this way created form as mentioned above can be in a range of 2D and 
3D formats for integration in almost all modalities of contemporary digital 
publishing platforms.
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Figure 1: Production shot from AD1-206 Digital Lab in CAAD, February, 2019. 

Figures 2 & 3 (below): Production shot from AD1-206 Digital Lab in CAAD, February, 2019.
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Kindred 
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Abstract: This short paper is based on the author’s current video project filmed in 
metros of New York City, Paris, Barcelona, Athens, Cairo, and Mumbai. It aims  
to show the interplay between metros and cultures in the world metropolises.  
Hence, it celebrates the similarities and differences in cultures by using the metros 
as a looking glass device. Metro and train systems are common infrastructures,  
found across various cultures, and utilized daily by the masses, regardless of  
their nationality, ethnicity, religion, age, and political leanings. Moreover, they  
encompass intrinsic human trait of commuting to schools, workplaces, and of 
returning to homes and families. As such, metros and trains act as equalizers  
and connectors. The video’s rationale is inspired by portraying these dynamics  
in the context of multicultural environments. 
 
Drawing upon the author’s previous exhibition entitled “Connections” that  
contrasted photos and videos of various subject matter from the East(Asia) with 
the West(Europe), there is a deliberate effort to narrow down to metro systems. 
This video intends to reveal cultural juxtapositions encountered in the joint  
metro spaces. Artefact of the current endeavor conducted in six different cities  
on four continents is a short experimental video, which is currently in post  
production phase. 
 
The short experimental video in a non-linear manner contrasts static (urban 
landscapes and landmarks) and dynamic (metros and trains) features of the cities. 
Moving away from Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s (1986) claim that railroads know 
only for the departure and destination, this video examines the cultural dynamics 
occurring in-between on most crowded metro lines in the world. Furthermore, 
the viewers are immersed into dynamics happening around metro doors by quick 
changes of perspective—from an active participant to a passive observer of it.

The video makes visible cultural dynamics that viewers did not, or could not see  
as the flow of material life (Kracauer, 1960). By doing so, it departs from the  
argument made by Clarke and Doel (2005) saying that a progressive abstraction 
of space and time has occurred in the field of visual culture. This non-linear video 
is open-ended in nature; thus encouraging viewers to reflect and draw up their 
own inferences.

Keywords: multicultural, experimental, metros, trains, visual art.

 
Introduction

Metros have changed the way we live and commute. Unlike first trains that 
served as a starting and end point of a journey (Schivelbusch 31), metros 
are just connecting dots between numerous routes that a person takes  
on a daily basis. Frequent usage for various purposes across different 
groups have potential to overcome differences stemming from nationality,  
ethnicity, political attitudes, gender, and age. “Kindred” reveals this  
interplay inside immersive visual environments of metros and their stations 
in Cairo, Athens, Mumbai, New York City (NYC), Paris, and Barcelona. It  
is an experimental work that invites the audience to look at a specific 
interplay between subways and multiculturalism rendered through camera 
lenses in major world’s metropolises. 

Figure 1: Interplay between metro and culture(s) in Mumbai, India / Source: Ghodke 2019
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Encouraged by the previous project “Connections” (Figure 2), that  
represents a testimony of cross-cultural similarities and a celebration of  
human transcendence reflected into arts, infrastructure, and entertainment1, 
I decided to advance and expand the technique of cultural juxtapositions 
into video. This time I employed a synergy of metros and camera, both 
motion technologies to capture movement and energy in diverse areas. The 
videos were taken during my journeys in 2017 and in 2018. The starting 
point was Athens, Greece, for a conference presentation. And Greece with 
its history and archeological sites inspired me to visit Egypt next, as ancient 
Egypt and Greece had a connection. Thereafter, I mapped cultural capitals 
in different epochs taking into account the travel costs, as the institutional 
grant was not sufficient for this kind of project.

My intention with this project was organized around two major questions 
stemming from the fields of cultural and visual studies: (i) does the cultur-
al environment exist outside museums, theaters, archeological sites, etc.? 
(ii) how do multiple identities reshape and transform common places? 
Interactive hubs and systems such as metros appeared as an appropriate 
place to find answers. I took a role of Simmel’s “stranger”—a person who 
is neither too close nor too far from the group (Ritzer and Stepnisky 51). 
The described distance of the stranger allowed me to critically observe the 
environments and processes. Moreover, I explored the relationship between 
active observation and passive participation on metro lines as their integral 
parts. The objective of this paper is to discuss the cultural dynamics in the 
field of visual studies. Specifically, I provide a visual examination of mul-
ticultural environments, offering a platform for dialogue on connections—
cultural similarities and differences. 

On the Stage, in the Video Mode

At the beginning of the experimental video “Kindred”, landmarks of major 
world metropolises are actively taking a turn with footage of metro lines. 
Despite the possible impression of the ordinariness of the scenes, their 
interplay narrates a long history of the humankind. The storytelling starts 
with a portrayal of the ancient Egyptian sphinx, then moves to ancient 
Athenian Parthenon, Mumbai landscapes, up to New York skyscrapers, 
and finally, it renders images of Sagrada Familia and Eifel Tower (Figure 3). 
Connections between these places are carried out by using metro system as 

a looking glass device. The metros utilitarian nature overcomes differences 
indicating a universal thread for humans of all races, religions and age.  
Far more than a simple storytelling, the landmarks are setting the stage  
in which multicultural dynamics—cultural similarities and differences— 
are being daily articulated on some of the most crowded metro lines in  
the world.

Figure 2: Connections / Source: Ghodke 2019

Figure 3: Landmarks of Cairo, Athens, Mumbai, New York, Barcelona, and Paris /  
Source: Ghodke 2019
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Before I dived into exploring and documenting intercultural exchanges, I 
took the time to get to know a place. When I would arrive in a metropole, I 
would walk around to get a glimpse of the local atmosphere. Then I would 
randomly embark on a subway in order to observe changes taking place 
from one to another stop. Profiles of commuters, station designs and  
outdoors surroundings were quite illustrative. These enabled me to get to 
know city dynamics and structure, without walking dozens of kilometers 
on the ground. One of my favorite unexpected discoveries was the view of 
Acropolis (Athens) in the backdrop to the train (Figure 3, first row, second 
frame). 

“Kindred” are based on a series of juxtapositions. In order to depart from  
linear reasoning and provoke interpretation, this experimental video con-
trasts common situations associated with use of metros, where passengers 
wait steadily and patiently with ones where commuters walked hurried-
ly. This juxtaposition reflected dichotomy of an individual and a crowd. 
It moreover juxtaposes traits of Western and Eastern cultures mirrored 
into clothes, habits, and traditions. The video shows trains pulling into 
the stations from different angles. Such scenes contribute to an effect of 
conjunction. 

The focus then shifts towards dynamics happening at the entrance/exit.  
In this particular endeavor, I assumed a role of active participant and  
passive observer. I even changed perspectives (inside and outside of metro 
compartments) driven by an urge to explore and understand contempo-
rary interplays. I was capable of capturing commuters’ inflow and outflow 
that created playfulness that is, at the first glance, common. But a careful 
cross-examination calls for more unique-oriented interpretation. 

During my effort to document the interplay of cultural differences and 
similarities at metros, I encountered a number of musicians although I 
shared only one scene. While my stay in Athens, I saw a group of musicians 
performing traditional songs and a tourist dancing along. The five-minutes 
long journey through multiple metros stages and multiple dynamics gener-
ates sui generis subplots and supports an awareness of a larger narrative on 
cultural environments and reshaped common places.

Figure 4: Insights into dynamics of metro stations in Cairo and Mumbai /  
Source: Ghodke 2019

“Kindred” exhibits a number of attributes. First of all, the tempo between 
scenes varies. In the beginning, it is based upon longer intervals, which are 
then shifted to shorter ones aiming to show the life velocity and underline 
the character of short trips. They show quick snapshots of the commuters 
revealing their diversity. Final frames reveal scenes that any person can 
see through a metro window. Comparably speaking, these are longer and 
complemented by music. While they create an impression of harmony, at 
the same time they convey a message of panta rei—everything flows. A very 
final shot is taken as the Paris metro is passing by the Seine. I chose it as an 
homage to the arts—it has not only been a lead (e.g., in classical art, such 
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as poems of Jacque Prevert) and supporting character (e.g., in popular art, 
such as a Richard Linklater’s movie) in carrying out stories of arts and  
progress for centuries.

Secondly, I wanted to emphasize dynamism, but not at the expense of 
clarity. For these purposes, I decided to use a compact 4k camera and DIY 
flexible tripod and grips. Moreover, in some cadres, I captured the sight of 
an onlooker, a person staying in front of me (just like in the frame below 
of Figure 4). I combined this technique with audio recorded on the spot. 
By doing so, I intended to create an additional engaging point. There is no 
color correction to the film. I have filmed majority of the shots, there are 
only a few clips in establishing shots in the first section (NYC waterfront, 
Acropolis, Eiffel tower, Paris) that I have sourced with credit given and  
copyright permission. 

Diversity is an integral part of my moving images. It takes a central point 
in creating representative imagery of contemporary cultural affinity. The 
amount of energy and invisible exchanges at each interactive hub of sub-
ways and their stations reinvigorated my motivation to continue seeking 
and recording the answers to two abovementioned questions. Last but not 
least, juxtapositions of cultural motives by using the metros as a looking 
glass device largely determines the aesthetics of this experimental video.

My previous professional experience of an art director equipped me with 
necessary knowledge and skills to pursue a video piece of a high produc-
tion value. However, my preconceptions started to fade away as the project 
progressed and I opened up to the visuals unfolding before me. I endorsed 
local cultures, and in return, they enriched the project. A viewer can see 
unplanned images of a wild graffiti painted on the trains in Athens, crowds 
and street gymnastics in Mumbai, up to diversified portraits of the subway 
riders in NYC. I felt to let these aspects drive the visuals rather than to 
impose some post-production effects to jazz up the graphics, that would 
eventually have changed the narrative.

I was encouraged by academy award winner—Michel Gondry. Well-known 
for his movies “Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind” (2004) and “Mood 
Indigo” (2013), and his work with musicians such as Chemical Brothers, 
Radiohead, Bjork, and the White Stripes, Gondry skillfully played with the 

Figure 5: One of juxtapositions / Source: Ghodke 2019

sensory perception of viewers. Although he indulges deeper into surreal-
ism/science fantasy, trains keep a leading role in his work. For example, in a 
music video “Star Guitar” by Chemical Brothers he depicted a commuter’s 
view through a train window.

Concluding Remarks and Discussion 

I argue that cultural and visual studies should focus on ways how  
infrastructures and cultures of transport reconfigure our understanding of 
connections—cultural similarities and differences. I am intrigued by the  
potential of visual arts to act as a research tool in investigating ways to 
restore the idea of prosperity and enhance connections between the  
people. The interplay in this sense is a key in understanding. Therefore,  
I would like this project to raise awareness about the power of everyday 
practices in shaping dynamic connections between seemingly different 
groups. Likewise, I would like viewers to adopt a new perspective and  
uncover the benefits of these exchanges one’s being and overall 
environment. 
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So far, my work concentrated on comparative cross-cultural aspects. As a 
native Indian, I was surrounded by diversity since my early childhood. My 
experience of living on three continents reassured me that universal traits 
are embedded in daily interactions that serve as contemporary artefacts.  

These artefacts are displayed by different artistic mediums. My usage of 
camera imparts navigation between common places/infrastructures and 
intercultural exchange, addressing the cultural similarities and differences 
in six metropolises. Moving away from still photography and embracing 
motion technology enabled me to offer a piece that is open to interpreta-
tion and critique of otherwise invisible interplays (Kraucer). 

The travelogues grew into an incisive examination of traits and interplays 
suggesting that the cultural environments exist beyond of “usual suspects”. 
In these environments, our multiple identities such as nationality, ethnicity, 
political leanings, gender, and age are powerful tools in reshaping common 
places and infrastructures. They paint a unique perspective. The focus 
on their intertwined dynamics help a viewer visualize something new. It 
encourages celebration of the diversity and universality (oneness) of the 
human race in accordance to one’s personal impression and feelings. 

Footnotes 
To see the video, please see: https://vimeo.com/324706509

1. For more on the project and exhibition, please see: https://www.behance.
net/gallery/54539545/Photography. 
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one of the foremost innovators of the 20th century’s technological and filmic 
avant-garde. His tireless efforts to create true “visual music” represent the 
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he pioneered are an exemplary case study on the interplay between the content 
and constraints of the motion graphics medium. 
 
Whitney’s body of work essentially bridges the divide between the early color-
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industry as we know it today. This paper functions as a brief account of his intents 
and accomplishments, as well as an exploration of how his work has shaped the 
modern motion graphics landscape. 
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Introduction

Born in 1917, John Whitney, Sr. was an American animator who became one 
of the foremost innovators of the 20th century’s technological and filmic 
avant-garde. Equal parts engineer and artist, his tireless quest to apply 
Pythagorean mathematics to the visualization of musical structures drove 
him to pioneer the first computer-based animation programs. His body of 
work essentially bridges the divide between the early color-music experi-
menters of the 19th century and the contemporary motion media industry 
as we know it today. The intent of this paper is to act as a brief biographical 
account of his intents and accomplishments, as well as an exploration of 
how his efforts have shaped the modern motion graphics landscape. 

Early Life

In 1938, Whitney found himself on a steamship halfway to Europe with 
dreams of beginning a rewarding career in the arts. He had struggled to find 
direction as a young man, as he found himself consumed by a diverse array 
of interests: photography, telescope construction, and musical performance 
to name a few. Because of this, many in his community considered him 

“schizoid” and misguided, and further burdened him with their strong bias 
against a career in the arts. Despite these pressures, Whitney informed a 
friend that he had “chosen art and the lean way of life,” and at the age of 21 
was headed to Paris to study musical composition with renowned composer 
René Leibowitz (Whitney, “Harmony” 21). 

While in Paris, Whitney frequented classical music performances, and  
it was during these concerts that seeds of his lifelong career first germinat-
ed. Lost in the harmony of Beethoven string quartets, he pondered on  
the possibility of creating of a true visual counterpart to music and its 

“liquid architecture”, as termed by 19th-century European music critics 
(Whitney, “Harmony” 22).  However, before he was able to develop this 
idea further, events that led to World War II forced him to return to his  
parents’ California home. Here, he began to explore possibilities for what  
he perceived to be a new type of art almost immediately. At first, he was  
deflated to learn that attempts at the visualization of music had already 
persisted for over a century. Undaunted, however, he examined his  
predecessors’ works and determined that none of them were successful.  
He stated, “I would have given up had I not known, in my youthful way of 
dreaming as much as thinking, that they were all wrong…I was charged  
with new excitement. I never debated my ability to find my way beyond 
these transparent failures” (Whitney, “Harmony” 23).

It was with this youthful optimism that Whitney entered a thriving, exper-
imentally-minded Los Angeles art community. Collaborating on projects 
with his brother James, by the late 1940s the brothers were mingling with 
experimental filmmakers, sculptors, photographers, and performance 
artists. Their basement studio became a salon of sorts, and received visits 
from visionaries such as Bertolt Brecht and Man Ray (Patterson 39). 
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Within this hotbed of creative innovation, the brothers produced their first 
critically acclaimed piece: Five Film Exercises (1949). An early attempt at 
visualizing music through abstract film, its graphics were produced using 
the rudimentary, hand-made techniques typical of the era. However, what 
set this film apart was the ingenuity with which its music was engineered. 
At that time, the standard technology for audio production was known as 
“optical sound”. This consisted of etching a motion picture’s audio onto a 
corresponding strip similar to that of normal film. The brothers manipulat-
ed this technology through the use of a custom-built, mathematically-cal-
culated system of hanging, swinging pendulums, each affixed with a wire 
that etched onto the film one of the earliest examples of synthetic sound 
(Patterson 39). This innovation famously won the brothers the prize for  
Best Sound at the 1949 Brussels Film Festival.

Technological ingenuity was the reason for the success of these first films, 
and would become a major driving force for the rest of John Whitney’s ca-
reer. For him, motion graphics “represented, at least in part… technological 
challenges to be overcome” (Zinman 142).

The Gun Controller Computer

During this time in California, Whitney worked at the nearby Lockheed 
aircraft factory. Part of the World War II military industrial complex, the 
factory provided him familiarity with the best technology of the time, and 
particularly with mechanical analog computers. As much an engineer as  
he was an artist (Zinman 142), this technology would prove to be just as 
influential to his artistic development as the Los Angeles art scene he was  
a part of (Patterson 39).

Following his success with Five Film Exercises, Whitney sought to construct 
increasingly complex machines that would allow him to realize his extraor-
dinary visual music aspirations: “I wanted to occupy myself with matters  
of form, problems which are really enormous: [the] software, even the 
hardware did not exist. And so I began to play around with and try to devel-
op mechanical design machines” (Brick 62). An enormous opportunity for 
him arose when the U.S. military abruptly replaced their mechanical analog 
computers with more advanced electric analog ones. Massive amounts of 
incredibly expensive equipment were being sent to junkyards, and Whitney 

“began to search through the war surplus junk yards like an archaeolo-
gist piecing together complex machines of some other world” (Whitney, 

“Excerpts” 74).  

His first acquisition was an M-5 gun controller computer, an 850 pound 
machine that consisted of a staggering 11,000 parts (Mindell 112).  Later on, 
he combined this with the more advanced M-7 computer, “hybridizing the 
machines into a mammoth twelve-foot-high device of formidable complex-
ity” (Youngblood 208). Through the sine-functions and other mathematics 
of this hybrid analog computer, Whitney was able to generate astoundingly 
innovative visual effects. Interestingly, Whitney almost immediately applied 
these to commercial work. These early commissions were highly successful, 
earning him a collaboration with Saul Bass on the opening titles for the film 
Vertigo (1958). 

For these film titles, Whitney used optical printing to superimpose  
hypnotic spirals over a fearful human eye. Reflecting the form of the pupil 
as well as evoking a bizarre, dizzying effect, Whitney’s computer-generated 
forms “spoke to the filmic avant-garde’s past… even as it looked to the  
machine-assisted nature of cinema’s special-effects future” (Zinman 142). 

Building on the momentum of Vertigo, Whitney founded his company 
Motion Graphics Incorporated in 1960. Through it, he took many more  
commissions, and eventually produced a demo-reel of sorts, entitled 
Catalog (1961). While intended for commercial use as a practical showcase 
of his machine’s effects, its diverse assembly of psychedelic visuals earn  
it a place amongst Whitney’s most influential short films.

Artist-in-Residence at IBM

Thanks to the commercial success of Motion Graphics Incorporated, 
Whitney won the first ever position of Artist-in-Residency at IBM in 1966. 
Benefiting from generous research grants and the use of newer, faster digi-
tal computers, he worked with Dr. Jack Citron in developing some of the first 
programs for computer-generated animation (Whitney, “Harmony” 179).
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Finally, Whitney was able to fully dedicate himself to developing the theo-
retical and philosophical structure behind his work. His early goal of visu-
alizing the “liquid architecture” of musical structure began to materialize 
in the form of what he termed digital harmony. Eschewing his predecessors’ 
notion that specific visual forms and colors inherently correspond to partic-
ular musical elements, Whitney sought a higher, more nuanced relationship 
between the visual and the aural. Based on Pythagorean geometry, he stat-
ed that digital harmony “derives from the idea that progressions of ratio in 
visual as well as tonal patterns of harmony lie at the heart of our perception 
of time as aesthetic structure” (Whitney, “Complementarity” 48). He con-
sidered this digital harmony to be the foundational hypothesis for his work, 
and maintained that whether the result of his hypothesis was successful or 
not was to be determined by the viewer (Whitney, “Harmony” 5).

Permutations (1968) is an excellent example of this hypothesis in action. 
Created with an IBM 2250 Graphic Display Terminal, the film’s mesmer-
izing, Spirograph-like mandalas twist and transform like the phosphenes 
generated when rubbing one’s eyes. 281 points of light generate gestalt 
patterns of line and shape, moving by the strict invisible command of metic-
ulously calculated equations. The geometry here is far from random. With 
Permutations, Whitney discovered:

Figure 1: Still from Vertigo (1958) / Source: Paramount Pictures 1958

…If he set a large number of elements into repetitive motion such that 
the motion of the second was two times the speed of the first, the 
third three times the speed of the first, and so on, the animation that 
would result would demonstrate beautiful patterns of symmetry at 
points corresponding to the same ratios that define musical  
consonances. (Alves 46)

Whitney also said that these calculations represented “a hierarchy of com-
ponents of a structural system,” and that he was able “to put the pieces of 
this system together in different ways... as with a language. Each [frame] is 
like a word, fit into sentence structure” (Whitney, “Experiments” 1968). 

In addition to Permutations, Whitney created during this time many of  
the most prominent works of his career. Arabesque (1975), Matrix I (1971),  
and Matrix III (1972) all figure directly into his efforts in establishing a  
new art based on his principles of digital harmony. The IBM residency 
provided Whitney with several years of working with some of the most 
technologically sophisticated equipment in the world. Despite this, Whitney 
expressed great frustration with its limitations. Because the technology  
still relied on the optical printing of film for an end result, he often had to 
wait over 12 hours before the results of his programming would be visible.  
He stated,

To get emotionally involved creatively at the computer is not easy. 
One considerable problem has to do with the matter of ‘real time’… 
imagine how handicapped the pianist would be if the piano made not 
a sound he played on it, and he had to wait some 12 hours before he 
could hear the music he had performed. (Whitney, “Experiments”)

Later Life: Moondrum and The Promise of Spontaneity

Yearning for a method of creation that was akin to playing a musical instru-
ment became a major focus for the rest of Whitney’s life. Even before Five 
Film Exercises, he had created experimental films involving the real-time 
manipulation of oils on glass, and the enticing goal of achieving the same 
spontaneity with computers was the intent behind many of his later films 
(Zinman 145). Moondrum (1991) is perhaps the most prominent example 
of these. It was created using a custom program developed for Whitney 
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by one of his longtime associates, Jerry Reed. Entitled the “Whitney-Reed 
RDTD”, the program enabled Whitney to enter calculations that would  
simultaneously manifest as both graphic visualizations as well as  
MIDI-based synthesized audio instrumentation (Whitney, “Paint” 48).

Moondrum is a 1.5 hour recording of these expressive audio-visual instru-
mentations, and feels as random and cacophonous as a human impulsively 
striking at random drums or keys on a piano. While it was quite avant-gar-
de, it suffers somewhat from the kitschy awkwardness of early synthesized 
MIDI instruments and simplistic, rainbow-like visualizations. Critics thus 
consider it to be a less sophisticated work than his IBM-era films that were 
created under stricter limitations (Alves 47). Despite this, the success  
of Moondrum is perhaps not from its artwork, but in the technological  
advancement that enabled it, which is a precursor to modern animation 
software and its quality of true artistic immediacy.

Whitney strove for this immediacy even until the time of his death in 1995 
(MIT Press 13), when he was actively working with the artist/musician Bill 
Alves to create further programs to enable harmonious simultaneity of 
sound and motion (Alves 46).

Influence on Contemporary Motion Media

Whitney’s work influenced a generation of animators, beginning with his 
own family and expanding into the entire contemporary motion graphics 
field. Credited as being among the first to coin the term “motion graphics” 
(Carnegie), he directly shaped the industry through significant technolog-
ical and commercial contributions. For the remainder of this paper, I will 
discuss both of these aspects in detail.

Processing 

Throughout most of the 20th century, Whitney’s technological innovations 
pushed continually to adapt the latest in computing to the application of a 
hybrid visual and musical art form. One might consider the modern result 
of this work to be animation software such as After Effects, Autodesk, and 
Cinema 4D. These applications enable an artist to create and edit animated 
visuals and sounds in real time. Previewing a video, adjusting its parameters, 

Figures 2–3: Stills from Permutations (1958) / Source: Paramount Pictures 1958

Figures 6–7: Stills from Bridge Hypothesis (2009) / Source: Watz 2009

Figures 4–5: Stills from Moondrum (1991) / Source: Whitney 1991
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and then playing it again in a matter of seconds has become a basic expec-
tation. However, Whitney’s lifelong purpose was to apply mathematical 
structures to corresponding visuals and music in order to achieve a “lan-
guage of complementarity” (Whitney, “Paint” 46).  For this reason, I argue 
that a more appropriate technological descendant for his work is the digital 
art of Processing.    

Processing is a programming language developed especially for artists. 
Intended to be “playful and quick… a cyclical process of making, testing, 
and improving” (Reas 2), it is capable of instantaneously generating visual 
and musical forms of potentially any kind.

This method of generating motion graphics is different than some practi-
tioners in the field normally experience, as it relies on the use of code to 
create its fascinating generative motion artworks. Beyond motion graphics, 
however, it is also capable of integrating elements of live interactivity—like 
playing a visual musical instrument. Thus, if Whitney desired an immediacy 
more direct than instant execution of code, using Processing he could re-
alize his own hybrid visual-musical instruments—played by his own hands 
and limited only by the extent of his imagination.

An excellent example of such an instrument is Electronic Gamelan (2008), 
an interactive artwork built to explore the relationship between the  
audience and performer, visuals and sound. The screen-based tabletop 
interface tracks hand movement to determine visual and musical feedback 
(Triana, “Gamelan”). Built on the foundation of the Processing language,  
it represents just one possibility out of potentially infinite for interactive 
hybrid instrumentation.

Another interesting experimental instrument is Balam Soto’s installation, 
Exp.Inst.Rain (2015). An amalgamation of plexiglas tubes, touch electrodes, 
and custom circuitry, the piece is illuminated by a projector casting respon-
sive visual abstractions that correspond to the music being played. Points 
of light dance over the piece as the user touches the clear tubes, which 
respond in everything from piano-style tones to eerie synthesized notes 
reminiscent of the theremin. In an interview, Soto explained that he wanted 
to create an instrument capable of offering “a seamless symbiotic relation-
ship between art and digital technologies, and as an extension, between 
music and the visual arts” (Pangburn).

Electronic Gamelan and Exp.Inst.Rain are but a small contemporary sampling 
of Whitney’s long sought-after “spontaneity”. Indeed, while Whitney is 
widely celebrated for his contributions to motion graphics, these artworks 
represent the realization of his ultimate goal of creating truly interactive 
visual music. As such, it could be argued that Whitney’s efforts have also 
contributed to the development of UX/UI design. For Whitney, the distinc-
tion between motion graphics and interactivity only existed as a techno-
logical limitation. Today, as those limitations fade, the boundary between 
motion graphics and UX/UI design becomes increasingly blurred. It is the 
opinion of the author that distinction between the two will eventually  
become irrelevant. 

Figures 8–9: Photographs of Electronic Gamelan (2008) / Source: Triana 2008

Figures 10–11: Photographs of Exp.Inst.Rain (2015) / Source: Vice 2015 
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Influence on Contemporary Motion Media: 
Commercial Work

The second area I would like to discuss concerning Whitney’s legacy is that 
he helped to establish motion graphics not only as an avant-garde art form, 
but as a business. Even from an early point, he applied his art to commercial 
interests. He not only accepted commissions, such as for the film Vertigo, 
but he went so far as to found an entire company (the aforementioned 
Motion Graphics Incorporated). This is curious, because from Whitney’s 
writings, his artistic goals are abundantly clear, and there is no indication of 
any particular desire to become wealthy or succeed in the field of business.

His reasoning, it turns out, was inherently practical. In an interview with the 
editor of Film Comment in 1970, he stated that he used his M-5 controller 
machine “primarily to make a living” (Whitney, “Digital Harmony” 179),  
despite the fact that it left him so busy that he had no time for personal 
work.  In fact, as soon as he was offered the generous artist-in-residence 
position at IBM, he took it, and subsequently devoted himself full-time to 
developing his artistic visions (Moritz, “Pioneer”). This simple necessity  
on Whitney’s part was an early manifestation of what would eventually  
become an industry-wide aspect of contemporary motion media design:  
the interrelationship between commercial and purely artistic work. While 
this relationship has existed in the form of commissioned artwork for  
centuries, an important development occurred in the form of the mid-cen-
tury phenomenon of “good design is good business”. It occurred as a result 
of a post-war focus on the production of consumer goods and the rise of 
strong corporate branding systems, causing art and design to be recognized 
as “a major way to shape a reputation of quality and reliability” (Meggs 
412). This was an industry-defining concept that blurred the lines between 
business and art, and helped to create a strong commercial demand for 
Whitney’s unique type of work.

I would add to this an argument that motion design in particular is especial-
ly suited to commercial purposes. Whitney himself recognized at a young 
age that he “was beginning a career in a kind of filmmaking that hadn’t  
been invented” (Whitney, “Harmony 21”). His work was innovative and  
fascinating to look at, so much so that even his commercial demo-reel 
Catalog (1961) became a popular classic of 1960s psychedelia (Moritz, 

“Pioneer”). Furthermore, the video-based format of his work lent itself 
incredibly well to the burgeoning television industry, which was rising  
in the 1950s in parallel with the mass-adoption of design as a sound  
business strategy.

The societal, technological, and economic factors that made Whitney’s 
work a perfect fit for commercial application continue to influence the field 
of present-day motion media design. Overall, it is interesting that Whitney’s 
legacy indicates that business interests have been an influential element of 
the medium since its very beginning. 

Conclusion 

It is hard to imagine contemporary motion graphics without the influence 
of John Whitney’s hypnotic analog films. Driven by a zeal that persisted 
throughout his entire life, he overcame hurdle after technological hurdle 
in his quest to achieve that ever-elusive goal of a true visual equivalent to 
music and its “liquid architecture”. In anticipating the technological future, 
he said, “my real agony is one of impatience” (Whitney, “Experiments”). 
However, his death occurred only a few short years before the arrival of 
incredible technologies that he could only have dreamed of. While he did 
not live to see it, his work has played a monumental role in developing the 
motion media that both artists and audiences enjoy today.
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Abstract: The concept of the uncanny has been a narrative subject in media for 
over a century, and in literature for even longer. Quite distinct from the concept of 
horror, the uncanny is evoked not only at the sight of creepy dolls and CGI models, 
but also amid themes of surrealism and moral ambiguity.  
 
An understanding of what evokes the uncanny in media (and why) can become  
a powerful tool for motion graphics artists seeking new and unusual ways of 
engaging audiences. Applying uncanny themes to motion work can also assist 
artists in breaking through creative block. The goals of this paper, therefore, are  
to analyze historical examples of the uncanny in the video medium, explain how 
video is particularly suited to evoking uncanny emotions, and to conclude with  
applications of how this knowledge can be applied to motion graphics,  
particularly in a pedagogical setting. 
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the Medium, Creative Block 
 
 
Introduction

We have all felt it at one point or another—when something that should  
feel familiar instead feels unsettlingly off. It might have been at the sight of  
an odd mannequin at the antique store, or when watching footage of a  
human-like robot lurch forward and smile at viewers with a disquieting grin. 
In the field of human psychology, this strange emotional dissonance  
is known as the uncanny. 

Distinct from the concept of horror, the uncanny arises within us in many 
types of situations. In addition to distortions of the human form, themes  
of surrealism, the supernatural, and moral ambiguity give rise to this  
dissonance as well. Voluntary or otherwise, it signifies an approach towards 
the dark side of the subconscious —and this can be a potent tool for motion 
graphics artists. 

This paper will explore the concept of the uncanny through historical exam-
ples in the video medium, explain how video is particularly suited to evoking 
uncanny emotions, and will conclude with examples of how this knowledge 
can be applied to motion graphics work, particularly in the classroom.

What is the Uncanny?

In his 1906 essay On the Psychology of the Uncanny, Ernst Jentsch attempts 
to explain the uncanny by reviewing its linguistic origins: the German word 
unheimlich. At its root, it is a negation of heimlich, meaning cozy, familiar, or 
known. Unheimlich, then, implies the lack of feeling at home or at ease with 
something. Jentsch explains, “a lack of orientation is bound up with the 
impression of the uncanniness of a thing or incident” (Jentsch 2). 

Despite the transparency of its linguistic roots, the concept of the uncanny 
eludes an exact definition. As a result, psychologists and theorists have at-
tempted to refine the term over time. For example, Jentsch originally stated: 

“If one wants to come closer to the essence of the uncanny, it is better not to 
ask what it is, but rather to investigate… how the psychical conditions must 
be constituted so that the ‘uncanny’ sensation emerges” (Jentsch 8). 

Indeed, it is much easier to explore the conditions that evoke the uncanny 
rather than attempt to categorically define the term. Jentsch argues that 
primary amongst these conditions is intellectual uncertainty, or the doubt 
as to “whether an apparently animate being is really alive, or conversely 
whether a lifeless object might not in fact be animate” (Jentsch 2). However, 
in response to Jentsch’s essay, Freud wrote that intellectual uncertainty is 
not enough. For something to be uncanny instead of merely disorienting, 
he argues, it must access areas buried deep within the subconscious: “This 
uncanny is in reality nothing new or foreign, but something familiar and 
old established in the mind...estranged only by the process of repression” 
(Freud 5).
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Nicholas Royle, Professor of English at Sussex University, supports Freud’s 
ideas in stating that “the uncanny is not simply an experience of strange-
ness or alienation… it is a particular commingling of the familiar and  
unfamiliar.” He continues, explaining it as a feeling that “something that 
should have remained secret and hidden… has come to light” (Royle 2).

The Proclivity of the Uncanny to Fiction

Freud wrote that “there are many more means of creating uncanny effects 
in fiction than there are in real life” (Freud 5). Indeed, since at least the 
Gothic literature of the 18th century (Weedman 1), fiction has been used 
to conjure uncanniness through its depiction of strange alternate realities. 
Furthermore, since the Industrial Revolution, tools have become more and 
more sophisticated for generating these fictions beyond the realm of litera-
ture. Beginning with radio and film, and culminating in the current era with 
advanced tools for animation, CGI modeling, and sophisticated motion pic-
ture effects, we have gained the ability to construct immersive, convincing 
fictions that utilize the power of the uncanny to the utmost.

However, just because it is possible to evoke themes of the uncanny more 
convincingly than ever before, it does not really explain our tendency to do 
so. Indeed, an enormous part of contemporary studies of the uncanny focus 
on the psychology of why its themes disturb us, but not why we deliberately 
choose to depict them in fiction. When experienced in real life, the uncan-
ny is a chilling, disorienting event: so why do we create or consume such 
themes in media?

The Medium as a Mirror: The Video Format

To begin to understand this phenomenon, take an analogy from Robert 
Bringhurst’s The Elements of Typographic Style: “A book is a flexible mirror of 
the mind and body. Its overall size and proportions… the smell of the paper, 
adhesive, and ink, all blend with the size and form and placement of type to 
reveal a little about the world in which it was made” (Bringhurst 143). 

Thus, the size of a book, its organizing of information with bound, flexible 
pages, and other details mirror the proportions of the human body and the 
brain’s methods of organizing information. This concept can be applied to 

other media as well. Consider the video format and its modern elements: 
the luminous screen, the playback controls, the transformation of its con-
tent over time. As with a book, these elements reflect psychological charac-
teristics of the human mind.

It is therefore conceivable that an analysis of these elements, focused on 
how they are used in conjunction with uncanny narratives, may answer 
the aforementioned question of why we create and consume uncanniness 
willingly. The following sections of this paper will explore these concepts 
in detail, concluding with an example of how this knowledge can become a 
unique tool in motion graphics work.

I. Mastery Over the Shadow 
There is an interesting relationship between the conscious and Freud’s 
“repressed” aspects of the subconscious. Psychologist Carl Jung referred 
to this repressed part of the mind as the “shadow”, or dark side of the self. 
He explains that the shadow must be accepted and explored, or it will grow 
darker: 

Unfortunately there can be no doubt that man is, on the whole, less 
good than he imagines himself or wants to be. Everyone carries a 
shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual’s conscious life, 
the blacker and denser it is. If an inferiority is conscious, one always 
has a chance to correct it… but if it is repressed and isolated from 
consciousness, it never gets corrected. (Jung, “Psychology” 131) 

The video format provides us a convenient, directed vehicle for exploring 
this dark side of the psyche: a shark cage, if you will, in which we might  
descend into the darkness while remaining safe from the monsters that  
lurk within.

Let us consider the composition of this shark cage: primarily, it exists in the 
form of playback controls. Though a viewer may tremble during a distress-
ing video, she has access to a pause button, the freedom to move forward 
and backward in time, and the ability to mute audio. The choice to alter or 
halt the experience remains hers. Even in the experience of watching a film 
in a theater, there exist other elements of control. One is the time-based, 
finite nature of the experience, having been chosen by the director to have a 
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concrete beginning and end. Another is its contained existence on a screen: 
while it may be engaging, a screen exists outside of the mind and thus may 
be turned away from at will.

Thus, the element of control over the video experience is precisely what 
makes it ideal for exploring uncanny themes. At any moment, should the 
experience become too disturbing, a button may be pressed and the shark 
cage is lifted into the familiar warmth of consciousness. Take, for example, 
the popular YouTube video Muffins (2007).

While intended to be humorous, this piece from the advent of YouTube  
features many elements of the uncanny. The characters in the video, an  
eccentric American housewife and her son, are played by the same male 
actor, producing a sense of unsettling duality. In his role as housewife, 
Sullivan’s dress and wig are deliberately unconvincing, distorting  
gender-normative expectations.

Figure 1: Still from Muffins (2007) / Source: Sullivan 2007

However, the culmination of uncanniness in the narrative occurs after the 
child expresses revulsion for the strange muffins his mother is presenting 
him. At first, she responds with anger, but then jarringly shifts to a frozen 
expression of a madman’s demented jubilance, her eyes locked to the cam-
era. The camera then zooms onto her face at an excruciatingly slow rate, 
her mouth stained with blood after consuming a muffin filled with the same 
substance. This jarring moment lasts for 14 agonizing seconds, each one 
daring the viewer to surrender to the pause button below the frame.

Here, the relationship between the pause button and the uncanny scene 
is being cleverly played upon. In its sudden breaking of the “fourth wall”, 
the video directly engages with the viewer, challenging him to an uncanny 
staring contest that he cannot lose. Will the viewer surrender and use the 
power granted him to escape the increasing discomfort?

While not all uncanny-themed media will engage viewers in so directly a 
manner, Muffins serves as an ideal demonstration of the importance of 
control. Indeed, it enables a viewer to confront the darkness while retaining 
mastery over the experience. Here, then, is one explanation for the allure of 
why we are drawn to the uncanny: through the safety of our shark cage, we 
are able to confront the shadow and return victorious. Jung confirms this, 
speaking of the shadow: “The hero’s main feat is to overcome the monster 
of darkness: it is the long-hoped-for and expected triumph of conscious-
ness over the unconscious” (Jung, “Archetypes” 284).

II. Moral Structures and the Sin/Redemption Cycle 
An important aspect of the conscious mind is one’s sense of morality. 
Whether it springs from cultural, religious, or social origins, the 
classification of actions and events as “bad” or “good” enables us to  
make choices, avoid danger, and function harmoniously with other people 
in society. When this inner moral compass is challenged or disrupted,  
it can produce uncertainty, discomfort, or even uncanniness. Indeed,  
one foundational aspect of the uncanny is moral ambiguity. French 
psychoanalytic theorist Jacques Lacan wrote that the uncanny places us  

“in the field where we do not know how to distinguish bad and good” 
(Lacan). This theme is unsettlingly illustrated in Living Doll (1963), the  
126th episode of Rod Serling’s The Twilight Zone.
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Figure 2 (left) and Figure 3 (right): Stills from Living Doll (1963) / Source: CBS 1963 

In this story, a man has recently wed a woman with a daughter from a 
previous marriage. Haunted by his own inability to have children, he 
is hostile towards the daughter. Here, the viewer is presented with a 
situation that appeals to their sense of morality: the man is the aggressor, 
the innocent child, a victim. However, things take a strange turn when 
the daughter receives a new doll. The toy is possessed with the uncanny 
power of life, and immediately begins threatening the man for his abuses. 
Eventually, the doll even says it is going to kill him. Naturally, the woman 
and daughter are unaware, and later, unconvinced. This begins to tamper 
with our sense of morality. Is it really justice for the man to be terrifyingly 
murdered because he is an abusive stepfather? Even if so, is it ethical 
to view the doll as a righteous arbiter of justice? If we ourselves were to 
also commit some act of immorality, should we then expect to receive 
punishment at the hands of a malicious, supernaturally animate plaything?

Eventually, the doll does kill the man. Soon after, the creature turns its 
malevolence towards the woman and her daughter, threatening in its 
adorable voice: “You’d better be nice to me!” Thus, the episode ends in the 
culmination of moral ambiguity: even the supposedly innocent woman and 
daughter are not safe.

The relationship between morality and the uncanny is more complex than 
a simple association with ambiguity, however. In fact, it is somewhat 
paradoxical: even while seeming to exaggerate the ambiguity of morality, 
it is in fact reinforcing its traditional norms. For example, what invited the 
malevolence of the doll in the first place? It was the verbal abuse of a man 

towards his stepdaughter. This concept of an immoral act as a catalyst for 
an uncanny situation is a common device in the genre.

As another example, take the scenario presented in Alfred Hitchcock’s film 
Psycho (1960). The protagonist is a real estate secretary named Marion 
Crane. Lacking the funds to get married because of her fiancé’s debts, she 
steals a large deposit of money which has just been dropped off at her 
office for a real estate deal. Two major elements exaggerate the depiction of 
this act as an immoral one. The first is that the character of her supervisor 
is painted as a kind and honest man who treats her well, which amplifies 
the selfishness of her act. Secondly, Crane is portrayed as an otherwise 

“good” person, emphasizing the deviant nature of her crime.

After stealing the money, Crane leaves town to drive to another state, 
where she intends to give her fiancé the money. The effects of her moral 
offense are immediately evident: an otherwise ordinary trip becomes a 
paranoid, haunted drive, emphasized by the music and cinematic technique 
typical of Hitchcock’s films.

Essentially, Crane’s “sin” has plunged her into the world of the uncanny. An 
immoral act has invited strangeness and paranoia into her life. In this way 
the uncanny may be considered an expression of the cognitive dissonance 
that is felt when an individual acts against his or her moral value system.

Figure 4 (left) Figure 5 (right): Stills from Psycho (1960) / Source: Paramount Pictures 1960
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Later in the film, as is widely known in popular culture, Crane meets her 
end by being brutally murdered in the shower at the Bates motel. What is 
curious, however, is that this type of ending is extremely common among 
works of uncanny media. But how does this serve as a reinforcement 
of moral values if there is no possible redemption for the crime? If the 
uncanny, once triggered, will invariably destroy the one who invited it, what 
lesson does this teach other than the inevitable annihilation of flawed 
individuals? What benefit arises from the uncanny narratives that feature 
unresolved or aborted endings?

Again, the answer lies in the nature of the video as a medium. Consider 
the experience of viewing a film on a screen. Especially when viewed in a 
theater, its power to immerse could be compared to that of having a dream. 
Thus, when a video ends or the viewer leaves, there is a natural process of 
disengaging from the immersion and returning to reality.

In uncanny narratives, this disengagement process is the true resolution of 
the story. The transition from screen to the relative safety of reality mimics 
the act of redemption. Like Ebenezer Scrooge on Christmas morning, there 
is no mercy to be found within the dream. Were it to be so, the moral 
power of the nightmare would be rendered inert, and no warning would be 
transmitted.

Thus, when paired with the uncanny, the screen-based, temporally finite 
nature of motion media serves as a cathartic dream of warning, the waking 
up from which is an act of mercy upon having been given a second chance.

III. Surrealism and Rebellion  
The uncanny is, perhaps, a stereotypical aspect of Surrealist work. Following 
hot on the trail of other disruptive post-war movements such as Futurism 
and Dada, Surrealism advocated the superiority of the subconscious 
mind’s “reality” over that of the material world (Breton). Created using 
a technique dubbed automatism, surrealist art intended to channel pure 
ideas from the subconscious, untouched by the reasoning and filtering so 
natural to the human mind. Considering the extraordinarily strange themes 
the subconscious mind is capable of producing, the relationship between 
Surrealism and the uncanny is unsurprising. Consider Larry Jordan’s 1965 
stop-motion piece, Hamfat Asar. 

 
The piece is absolutely saturated with oddities. Filled with symbols of the 
occult, unsettling distortions of the human body, and peculiar movements 
granted to the traditionally inanimate elements throughout, the video is 
unmistakably bizarre. While discussing the process of its creation, Jordan 
said:

[It] involved a process of controlled hallucination, whereby I sat quiet-
ly without moving, looking at the background until the pieces began to 
move without my inventing things for them to do. I found that, given 
the chance, they really did have important business to attend to, and 
my job was to furnish them with the power of motion. (Jordan)

Surrealist film conveys uncanniness not only by its thematic content. The 
video medium is, by nature, a Surrealist format. Surrealists often compared 
the experience of viewing a film to that of having a dream (Short 8). 
Furthermore, Surrealists found that film gave them unprecedented power 

Figure 6: Still from Hamfat Asar (1965) / Source: Jordan 1965
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to replicate their subconscious experiences. Of this, writer-director Gina 
Marrie Ezzone stated:

Surrealist artists realized that the film camera could capture the real 
world in a dreamlike way that their pens and paintbrushes could 
not... film gave them the ability to challenge and mold the boundar-
ies between fantasy and reality, especially with space and time. Like 
the dreams they wished to bring to life, film had no limits or rules. 
(Ezzone)

With the relationship between Surrealism, motion media, and the uncanny 
well-established, Surrealism still offers an additional reason for the appeal 
of the uncanny: that of its use as a channel for rebellion. 

As a reaction to the calamities associated with World War I, Surrealism 
represented “a reaction against what its members saw as the destruction 
wrought by the ‘rationalism’ that had guided European culture… that  
culminated in the horrors of World War I.” (Britannica). André Breton,  
who is widely considered to be the founder of Surrealism, said in a radio 
interview: “Completely against the tide, in a violent reaction against the 
impoverishment and sterility of thought processes that resulted from  
centuries of rationalism, we turned toward the marvelous and advocated 
it unconditionally” (Breton).

The Surrealists moved towards the subconscious, the fantastic, and the 
uncanny in an effort to move away from the tradition and rationalism that 
brought about the destruction of war. For them, the uncanniness was an act 
of rebellion that could save the world from future strife.

It is important to note that the impulses that drove Surrealism into exis-
tence are not simply the lunatic experiments of a fringe group of artists. 
Instead, they are only one demonstration of a widespread feeling shared 
among many people at the time. What’s more, this emotional state has 
not been restricted to a single historical period, nor a particular group. 
Indeed, it exists within each of us individually and may arise for different 
reasons. Frustration with social expectations, work environments, and 
oppressive traditions ignite unseen rebellions within all of us at one time 
or another. We desire to know who and what we really are, and not accept 

the explanations foisted upon us by customs, culture, and marketing. 
Psychiatrist Carl Jung stated:

Modern man…wants to live with every side of himself – to know what 
he is. That is why he casts history aside. He wants to break with tradi-
tion so that he can experiment with his life and determine what value 
and meaning things have in themselves, apart from traditional  
resuppositions. (Jung, “Psychology” 209)

The Surrealists discovered an antidote for the oppression of their time and 
amplified it through an entire movement of uncanny work. To this day, their 
motivations continue to represent the rebellion within each one of us and 
our need to break from tradition and venture into the unknown. The uncan-
ny represents this great unknown, and the subconscious world that it gives 
us access to.

Applications: Motion Piece & Pedagogical Exercise

This paper has largely presented arguments on how the appeal of the  
uncanny can be explained by examples of it depicted in video format. 
However, in an attempt to exemplify and apply these ideas to motion  
graphics, a companion motion piece as well as an in-classroom exercise 
were developed in tandem with this paper.

I. Motion Piece  
Entitled Staring Contest, the piece embodies the experience of a fourth-wall-
breaking staredown with an illustrated character. Although the character 
is fictional, a viewer who chooses to participate in the contest accepts, on 
some level, the concept of the character’s “reality” and potential to interact 
with him. This generates a foundational uncanniness to be built upon as  
the contest progresses. 

The conceptual thread that unites the animation as it unfolds is the  
exploration of one end of a spectrum to the other; that is, the spectrum  
of the uncanny. First, it begins with a completely ordinary depiction of a  
character’s face, bearing a friendly expression. Then, the face resorts to  
distorted, but realistic facial expressions in an attempt to thwart the  
viewer’s determination.
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Suddenly, however, his head disconnects, revealing a strange mix of me-
chanical and organic innards, and proceeds to become more and more alien 
in appearance until his countenance is abstract, barely resembling a human 
face. Throughout this transformation, background imagery depicts unex-
plained themes of death and annihilation, ending with a blank background. 
Thus, the narrative of the piece is one of transition: from complete famil-
iarity to complete unfamiliarity, in keeping with the spirit of Ernst Jentsch’s 
original meaning of the term uncanny.

Although rendered with a deliberately approachable style, Staring Contest is 
an expression of the philosophical assertions of this paper as they relate to 
motion graphics. It also functions an attempt to illustrate how uncanniness 
can endow a piece with uniqueness and memorability.

II. Pedagogical Exercise 
As a second application of the ideas discussed in this paper, an in-classroom 
exercise was developed to demonstrate how these might benefit emerging 
motion graphics artists in an educational setting. In April 2019, fourteen 
Media Design students at Brigham Young University were asked to 
participate in a small exercise involving the application of uncanny themes 
to a three-second looping GIF animation. This brief in-class project was 
intended to explore the possibilities of the uncanny in creating original work 
as well as assisting students in moving past blocks in their creative process, 
expanding their creativity. 

Over the course of two and a half hours, students in groups of three con-
ceptualized methods of evoking uncanniness (as explained in this paper) 
and developed small storyboards. After splitting up the animation process 
amongst themselves, they set to work. Initially, students were hesitant to 
explore these odd themes, but the atmosphere of discomfort quickly turned 
into one of imagination and laughter as they competed to create the most 
unsettling animation in the classroom.

After the exercise, students took a brief survey about the experience. About 
60% felt that they had created a unique piece, marking 8 or higher on a 
scale of 10. However, all of the students felt that exploring themes outside 
of their normal comfort zone had a significantly positive effect on their cre-
ative process, with 100% marking 8 or higher. Comments included, “I feel 
like this exercise really helped me branch out into a world of creativity that I 
haven’t ever explored!”, “I would love to use this process more in the future 
to enhance my creativity”, and “it pushed me out of my comfort zone and 
helped me to think outside the box.” In addition, all of the students noted 
that they felt that use of uncanny themes in their work would be a useful 
creative tool in the future. 

Figures 7-8 (top, left to right) and 9–10 (bottom, left to right): Stills from Staring Contest 
(2017) / Source: Gibson 2017
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While this exercise took place among a small sample size and in an isolat-
ed area, it represents potential in helping motion graphics students who 
struggle with liberating their creativity. Resembling the aforementioned 
Surrealist practice of automatism, it encourages a deliberate approach of 
the taboo. In doing this, students may gain a method of leaving behind  
the inner reasoning and self-criticism that afflict all creatives at one point  
or another. 

Conclusion

Whether it be through the exhilaration of winning dominance over the 
shadow-self, the ancient rehearsal of the cycle of sin and redemption, or a 
rebellion against reason and tradition, the uncanny represents a powerful 
emotional appeal not often used in motion graphics and video production. 
Its themes are startlingly eye-catching and provoke in viewers a suite  
of complex emotions that are not easily forgotten. In a saturated informa-
tion culture, often the primary goal is simply to stand out: for marketing  
purposes, uncanniness thus justifies itself. For creatives, however, it  
also represents a tool for moving past creative barriers and unlocking  
undiscovered areas of appeal. How these and other applications for the 
uncanny will be used in our work will be up to the more experimental in  
the motion graphics community.
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Abstract: Sound and visual interaction often sets up automatic audience 
expectations as when disquieting images and scary music reinforce frightening 
outcomes. Those experiences are engaging. However, when visual elements 
suggest positive experience while sounds carry negative expectations in a 
meaningful way, a more complex audience experience is possible. This paper 
argues that creating those complex human experiences in motion design can 
begin by tapping into the reasoning behind the Stroop effect. The Stroop effect 
demonstrates how the automatic process of naming a color slows down when 
a word embedded in that color does not match the color shown (Cohen, Dunbar, 
and McClelland, 323). While the Stroop Effect makes no claims about the 
potential for meaningful experience when opposing expectations are presented 
to an audience, the examples analyzed here suggest the potential for this effect. 
This paper offers an approach, Stroop-driven Design, that invites the synthesis 
of images, words, typeface, motion, and sound for the purpose of challenging 
audience expectations in ways that potentially slow down and encourage 
reflection. The effect depends on ties that hold unlike elements together in 
meaningful ways (Hagan). Understanding audience is critical to successful 
development. While the Stroop effect suggests a more universal response, the 
targeted audience for designed effects varies depending on their histories and 
interests. Finally, this work suggests teaching Stroop-driven Design in two stages: 
first, by working through the problem of a single meaningfully contradiction 
across modalities; second, by creating contradictions within as well as across 
multiple elements. 

Keywords: Motion Design, Stroop Effect, Multimodal Design, Interplay, Cohesive 
Ties, Complementary Meaning

 
Introduction

In design development, synthesizing sound with visual interactions often 
reinforces the expected in interesting ways. For example, dark moving  
shadows might be accompanied by music that echoes the expectation of 
danger. Colorful shapes accompanied by laughter might reinforce memories 
of parties. Further, when visual information and text combine, students  
in typography classes are able to make words such as “cold” look cold,  
because the color and shape of the word reinforce physical experience. 
While meeting audience expectations has an important place in design’s 
repertoire, challenging those expectations, which is often more difficult  
to envision, opens up creative opportunities that can make experience  
more memorable as opposing perspectives interfere with automatic expec-
tations. To encourage this process, educators need guidelines to help  
students explore the less certain design space. This paper offers an  
approach that invites the synthesis of images, words, typeface, motion, 
and sound for the purpose of challenging audience expectations in ways 
that encourage reflection. The guidelines include tapping into the Stroop 
effect (Cohen, Dunbar, and McClelland, 332), which slows down automatic 
processing, as well as understanding how unlike elements tie together in 
meaningful ways (Hagan). It offers students a heuristic to employ when 
the design problem suggests challenging assumptions through meaningful 
oppositions. This paper looks at two examples. The first explores an intro-
duction to creating useful oppositions while the second considers a more 
complex interaction. 

What Is and Is Not the Stroop Effect

A challenge to expectations, observed through the Stroop effect, shows how 
an automatic process, specifically naming a color, slows down when the 
color and the word embedded in that color do not match (Cohen et al. 332). 
The classic example of that effect presents the color green, with the word 
“red” reversed out (Figure 1). Naming the green color when the word clearly 
reads “red” results in slower cognitive performance than if color and copy 
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matched. In this case, reading the word is the automatic process that  
interferes with naming the color shown. Importantly, Cohen et al. (332) 
point out that the automatically processed modality depends on  
the specific situation. The important finding is that the juxtaposition  
of opposing expectations will slow response time. 

Red and green are neutral words that refer to colors. Their interaction is 
important to this project in part because their meanings link to that single 
category. Algom, Chajut, and Lev note that this categorical link is funda-
mental to Stroop effect processes (323–338). While emotionally loaded  
but not linked language/color combinations have been explored with  
interesting results (Frings, Englert , Wentura & Bermeitinger, 42–49), 
Algom et al. find that emotional elements without categorical relationships 
live outside of the scope of the Stroop effect. Often these emotional  
variations are carried out by showing a word that is negatively loaded, such 
as “hate” and asking the participant to name the ink color (i.e. green) of 
that word. This is called the emotional Stroop effect, but as Algom et al. 
suggest, it is not the same thing. While studies on the emotional Stroop 
effect suggest that processing can take longer when a participant is asked 
to name the color of an emotionally ladened word, this is not a consistent 
finding (Frings et al. 42–49). While combat veterans with PTSD exhibit 
longer processing time with combat related words, and to a lesser extent, 
threatening words (Amy S. Badura-Brack, Reut Naim, Tara J. Ryan, Ofir 
Levy, Rany Abend, Maya M. Khanna, Timothy J. McDermott, Daniel S. Pine, 

Yair Bar-Haim, 1233–1241), as Algom et al. point out, the color of the word 
has no meaning association with the word itself. There is no category that 
consistently suggests a meaning relationship between the word and the col-
or—a fact that Algom et al. suggest negates the link to the Stroop effect for 
those color/text combinations. As these researchers state, “The word death 
is not associated with (or dissociated from) any one particular print color” 
(325). The effects amount to generic slowdowns that might arise from the 
loaded words alone. Their work points to an important concern for meaning 
making challenges in design. This paper holds that in order to challenge or 
contradict meaning, the following must be true: 

The defining feature of all Stroop stimuli is the existence of a logical 
relationship, compatibility or incompatibility, between their compo-
nents…Take the original Stroop dimensions of color word and print 
color for an example. All conceivable combinations of a color word 
and a print color must result in either a congruent (the word naming 
its color) or an incongruent (word and color mismatch) stimulus. Take 
the popular displays of picture–word compounds for another example. 
Again, all possible combinations of a picture and a word must result 
in either a congruent (the word naming the picture) or an incongruent 
(word and picture conflict) compound. Precluded is any other type of 
combination. (Algom et al. 2004. 324)

In other words, when tapping into the classic Stroop effect for design  
development, meaning relationships cannot emerge simply by randomly 
generating a color, shape, or sound and linking it to another element from 
a different category. Music and refrigerators might create an interesting 
union, but unless the refrigerator is dancing in a way that opposes the 
intent of the music, making dance the shared category, that combination 
would likely fall outside of the scope of the Stroop effect. This paper follows 
Algom et al’s. findings. 

The Effect on Meaning Making in Design

Robert Bjork (185–204), a prominent psychologist, suggests that improved 
learning can be the result of experiencing, “desirable difficulties” (Bjork 
and Bjork 56–64) that slow down information acquisition. Some designers 
have used Bjork’s findings as the rationale for typeface development that 

Figure 1: The Stroop effect / Source: Author’s Drawing
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promotes these difficulties to aid information retention (Telford). This  
paper uses Bjork to speculate that there is a broader value in slowing  
response time, by embedding desirable difficulties (56–64) through Stroop 
effect oppositions. Using this approach, automatic processes are affected 
by unexpected oppositions for the purpose of expanding space for reflec-
tion. That design space offers students a valuable goal for their work  
in that they can begin to explore more subtle nuances to meaning and  
its expression. For example, happiness is not always purely happy. It can  
be complicated by the bittersweet, or it can be stated but not meant.  
By having a framework for composing the experience of happiness in a  
field of unhappiness, students learn to complicate automatic reactions  
in ways that enrich human experience. 

It is important to note that the Stroop effect itself makes no claims about 
the potential for meaningful effects when opposing expectations are pre-
sented to an audience. However, this paper argues that heuristics based on 
the Stroop effect have the potential to help students communicate irony or 
challenge when automatic expectations link to unexpected, but meaningful 
ideas within the same category. Just as green and red live within the same 
category of color, happiness and unhappiness live within emotions, fortifi-
cation and vulnerability live within safety, and imprisonment and freedom 
live within movement. 

We can see this in existing examples that showcase powerful narratives  
and arguments. Herb Lubalin’s work in graphic design challenges the  
default meaning of words. By designing the words “breaking out” so that 
they are visually constrained, Lubalin powerfully contradicts expected 
meaning. Notice that even the colon after the word “out” cannot escape. 
Lubalin’s work meets the expectations of Altom et al. by presenting an  
incongruency within the category of freedom. The words say “breaking  
out,” but the color and shape of those words suggest constraint (Figure 2).  
A congruent version would reinforce the expected. In the second exam-
ple, breaking out takes place both verbally and visually. It does not tax our 
minds or senses (Figure 3). The playful ease of freedom born of visually 
moving past restrictions, including breaking through a graphic barrier, 
stands in contrast to the darker, ironic experience of not accomplishing  
the hoped-for goal. 

When students become aware of the potential offered by the Stroop effect, 
they begin to explore it. In a short exercise, this student (Baiocco) com-
bined a politically loaded phrase, “Voter Registration Blues” with the color 
red living within those words and in opposition to them (Figure 4). The cat-
egory that links both color and text is politics. The Stoop effect as a design 
strategy, in one sense exhibits the same relationship as the red and green 
combinations used in the original experiment. But in this opposition of color 
and text, there is a deeper meaning that a knowing audience will see. While 

“the blues” suggest sadness related to voting in the United States within the 
context of bars that prevent action, the color red has additional meaning 
linked to the Republican party. The ties between words and opposing color 
link that party to the voter registration problem. The Stroop effect suggests 
that oppositions slow down processing in a way that “Republicans encour-
age voter suppression” would not. It is unclear whether or not this work 
will have the effect of encouraging change, but by using red instead of the 
congruent blue, this student begins to explore the meaning making effects 
that can emerge even from the literal use of the Stroop effect.

Figure 2 (left): Breaking Out, Herb Lubalin / Source: Lubalin, From Avant Garde, 1968–71 
Figure 3 (right): Breaking Out Revised / Source: Author’s revision
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Figure 4: Voter Registration Blues / Source: Baiocco 2018

Why the Effect in Graphic Design Suggests Its  
Potential for Motion Design.

The Stroop effect reveals potential meaning relationships. But how do un-
like elements: text, image, motion, and sound, that we take for granted as 
naturally occurring, actually tie together to create more complex effects? 
Perceptual and cohesive ties (Hagan), present in communication design, 
also exist in motion design. Further, motion design’s expanded possibilities 
for affecting automatic processing through motion and sound, invite a fuller 
range of options. Ties not only hold elements together, but help designers 
explicitly think about those relationships, so that modalities are less likely 
to be randomly connected for cheap effect. As Algom et al. point out, ran-
dom combinations might slow down processing, but do not live within the 
push and pull of a category. For example, putting puppies in a video made 
to sell Pepsi is a cheap way to link our love of small animals to a carbonated 

beverage. But that product has little to do with communicating complex 
human experience. A contrasting meaning relationship—the joy of having  
a child coupled with the fear that we won’t be able to protect that tiny  
person—shows the difference between random and opposing relationships. 

The identifiable category might be hidden at first, but movement can  
reveal its complexities over time. A baby’s cry has a categorical link to 
human characteristics. If it’s heard alone, and then later visually attached 
to a bookcase, a Stroop relationship does not exist. That pairing might slow 
down automatic processing, but as Algom et al. note, it is the effect of a 
generic slowdown (323–338). However, if the design latently attaches that 
baby’s cry to a full-grown human, a categorical link is present. Like green  
ink surrounding the word “red,” the baby’s voice linked to the full-grown 
person forms a meaningful tie that challenges expectations, providing  
a moment to appreciate and remember. To separate Stroop’s original work 
from the design application offered here, this research coins the term 
Stroop-driven Design.

How Does Motion Design Employ Stroop-driven 
Design? 

To create Stroop-driven Design, challenging and contradictory meaning 
pairs must synthesize. My work suggests that “visual/verbal messages 
develop when cohesive and perceptual relationships form between image 
and text (49). These are pre-attentional and task-based, and hold image 
and text together in loose to tight collaboration with the potential to cre-
ate complementary meaning (Hagan). Complementary meaning results 
when meaning would change if text, image, or typeface was altered or 
removed. Lubalin’s work presents a contradiction between the meaning of 
the language “breaking out,” and the meaning suggested by tightly kerned 
letterforms. Perceptual ties are based on Rudolf Arnheim’s unifiers, the 
similarities in location and shape that help visual elements hold together in 
a composition. But instead of accounting for image elements alone as the 
carriers of meaning, perceptual ties consider language sounds embodied 
by typeface. For example, the sounds that form “Breaking Out” join with a 
typeface and a color that represents those words. This tie between implied 
sound and explicit sight is shared location. Sound and typeface exist in the 
same space. By explicitly considering this pre-task relationship, sound and 
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sight join as part of the design process from the beginning, Shared location 
is the pre-attentional interest that precedes the task/experience. 

Cohesive ties bind a meaning relationship. As Stroop-driven design, 
“Breaking Out,” blends the freedom implied in language, while tightly kerned 
text suggests the absence of freedom’s expression. Visual meaning blends 
with textual meaning in opposition. That non-objective typographic shapes 
can carry meaning is suggested by the work of Doyle & Bottomley (396–
409) who found that typeface affects the meaning of words more than the 
words affect the meaning of the typeface. Their work is in its early stages, 
but suggests that type is not a decorative or silent presence. In developing 
Stroop driven design, students think about oppositions within a category 
of meaning and how those oppositions can tie together for the purpose of 
producing complementary meaning. 

Motion design also ties image, language, and symbols together, adding 
sound and movement. Because of those additional modalities, typeface  
and text will share location but might not “generate” the sound. For  
example, typeset words might seem to speak for themselves, or a narrator 
might read them. Sound can join with a moving object as its source, sharing 
location, but sound can come from other sources—both seen and unseen. 
Therefore, while the perceptual tie shared location is still relevant, a new 
tie accounts for those times when sound does not share the pixel for pixel 
space, but does share place. One example, Line Rider Mountain King, pres-
ents a boy on a sled riding musical notation to the beat of In the Hall of the 
Mountain King, which connects sound to the boy riding on that notation,  
but notation does not create the sound. They perceptually tie through 
shared place not shared location. 

Whether print or motion design, meaningful relationships between word 
and image can link through collocation ties. As part of cohesion in English 
(Haliday and Hasan), collocation concerns words in different sentences that 
form meaning relationships outside of grammatical construction. The rela-
tionship is possible because our limited memories require one word to have 
multiple meanings (Hopper & Traugott). For example, black and gold are 
pigments that happily live within this sentence. “The black and gold in that 
dress look elegant.” But that literal meaning can change across sentences 
as in: “It’s another football Sunday. I wonder how the black and gold will do.” 

“Black and gold’s” close proximity to the word “football,” changes colors into 
people (my team—The Steelers). The colors do not substitute for the name 
of the team, because “football Sunday” references an event. It is a colloca-
tion tie that invites the words “black and gold” to change from colors to a 
group of people represented by those colors. Similarly, words and images 
can also form meaning bonds across modalities. For example, “Go Bear 
Hunting” (Figure 5) suggests guns and large animals. But the meaning of 
each changes with this collocation tie in which ideas without grammatical 
relationships relate.

Elements in motion also have slippery meanings that can change in close 
relationship to other ideas. But the dynamic nature of motion limits the use 
of the collocation tie. A variation to account for movement is converging ties, 
which suggests meaning potential across frames as one frame converges on 
another. In the following examples, different ties work together.

Figure 5: Go Bear Hunting / Source: Westmoreland Transit 1990
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Line Rider Mountain King and Ballpit as a Two-Stage 
Process to Teaching Stroop-driven Design.

These two examples illustrate the following: that motion design can employ 
Stroop-driven Design effects, that audience determines what is opposition-
al, and that a two-stage approach, introduction to advanced development, 
might be useful in teaching this process. In both stages, two important 
criteria must be met. Meaning in the opposing elements must relate back 
to a shared category. Second, the designer must tap into the background of 
an intended audience, using their histories and interests to help create the 
tension of contradiction or challenge for that group. 

As introduction Line Rider Mountain King (DoodleChaos) (Figure 6) shows 
how students can use meaning in motion and image, and tie that to the 
meaning in sound, in order to set up tension between the two. For more 
advanced study, Ballpit (Mowat) (Figure 7) creates Stroop-driven Design 
within as well as across visual information, movement, and sound in  
continual tension. 

Stroop-driven Oppositions: An Introduction

Line Rider Mountain King is a good introduction to Stroop-driven Design 
because it offers a clear-cut division between two modalities that echo the 
basic functioning of the Stroop effect. In Line Rider, music communicates 
one idea while images in movement communicate the opposition. In order 
for this tension to be effective, it is important to consider audience scope.  
In this case, the audience would need to be aware of the history of the  
music used. It is the fourth movement of Edvard Grieg’s Peer Gynt Suite, 

“The Hall of the Mountain King.” This music is often used to teach chil-
dren to appreciate classical music. Graça M. Boal-Palheiros and David J. 
Hargreaves point out that “[s]chool music is likely to be associated to some 
degree at least with Western classical music.” Jennifer Bailey, an elemen-
tary music specialist notes that it is one of her favorites in the classroom. 
Further, as a part of teaching children, BBC Teach devotes a webpage to 
Grieg, noting that he developed this work to interpret the story of a boy who 
is not allowed to marry the girl he loves. Though he eventually escapes, his 
trials include running away, being captured by trolls and taken to their king. 

As the site explains, In the Hall of the Mountain King uses pizzicato, the  
plucking of the violin’s strings, to suggest tiptoeing as the boy makes his 
harrowing escape from the troll king’s dark cave. For those children who  
are taught that the music portrays a tense and fearful moment, a design  
that aligns with these past triggers can reinforce the music’s tense inten-
tions. One example on YouTube, does carry that theme. Sir Spork’s piano 
version of Grieg’s work uses a black background throughout its expression 
of Greig’s fourth movement (Figure 8). As a study by Naz KAYA and Helen 
Epps (31–34) found, the achromatic color black carried 80.6% negative 
responses related to its associations. The negative emotions included  
depression and fear (33). In Sir Sporks’ piece, individual piano keys rain 
down colored lines, but black is the constant background. 

Figure 6 (top left): Line Rider Mountain King / Source: DoodleChaos, 2017 
Figure 7 (top right): Ballpit / Source: Mowat, 2012 
Figure 8 (bottom): In the Hall of the Mountain King / Source: Sir Spork, 2017
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Similarly, in the “Regatta Sequence” of The Social Network, David Fitcher 
uses a section of Grieg’s music to reinforce the feeling of struggle and  
being chased as rowers race to the finish line (Figure 9). Fitcher sets up the  
tension, but it is a crescendo of similar ideas, not opposites.

DoodleChaos offers oppositions that synthesize anxious musical expres-
sion with happy visual experience (Figure 10). Grieg’s music builds those 
tentative pizzicato steps, but visually, the momentum leading to movement 
is fluid. Where the music suggests anxiety and fear, DoodleChaos offers 
a happy boy on a white background, with a red, blue, and green ball dec-
orated scarf. Color plays a meaning role. While KAYA and Epps note that 
cultural differences are outside of the scope of their work, and that per-
sonal history plays a role in the interpretation of color, far stronger positive 
associations link to white than black. The achromatic color white received 
61.2% positive response versus black at 19.4%. The red, blue, and green of 
the scarf, while small accents, produced 64.3%, 79.6% and 95.9% positive 
response respectively in KAYA and Epps study (31–34). Positive color in-
teracts with movement that suggests adventure as the child almost flies on 
his sled as he jumps from staff line to staff line. Those lines propel, bounce, 
spin and even separate him from the sled. The effect of fearful experience 
through music and adventurous experience through sight and movement 
potentially slow down the automatic processing that would occur if the 
music and child were both afraid and somber, or the music and child were 
both happy and light. Within the synthesis of sight, motion, sound and time, 
Line Rider embodies the principle of the Stroop effect, using incongruencies 
to enrich experience.

Perceptual and Cohesive Ties

This work’s perceptual tie is shared place. Image/movement and sound 
share the same frames throughout. Converging ties are all that is needed  
to suggest how meaning in image and movement tie to the meaning of 
sound and visa versa. The tie is not shared location because there is no  
musical notation that frame by frame expresses the sounds we hear.  
The sound does not originate in the staff lines. However, shared place is  
evident as both music and visual information share the virtual experience 
beat for beat. Shared place suggests how modalities hold together in  
the pre-attentional environment. 

The cohesive ties that focus attention on the meaning potential between 
sight and sound are converging ties. Consider how the static “sheet” of  
musical notation forms a route for a sled that goes on an adventure. It 
converges with music that suggests tension. This tie between playful and 
apprehensive elements suggests new connotations where danger and fear 
comingle with fun and adventure for an audience familiar with Grieg’s work. 

These convergences match the sled’s landings on the musical notation with 
the beat of the music, reinforcing the tie. Done in a 4/4-time signature 
where a quarter note gets one beat, the sled’s landings for the first minute 
most often match beats 1 and 3 of the measure. But just as music contains 
shifts in key or tempo to avoid boring the listener, the sled’s major landings 
shift to beats 2 and 4 at the one-minute mark. The tempo speeds at the 
one- and one-half minute mark as the piece continues, moving so quickly 
that the boy, who is animated to show his steering prowess, is separated 
from his sled at minute marker 2:15. This tight relationship between beat 
and movement reinforces the tie. The musical story of a boy tiptoeing out 
of danger is not the story that the sledrider experiences. But because they 
share a category, the piece isn’t nonsensical. Instead, this new adventure 
expresses the tension in fun, potentially slowing the audience down. The 
table below (Figure 11) shows how perceptual and cohesive ties tend to 
pair, and whether they tend to appear in print, motion, or both. The table 
includes ties explained in the next example. Notice that Line Riders’ ties are 
relatively simple, while Ballpit’s are more complex.

Figure 9 (left): “The Regatta Sequence,” The Social Network / Source: Fitcher, 2010 
Figure 10 (right): Line Rider Mountain King / Source: DoodleChaos, 2017
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Why Not Everything is Stroop: Dance of the Line  
Riders is Not Stroop-driven Design

It’s important to explain to students why any example of repurposed  
music is not an opposition. Specifically, if all modalities match an audi-
ence’s mental model, the effect is similar to showing the color        with the 
word red. If the modalities do not share a meaning category, the effect is 
similar to showing the color green with the word “hate.” Interestingly, an 
example of reinforced expectation is DoodleChaos’ variation, The Dance of 
the Line Riders. While technically more complex (Figure 12) it synthesizes 
two versions of a similar expression, instead of opposing ones. The music, 
the ‘Dance of the Sugarplum Fairy’ from Tchaikovsky’s The Nutcracker has 
strong ties to celebration and Clara’s reward for fighting the Mouse King. 
The adventure of being in that magical place with those amazing dancers 
echoes rather than challenges the adventure of riding a sled over musical 
notation. Just as Fitcher’s use of the music in the Social Network echoed the 
tension of a rowing heat, flying sleds echoes the celebration of the dancer 
rather than delivering oppositional complexity. Stroop-driven design must 
operate at a deeper level than a change of characters. It must engage a new 
degree of complexity. Therefore, The Dance of the Line Riders is not Stroop-
driven Design.

Advanced Use of Stroop-driven Oppositions

While Line Rider offers students a simple and engaging set of oppositions to 
initiate their own work, Mowat’s Ballpit takes complexity to the next level as 
Stroop-driven oppositions work within as well as across modalities. Child’s 
play is the category, but here visual information uses color more subtly to 
suggest both fun and foreboding—the potential for play to turn sour is in 
almost every frame (Figure 13). 

Sound, on the other hand, uses music that places the viewer in a happy 
child’s world, seemingly without complication, until image and sound unite 
their unhappy message at the end. What is most interesting in Ballpit con-
cerns oppositions that aren’t completely separated by modality. Colors 
contradict each other with a mix of foreboding in the fun, while sound keeps 
foreboding at bay, emphasizing play as fun, making the sadness at the end 

Figure 11 (top): Ties, Types, & Example / Source: Hagan 2019 
Figure 12 (middle): Dance of the Line Riders / Source: DoodleChaos, 2018 
Figure 13 (below): Ballpit / Source: Mowat, 2012
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more poignant—perhaps more so for an audience of parents. We hear  
fun until we hear “tragedy.” The two together present a reflection on the 
unpredictable outcome of play. Mowat’s Ballpit was an official selection  
in several Animation Festivals. It won Best Experimental Animation, 
AniMazing Spotlight, 2012. The musician and singer Lido Pimienta wrote 
the music for this animation. A Columbian Canadian, her work is a blend 
of indigenous with Afro-Columbian styles that incorporate synthpop and 
electronic music (Wikipedia). In Ballpit, Pimienta uses a child’s glockenspiel 
to reference a child’s music making (Figure 14).

The sounds of the glockenspiel reinforce the intention to invite the audience 
into a child’s world. If the imagery were the same, Mowat’s work could be 
easily characterized as a light one-note expression and would be outside 
the scope of this work. But play, so often associated with bright color is set 
within a field of black, which as KAYA & Epps note has a strong association 
with negative effects (31–34). Further, in a Google search of children’s toys, 
only three of the first 234 images had toys on a black background. Two of 
those were called out as inappropriate toys. The third was linked to a web-
site that discusses scary children’s toys. Child’s Play, a scary movie, also has 
a black background. Whether knowingly or unknowingly, this expectation is 
one that Mowat plays with (Figure 15).

In the first nineteen seconds of Ballpit, while the glockenspiel contributes 
clearly happy music, the color black has a prominent place in the back-
ground of the bright colored shapes. It is in this negative space and shadow 
that the foreboding begins. Then, and only for a short time, the background 
shifts to a tint of green, changing the mood (Figure 16).

Even so, the shadows are still a heavy black, and in less than 10 seconds, 
the background goes back to black again. That continues until the 38th 
second, when an animated toy “machine” builds from all the shapes. It then 
breaks apart, as new toys form. Still, the black undercurrent, this foreboding, 
is always present with the colorful shapes. At mark 1.04, the black finally 
recedes until 1.10 when it emerges in the shapes again. At 1.23, the potential 
for foreboding increases as black is the dominant color and the shapes fail 
for the first time to create new toys. In fact, only one set of shapes, a broken 

Figure 14 (top left): Glockenspiel / Source: Google Images, 2019 
Figure 15 (top right): Toys with Black Backgrounds / Source: Google Images, 2019 
Figure 16 (bottom): Ballpit / Source: Mowat, 2012
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doll struggling to move, is on the frames. The outcome of this opposition is 
fully realized when the music fades to a child’s cry at the end, resolving that 
opposition as toys can no longer be revived.

Perceptual and Cohesive Ties

Ties hold visual oppositions within the image itself as well as working across 
modalities to tie shape to sound. Unlike Line Rider Mountain King, where 
each modality has one intention, in Ballpit, the visual information uses its 
own ties that show how within-frames oppositions of fun and forebod-
ing hold together. Here, foreboding shapes of black in background shape 
and shadow make frame to frame transitions with brighter, more positive 
shapes and colors. these are dual morphing ties as movement makes a 
sub-dominate black shape more dominant, while once dominant colorful 
shapes become less so. In Ballpit, the morphing from bright shapes as dom-
inant to black as dominant do different jobs within the same modality. The 
tie, shared place, also plays an important role because image movement fol-
lows sound. The sound is not coming from the shapes but shares a place in 
the frame with those shapes. Finally, a cohesive tie joins color oppositions 
as foreboding in a playful space continues to emerge. Because it is a within 
modality tie, it is a collocation tie—in other words, there is a meaningful 
connection between ideas that can relate because they are sequenced 
closely together. It is unusual only in that the tie is within a modality.

The cohesive tie between music and image is again a converging tie as the 
sound of the toy instrument converges with the toy shapes. Also done in a 
4/4-time signature, the glockenspiel along with other sounds set the beat 
as the shapes form and change in sync to match the music. But Ballpit is less 
concerned with stressing any particular part of the measure. At approxi-
mately the one-minute mark, the beat becomes harder to find. This change 
also has the effect of making the piece a bit more unpredictable, not as easy 
to anticipate, straining the tie before the next sequence arrives. At time-
stamp 1:30 the sound more abruptly changes from music to child’s cry. At 
this point the narrative resolves from foreboding to clear distress. 

Summary

With its focus on interplay, this conference spurred inquiry toward a specif-
ic approach to teaching the expression of complexity that potentially slows 
down processing, offering a moment of reflection using the Stroop effect 
for its underlying logic. Motion design with its dance of image, text, type, 
movement, and sound offers so much potential to design more than echoes 
of a single uncomplicated physical state or feeling. There are many oppor-
tunities to show the complications of our own existence. As an introduction 
to creating this effect, Line Rider Mountain King mixes adventure with anxi-
ety, while from a conceptually advanced perspective, Ballpit builds a bitter-
sweet sense of a child’s world though the opposition of joy to sadness. Both 
offer students an opportunity to rethink how to approach the visualization 
of experience, not as ties that reinforce clichés but as a pause to invite 
reflection. These reflections are opportunities to look and hear from new 
angles, seeing what was always there but not brought out for notice. As 
educators, we might help our students explore reflective thought by intro-
ducing the Stroop effect, its application, Stroop-driven Design, and the ties 
needed to think through the problem. 
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Abstract: One of the most important questions for any designer or artist using 
Virtual Reality (VR) is not to use it as a gimmick. VR needs be used to communi-
cate knowledge and ideas, add new views and take you where only VR can take 
you. How we experience VR, augmented reality or 360-degree video is important. 
It is quite likely that augmented reality will be the most popular of these forms 
in the future. But for learning and education, understanding designers working 
practices the VR headset maybe more effective as it occupies users’ full vision 
with less distraction. Its solitary nature could be one of its strengths when used 
appropriately. 

This paper seeks to show how VR could be a useful tool to help students under-
stand the design process through its representation of design studios, design 
artefacts, and the making process. The paper also discusses the opportunity to 
develop a broader visual language for VR and to offer an alternative approach 
beyond the “gaming aesthetic” that often characterizes the medium. A key aim 
being to create a visually authentic user experience. 

Jonathan Hamilton has been a practicing designer and lecturer for 30 years, with 
14 years as a full-time lecturer and researcher, at one of the UK’s largest art and 
design universities; Nottingham Trent University (NTU). In discussions with col-
leagues over these years they have noticed changes in student understanding of 
the design process and professional practice. Studio visits are an essential part of 
this student understanding, yet restricted, as many design studios can only take a 
small number of students at a time. With UK graphic design cohorts well over 100 
students this means only a small percentage can visit any one studio. Exposure to 

a variety of studios, and their different working methods, helps students to  
understand that there are a range of approaches to the design process, which they 
could then be applied to their own work. 

This paper reports on a research project “Communities of Design” lead by 
Hamilton and theatre design expert Kate Burnett, in its first case study inves-
tigating approaches to documenting the design studio of a recently deceased, 
international opera theatre designer; Paul Brown, using an alternative method of 
capturing the space for VR. This method intends to produce an authentic repre-
sentation of the space capturing atmosphere, mood, light qualities and detailed 
surface textures, to try and give a more representative experience of being in the 
studio. As well as documenting the space with VR, video interviews were made 
with Browns’ studio assistants and collaborators, filmed in the studio space before 
it was dismantled after his death. Browns’ design models, artefacts and drawings 
with their complex surface treatments were also documented using a range of 
methods and technologies including video, photography and 3D scanning. The 
intention being to include these within the VR space but also to have this content 
accessible online for when VR is not available for students.

Student design process understanding 

At the NTU graphic design course, students come from a range of academ-
ic backgrounds, approximately 30% come direct from sixth-form school 
having done A-levels in usually three subjects. This demographic has grown 
over the last 7 years, when 10% of the courses’ cohort was from A Level.  
The remaining 70% are a combination of students from Extended Diploma 
courses in Graphic Design/Art and Design, and Foundation Art and Design 
students who have studied for one extra year after A level. 

We have noticed from our applicants to the course that the UK A level art 
and design curriculum, has in more recent years required a more prescrip-
tive approach to design. The curriculum requires students to copy artists 
work, often three or four artists a week before being able to start their own 
creative work. This has been introduced in the last few years, and although 
a more scientific approach of practicing methods, it is not necessarily  
appropriate for art and design, with students telling us they found this  
process frustrating. Students are also now more grade orientated, having 
come from schools where national league tables are the significant focus. 
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At the 2nd International Conference for Design Education Researchers, 
Design Learning for Tomorrow, Design Education from Kindergarten to PhD, 
DRS CUMULUS 2013, Oslo, design educators from across the globe  
commentated on the increase in grade focused, risk adverse students,  
suggesting that these issues are not just confined to the UK.

The graphic design course, at NTU, have a regular series of guest lecture 
talks for students; a space for designers to explain their design process fully.  
These are open to all 450 students on the course with between 40 and 80 
attending. These tend to be the best students who have a growing or good 
understanding of the design process. The students who would benefit most 
don’t often attend, either because they don’t see the value of them or are 
busy working that afternoon in paid employment to supplement their fees. 
Occasionally, our students are found using textbooks or design magazines, 
from the library, where they can gain in-depth knowledge about a design-
ers’ working process. Sometimes there are interviews and videos online 
which can be very informative but again it’s rare to see a student watching 
an interview, to really understand the design process and its full form. But 
they do follow a variety of artists and designers on social media. Sometimes 

“makings of videos” are found some of which are made to be promotional 
items in their own right, some can be informative but they rarely show the 
ideation process, where the initial ideas came from. Often “makings of vid-
eos” are focused on the production process, after the ideation and experi-
mentation phase. It seems that this content aims to show how professional 
and ordered the designer is to potential new clients. This can give students 
a false view of the professional design process not revealing the entire 
design process, with all of its flaws, ideas pursued, multiple prototypes, and 
mistakes made. Instead it often shows a linear process, only showing how 
the final solution was made.  

It appears that some “makings of videos” and social media production 
posts aren’t even documented at the point of the original making. During 
a 2018 guest lecture at NTU graphic design course, professional illustrator 
Rebecca Sutherland, who makes 3D paper cut artworks, mentioned that her 
illustrations often require social media posts. Frequently with the client  
deciding after the original art work has been completed. Sutherland report-
ed that she is asked to remake the artwork and for this to be documented 
with photography and or video for social media output. The artwork is 

remade and presented in a nice environment, not the normal messy  
environment that an illustrator would normally work in. So, it appears that 
students even when they are trying to find some of the evidence of the 
design process it is not always presented in an accurate or authentic way. 
Sometimes what they are seeing is promotional material and not true  
design process, with design promotion being presented as design process. 
Designers and artists have always presented their working process and  
studio environment in a promotional way. But not to the degree that  
students are exposed to now through their social media followings,  
there are considerable quantities of design promotion presented as  
design process. 

Communities of Design 

“Communities of Design” seeks to address some of these issues for design 
students firstly by documenting theatre designers’ studios and their work-
ing practices. It interviews designers, their assistants, documents their 
design artefacts and the space in which they work. It aims to help students 
and others experience the breadth of the design process by engaging with 
a variety of designers, who each have a different approach to the design 
process. This research project uses theatre design as its base but seeks to 
inform all design disciplines, to help students and professionals gain greater 
knowledge and understanding of the design process.  

The Paul Brown “Communities of Design” case study has video interviewed 
Paul Browns’ assistants and collaborators, documented his artefacts using a 
variety of technologies including 360 video, close-up macro video and pho-
tography. It has also made a VR model of Paul Browns’ studio so that users 
can visit and understand where the designs were conceived and made. This 
VR project also seeks an alternative visual language for VR, aiming for an 
authentic visual experience, as an alternative to the “gaming” aesthetic 
that often characterises the medium. This visual authenticity is to assist in 
an immersive experience for the user in a similar way to museum research; 
Professor Stephen Bitgood defines the 9 factors that may contribute to  
simulated immersion, in museum studies with the 4th factor being; 
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“Authenticity or object realism” Bitgood, Stephen. (et al) “Visitor behaviour” 
Summer 1990, volume 5, number 2, p13. state in their investigations into  
the museum visitor immersion experience; “perceived naturalism or  
authenticity contributes to the immersion experience.”

This paper briefly looks at examples of recent VR projects analyzing their 
levels of authenticity and immersivity. The chosen projects explore space 
for creative practice and user interaction. These are compared to the first 
VR prototype of Paul Browns Studio with its exposure to an internation-
al audience at The International Organization of Scenographers, Theatre 
Architects and Technicians, “OISTAT50” International Theatre Conference, 
Cardiff 2018.

A critical analysis of contemporary VR projects 

‘Thresholds ’by artist Matt Collishaw, is a major step forward in precision 
haptic VR. https://www.somersethouse.org.uk/blog/portal-beginning-pho-
tography , and http://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/bmag/whats-on/
mat-collishaw-thresholds which premiered in 2017 at Somerset House, 
London, and toured the UK. The VR project restaged the 1839 Fox Talbots’ 
exhibition of his photographic prints to the public at King Edward’s School, 
Birmingham. The VR gave users freedom to walk in a 3D space combined 
with precision haptic feedback, featuring glass case vitrines, containing  
Fox Talbots’ photographs, that in the VR matched exactly those in the real  
physical world. This gave users a very immersive experience with highly 
sophisticated haptic interactions.  

Items in the VR vitrines could be selected, users could then pull the images 
through the glass in front of their faces. This may not have been the most 
sophisticated or authentic way of interacting with objects inside a glass 
case, seeming slightly artificial. The interactive element may not have been 
the main focus, compared to syncing the VR space and the real room. The 
level of attention to detailed haptic feedback was impressive and highly 
sophisticated, however the visual language of the interiors and objects,  
particularly the interiors space, had a video game aesthetic, especially to 
the surfaces. It is likely that all elements had to be created from scratch 
digitally, the original rooms may not be in existence any more, were un-
available, or this may have been an artistic decision. ‘Thresholds’ broke 

new ground in haptic precision and multiuser interaction within a space, 
but its level of sophistication in haptic feedback was not matched with a 
more visually authentic visual experience. The digital texture, “gaming” like 
aesthetic, lowers the visual levels of authenticity. The user selection and 
interaction of items through the vitrines appears to weaken the authentic 
immersive experience.  

“Modigliani VR: The Ochre Atelier” https://www.tate.org.uk/press/press-re-
leases/virtual-reality-brings-modiglianis-final-studio-life and https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=CdYLscE6kE0 (3min 17sec), featured as part of the 
main Modigliani exhibition held at the Tate Modern in London, 2018. This 
had similar source documenting issues, as the interior of Modigliani’s artist 
studio space did not exist anymore with only a small number of black and 
white photographs of his studio interior space in existence.  

Theatre design expert Kate Burnett commented after using the  
Mondigliani VR; 

It’s a constructed environment, an illustration of a room, the paint and 
brushwork for this visualization was still computer level, it was not 
real. Navigation was with object whilst seated, but you could look 360 
degrees. Navigation was by focusing on a point (interactive hotspot) 
and information appeared. There were options to change position; 
looking at the painting on the easel or behind, looking at other points 
allowed you to navigate the space but on a fixed number of points, 
you were not able to navigate freely. (Burnett. Kate. Interview by 
Jonathan Hamilton, 2019) 

The Mondigliani VR was a sitting only experience, users were taken on a 
tour through his studio with some limited choice and control of their move-
ment in the space, the 360-degree viewing appeared to be a much more 
passive experience than Thresholds. The VR design company, Preloaded, 
were experienced in VR for gaming and photographed period objects, such 
as historical oil paint tubes. Visually Mondigliani is disappointing; the 3D 
modeling of the paint tubes appears to be quite basic and approximate, 
then it appears the photographs have been applied as a surface, with  
limited results, lacking visual definition and authenticity. Modelling of the 
edges of circular plates, that Mondigliani used as a paint palette, are clearly 
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digitally created with multiple straight edges forming unconvincing  
curves. A painterly coloration effect was chosen for the visual language, an 
interesting approach. But combined with the basic modelling and limited 
user interaction choices, results in a project that does not seem to be led 
by a need for authenticity, immersivity and deep learning, instead appears 
to be more about VR as an “experience”. Mondigliani VR may have been 
Tate Moderns first commissioned VR projects and may not have had the 
financial budget, time or inclination to make a ground-breaking project 
like Thresholds. They may have wanted something that “worked”, and to 
be more of a popular “experience” than about a user’s learning and under-
standing. However, in future one would hope that a world class art gallery 
would want to produce a world class VR experience.

A different type of VR project, “Draw Me Close” https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=XrpUvRSb2E0 and https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/shows/
draw-me-close,  presented at the 2017 Venice Film Festival was described 
by British film critic, journalist, broadcaster and author, Jason Solomons; 

“This may not be the direction for cinema or the future, but it’s something 
in its own right; it’s something else. VR may not be the solution to cinema 
in the future”. Solomons fear before experiencing the VR project, was that 
it was a gimmick—but stated; “…it was more impactful than 3D with 3D 
glasses, it was something in its own right, and deeply moving… This was 
the most moving experience cinematically that I have ever had”. Solomons. 
Jason, BBC Radio London, Robert Elms show, film review feature. 7th 
September 2017 

“Draw Me Close” was created by playwright and filmmaker Jordan Tannahill, 
with The National Film Board of Canada in conjunction with UK’s National 
Theatre’s Immersive Storytelling Studio. This project took a deliberately 
stylistic hand drawn black and white animated visual aesthetic, with its VR 
innovation centering in its use of live actors. With both the participant user 
and the actor having sensors on their hands, enabling the VR world and real 
world to correspond accurately. The narrative centered around the story of 
a mother with terminal cancer, played by the actor, and the participant user 
being in the viewpoint of her young son. The main scene involves the two 
working on a combined drawing in a room setting. The actor/mother and 

user/child were in the same physical space and could speak to each other. 
The sensors on their hands made the VR visuals movements appearing to 
sync with their real hand movements. 

The actor’s role contributes a large part of the immersive experience, for 
example hugging the user and speaking close to them, with the headset 
showing the drawn visual of the mother. It could be argued that this phys-
ical input, of a person hugging and speaking close to the user is a more 
powerful contribution than the visual VR contribution. With Thresholds, 
physical touch is less of a significant part of the experience because the  
vitrines don’t move and they don’t talk to you. “Draw Me Close” is a pow-
erful experience for people, and its VR is interesting, it seems to rely more 
on the interaction of a live actor to make the experience powerful, with the 
visual VR being less of a contributor.

Documenting Paul Brown’s Studio in VR 

This was Hamilton’s first VR production, with a small collaborative team; 
theatre design expert Kate Burnett and VR engineer Paul Menzies. The aim 
was to capture Paul Browns’ studio in as authentic way as possible. Brown 
had produced the majority of his many large-scale international opera and 
theater designs in this basement studio, which was soon to be dismantled. 
The space was well known in the theatre community as a unique place, a 
small venue producing extreme precision designs, to then be realized at a 
huge scale. Photography and 360-degree video had been used by Hamilton 
and team to document the space, but seemed not to capture the space  
well enough, or give enough user choice and control. VR was chosen as the 
next step.

Photogrammetry was chosen for Brown’s studio VR, for its strength in 
capturing the optical qualities of a space including mood, lighting and detail, 
which are often lacking with other methods. The alternative; laser scanning 
was not possible because the space was small and detailed, with lots of 
glass containers. Laser scanners would have struggled to work with the  
reflective surfaces of the glass jars, which were an important part of Browns’ 
studio. Photogrammetry is a method of using a Digital Single Lens Reflex 
(DSLR) camera to photograph objects with multiple overlapping photo-
graphs from all angles that are then stitched together by specialist software 
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to make a 3D model. This method is used for VR models and environments 
as an alternative to laser scanning, with benefits of greater visual authentic-
ity, it can be combined with laser scanning data, to producer accurate  
VR models. 

Hamilton was new to Photogrammetry for VR, and with restricted access to 
Browns’ studio, tests were made to gain experience by capturing a similar 
space. Two spaces were captured; the authors own studio which had similar 
complex features to Browns’ and a subterranean space at NTU, with no nat-
ural light. Both photo shoots were aided by a guide to Photogrammetry by 
VR software company Bentley Systems. Test results worked reasonably well, 
but there were significant gaps in the 3D model from the 50mm lens. As a 
solution Menzies and Hamilton, agreed to use a wider angle (8mm) lens 
making for the subterranean studio test which produced good results. 

Access to Browns’ studio was time sensitive, due to the planned disman-
tling, with one day allocated to Photogrammetry. The photogrammetry 
required the studio to be prepared carefully without mixed lighting sources. 
In total 3,000 photographs were taken to capture the highly detailed space. 
Two photogrammetry sessions were made, one with Browns’ well-known 
scale figures grouped on the main table in the studio, lit carefully with small 
but powerful lights that cast shadows from the figures across the table. The 
second shoot produced an additional 3,000 photographs, this time with 
the table clear, allowing users to engage with one of Browns theatre mod-
els. The VR would then allow the user to be within the set itself, as an actor 
would, but in small scale, or to view the set as if they were in the audience 
at the opera.

User testing and feedback on the first VR prototype. 

The team were conscious that the first Paul Brown VR prototype was not 
quite as good as we hoped, but Hamilton was keen to use the method he 
tells his students to use; to show work in its raw state, and get feedback 
early on in the design process. We presented this first prototype, in  
workshops over 4 days at the OISTAT50 International Conference of 
Theatre Design, at Royal Welsh College of Music & Drama, (RWCMD) 
Cardiff, Wales, UK in 2018. 

The VR project was located in a student studio surrounded by the Paul 
Brown archive of drawings and models and photographs. Conference  
attendees and students were free to explore the room of Browns’ designs. 
The VR was experienced by 35 theatre professionals, theatre design  
students, architects, lighting designers and academics. Hamilton gathered 
user feedback whilst they were in the VR space and afterwards, also gather-
ing primary research information about users’ previous experience with VR. 
He helped by guiding them through the VR experience if they were unsure. 
Feedback was mostly positive, including from an American art history tutor;  

“The 3D space enabled me to see objects that I would not have noticed in 
a photograph of the space “ “the space was so intimate with the ability to 
concentrate and focus” “I was amazed how small the studio was, I knew it 
was small, but the VR really helped me understand how small it was.”

The VR system was in the corner of the studio which had irregular textured 
walls with interesting surfaces, so two of the studio walls had the potential 
to give haptic feedback when in VR, as Collishaws’ “Thresholds” had. One 
of the designers from the National Theatre, London, VR department  
commented on how surprisingly powerful the haptic feedback was in  
connecting him to the space. When experiencing the VR of Browns’ studio 
users could navigate the space in a way that they could not had if they had 
visited Browns real studio. A student who was relatively small in height 
could not see everything in the high shelving units, but could when the 
model was moved down, making her taller in VR, commenting; “I can see 
things that I wouldn’t normally see and I could not do in real life, it’s great,  
I am tall now” Theater Design Student at Royal Welsh College of Music and 
Drama during OISTAT50. International Theatre Conference; 2018, Cardiff.  

Experienced theatre designers, aged 70+ years old, were at ease in their 
first VR experience and would stay for quite considerable time exploring 
the space sometimes on their hands and knees looking around the VR 
space. One highly experienced older theatre designer noticed how the VR 
floor and the walls did not exactly match the actual floor and walls, reveal-
ing the importance of accurate haptic feedback for full spatial immersion. 
Successful parts for users were being able to explore the VR studio space 
in any way they liked, at their own pace, discovering the materials and 
equipment Brown used. If they became curious about one aspect they could 
spend as much time as they wanted in one area or they could continue to 
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explore the whole space. The VR had unique opportunities, users could 
walk inside the table top and lower themselves down to the same height as 
the model figures and be amongst a crowd of scale model actors and poten-
tially feel part of a performance. The VR became a place that people could 
explore in their own way, and this seemed important for all user whose ages 
ranged from 19 to 78 years old. It’s easy to forget how powerful and import-
ant this can be for users. Two users gave us permission to film them in the 
studio space moving, and video captured what they could see inside the 
headset. One of the films is viewable here; https://vimeo.com/jonathan-
hamilton/splitscreenvr     Password = “pbsplitscreen”

Team Reflections on the Project

The model was not as accurate as we had hoped. The imagery had dark 
patches, creating a “mottled” effect, and some of the 3D forms appeared 
unusual in the rendering. Users commented that it had more of a cave like 
impression than the basement of a house, but it did have very recognizable 
qualities of Paul Browns’ studio. One of Paul Brown’s studio assistants, who 
knew the studio space intimately, used the VR at OISTAT50. She found 
this very unusual, and visually intense, commenting on what a strange 

experience it was. It was unclear if the strangeness was due to visiting a  
virtual version of a space she knew so well, or from the intensity of the  
visually detail and the distorted cave like renders in the model. Many  
people commented on how detailed the experience was, and some com-
mented how surprisingly different it was to other VR experiences that they 
had had. A couple of users commented; 

“I don’t normally like VR, but I really like this. I love the detail and  
the fact that I can go up close to an object and look at it really close,  
similar to a real experience.”

Students found it particularly interesting because it was such a small space, 
yet Brown produced extreme precision design work, used internationally, 
from this tiny space. Students often think that to be a successful indepen-
dent designer working with clients that they need large overheads, a big 
studio and team. Yet Brown shows there are alternatives, quite opposite 
to this and yet he was so successful. The Brown VR experience could help 
students gain confidence to set up on their own, as an independent design 
studio. 

We expected users to want the VR to be interactive at this early stage 
yet they seemed to enjoy that they could explore the space, with so many 
things to look at. However, a few people who were more experienced with 
VR asked if they can pick objects up. When we showed the VR space to a 
non-theatre audience, at NTU, questions were different, users were curious 
as to what the materials were on the shelves and what would they would be 
used for. The theatre audience did not seem to ask this, as they were more 
familiar with the materials and the making process for theatre. 

We knew we needed to improve the model to make it more visually and 
structurally authentic, identifying that it may have been the photographs 
that were the problem. The 3,000 photographs were made hand held, as 
time available was limited. The studio was fairly dark and so the ISO cam-
era settings were raised to allow shutter speeds suitable for hand held 
photography. This combined with the small circular image from the 8mm 
lens made the camera sensors’ “grain” visible on the photographs. We took 
too many photographs, causing the software problems in defining 3D forms. 
However, the photographs of the 3D model figures on the table worked 

Figure 1: The first VR prototype of Paul Browns’ studio being used by a participant at 
OISTAT 50 International Theatre Conference, Cardiff, 2018 / Source: Photo; J.Hamilton
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extremely well. These were lit very clearly with shadows and this helped the 
software to create these 3D shapes more clearly. We had to turn the main 
studio lights towards the walls and this may have under lit some areas. The 
team is currently working on a second prototype model choosing a small-
er selection of photographs using around 1000 photographs or less. This 
model, at the point of writing this paper, is currently in progress, and will be 
completed by April 2019.

Conclusions 

Testing the early prototype at the OISTAT50 workshops was really valuable. 
Feedback from users showed that the detailed environment and ability 
for exploration at your own pace, being able to go up close up to an object 
seemed to be really important for people. Some participants said they did 
not normally like VR, but found the Paul Brown VR Studio with its levels of 
detail, captured optically, not digitally, in some way more physically real 
than other VR projects they had experienced. Photogrammetry appears to 
be effective at getting a closer level of authenticity. Lighting could be the 
key to achieving successful 3D models with photogrammetry. 

Brown’s VR space is an intimate experience, providing users with the abil-
ity to concentrate and focus on the individual artefacts in his studio. In VR 
senses are reduced down to one primary sense; vision, creating a sense of 
immersion and concentration. Furthermore, the headset gives users a field 
of view that is fully occupied. The detailed Photogrammetry allows users 
to go up close to objects and see them in more detail. The art historian at 
OISTAT50 commented on how the VR enabled you to explore with a greater 
level of perception than you would do in a real space. 

In VR we can come and go as we please; “In a virtual space, the parame-
ters of time and space can be modified at will”  Grau, Oliver. “Virtual Art, 
From Illusion to Immersion”, MIT Press, 2003 pp.7. So, in VR we are time 
independent, we know we’re not really there in the space, we can leave at 
any time or stay. Is VR a way of being in a space, and being more in it, than 
if you’re actually there in the real space? VR is particularly immersive, yet 
we know it’s not real, if we are actually in the real Paul Brown’s studio, we 
would be aware of the sounds outside and inside the space. Would these 
sounds and other elements distract us? VR of this space allows us to 

concentrate and see things that we would not see otherwise. We would cer-
tainly be aware of where we were, within London, and would be mindful of 
the time, and what we need to do, and places to be during the rest of the day.  

VR is certainly a different level of immersion. Could it be that in some cases, 
especially in a highly detailed studio like Browns’, that VR experience of the 
space could be more experiential than being in the real space? For students, 
could they learn more than by visiting the real space? having the ability to 
revisit as many times as they want and whenever they want could be an 
excellent way of learning and understanding. It was surprising how powerful 
the haptic feedback was for users. Wearing the VR headset, exploring the 
space, immersed in the virtual 3D world, approaching one of the studio walls, 
users would naturally hold out their hand. Many people expressed surprise 
experiencing this haptic feedback from touching an irregular wall surface, 
that corresponded to the visual VR location. Haptic will be something we 
use again, incorporating it in all future projects whenever possible. 

VR may not be the best place for everything we have created. We have made 
videos using lighting to reveal the complex drawn and textured surfaces of 
Browns’ costume drawings for each production. These surfaces were not 
easily visible in scans, photographs or when the drawings are in a picture 
frame behind glass. We have made video interviews with his assistants and 
collaborators, filmed inside Brown’s studio. We have made close-up moving 
camera macro video of some of the set designs and other scale props. It 
would be possible to have these viewable within the VR environment but is 
this the best place for them?  

We certainly seem to be at a turning point with VR. Equipment and the 
technology have become far more accessible with Collishaw stating in 2017; 

“ VR has come out of the developmental lab and become a feasible medi-
um to work in ” Collishaw, Mat. “Mat Collishaw describes ‘Thresholds’, his 
latest VR art work.” YouTube, TrustNewArt , 10 Aug 2017, 0:09 sec – 0:14 
sec/ 5.00mins (accessed 13th February 2019). https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=sShZ0CqLHCk  . VR is no longer in the hands of the technicians. 
Now there are different ways to author and create 3D spaces for VR and 
objects, with cameras optics and photogrammetry, enabling more authen-
tic and visually rich 3D models. It could be argued that art and design is 
now able to create an alternative approach to VR, with a greater focus on 
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aesthetics and variety of experiences beyond the “gaming” aesthetic. Now 
you don’t have to rely on the VR expert, could art and design become their 
own VR experts?  

There has been some really rich learning from creating this first Paul Brown 
studio VR prototype. Our second prototype is now in early stages of pro-
duction, it intends to have interactive elements, including the first 3D 
scanning and photogrammetry of one of Browns’ opera set designs. The 
Photogrammetry will take place with controlled lighting in a photography 
studio and we hope to get more authentic and accurate results, than the VR 
of Browns’ studio. The opera model design being captured was for “Pelleas 
et Mellisande” by Claude Debussy after Maeterlinck, which featured at the 
Glyndebourne Festival Opera, Sussex, UK, May 1999. This design features 

floating walls and ceiling, made of sheet copper, with ornate detailing, an 
undulating clear Perspex floor with hundreds of tiny flowers visible beneath. 
These reflective surfaces are notoriously difficult to capture with laser  
scanning and photogrammetry; all of Hamiltons’ lighting knowledge and 
skills will be used to capture this complex design.

Future Planning 

Photogrammetry could become the VR capture method to creating an art 
and design aesthetic for VR, as an alternative to the more common VR 

“gaming” aesthetic. Problems do arise in the processing of photogramme-
try, which currently, requires specialist knowledge, expensive software 
and powerful computers. Normally shown in a “point cloud” format, there 

Figure 2 (left): Prior to scanning, Paul Brown Set design model box for “Pelleas et Mellisande” by Claude Debussy after Maeterlinck, which featured at the 
Glyndebourne Festival Opera—Sussex May 1999 / Source: Photo; J.Hamilton 

Figure 3 (left): Lighting for Photogrammetry, Paul Brown Set design model box for “Pelleas et Mellisande” by Claude Debussy after Maeterlinck,  
which featured at the Glyndebourne Festival Opera—Sussex May 1999 / Source: Photo; J.Hamilton
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are problems finding reliable viewers. We used Vitalis software “Visionary 
Render” for our VR point cloud viewer, which worked reliably combined 
with a Razor Blade laptop, Steam VR and an HTC Vive headset, for 4  
consecutive full days of workshops at OISTAT50. 

VR hardware prices, in the last few years, have dropped from £20,000 to 
£4,000. But Photogrammetry processing software and reliable point-cloud 
viewers are still expensive. For VR to be widely adopted by art and design, 
software costs need to drop and processing will need to require less spe-
cialist expert knowledge. But for VR to develop into a viable medium for art 
and design we need to find a way that captures forms and surfaces in an 
authentic sensitive way, capturing mood and atmosphere of locations and 
objects. Only having laser scanning and flatly lit photogrammetry without 
accurate colour, atmosphere or mood is really not good enough for art and 
design practitioners. We also need to find ways to capture reflective surfac-
es with 3D scanning and Photogrammetry. Photographers have developed 
techniques for this over the years, we can adopt some of these for use in VR 
as well as developing new methods. A big challenge is both capturing and 
showing detail in VR, so users can look close up, as a user would in real life.  

Outcomes from this project will be disseminated in a type of tool kit or 
guide for art and design students and practitioners wanting to start making 
VR, AR or 360 videos. Helping art and design create their approaches to VR, 
as an alternative to the “gaming” approach. The Paul Brown VR could travel 
as a ‘roadshow pop-up experience’ providing the VR hardware to students. 
This can be used to raise awareness of the project and then direct the  
students to online resources about the design process, including video  
interviews and information on design artefacts. 

We have produced the first prototype of the Paul Brown studio and we are 
in the process of making a VR prototype of one of the theatre model box-
es. But so far, the only user interaction has been the ability to explore the 
studio space, at your own pace. Next users can be inside an opera design 
model box, as if you were an opera singer, yet inside the scale model. Our 
third prototype needs greater user interactivity to gain deeper knowledge  
of Pauls design process. Using visual elements of the VR studio as an  
interactive interface, for example the wall of shelves, holding Pauls materi-
als and tools, its grid like structure could be an interactive interface.  

Users could interact with one of the shelves and it would reveal what the  
materials were used for and where they were used. Pauls’ studio iMac 
would be a perfect location to hold the range of short video interviews we 
have made with Browns assistants. The main studio table could be an area 
for exploring opera and theatre set model box designs and portfolios of 
costume drawings.  

At the end of the day we would like the user to curate their own journey 
through Browns studio and that in a world of continual distraction for  
students, with their difficulty in understanding the design process that  
the VR interface could allow them to concentrate and get a deeper  
understanding of his design process. The communities of design project,  
of which Paul Brown is the first case study, would seek to explore and 
demonstrate a range of designers’ studio approaches to give students  
a wide range of models of design process that they could adopt and try  
in their own work.
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Abstract: During its infancy, the web was a designer’s playground and freedom of 
experimentation in forms, styles, experiences etc. was highly encouraged. With 
limited speeds and power, makers were forced to be nimble and clever in how they 
made sites. Yet as computers got faster and smarter and mediums have become 
increasingly complex the requirement for familiar and repeatable best practices 
has grown to the point of limiting the true nature of the experience. Efficiency 
and speed became primary objectives; users get what they expect and the UI gets 
them to their desired end as quickly and seamlessly as possible. To this extent—
unfortunately— the success of an experience is no longer the journey but the 
outcome.  
 
In support of carving out spaces for students to explore and experiment with 
multi-sensory experience I have developed a series of new courses and workshops 
which explore the potential of creative coding that focuses on underlying systems 
and activating simple design elements in a-typical ways. When combined, 
these units create compelling and unexpected digital experiences. The goal of 
these courses sets out to teach code through the practice of hacking, defying 
the expectation to be fluent in any particular languages by teaching tactics to 
effectively dismantle, remix, and reassemble found functions. This pedagogy also 
encourages a shift in emphasis away from UX design—or design in general for 
that matter—as a practice of big ideas (Features) or solving global problems to 
one of the combination of small, nimble, and elegant details (microinteractions.) 
This part-whole relationship provides students with the ability to exploit and 
expand on common user experiences—which over the course of Web 2.0 have 
become deeply ingrained in users mentalities and thus provide rich opportunities 

to distort—to develop unexpected and deeply engaging digital experiences. In 
this sense, interaction design is approached akin to designing chairs rather than 
buildings. While a building represents a fixed social container, a chair is a nimble 
and elegantly crafted artifact which serves a singular purpose but can also be 
replicated and repositioned in multiple ways and with other like object to create 
intimate social relationships and experiences.  
 
This paper presents a pedagogical methodology which challenges the methods by 
which students and future designers approach designing for interactive mediums. 
It has evolved over the past three years and expands on a paper presented at the 
2017 MODE conference titled “Deep—and Disruptive—Investigations in Familiar 
Media Experiences.” In both instances, I challenge these expectation and seek to 
encourage designers to find new ways of activating unexpected and immersive 
digital experiences. Through a series of frameworks and project case studies 
this paper explores a more nuanced and experimental approach to teaching and 
learning procedural creative activities. 
 
Keywords: UX/UI, Hacking, Procedural Practice, Microinteractions, Creative 
Coding, Product Design, Experimentation

Parts > Wholes: Microinteractions > Functions

In 2005, Olina Lialina outlined a multitude of examples from 90’s ama-
teur web design components in what she called The Vernacular Web. One 
such example is the ubiquitous presence of the “Starry Night” background. 
Nostalgically, this background was popular because it looked “futuristic” 
and the World Wide Web was about the future. Yet the true beauty of this 
background—a likely cause for its underlying popularity—was its ability 
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to trick the machine into making a space it was not capable of. At this 
time, bandwidth speeds were sluggish to say the least and loading large, 
high-resolution images was next to impossible. The beauty of the star-
ry night background was its utter simplicity. “A great feature of the outer 
space background was that it could be just two colors, maybe half a kilobyte 
in file size, but it would instantly give a futuristic mood for your page. So a 
bandwidth problem was solved as well” (Lialina). When this startlingly low 
file size was loaded and then tiled it gave the impression of a single large 
image, changing the user’s experience from looking at small images inside 
of boxes to being inside of the image, turning the page into a space that 
could be occupied.

There is an elegance to this solution that is very often missed or over-
looked in our current Internet environment of curated publishing tools. The 
Internet is boring now even though it is more advanced than ever. It is reg-
ulated and developed to a point of absolute control. ”Chaos isn’t a business 
model. A new breed of media moguls is bringing order—and profits—to  
the digital world”(Wolff). While this development has made it easier than 
ever to publish, design, and explore the web, we have given up much of the  
amateurish freedom that Lialina celebrates in her Vernacular Web archive. 

Starry night is only one of many examples of creative solutions that solve 
the problem of technologies hindrances and speeds. In our contemporary 
product design landscape, these problems are not really problems at all. 
We are gifted speeds and systems which largely take these concerns out of 
our hands. Thanks to evolving content management systems which auto-
matically resize multiple versions of images to be used at different screen 
resolutions and sizes designers rarely have to make these infrastructural 
decisions anymore. I believe when we don’t need to worry about these 
constraints or considerations, we easily fall back into the mentality of the 
website or interface just being posters under glass. In this way, increas-
ingly advanced tools potentially become a crutch for both current design-
ers but more so students just entering into the space of making in digital 
environments.

In his book Microinteractions, Dan Saffer discusses the design world’s  
obsession with thinking BIG:

Over the last decade, designers have been encouraged to think big, to 
solve “wicked problems,” to use “design thinking” to tackle massive, 
systemic issues in business and in government. No problem is too 
large to not apply the tools of design to, and design engagements can 
involve everything from organizational restructuring to urban plan-
ning. The results of this refocusing of design efforts are unclear. But 
by working at such a macro scale, an important part of design is often 
lost: the details that delight. Products that we love show an attention 
to detail: the beautiful curve, the satisfying click, the understandable 
mental model. (Saffer, preface) 

Saffer defines these big moves as “functions or features” (Saffer). The 
Feature is analogous to the exterior form of a building. As a former architect, 
I use a mental model in the classroom that is equally relevant to interac-
tion design as it is architecture. Good buildings fall into 2 categories: They 
have complex and bombastic exterior forms, which require very regular and 
static interiors (Figure 1)—like that of starchitect Frank Gehry or Daniel 
Libeskind—or they have simple exterior forms which allow for complex 
interiors (Figure 2)—like the works of Rem Koolhaas and his studio Office  
of Metropolitan Architects. If they have simple forms and simple spaces 
they are boring, and if complex forms and complex spaces they become  
chaotic. There is a third model, and one which is maybe most applicable 
here, complex interior space which defines the exterior form (Figure 3)—
like the Seattle Public Library by OMA.

In designing complex websites, designers may look at the big picture and 
focus on creating loud, exciting, visually spectacular receptacles that then 
house relatively simple and boring content. While the cover or facade of 
these sites may be unique and spectacular, the interior often defaults to  
the same continuous stream of text and images blocks. I believe the prob-
lem with top-down, world-changing design solutions is they are inherently  
complex problems. These complexities often lead designers to overlook  
the tiny details that make experiences so rewarding. 
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These are the experiences that Saffer prioritizes in Microinteractions:

This is another way to work: not through grand, top-down design  
projects, but from the bottom up, by crafting—lovingly, with care—
small things. This is something designers can do quite well, with 
immediate, tangible results. This is another way to change the world: 
by making seemingly inconsequential. (Saffer, preface)

The microinteraction is the antithesis to the feature. It does not encourage 
designing buildings but designing furniture. A chair, for example, is  
designed as a one-off artifact completely consumed by the efficiency,  
elegance, and execution of its details. It serves a single purpose to a single 
individual and event. Yet when interconnected with other chairs or a table—
for example—the furniture create spatial situations and experiences which 
expand their singular purpose. In this case, the space is defined by the  
elements that make it up, not by the container which elements are placed  
in. In the contemporary art world, Grayson Cox’s ‘The Water’s Fine’ is a 
keen example (Figure 4). By placing a disruptive artifact into space, he  
forces his audience to maneuver the space in a foreign way, thus encourag-
ing alternative behaviors and interactions.

The design practice—and the academic model that perpetuates it—is still 
largely focused on the big idea, the feature or function (Saffer). Within  
interaction design, there are even fewer quality examples of focus on  
microinteractions over features. This may, in fact, be due to them being 
subconscious to our behavior that we often do not notice them—which we 
will return to later. One contemporary example rich in both execution and 
problem-solving, akin to that of the starry night background is progressive 
image loading by websites like Medium and Google which provide a  
solution to the problem of bandwidth and high-resolution images. In prin-
ciple, a lower resolution image serves as a placeholder while the larger and 
higher resolution image is loaded in the background. Once the final image  
is loaded, it is transitioned in overtop of the placeholder. The online  
reading platform Medium.com developed an elegant solution which not 
only solves the problem but also makes the image loading an active element 
in the reading environment (Figure 5). Medium stretches an extremely 
small placeholder image (less than 100px wide) to fit the eventual full-size 
image. In addition, they add a blur feature which masks the low resolution 

Figure 1 (top left): Bilbao Art Museum, Bilbao, Spain, Frank Gehry  
Figure 2 (top right): Shenzen Stock Exchange Building, Shenzen, China, OMA  
Figure 3 (bottom): Seattle Public Library, Seattle, Washington USA, OMA 
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in an abstracted field. This field adds intrigue to the reading experience. It 
indicates to the user that this image is not final and will appear soon but 
also delivers anticipation as to what the image might be. When the higher 
resolution image loads and fades in, the feeling of delight and excitement  
is executed.

This microinteraction is so successful because it plays into the expectations 
of its users. After years of reading online, the collective audience is familiar 
with slow loading images on web pages. We have become accustomed to 
the waiting for images to appear, sometimes quicker than others, but still 
delayed. Google Image search does something similar but their result is 

far more utilitarian than experiencial (Figure 6). The blur of the medium 
affect adds intrigue—in opposition to Google’s solid color block method. By 
shifting this dilemma from a burden to an active visual player in the reading 
experience, the transition from abstract to concrete defines the entire read-
ing environment on Medium. The container can remain simple while the 
complex microinteraction defines the space and the experience of it. Like 
the starry night background, progressive image loading on Medium.com or 
the furniture in a dining room, microinteractions are parts which make up 
the whole of experience.

Methods & Examples

(There) is another way to change the world: by making seemingly  
inconsequential moments into instances of pleasure. (Saffer, preface)

This part to whole and bottom-up mode of practice has come to define both 
my own work and also the structure of my classrooms. Over six years of 
teaching interactive media, I have noticed a consistent lack of ‘snappiness’ 
to the work of my students. They make beautiful things, but they often fail 
to execute the fine-grain details that make an interactive experience truly 
delightful. Why does this happen? Because of the issues outlined previously, 
from day one of design school we train them to think about changing the 
world. They are led to believe you change the world through big moves, not 
baby steps. They think big yet that big thinking leaves little time to refine 
the easing, pacing, haptic feedback, and other elements that stick in a users 
memory far longer than the initial design move. 

Expectations are key to designing from the bottom up and they become 
useful tools for creating rich interactive experiences. In the infancy of the 
WWW, there were no expectations. Everything was new so everything  
was exciting. Yet as we continue down the path of curated and developed  
portals of content on the web,(Lialina) the true design potential is  
in defying and manipulating the deep-seated expectations we have for  
microinteractions. Users have been trained to know what a blue underlined 
text entails (Link) or how scrolling on a trackpad will move you down  
a page. The expectation of these behaviors is what makes them ripe  
for manipulation. This has become the foundation of how I approach  
teaching for these mediums and a foundation primed for expansion in 

Figure 4 (top): The Water’s Fine, Grayson Cox, 2012  
Figure 5 (bottom left): Medium Progressive Loading, Blur  
Figure 6 (bottom right): Google Images Progressive Loading 
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The first project in this class was called ‘Bookmarklet.’ Students were taught 
how to make bookmarklets, small chunks of code which live in the book-
mark bar of a browser and execute on a current website when activated. 
These bookmarklets are the epitome of a microinteraction, a single program 
which executes a singular task. The beauty is they can execute that task on 
anything they were applied to, any website someone might happen to be 
on. Bookmarkelets—and browser extensions—have been developed with 
the idea of augmenting a user’s browsing experience, enhancing it in one 
way or another. In this course, students were attempting to exploit patterns 
apparent on many, if not all, websites and create unexpected formal and 
visual experiences. These projects show how the design process of creating 
extensions is simultaneously about writing code that is specific to particu-
lar situations but also nimble enough to be applied anywhere. While it may 
not affect every site the same way, it inevitably effects any space it enters 
(Figures 7–9).

Nesting and Looping  
During my residency at CCA I was developing a body of work titled Nesting 
Dolls which explored the structural potential of digitally nesting items 
inside of themselves. The second project from this course was built off that 
scaffolding. The concept was to take an existing website or digital artifact 
and nest it inside of itself repeatedly to create a new form or experience. 
The scale that students chose to work on varied from elements that 
were nested to make new forms (Figure 10) to full websites that served 
an initial purpose only to be repurposed into a more playful and multi-
sensory experience (Figure 11). Like the bookmarklet project, Nesting Dolls 
encouraged students to be nimble and creative in how modules interacted 
with one another. The design process is thus about choreographing these 
unexpected relationships and encouraging unexpected part-to-whole 
relationships.

Context vs Content 
These examples present how context in this sense is far more valuable than 
the content which they present. By exploring and manipulating the familiar 
of the microinteractions, designers are able to carve out new spaces in 
those formerly monotonous and default web standards. In the case of 
the bookmarklet, exploiting tools which affect everyday spaces we are 
accustomed to, allow for an opportunity to lift the cover off of the original 

future design pedagogies. There are several key methods that define this 
practice; Remixing Existing Experiences, Nesting and Looping, and Context 
over Content.

Remixing > Creating  
While traditional notions of writing are primarily focused on  
“originality” and “creativity,” the digital environments fosters new skill 
sets that include “manipulation” and “management” of the heaps of 
already existent and ever-increasing language. (Goldsmith, chapter 1)

American Poet Kenneth Goldsmith is a key example and resource for  
creative practice in the Internet age. In his book Uncreative Writing, he 
outlines how the experience with information is no longer about the content 
we consume/create, but the context within which it is consumed/created. 

“Faced with an unprecedented amount of available text, the problem is not 
needing to write more of it; instead, we must learn to negotiate the vast 
quantity that exists. How I make my way through this thicket of informa-
tion—how I manage it, how I parse it, how I organize and distribute it—is 
what distinguishes my writing from yours”(Goldsmith, introduction). This 
scenario directly applies to graphic design and particularly web or interface 
design. There is an infinite amount of tools, resources, programs, and code 
available in an open-source environment. In this sense, writing code and  
designing websites should be less about creating new things or writing 
them from scratch. It should be about swiftly and elegantly manipulating 
that which already exists into new contexts and environments. 

As the 2017 Designer in Residence at California College of the Arts, I sought 
to test this idea out. Could I design a class in which no one made anything 
new or original? Would there be buy-in? Would there be interesting work? 
The course, titled Alternative Applications asked, “There are currently over 
1 billion websites on the Internet. Do we really need to make more?” The 
syllabus encouraged students to, “make things that mess with other  
people’s work. They may be things that make other people’s work better. 
They may be things that destroy others work but it is important that the 
work we make is not a singular entity, it will be applied to multiple sources.” 
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Figure 7 (left): Discotime, Tom Lim, 2017 (Video)  
Figure 8 (right): Dog Bless America, Julie Tran, 2017 (Video)
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Figure 9: Fields, Lucy Sullivan, 2017 (Video) Figure 10: T Garden, Tom Lim, 2017 (Video) 

Figure 11: Palettes, Daiming Zhang, 2017 (Video)
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Figure 13: Flicker, Nick Rogers, 2018 (Video)Figure 12: Oil Spill, Lucas Drummond, 2018 (Video)

Figure 15: Cosmic Sans, Maggie Chuang, 2018 (Video) Figure 14: Metamorph, Katie Bumatay, 2018 (Video)
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source and investigate it in new ways. The repetitious act of nesting familiar 
or common elements together creates a mirror to reflect on that original 
experience as familiar. Now, in an unfamiliar state, the user can explore 
what it meant to experience the source in the first place. In both of these 
examples, the more familiar, ubiquitous, and often overlooked, the more 
powerful the alternative microinteraction can be for establishing a new and 
memorable experience. “The act of writing is literally moving language from 
one place to another, boldly proclaiming that context is the new content” 
(Goldsmith, introduction). By using patchwork techniques Goldsmith 
mentions to recontextualize, aggregate, and distort the familiar, designers 
can create new experiences which stand on the shoulders of those deep-
seated and subconscious experiences with interfaces.

At MODE17, I presented a series of works from a course at Washington 
University in St. Louis which used action-based design prompts to encour-
age alternative experiences in the browser. In this course, students were 
not provided content but an action that they were to develop an experi-
ence around through versioning, experimenting, and testing. The idea was 
to dive deep into something simple and make it robust and atypical. The 
prompts included Clicking, Scrolling, Re-sizing the window, etc. In 2018, I 
redeveloped this course to focus on the concept of the microinteraction 
and expanded the depth at which students explored a bottom up process 
for making. In opposition to the previous version, this course did include 
some content. For the ‘Click’ project, each student was to design a typeface 
using only HTML, CSS, and javascript (optional), an assignment from the 
Interaction II curriculum at CCA. The typeface needed to be a system that 
could be manipulated into all 26 characters and 10 numeric digits. It also 
had to have a static and active state that would change based on a mouse 
interaction. The design of the typeface was both a refresher in building in 
code but also a foundation to build their microinteractions. The results of 
this process (Figures 12–15) exemplified the notion of simple and elegant 
components with robust and unexpected collective results. Each element 
could be individualized (for its subsequent letter) but it maintained the 
structural consistency of the same component. Through individualization 
the letterforms gave way to potentially unexpected dynamic results as the 
rules were programed into the component and not the individual letter. This 
release of control allowed for multitudes of rich experimentation as letters 
interacted with and around one another.

Conclusion

To conclude, this pedagogy of inverting the design process from the  
assumption that it is reliant on the ‘big idea’ or that design needs to change 
massive scale problems to be successful, is critical to establishing a  
productive environment for the classroom. Increasingly, students enter 
into a world of seeing, experiencing, and referencing. The model of creative 
genius rarely applies in this space. A re-contextualizing of the role that 
design plays in a larger society and in the creation of experiences is key. An 
emphasis on craft and care of artifacts which can be assembled, distribut-
ed, and manipulated to create spaces for experience is a far richer space 
for training students than its top-down counterpart. This model encourages 
deeper understanding of the fine grain components and details as well as 
provides students the skills to create works with the ‘snap’ and tangible  
accuracy that we expect of refined and polished works. It also asks design-
ers to consider more than just the form they create to package components 
but the relationship between the components themselves. I believe that 
simple forms with complex spaces, relationships, and experiences are key 
to defining the way forward in user experience design. Microinteractions 
and their proposed bottom-up design method are a rich opportunity  
for experimentation and manipulation for students learning to design  
for interfaces.  
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Strategy in Motion: Applying 
a Business Framework to 
Curriculum Development 
 
Steve Harper

“Strategy is Choice. More specifically, strategy is an integrated set of 
choices that uniquely positions the firm in its industry so as to create 
sustainable advantage and superior value relative to the competition.” 
(Lafley, 3). 

Introduction

As designers, we engage in many fields, disciplines, and areas of knowledge 
as we synthesize ideas into coherent, compelling, digestible visual state-
ments. We may not fully understand the entirety of a topic, but we dutifully 
endeavor to understand what we can and distill its essence into what’s 
most important to communicate to our viewers. As educators, we  
also make choices and create distinctions in the classroom as we distill  
important information and ideas into coherent, compelling, digestible  
lessons. We can devise an education curriculum based on our personal  
and professional assessments of the value or virtue of concepts, skills,  
and experiences to our students. However, our design training begs us to 
look outside ourselves, ask questions, understand our audience, and root 
our design in our objectives. 

When I left my full-time position as a motion design creative director in 
New York and entered academics, I brought a deep-rooted pragmatism  
cultivated by years of professional practice in a creative, competitive  
marketplace. In that world, investments of time, energy, and resources are 
to be evaluated by ROI. Offerings or services are determined by what we 

can do best relative to our competition. To be successful in a marketplace 
is to internalize a dynamic relationship between customers, products, and 
competition, and deliver compelling, innovative, strategic creative. When 
I had the opportunity to revise our department’s 2D Animation concentra-
tion, I looked to a strategic framework that would help connect our product 
to our customer relative to our competition. I also used my experience as 
an educator and designer to research, make distinctions, and evaluate our 
approach relative to its impact to and fulfillment of our objectives.  

Playing to Win (PTW) is a strategic planning framework, developed at P&G 
and widely adopted in the for-profit sector, that boils strategy down to its 
essence (Lafley, 3). The strategy focuses an organization, competing for 
customers in a competitive marketplace, on a few important questions: 1) 
What is your “playing field,” i.e., what category do you compete in, with 
what offer, and in what geography?; 2) Who is your most important “cus-
tomer” and what are their needs?; and 3) How will you win with this  
customer in a way that is unique and sustainable for you? PTW’s frame-
work is responsive and dynamic, as the answers to questions are dependent 
on each other. If you create a new offering, then you must assess the  
viability of that offering relative to your competition, understand the  
customer for that offering, and deliver that offering in a distinct, compelling, 
and authentic way that appeals to your customer.

Dynamism is obviously beneficial in business where offerings and opera-
tions need to adjust to changing market conditions and customer needs  
or motivations. In academics, especially in a large public university, curricu-
lum changes can take time; one must justify new courses, course revisions,  
and plans of study while navigating the myriad requirements of various  
committees and approval processes. Curriculum in academics can  
sometimes spark internal and external territorial disputes as we divine the 
boundaries and intersections of academic disciplines. An established  
curriculum can take on an immutable quality, as if the years of doing a thing 
the same way is itself evidence of its effectiveness and any new proposals 
are evaluated as a deviation from the current state (Samuelson, 8). Because 
there are many obstacles to making substantial change, we may settle 
on minor curriculum adjustments or only occasionally offer a new course, 
instead of confronting the fundamental objectives that drive a program’s 
purpose.      
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Yet, these are uncertain times for our students and our institutions. Today’s 
students have choices and academic programs need to be responsive and 
consider themselves as competitors in an educational market (Ladd, 7). 
The PTW framework provides a way of navigating and continually defining a 
strategy that will remain relevant as our students’ needs and opportunities 
evolve in the regions that we serve. And most importantly, the framework 
focuses an organization on an aspiration to “win” rather than simply  

“participate” in a field. Lafley writes:

When a company sets out to participate, rather than win, it will  
inevitably fail to make the tough choices and the significant  
investments that would make winning a remote possibility.  
A too-modest aspiration is far more dangerous than a too-lofty  
one. Too many companies eventually die a death of modest  
aspirations. (36)

Over the past year, The University of Connecticut School of Fine Arts  
participated in a NASAD accreditation review. This process provided the 
necessary fuel to ignite the engine of self-reflection about our program  
and offerings. I used this moment to introduce PTW as a guide for the 
development of a new concentration strategy, which resulted in a revised 
curriculum and engagement plan for our students. This process reinvigorat-
ed our curriculum in a way that we believe will position our students  
for lasting success. 

This paper will describe how a for-profit strategy framework focused on 
competition and category, “customers,” and “unique advantage” applies 
to the study of design and animation in a university that recruits students 
and provides them with the skills they need to succeed in the local industry. 
This paper will detail the methodologies one can use to understand the cat-
egories in which a university program exists in terms of student needs and 
their employer’s expectations. In this context, this paper will frame the task 
of curriculum and program development as meeting our students’ needs, 
in a way we are uniquely poised to do, in our region.

Thus, the paper will address three fundamental questions:

1. What is our playing field?  
2. Who is our most important customer? 
3. How can we win in way that is unique to us?

To address the first question, “What is our playing field?”, we will research 
regional employment opportunities, positions, and skills. Similarly, we will 
survey academic programs in our geographic area (our competition) to  
establish their program offerings. Once we have defined the terms used  
in the employment and university environments, we will compare these 
results to the language used by our department to describe our program  
and class offerings. We will assess how our concentration and courses  
are either aligned or misaligned with the employment market and our  
competitive field.    

To address the second question, “Who is our most important customer?”, 
we eschew some much-debated topics in academics: are our students 

“customers” or are they our “products” for society at large, including indus-
try (Mark, 492). For the purpose of this paper, we will assume the student 
is a customer, as they have a motivation to engage with the university, have 
alternatives from which to choose from, and pay in exchange for a service.

In this framework where students are customers in a marketplace, our 
curriculum and programs are designed to not only satisfy their needs but do 
so in a way that is specific to our University. Thus, the answer to the final 
question, “How can we win in a way that is unique to us?”, will be different 
for every university program as the answer to this question is derived from 
the needs of the students you serve, the opportunities available for your 
student’s success, and the value that you can deliver. We will share how our 
concentration has changed its offerings to best connect local opportunities 
to our students in order to better position them, and ourselves, for lasting 
success. 
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What is our playing field?

“Where to play is about understanding the possible playing fields and 
choosing between them. It is about selecting regions, customers,  
products, channels, and stages of production that fit well together—
that are mutually reinforcing and that marry well with real consumer 
need.” (Lafley, 72)

Defining our category: Clarity amidst fragmentation 
In Playing to Win, understanding and choosing the category in which you 
operate and compete is critical to developing strategy. A degree, program, 
or concentration name communicates an offering and defines a discipline 
or category. For a student, a concentration name signals a future and 
a promise we, as educators, make to them. Misalignment between a 
concentration name, its curriculum, and opportunities after graduation 
could mean that our students experience unmet expectations or have 
little relevance in the marketplace. In the following section, I will review 
concentration related nomenclature in job postings, labor designations, and 
literature to assess the most current terms related to our category and their 
relevance in job markets and academic disciplines. 

Our concentration in the Digital Media & Design department was called 
“2D Animation and Motion Graphics.” To test the relevance of this name,  
I searched Indeed for employment opportunities within a 50-mile radius 
of Stamford, CT. I chose this distance for two reasons: 1) alumni records 
indicate almost 90% of our graduates stay in Connecticut after gradua-
tion; and 2) a 50-mile radius around Stamford includes many cities along 
the commuter corridor connecting Norwalk, Bridgeport, and New Haven 
in Connecticut, as well as the New York metropolitan area, including 
Westchester, Long Island, and Northern New Jersey. The search terms “2D 
Animation” and “2D Animator” yielded only 1 job result. I then searched 
the term “Motion Graphics” and although the search yielded 26 results, it 
also revealed an interesting problem: a fragmentation in motion related job 
titles. To better understand the most relevant terms to use in my searches,  
I looked to both recent literature on the field and official professional  
designations.  
 
 

In 2018’s Theory and Practice of Motion Design, Clarisa E. Carubin documents 
the shifts related to the category title of “motion graphics” and “motion  
design” through a literature review and concludes that “motion design”  
is the more relevant term (27). In 2016’s Design for Motion, Austin Shaw  
introduces “motion design” as containing elements of time-based “motion 
media,” including “animation, film, and sound,” and its static counterpart 

“graphic media,” which includes “graphic design, illustration, photography, 
and painting” (Shaw, 1). Justin Cone’s article “6 challenges facing motion 
design education” from 2015 notes that while the term “motion graphics 
seems to be giving way to motion design, the field is still painfully difficult 
to define” (Cone). In this article Cone similarly acknowledges that motion 
design is a combination of “graphic design, filmmaking, and animation” but 
places more importance on the practice of design as a fundamental skill. 
Although these texts all seemingly favor “motion design” as the proper 
term for naming this multidisciplinary enterprise, in industry and official 
labor designations there doesn’t seem to be as much clarity.

The closest categories for motion designers listed in the U.S. Department 
of Labor’s Occupational Outlook Handbook (OOH) are either “Graphic 
Designers” or “Multimedia Artists and Animators.” The definition states 

“Graphic designers create visual concepts, using computer software or by 
hand, to communicate ideas that inspire, inform, and captivate consumers. 
They develop the overall layout and production design for various applica-
tions such as advertisements, brochures, magazines, and corporate reports.” 
On the other hand, the definition for Multimedia Artists and Animators 
states that they “create animation and visual effects for television, movies, 
video games, and other forms of media.” A motion designer could see  
parts of themselves in either definition, but neither defines or uses the term  

“motion designer” or designates what to call the person who creates  
“motion graphics.”  

The occupational taxonomy tool ONet, sponsored by the U.S. Department 
of Labor/Employment and Training Administration (USDOL/ETA), uses the 
same classifications as the OOH, and states that a Graphic Designer can be 
a(n) “Artist, Creative Director, Creative Manager, Design Director, Designer, 
Graphic Artist, Graphic Designer, Online Producer, Production Artist, 
Publications Designer.” The site suggests that a Multimedia Artist and 
Animator could be a “3D Animator, 3D Artist, Animation Director, Animator, 
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Art Director, Artist, Creative Director, Graphic Artist, Graphic Designer, 
Illustrator.” There is some overlap between the two designations, but again, 
a noticeable and obvious omission of “motion designer” and “motion  
graphics” from the lists. 

In the annual IBISWorld Industry Reports, a motion designer may find  
work in a variety of industries such as Graphic Design (“Digital media,  
especially motion and interactive design, has accounted for a larger share 
of industry revenue.”, 9), Video Postproduction Services (“Creating and 
inserting graphics, animation or special effects.”, 2), Advertising Agencies 
(13), Television Production (29) and Web Design Services (9). Although  
the terms “animated graphics,” “motion,” and “design” are mentioned 
throughout each of these industry reports, the actual words “motion design” 
or “motion graphics” do not occur. 

Searching for “motion designer,” “motion graphics designer,” “motion 
graphic designer,” “motion graphic artist,” and other related terms on 
Indeed in a 50-mile radius of Stamford, CT, confirms a lack of consensus 
related to “motion” job titles in the local job market (Figure 1). When the 
search is repeated to include all Motionographer job postings from the  

Fall of 2018 in a 50-mile radius of Stamford and the internet archive’s  
capture of all Motionographer job postings from 2014–2018, an identifi-
able trend emerges (Figures 2 & 3). Though the language used to describe 

“motion” related job titles is fragmented, there appears to be consensus 
around the importance of the word “design,” followed by “motion,” and then 

“graphic” (Figures 4–6). And importantly for our concentration, specifying 
“2D” in the position title yielded the least results in all searches. 

Based on a review of local employment opportunities, the current concen-
tration name, “2D Animation and Motion Graphics” is problematic. It leads 
with the term “2D,” which appears the least often in job titles, and does not 
include the term “design,” which appears the most. “Motion Design” would 
be a better concentration and category name than “Motion Graphics”  
because: 1) it uses the most relevant industry keywords; 2) clearly reflects 
the skills that industry most needs; and 3) aligns with the most current  
literature on the field (Carubin, 27, Cone, and Shaw, 1). 
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Figures 1–3
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If “Motion Design” defines our category, what skills do students need to  
be competitive? A review of collected job descriptions reveals the most 
relevant terms and skills repeated in the job postings (Figures 7–9).

Motion designers require skills in design, animation, and video. They need 
to be creative, skilled, and able to work in teams on projects. They need 
to be well versed in Photoshop, Illustrator, After Effects, and Premiere. 3D 
experience, especially Cinema 4D, is beneficial. This very clear baseline 
of skills gives us a new benchmark to evaluate and craft our concentration 
courses. 

The Geographic Opportunity: local and regional employment 
Stamford, CT is the current home of media and entertainment companies 
NBC Sports, NBC Universal, WWE, and soon to be ITV America (Schott). 
WWE is also relocating their headquarters to a new location less than mile 
from our Stamford campus (Schott).  Fairfield county is home to Blue Sky 
Studios, Priceline, Gartner, and many other well-known companies. Our 
campus is conveniently located not far from the commuter rail system and 
New York City. Over the years, our students have both interned and found 
employment at entertainment, marketing, and technology companies 
in Stamford, Norwalk, Fairfield County, and New York. Local job listings 
reinforce that there are many opportunities for designers with skills in 
animation and video, in the surrounding area.  
 
 

The IBIS Industry reports corroborates that the industries for Design, 
Advertising, and Entertainment are prominent in the New York region and 
their outlook for the coming year is promising. The U.S. Labor department 
similarly suggests that the need for Multimedia Artists and Animators is 
expected to grow slightly ahead of the economy until 2026 (Occupational 
Outlook Handbook, Multimedia Artists and Animators). Although these 
reports neglect to effectively name either the category as “Motion Design” 
or the position title as “Motion Designer,” these reports point to industry 
health and need in the industry and region.  

The Competitive Landscape: open opportunity and crowded fields 
Searching university programs within a 50-mile radius of Stamford reveals 
several motion related courses, mostly using the term “Motion Graphics,” 
while only a handful of course titles explicitly pair the terms “Motion” 
and “Design.” The motion graphics courses offered at these academic 
institutions are in degree programs such as Graphic Design, Computer Art, 
New Media, TV/Film, or Animation. The school offering the most courses 
in “Motion Graphics” is the School of Visual Arts in New York. However, 
at this school and the others, there appears to be no concentrations or 
majors explicitly devoted to “Motion Design” (Figure 10). Given the need 
of local industries, and the lack of offerings in “Motion Design” from other 
educational suppliers, UConn Stamford has a clear opportunity to offer a 
Motion Design concentration.
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Figures 4–6
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Focusing on our opportunity to “win” by providing our students with skills 
valued in the job market, also means we must choose to not “play” in areas 
better served by our competition. After all, “strategy is choice.” One such 
area for our Stamford campus is 3D Animation. There is a lot of interest 
in 3D Animation from current and potential students, driven by popular 
entertainment and video games. Our campus is down the road from a 
major animation studio and over the years, we have fostered a relationship 
with their artists and animators as adjuncts and guest speakers. Major 
animation and visual effects studios can attract talent from all over the 
world (Gurevitch, 195). It would take significant investments from the 
university in the form of faculty and facilities to make students competitive 
in that arena. Currently, other schools in the region are already established 
as providing an excellent education in 3D Animation. While we could 

“participate” in the 3D category, we wouldn’t “win” anytime soon, especially 
considering the low number of opportunities for our students relative to the 
competition (Figures 1–3). 

Motion Design, however, offers our students many more, obtainable  
opportunities while enrolled and after graduation. A revamped Motion 
Design concentration in our geographic location provides us a unique  
and sustainable advantage to achieve our aspiration: to prepare our  
students for opportunities in our region the best we possibly can.

Who is our most important “customer”?

Digital Media & Design (DMD) at UConn Stamford is one of the largest 
undergraduate four-year degree programs at our campus with over 100 
majors. Roughly a third of those are currently in the 2D and 3D Animation 
concentrations. Our other two majors are Digital Media Business Strategies 
and Web Design/Interactive Media. Our students often take electives in 
each of these areas. Next year, we will also offer a new Film and Video con-
centration. Positioning a Motion Design concentration in relation to these 
other three areas creates some more natural synergies than our current 
emphasis on just animation. With a concentration name change from “2D 
Animation” to “Motion Design,” we must recognize that our students’  
perception of themselves, or their future aspirational selves, switches from 
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‘animators who occasionally design’ to ‘designers who animate’. In order  
to effectuate this change, we need to really understand our student’s  
demographics, motivations, and needs. 

Most of our students come from the urban communities along the Metro 
North and I-95 corridor along the Southern Connecticut shore. Our campus 
is urban, situated in the city of Stamford’s ‘Innovation District’. Our  
students are diverse, more than 50% are Black or African American, 
Hispanic or Latino, Asian or Asian American, or Other. Our students reside 
in the surrounding urban areas, commuting to campus or living in our new 
university residential housing. Alumni records indicate that almost 90%  
of former Digital Media & Design students live and work in Connecticut or 
live in the state and commute to the New York area for employment after 
graduation. Our recent graduate records suggest that our current students 
are not likely to move across the country, to Los Angeles for instance, or 
around the world, to international animation industry hotbeds. 

Understanding a student’s motivation to engage with our program is  
essential to our strategy development. It is important to understand your 
customer “beyond the quantitative survey, through deeper, more personal 
forms of research” (Lafley, 170). In marketing, motivation-based assess-
ments are used to develop customer segments, which “allows for the more 
efficient targeting of marketing activities and thus provides a greater return 
on effort” (Goodrich, 4). Customer segments defined by motivations can 
guide the development of curricula and student programming, and we do 
this in order to position our offerings as satisfying their needs. Although 
there are many academic studies in the areas of student motivations in 
academic performance, the most extensive attempt to create student 
motivation-based segments using a customer segmentation model was a 
proprietary study conducted by the Parthenon Group in 2014. Their study’s 
goal was to disrupt the binary descriptors of “traditional” and “non-tra-
ditional” student that was pervasive in academic marketing and make 
universities more responsive to student needs (Ladd, 2). Their survey of 
3200 American college students resulted in the creation of six different 
student segments: Aspiring Academics, Coming of Age, Career Starter, 
Career Accelerator, Industry Switcher, and the Academic Wanderer. With 
a differentiated understanding of their students, universities can craft 

messages, programs, and experiences that appeal to each segment’s 
unique motivations.    

We hypothesized student segments based on the PTW standard of  
observation (Lafley, 170). As professors and advisors, through our many 
conversations with students and colleagues, we have information about  
the students we serve. From that informed perspective, the following  
hypothesized working segments have been created: 

Striving Practitioners

These high performing students may have had ambitions to attend a private 
college or art school but have decided the Stamford campus would meet 
their needs. These students are very focused in academic studies and highly 
motivated to perform well. These internally driven students typically out-
perform others in class projects, making them a target for both adulation 
and criticism. They independently seek research opportunities, club, and 
extracurricular activities. Some may secure internships and/or jobs in their 
field before graduation. 

Pragmatic Practitioners

These students chose our Stamford campus to be closer to work opportu-
nities. Some may have chosen our campus to live at or near home or save 
money on tuition. These students gravitate to our department because 
they are looking for a creative career with job security. Many are interested 
in internships but may hold off on exploring opportunities in their field of 
interest due to current employment commitments. A large portion of these 
students are working while going to school. Because they are so career 
focused, they have little tolerance for wasted time in and outside of class. 
Some of these students only do what is necessary in classes to achieve their 
intended result. 

Art or Film Refugees

As the name suggests, these students made our department their home  
because our creative offerings are close to their own specific creative  
interests in either art or film. Many of them have an aptitude in a core 
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creative skill, such as drawing, photography, or video. These students are 
quick to make connections between their specific interests and course  
content. They may prefer solo projects where they can control the outcome 
of a project to their own creative standards. These students often don’t 
seek internships.

Creative Nomads

Like the refugees, these students came to our department to be in a cre-
ative program. However, these students have multiple interests and crave 
varied experiences. Some may pursue new niche subjects, tools, or other  
interests to distinguish themselves. They might be provocateurs in class 
discussions and viewed by some as nonconformists. They may favor  
ambiguity in projects, and where openness isn’t available, find clever work-
arounds. Some are easily bored, disillusioned, or distracted by un-engaging 
content. Many of these students are not grade or career motivated.

At a high level, Motion Design has the potential to appeal to each of these 
student segments. The industry demand of Motion Design could easily 
appeal to the Practitioners. That Motion Design encompasses film, anima-
tion, and design could appeal to our Refugees. And the variety and hybrid 
quality of the form could satisfy our Nomads. With the knowledge of the 
industry need and insights into our student motivations, we can now craft 
courses, curriculum and experiences that will appeal to each segment, and 
thus increase the value of our program to our students and maximize their 
engagement.

Our hypothesized segmentation has proven helpful in developing our strat-
egy. It has provided our department with a common language and set of 
assumptions that we can test over time. We believe there’s more work  
to be done in this area. Our student population and campus are changing  
rapidly. With those changes, new needs, behaviors, motivations, and  
segments may emerge. We would like to conduct quantitative and qualita-
tive surveys during recruitment, the foundation year, the concentration,  
and after graduation to refine our segmentation and gain more insight. 

How can we “win” in way that is unique to us?

We have defined our playing field: our category is Motion Design, our  
region is ripe with employment opportunities, and no university in our area 
is currently offering a devoted Motion Design concentration. We have  
also defined our students’ underlying creative and professional motivations  
to enroll and succeed in our program.

Our objective was to craft curriculum that would appeal to our student’s 
motivations and capitalize on opportunities in our employment market. We 
made several significant shifts in creating a Motion Design concentration: 

1. Increased design in the foundation courses and concentration   
 courses 
2. Increased required concentration credits from 21 to 33  
 (7 courses to 11) 
3. Designated four courses as our new required Motion Core, while  
 diversifying electives so that students can customize their journey  
 in the concentration 
4. Converted the concentration to a BFA only degree, emphasizing its  
 research, creative, and professional focus

The previous curriculum 
Our previous curriculum put more emphasis on animation rather than 
design. First semester freshman students were mandated to take a 
class called Animation Lab, where they learned the classic “principles 
of animation” through technique focused projects. The follow up to 
Animation Lab was Introduction to Motion Graphics, which previously put 
more emphasis on technical processes rather than a creative or design 
process. Our only devoted design class wasn’t scheduled to be taken until 
Junior year. Meanwhile, our 2D Animation students were siloed into a 
category that by definition seemed to preclude exploring 3D. There was no 
logical place to put a 3D motion graphics course in the 2D concentration 
sequence. There was an increasing internal and external expectation that 
students would learn a program called Toon Boom, without ever asking 
why. And while the previous sequence emphasized video and storytelling 
as important complementary skills, it didn’t address their relationship to 
design (Figure 11).  
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Shift to Motion Design: New Courses, Skills, Opportunities 
We created two new freshman experience courses focused on design: 
Design Lab I and Design Lab II. Design Lab I emphasizes different 
approaches to pixel-based image making and their expressive, 
communicative potential through form, content, context, and interpretation. 
Design Lab II focuses on vector design with an emphasis on observation, 
interpretation, symbols, and symbolic languages including typography, 
color, and form. In addition, we created two new companion foundation 
courses: 1) Foundations I: Problem Solving; and 2) Foundations II: 
Storytelling. First semester’s Design Lab I introduces many ideas that are 
the basis for storytelling in the second semester’s Foundation II, as students 
explore the communicative power of images in sequential forms, video, 
motion, and interactive contexts.  Similarly, the problem-solving concepts 
introduced in the first semester of Foundation I are reinforced in Design Lab 
II. In Foundations I, teams of students identify a real-world problem that 
could be addressed through observation, research, clarification, teamwork, 
design, testing, reception, assessment, and evaluation. Design Lab II then 
applies similar techniques and processes such as observation, research, 
mind maps, experimentation, iteration, and collaboration in the context of 
communicating ideas with symbols and visual forms. All four foundation 
courses will now be offered annually to all our incoming majors. 

In the sophomore year, students begin their journey into the new Motion 
Design concentration with Motion I, a course that stresses creative process, 
ideation, visual research, and design as the necessary preliminary steps to 
animation. The course will no longer be a weekly breakdown of technical 
processes, but rather project-based work prompted by concepts and prob-
lems that can be addressed through time-based design, individually and 
in teams. Students will take Motion I concurrently with Moving Image and 
Sequence, a course that explores the language of film, video, and cinema, 
including lighting, framing, editing, directing, and sound.  Second semester 
sophomores will take 3D Motion I, and Motion II concurrently. 3D Motion 
I explores the construction of 3D forms and an understanding of 3D space 
drawing upon both design and film concepts introduced in the earlier two 
courses. Motion II then completes our concentration’s Motion Core expe-
rience. Motion II emphasizes motion design concepts with respect to con-
tent and context, i.e. designing for information visualization or for various 
screens that are used or experienced in different scales and environments. 

After the required Motion Core year, students can choose advanced, spe-
cialized, and interdisciplinary courses such as Scientific Visualization, Title 
Design, Visual Effects, Branding, Social Media, or Interactive Storytelling for 
their junior and senior years (Figure 12).

Our new BFA only concentration will require our students to complete a 
capstone senior project, 12 credits of design/media/art history or theory,  
6 credits of studio art such as Drawing or Photography, and a section of  
our experiential learning course for seniors called Agency. In Agency,  
we partner student led teams with local area startups and nonprofits to  
assist in their marketing, communications, branding, or social media efforts. 
Students in this course work directly with the local area clients to under-
stand their objectives, audiences, and problems and develop solutions that 
can deliver a real impact. Students from all our concentrations come  
together to apply their diverse talents and knowledge to an ill-defined  
problem or a new opportunity identified by the team and the client. In this 
way, Agency is less of a production course and more of an environment  
to implement a student led creative strategy and see how their ideas,  
products, and efforts manifest in the world beyond theory or practice. 

We’re cultivating experiences and programs that tap into our student  
motivations. For Creative Nomads, we created opportunities to delve into 
projection mapping as motion design installations for campus events using 
midi controllers, live keying, and interactivity. For Pragmatic Practitioners, 
we promote recruiting events in marketing, entertainment, media, and de-
sign. We partnered with the CT Department of Film, Television, and Digital 
Media on an initiative called Digital Media Connecticut to bring in profes-
sional artists and designers and speak about their creative processes and 
experiences. We also host a Digital Directions speaker series for presen-
tations from professionals in marketing, filmmaking, and visual effects. For 
our Film and Art Refugees, we conduct workshops and challenges in film 
production, drawing, and photography.

Additionally, we foster opportunities for our students to work directly  
with outside organizations such as Stamford Hospital on grant funded  
projects. We encourage our students to submit to university grant  
opportunities that fund independent student projects. We promote our 
students in competitions like the CT Art Directors Club Awards, the Telly 
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Awards, and the NASA film challenge. Our goal is to provide opportunities 
that foster like-minded communities interested in creative or professional 
development.

Conclusion 

Digital Media & Design in Stamford has revitalized its curriculum to be 
more focused on the needs and motivations of our customers and more 
relevant to industry employers by filling a significant vacuum in our com-
petitive landscape. By using Playing to Win, a for-profit framework for 
developing strategy, we no longer have to rely on best guesses and good 
intentions when we make decisions about curriculum and courses. We have 
informed assumptions about our students and verifiable information from 
our marketplace to guide our concentration. We can test our assumptions 
over time and continue to evolve our strategy to meet the changing needs 
of our students and region. 

Using Playing to Win as a methodology, strategy is developed from  
ingredients that are completely contextual. Strategy is the synthesis of  
an organization’s specific student population and their needs, economic 
and employment markets, and the university’s unique strengths and  
assets. This process is replicable and can be used by any department at  
any institution in their unique ecosystem.

As we have seen in the unaligned and inconsistent use of language in both 
industry and academics, Motion Design as a category has an awareness 
problem. Although the need for designers with creative skills in video and 
animation is recognized in industry, it will take a consistent and sustained 
effort to communicate to our current and future students about the bene-
fits of Motion Design as an area of study. But once students become aware 
of the interdisciplinary and hybrid nature of the form, it should have broad 
appeal. In a 2016 article entitled “The New Generation of Hybrid Creatives 
Is Here. Is your Agency Ready for Them?” the author Edward Boches  
reports that today’s students don’t want to be pinned down to one role or 
pigeonholed to one title. They identify themselves as writers and makers, 
strategists and creatives. A Motion Design BFA concentration is well posi-
tioned to satiate the diverse interests of young media focused creatives. 

The answers to the questions that we began with are not meant to be static. 
The conditions in which the program operates are as dynamic as the tech-
nology, industry, and market. As new industry needs, skills, and trends are 
identified, curriculum can evolve to address them. As student motivations 
change, new student segments are identified, or new methods of verifying 
our hypothesized segments are implemented, new or revised engagements 
will be added. And if our competitive landscape changes, we will have the 
tools and experience to make our program and students relevant. 

The responsiveness and responsibility this kind of thinking brings to an 
academic program makes us active players rather than passive participants 
in our field. Our students are entering a world that is a “VUCA environment: 
volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous” (Lafley, 211), but we also  
operate in that world. By engaging in a process that seeks to answer the 
most important strategic questions and rooting those strategic answers 
in a reasoned and researched approach, we are better positioned to add 
meaningful value to our program for our students. 
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Splitting the Kinetic Screen: 
Generative and Narrative 
Possibilities for Teaching 
 
Steven Hoskins 
Virginia Commonwealth University, USA 
 
Abstract: Split-screen is an experience and exploration of narrative underpinning 
a pedagogical approach to motion design. It is an access to content development 
where students massage, connect, and make meaning. It is aligned with the idea 
of (inter)play on several levels, foremost being the combinatory results of multi-
screen experiences in general, but also the potential to mine these combinations 
improvisationally.  
 
Splitting the kinetic experience into more than one simultaneously presented 
fragment involves narrative, structural and graphic levels. The structural level is 
approached categorically, emphasizing the coordination or disparity of time and 
place. The narrative level considers the internal logic of multiple narratives out of 
a constituency of fragments; opening explorative meaning through the process of 
combining. The graphic level works in tandem with structure and the emerging 
narrative to magnify comparisons or contrasts.  
 
Cited are historical examples primarily in film, television, and short-form video 
reviewing how multi-screen narratives have been used. Yet, this is not a survey, 
but diving into the way they work. Multi-screen narratives drive a kinetic 
sequence differently than a linear sequence of edits.  
 
A framework is used to outline a curricular approach, one which meshes with a 
new design curriculum recently developed in the Department of Graphic Design 
at Virginia Commonwealth University: a program that cultivates the agency 
of students through the competencies of collaboration, research, making, and 
cultural literacy. In this approach, the study of narrative is a synthesizing focus on 
how possibilities of making can creatively shape one’s working method and clarify 

intention. The objective is in discovering new meaning through split-screen as a 
method—not as an effect to apply—but to explore the way such kinetic form and 
meaning propel each other in the design process. 
 
Results of applying this to coursework in Spring 2019 as a case study are included. 
 
Keywords: Split-Screen, Teaching Narrative, Motion Design History, Motion 
Design Process, Motion Design Education, Teaching Case Study

Part I: Background.

Why Split-Screen? 
The cinematographic term split-screen is the combination of two or more 
shots or the scenes composed of shots filmed separately and presented in 
the same image window. That window might be a film frame, a projection 
or display screen, and so on. These separate shots and scenes are viewed 
simultaneously within that space.

The term “split-screen” is both appropriate and misleading. It is at once a 
well-known special effect; however, implementation can vary widely. The 
fact that its impact on the narrative deserves explanation means it is not as 
well-known as a storytelling device. 

Other terminology may be useful in clarifying the technical execution: 
multi-frame, mosaic-screen, multi-paneled, multi-dynamic image technique, 
sub-frames, and composite shot. None of these stands out in defining what 
implication separate screens, presented together, have for its own narra-
tive reading, nor motion. This includes larger narratives the technique may 
appear within.

“Appear within” is a necessary addition to the historical definition. It is rare 
for an entire experience to be presented in split-screen. In such cases, split-
ting the screen becomes an overt departure from normative single-screen 
narrative viewing—what director Peter Greenaway refers to as “the tyranny 
of the frame” (Willis 39).
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Yet, even inserted into longer narratives, split-screen can exist entirely 
within its own narrative, structural and graphic logic.

Jim Bizzocchi writes that split-screen can be examined on three levels: nar-
rative, structural, and graphic. The narrative level refers to the relationship 
of the split-screen to story parameters (plot, character, etc.). The structural 
level includes treatment of time and space as well as the relationship to the 
soundtrack. The graphic level he reserves for the variables of composition 
and form, the “layout” of split-screens, and treatment of motion within 
each and within the overall frame. (Bizzocchi). I use these levels in the 
coursework case study and refer to them in what follows.

I developed four categorizations of split-screen usage in Part I, and lever-
age them in the cade-study described in Part II. Additionally, for a general 
foundation, I focus on two terms related to the structural level of time and 
space: synchrony and location.

Synchrony and Location 
Throughout this paper, I use synchronous to refer to time, and location to 
refer to where the action being filmed is understood to occur. Synchronous 
time, asynchronous time, same location, and separate locations build four 
structural categories in various combinations.

Synchronous time refers to split-screen scenes understood as occurring 
in the same moment. This is often evident when parts of a split-screen 
are engaged in an active discourse with each other; where actions and/or 
audio are reciprocal. Conversational dialogue between split-screens is a 
common application because so many examples of split-screens involve 
this—telephone conversations in particular. To work successfully, the feed-
back between split-screens appears connected, and the back and forth of a 
conversation works well. 

However, non-verbal feedback between one or more split-screens can 
imply synchrony of time without conversation. Motions between them can 
do so as well. A leaf falling in one screen appears in another, or a hammer 
swinging in one screen is synchronous with smashing a glass in another.

In asynchronous time, split-screen imagery is not occurring in the exact 
same moment, but separated in varying in degrees: fractions of a second,  
to minutes, hours, days, weeks, years or more.

I use synchrony instead of simultaneity because the later (typically limited 
to comparing two actions and in typically different locations) is chronolog-
ical concurrence at exactly or approximately the same time. Synchronous 
means exactly the same time.

Location is the narrative place. It is where the camera captures a shot (or 
where the shots composed into a scene are understood to occur). This can 
vary from alternative camera placements within the same location—exem-
plified by changes of points of view, to the repeating of the same footage in 
multiple screens. The scene is unified through a background that is literally 
or closely seen as the same place. 

The question of the sameness of location is intrinsically relational among 
split-screens; it could generally be considered the same place when  
confined to a room or part of a landscape. If cameras (and their subjects) 
could easily turn to see and/or hear each other, they are the same location. 
Complete barriers between the camera positions (a wall, a door, a forest) 
suggest the locations are not the same (in such cases, they are separate 
from each other).

Action  
I mention this because of its usefulness in the later course work to 
reference what is actually filmed. This is about the subject being 
photographed and its velocity and direction of movement within the frame. 
This varies tremendously not only because the camera, itself, could be in 
motion; but because in 3-dimensional space movement is not confined to 
being parallel to the frame. 

These variables refer to the kinetic motion of a foregrounded subject, a 
background, and a camera. One might rigorously debate if an image of wa-
ter’s surface, a sky, a texture, or a close up of anything would be either the 
subject or the background, but the qualities of action are the same. Static 
means motionless, fixed, frozen. Motion means any degree of movement, 
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subtle to obvious. The degree is potent, however. An animated object may 
appear relatively static and motionless in the frame, but it is in motion 
nonetheless.

The following is a taxonomy of split-screen structure based on the degree 
of synchrony and asynchrony of time, and sameness and separateness of 
location. 

1. Asynchronous Time, Same Location 
In this first category, the location between two or more split-screens is the 
same. Time between these is displaced by as little as fractions of a second 
to much longer periods of time. Within this category, the split-screens can 
be the same or different camera angles. The scene is unified (and the  
location is understood to be the same) through elements in the background 
which are understood as the same place. 

A subset of this category is using the exact same footage—it is replicated. 
Shots are exactly repeated in their respective split-screens in a step-and-re-
peat manner (Figure 14). Asynchronous time separates this approach from 
step and repeat synchronization (see 3. Synchronous Time, Same Location, 
below). 

Even a slight displacement of time among these split-screens creates  
direction and imparts fluidity of motion. (Figure 1). Conversely, step-and-re-
peat synchronization of exactly the same footage dissolves the focus to an  
overall effect of movement, depending on the split arrangement and 
number. 

The narrative implications are varying degrees of time lapsing combined 
with physical changes within the same place. This can be used to compare 
both contrasting and similar actions within a narrative, as witnessed by 
changes in times of day, weeks, or longer while maintaining uniformity  
of a location and camera actions. This is exemplified in Joseph Kahn’s 
Always music video for Blink-182 (Figure 2). Kahn combines shots to repre-
sent multiple but similar narrative events occurring at different times in  
the same place.

Figure 1: Only a few film-frames of time displacement between columns of repeated  
footage in split-screens magnifies the form and direction of movement.  
Source: Hoskins, Steven. Flag Waving 1. 2008. Digital Video.

Figure 2: Shots represent multiple but similar narrative events occurring at different times 
in the same place. / Source: Kahn, Joseph, director. Blink-182: Always. Music Video, 2005.
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2. Synchronous Time, Separate Locations. 
This forms the most frequent use of split-screens in the history of cinema: 
the direct inference that events in different split-screens, in separate 
locations, are happening at the same moment. This is a close relation to the 
cross-cut editing technique that switches back and forth from one scene to 
another. It largely has one of two narrative purposes. 

The first purpose, and most widely used historically, is where actions  
between the split-screens are linked by cause and effect. The telephone 
conversation is a widely known example. The history of telephony in mod-
ern culture seems to have required this to mimic the true conversational 
aspect of such interactions while affirming the participants are in different 
locations and contexts. (Figures 3 and 4).

The second purpose is not cause and effect as much as presenting  
a rhetorical analogy or parallelism. This is a juxtaposition of events  
understood to occur chronologically together at the same moment. 

An interesting aspect of both Roger Avery’s The Rules of Attraction, and 
James W. Griffith’s Split-Screen: A Love Story is the use of graphic matching 
of action in shots—mirroring and even interacting with one another. The 
routine of getting out of one’s house and going to a university classroom 
building is shared by the two different people at the same time. (Figure 
5) Driving over a bridge at a river crossing in one split-screen is matched 
by the same position and direction over another bridge and another river. 
(Figure 6).

Figure 3: The party-line telephone conversation from Pillow Talk. / Source: Gordon, 
Michael, director. Pillow Talk. Universal International Pictures, 1959.

Figure 4 (left): The telephone conversation that circumvents censorship regarding an  
unmarried couple in bed from Indiscrete. / Source: Donen, Stanley, director. Indiscrete. 
Warner Bros., 1958. 
Figure 5 (right): Formal matching of action in split-screen shots mirror each other. 
Eventually, the simultaneous narrative action is brought into the same locations. / Source: 
Avary, Roger, director. The Rules of Attraction. Kingsgate Films, 2002

Figure 6: Formal matching of action in split-screen shots interact with each other. As in 
figure 5, the simultaneous narrative action is brought into the same locations. / Source: 
Griffiths, James W., director. Split-screen: A Love Story. Vimeo. Web. June 2011.
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Both of these examples use split-screen to eventually bring the narrative  
action into the same locations (thus evolving into 3. Synchronous Time, 
Same Location, below). Mike Figgis’ Timecode is almost entirely presented 
as four constant narratives occurring at exactly the same time in differ-
ent locations. (Figure 7). Occasionally two or more locations evolve into 3. 
Synchronous Time, Same Location (below); intersecting as different camera 
angles converge in the same place.

3. Synchronous Time, Same Location. 
This is another close relation to the cross-cut editing technique of switching 
back and forth, but in this case from one point of view to another in the 
same location. Such a moment is seen in Darren Aronofsky’s Requiem for  
a Dream where a couple lay in bed sharing conversation and intimate  
moments (Figure 8). Another example is seen in parts of the 1967 multi-
screen projection: In the Labyrinth. In one scene, a woman is filmed 
simultaneously from three points of view in front of her mirrored reflection 
(Figure 9). An earlier scene from Requiem challenges the definition of the 
same location by enforcing a separation between actors in a one-sided 
dialogue, with the closing and locking of a bedroom door. It effectively 
separates the two screens from each other, reinforcing the narrative conflict 
between the mother and son (Figure 10).

Because the shots interact with each other through both dialogue and a 
point of view, it is very much the same place. If the actions were narratively 
self-contained and unrelated, it would be tempting to see the closed door 
as separating different places. Much of Chris Nelson’s HBO Voyeur Project 
relies on this idea. Here six separate living spaces play out six different 
themed narratives in a single apartment building all occurring (and seen) at 
the same time. (Figure 11).

Another use in Requiem both follows and challenges this category. (Figure 
12). The growing and eventual transition of the mother succumbing to her 
drug addiction is grounded in split-screens occurring simultaneously from 
different points of view. This is sharply contrasted with a sudden surge of 
quickly paced cuts of abstracted imagery depicting the physical and mental 
drug-induced experiences. These are seen as simultaneous with the wom-
an’s delivery into her medicated state—what is concurrently happening in 
her mind.

Figure 7 (left): Four constant narratives occurring at exactly the same time in different loca-
tions. / Source: Figgis, Mike, director. Timecode. Screen Gems, Red Mullet Productions, 2000. 
 
Figure 8 (right): Split-screen from one point of view to another in the same location. 
Source: Aronofsky, Darren, director. Requiem for a Dream. Artisan Entertainment, 2000.

Figure 9 (left): A woman is filmed simultaneously from three points of view. / Source: Kroitor, 
Roman, Colin Low and Hugh O’Connor, directors. In the Labyrinth. National Film Board of 
Canada, 1967.  
Figure 10 (right): Enforcing a separation between actors in the same location with the 
closed bedroom door. / Source: Aronofsky, Darren, director. Requiem for a Dream. Artisan 
Entertainment, 2000.

Synchronous Time, Same Location form the bulk of Hans Canosa’s 
Conversations with Other Women. Split-screen is used from beginning to end 
of the original cut of the movie. Canosa overtly and regularly includes cuts 
within one or more split-screens involving flashbacks and flash forwards 
(which embodies 4. Asynchronous Time, Separate Locations, see below). 
However, these clearly are subservient to the principle narrative: contin-
ued dialogue in the present time function as voiceovers when these other 
scenes are cut in. (Figure 13).
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One variation within Synchronous Time, Same Location is worth noting: 
step-and-repeat synchronization. If it is repeated, frame to frame, from the 
same media source, it is an entirely different effect than even a slight time 
displacement noted previously. It is an effect similar to synchronized swim-
ming. (Figure 14).

4. Asynchronous Time, Separate Locations 
In this last category, the structural separation between split-screens 
fluctuates the most. The plausibility of the concurrence of action isn’t even 
a factor (and if it is, or even the belief it could be, then it is Synchronous 
Time, Separate Locations, noted above).

There are far fewer historic examples of both displaced time and location. 
Physical separation of time and location is integral to the 22 screens in the 
Charles and Ray Eames’ presentation for the IBM pavilion’s installation  
at the 1964 New York World’s Fair. This immersive experience fragments  
the narratives where there is only a voiceover to unify an otherwise hodge-
podge of related scenes unfolding. (Figure 15).

Figure 11 (top left): Six separate living spaces play out six different narratives in a single 
apartment building. Occasionally actors pass through from one apartment to another. / 
Source: Nelson, Chris, director. HBO Voyeur Project. HBO Independent Productions, 2007. 
 
Figure 12 (top right): A moment from the growing and eventual transition of the mother  
succumbing to her drug addiction. / Source: Aronofsky, Darren, director. Requiem for a Dream. 
Artisan Entertainment, 2000. 
 
Figure 13 (bottom left): Synchronous Time, Same Location in a movie that uses split-screens 
throughout.Source: Canosa, Hans, director. Conversations with Other Women. Gordonstreet 
Pictures / Prophecy Pictures Ltd., 2005. 
 
Figure 14 (bottom right): An early example of synchronized repeated split-screens. / Source: 
Jewison, Norman, director. The Thomas Crown Affair. The Mirisch Corporation, 1968. Figure 15 (left): Fragment narratives in a multi-screen installation.  / Source: Eames, Charles 

and Ray, directors. Installation of Think. Eames Office. 1964.

Figure 16 (right): Similarity of form and motion tie split-screens together. / Source: Courtès, 
Alex, director. Cassius Featuring Cat Power and Pharrell Williams: Go Up. DIVISION for Ed 
Banger Records, 2017.
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The possibility exists that the graphic levels in separate split-screens can 
work to tie such split-screens together without suggesting chronological 
simultaneity, but instead: similarity of form and motion. Director Alex 
Courtès uses this almost exclusively throughout the music video, Go Up. 
Careful placement two split-screens work in concordance with each other, 
often forming a completion of a singular shape. (Figure 16)

The Graphic Level of a split-screen arrangement 
Through number and placement, there is seemingly an infinite variety 
of possible arrangements of split-screens. Both make very important 
contributions to the narrative. As more fragments become part of the 
window of view—the complexity of story and action become exponentially 
more complicated. 

Two screens, side by side, are by far the most used split-screen. Horizontally 
arranged split-screens seem to perceptually assist comparison over a  
vertical arrangement. Even the implementation of multi-screen solutions 
often favors left and right orientation over stacked.

The manner that split-screens meet in a frame also varies considerably. 
These include matted separate frames to seamless or near seamless joinery. 
A direct meeting of images does have a sense of negating the physicality of 
a split-screen to a certain degree. 

Digital editing has permitted unfettered placement and arrangement and 
the decision of separation often seems to be as important a choice (or lack 
of one) as the decision to minimalize any separation. If the split is overtly 
applied, the separate images function more independently. They become 
modeled windows on the surface of the frame. The space between the 
screens works to heighten disassociation between the actions. If the  
strategy is to use direct or formal collaboration between screens, these 
gaps between might undermine the intention. 

Joined or seamless split-screens are applied in a large number of historical 
uses. The threshold between screens is reduced to an edge, so there is  
no gap or line or spacing to end one screen and begin another. Continuity  
between actions can further diminish the separation.  

Part II: A case study design and learning outcomes

Part I provides an underpinning as well as a background to an application 
of split-screen as a generative method in a design education program. The 
context is a curriculum where student exploration of visual narrative is one 
component of a larger intent to bring more agency to student’s developing 
process. The course I chose to use this in, Visual Narrative 1 in Spring 2019 
is the last offering prior to stepping into a new curriculum in fall 2019. So 
the situation affords both experimentation and ground-testing such an ap-
proach; one that can be adapted into a new third-year undergraduate studio.

The coursework is comprised of two projects dividing a 15-week semester 
in half. The first project focuses both on the technology of video and split-
screen, and the creation of a large evolving archive of 20-second videos and 
ultimately their explorative combination in a split screen format.

Students use whatever devices they have access to create the videos in-
cluding their DSLR cameras (required by the program for each student), 
video cameras checked out through the University library, and their own 
camera phones. Minimum requirements are 720p30 and larger size and/or 
higher framerates (although this is capped at 1080p60).

The instruction is to use and consider these considerations:

Subject:  
What can happen in 20 seconds? For example: a plane can land; hands  
can be washed; a leaf can fall from a tree to the ground; hands can hold; a 
prayer can be said; a glass can shatter into shards; a merry go round can 
spin once or perhaps repeatedly; a button can be pushed, also repeatedly;  
a person can be baptized; a sprinter can run 100 yards.

Also for consideration is what can be captured in 20 seconds: the motions 
and actions that lead up to something and/or come after; liminal moments 
where there is the anticipation of something about to happen; and ongoing 
moments where 20 seconds of time is only a slice. The objective is to sense 
and then find moments from the mundane to the blissful to the playful  
in life.
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Camera to subject relationships (Figure 17): 
The camera can be in motion, and the subject can be static.  
Example: a camera that moves through an environment (like a room). 

The camera can be static, and the subject can be in motion.  
Example: a camera in a fixed location filming a subject that moves, either 
across the frame or within it or bot). This can vary tremendously. 

Both the camera and the subject can be in motion.  
Example: filming while following a person running down the street from 
behind: both the camera and subject are moving, even if the subject largely 
stays in the same place in the frame.

Camera position and proximity to the subject.  
This is comprised of high angle, eye-level, low angle; and the proximity of 
close-up to further away.

Lighting, focus and shutter speed are also discussed.

The students create as many 20-second videos as possible; collecting them 
into a shared folder; adding new shots over several weeks, updating existing 
ones with re-takes for improved attributes of lighting, or stabilization, or 
camera to subject relationships. In processing the videos, students some-
times choose to slow the motion from a 60 frames-per-second source down 
to a 30 frames-per-second output. The focus is overtly visual for the first 
part of the project. Audio is not considered.

In smaller groups and then as a class, students screen the videos. This 
shared archive (figure 18) becomes the source imagery for the next step: 
generating combinations of videos. 

Students work in multiple video tracks in Adobe Premiere Pro CC. They are 
given several methods of dividing the screen horizontally or vertically or  
at a diagonal, along with a method to quickly evaluate pairs of videos to  
consider using. (Figures 19 and 20). Parameters of pairing video shots 
include the same shot repeated (either exactly duplicated, cropped, scaled 
and/or rotated); different shots with similar or contrasting camera angles, 
proximities of the camera to subject, and similar or contrasting motion (of 
camera, subject, or both). 

Figure 17: Basic variations of camera to subject movement. / Source: Author.

Figure 18: Examples stills from the archive. / Source: Visual Narrative 1 students. 
Figure 19: Variations of basic to more complex split-screens. / Source: Author.
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After adhering to the strict 20-second duration of each paired shot, a cou-
ple of alterations are permitted. The source videos have each been edited to 
exactly 20 seconds, so slip-editing shots in a timeline is permitted to result 
in a scene that is 15 to 25 seconds in length. That is, one may slide a vid-
eo in its track 5 seconds forward, or backward in time. This enables some 
matching of motion that otherwise might not be available. (Figure 21).

Another alteration is reversing the timing of one or both shots. Since the  
archive is 30 frames per second, further changing of speed is left off the 
table. Still, this enables combinations that are repeated shots in absolute 
synchronization, exactly duplicated cropping or scaled and/or re-oriented, 
or delayed as much as five seconds on a 15-25 second timeline.

Preliminary emphasis is placed on both the narrative and graphic levels of 
the combinations. Both are the result of the juxtaposition of two shots. On 
the graphic level, students explore how combinations relate or conflict by 
surface texture, geometry, composition, contrasting or conflicting motion 
direction and velocity.

On a narrative level, students are invited to explore possibilities by thinking 
of pairs as having a dialogue with each other; to explore and interrogate the 
way combinations interact. Do they imply collectively rhetorical similarity 
or conflict (such as analogy, parallelism, irony, etc.)? Are they equals? Or, is 
one dominant and the other subordinate? Does the combination result in 

Figure 20: Variations of source position and  
orientation options. / Source: Author.

Figure 21: Timeline editing options. / Source: Author.
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harmony or discord? The interrogation of combinations is less about 
applying terminology than generating observable interplay. They embrace 
an improvisational approach. Such narrative combinations either fit or don’t 
fit on a visceral level.

Students quickly create a large number of these combinations (Figure 22). 
They are also asked to categorize them into the following: same or simi-
lar shots of the subject, conflicting shots, and complementing shots. The 
last two categories are intentionally vague so that students must define 
for themselves what is conflicting and complementing. The forms? The 
motion? The narrative? In a third part of the project, sound is introduced, 
and again it’s experimental. The students are taught simple sound editing 
techniques as well as acquiring royalty free sources that further increase 
the duration. Each student finalizes three 30-second videos in this step. A 
fourth and final step in the project asks them to compose a much longer 
scene out of the original 20-second archive and a single audio track used as 
the driver to pace cutting and transitions between 2 or more split-screens 
(recommended is three or more screens). A single sequence is created for 
a duration of not less than 60 seconds and not longer than 120 seconds. 
(Figure 23).

The second project. 
The second half of the semester and its project adds planning and 
exploration of the structural level of multi-screened kinetic imagery. 
Students are given an overview of the 4 structures of time and location 
variations; examining clips from the film, video, and programs cited in  
Part I as examples. The project asks them to develop a proposal based  
on one of the 4 structures.

For example, multiple shots of the same exact location can be juxtaposed 
with different actions occurring in each, at different times. Or, the exact 
same action occurs concurrently in different locations. Or, the exact same 
action is recorded from different cameras in the same location.

Figure 22 (above): Split Screens / Source: Visual Narrative 1 students. 
Figure 23 (below): Final movies from Project 1 / Source: Visual Narrative 1 students.
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Figure 24: Four written proposals for the second project. / Source: Visual Narrative 1 students.

Figure 25: Three storyboards for the second project. / Source: Visual Narrative 1 students.

Figure 26: Student discuss storyboards and proposals in small group critiques / Source: Author.
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Students propose and discuss what they do (Figures 24, 25 and 26). 

The subject could be complex and include scripted or improvised dialogue 
or narration, narratives that play out separately, or in tandem, or a motion 
study of similar or contrasting subjects. The possibilities are only limited 
by the imagination to mentally construct what is possible to do with one or 
several cameras, and a subject and environment that fits with the structure.
These proposals are shared, discussed, and refined. Storyboards both help 
refine the proposals and plan the filming and frame the trajectory for the 
rest of the project. In the end, each student records material to complete a 
final movie; which is edited using the technology they have become familiar 
using in Project 1. The duration of any movie does not exceed 4 minutes. 
The final class meeting is devoted to screening and discussing everyone’s 
work. (Figures 27, 28, and 29).

Part III: Intentions behind this pedagogical 
experiment, and outcomes.

I Introduced the first project as a kinetic extension of image juxtaposition. 
Students have previous experimental familiarity with both formal and  
semantic aspects of combining two or more photographs.

Formal concerns within and among image compositions are in line with 
what Bizzocchi presents as graphic level and semantic concerns chiefly  
tied to a narrative. The aspect of motion in the first project adds compari-
son and contrast to the velocity of subject and camera movement which  
is magnified (or constrained) by cropping and re-orientation. A fixed video 
camera on a fixed image on a fixed background offers only subtle and  
nuanced differences with a static photographic image. Fortunately, no  
student opted to do that. The key, I believe, is framing the short videos  
as “moments,” and within these moments, actions occur. Any action has  
trajectory and direction along an axis, and velocity, and this motion either 
amplifies the narrative or constrains it. 

Of course, not everything goes completely as hoped. My original intention 
for students was to contemplate actions within meaningful moments. This 
rendered a lot of material filmed just because something moved or could  

be made to move. Water flows in a river, a camera rotates around a light,  
a cat sleeps, and so on. This was not unexpected. But it is another level  
altogether to combine the nature of the action’s motion within the spirit  
of exploring a split composition. They did not move far beyond pairing  
subjects as motion studies. Given a chance to change this, I would have 
made the first part explicitly about the graphic level involving the nature  
of motion, not the nature of the meaning of images and how motion  
might contribute to that meaning.

In the second project, it is the structural level of time that offers  
combinatory experimentation that lifts this apart from single screen  
storytelling, contributing to the semantic reading of relations between 
actions. 

The process students took in the last half of the course was mostly a  
pleasant surprise. The students keyed into the time structure variations 
quickly and the majority created proposals that used multiple screens  
to mine that structure. A few kept changing proposals, and many who  
proposed pairing single duration shots had trouble storyboarding how it 
would unfold. This could have been predicted based on my encouragement 
in project 1 to be improvisational and only be observant of letting what  
happens, happen. Their individual commitment to realizing their own  
outcomes was pure joy to watch unfold.

Conclusion.

Students understand this is an experimental approach, and that it is more 
directed to the new curriculum where they flex much more agency in their 
approach to image and content interests. Further, I do not title the course 

“split-screen,” but “multi-screen narratives.” Split-screen is the methodology.

They also know it is an opportunity to meld my current practice and  
research into teaching. I have never explicitly leveraged this approach  
to exploring combining kinetic images in the Visual Narrative courses. 

Using imagery in motion involves a lot of factors beyond what still photog-
raphy requires, especially planning. Despite this, I am convinced that an 
approach that asks students to dive into the way video images can be made 
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Figure 27 (left): Screen-shots of Project 2 final work. / Source: Visual Narrative 1 students; top-left to bottom right: Elisa Slaton, Stuart Long, Sabrina Porrata, Tommy Ryan,  
Emilie Hughes, Matt Johnson.  
 
Figure 28 (middle): Screen-shots of Project 2 final work. / Source: Visual Narrative 1 students; top-left to bottom right: Tina Jalali, Ayah Elnour, Ruinan Wang, Jiayu Li, Colin Pack,  
Maurice Mason.

Figure 29 (right): Screen-shots of Project 2 final work. / Source: Visual Narrative 1 students; top-left to bottom right: Sophie Wheeler, Stephen Halphen, Nick Johnson Hee Ra Pyo, 
Caroline Kaoudis, Remy Cunningham.
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and combined by fragmenting the viewing surface—to break the boundary 
of the single channel and single frame, is well suited to experiment and 
explore narrative imagery in a both a personal and contemporary cultural 
context. 

The fundamental premise of the course has always been about the sequen-
tial nature of visual and audio communication. That is, a story is built when 
two or more things are represented together; either statically within a 2-D 
frame (such as a photograph, or painting, or poster) or separated in space, 
or in time.

In addition, nothing happens isolation. Not unlike what is read on this page 
or spoken aloud. The focus moves from one part to another. What one 
takes in with the senses is simultaneous. Connections jump from one  
to another. As one moves eyes and body in the world, connections move  
constantly. Striped to its essential nature: multi-screen narratives are a  
generative map of human experience.

Finally, meaning is inherently discoverable when multiple aspects of visuals 
and later, audio, are combined. It forms a story, one that is an interplay of 
multiple imagery that is compared and contrasted. That interplay happens 
on a narrative, structural, and graphic levels.
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Abstract: Scholars and media consumers attribute the music video’s initial rise 
in popularity to MTV and the music superstars of the 1980s. Music videos 
are currently celebrating a new golden age because of internet platforms like 
YouTube. Internet dissemination provides greater accessibility, interactivity, and 
proliferation of genres, creating an oversaturated and under-curated market. This 
paper and accompanying interactive video scholarship explores the bounds of 
HTML5 and augmented/virtual reality through innovative music experiences 
showcasing music video experiments from my portfolio and upcoming projects 
in 360° video, interactive media, and augmented and virtual reality. Music 
videos originated as promotional pieces for artists to increase record sales, but 
postmodern production of music videos is growing as new visual outlets allow 
for cinematic storytelling. Through the 1980s, chart-topping acts like Michael 
Jackson and A-ha enjoyed enhanced success and fame as their inventive videos 
entered people’s homes via cable TV. However, the cost of production and 
distribution to international audiences kept music videos exclusive to major-label 
acts, preventing independent artists from utilizing the medium. Following all-time 
high record sales in 1999—the same year piracy software Napster launches—the 
music industry floundered through the following decade before stabilizing in the 
2010s thanks to streaming services like Spotify and YouTube, the latter now the 
number one marketplace for music streaming despite being a user-generated video 
host. This more egalitarian platform allows major-label recording artists like OK Go 
and Arcade Fire to experiment with the form alongside lesser-known independent 
acts. Contemporary video artists are embracing an expanded set of tools at their 
disposal while enjoying increased access to dissemination and viewers. 
 
Keywords: Interactive, Music Video, YouTube, Augmented Reality, Virtual Reality, 
User Experience, HTML5

Introduction

In 1999, the music industry celebrated record sales of recorded music as 
revenue topped $14.6 billion. This same year, the peer-to-peer file-sharing 
software Napster launched. As peer-to-peer software, digital piracy, and 
access to music bloomed, music sales steadily declined until 2016 (Jones,  
R. 1–2). This has coincided with a new golden age for the production of 
music videos and creative expression therein, encouraged by wider acces-
sibility to tools for every step of the music video production process. More 
people are able to film, edit, produce, upload, and watch high-quality music 
videos than ever before.

History of Music Videos

Early Music Videos 
The first music videos were introduced as a promotional tool for music 
recordings in the 1960s, but the concept of using video to promote music 
dates back to the 1920s with a surge in production in the 1950s by artists 
such as Tony Bennett (Banks, 44). Early music videos primarily featured 
the artists performing or miming (lip-syncing) their songs, similar to 
appearances on variety shows like Ed Sullivan Show or Smothers Brothers 
Comedy Hour, or more theatrical musical performances like the film 
Singing in the Rain. Over the next decade, music videos slowly became 
more elaborate, occasionally adding documentary-style and cinema verite 
footage of the artists.

Music Television 
Music Television, better known as MTV, was born August 1,1981. The 
cable channel was the first designed to be exclusively focused on music—
music news, concerts, and, of course, music videos—though music video 
programs like The Now Explosion, Top of the Pops, and PopClips had existed 
prior. Initially, the network reached only 2.1 million households, but by the 
end of the 80s MTV had 46.1 million American subscribers and launched 
MTV networks across the globe (MTV Brazil, Canda, China, Europe, etc.), 
making the 1980s the “video decade” (Gow, 41). MTV was positioned to 
bring lesser-known artists to the forefront, “when MTV was launched in 
1981 in the USA, it had as one of its principal goals the breaking of records 
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which were unable to make the playlists of album-rock radio station,” 
(Straw, pp. 251). The first video aired on MTV was The Buggles’ “Video 
Killed the Radio Star” which features a staged performance from the band 
intercut with an abstract story told through performance art and set pieces, 
a marked departure from lip-sync videos of the 1960s & 70s.

The success of MTV and its predecessors aided the evolution of music 
videos from performative or documentary-style pieces into narrative-driven 
short films and avant-garde territory. MTV was a cultural force and labels 
competed to place their music videos on the network, leading to increased 
spending on music video production, creativity, and innovation (Jones, S. 83).

Technology 
Michael Jackson’s career is a great example of this evolution and expansion 
of music videos as an innovative medium. 1979’s “Don’t Stop ‘Til You 
Get Enough” featured Jackson in a black and white tuxedo singing and 
dancing while superimposed (chroma keyed) over geometric backgrounds. 
Chroma key technology is where talent performs in front of a blue or green 
screen and the backdrop is removed to place the remaining image on a 
different backdrop. Jackson’s use of chroma key expanded the bounds 
of the technology into unusual territory for 1979; at one point in “Don’t 
Stop ‘Til You Get Enough”, Jackson can be seen dancing with two other 
superimposed Michaels. Later that same year, Jackson’s “She’s Out of My 
Life” would use a split screen effect to show Jackson from two different 
perspectives at the same time. These visual effects were common in news 
and other television programming but Jackson’s stylistic use opened the 
door for others to use these techniques in film and wider pop culture media. 
As an early adopter of technology, Michael Jackson introduced audiences 
to new visual possibilities in the young medium of music videos.

Michael Jackson was not alone in integrating music videos and technology 
by the mid-1980s. A-ha’s “Take on Me” premiered in 1985, mixing illustra-
tion with live-action video to create a music video experience straight from 
the pages of a graphic novel (Strøm, 56–57). “Take on Me” tells the story of 
young woman that is literally pulled away from her mundane life and into 
the pages of a graphic novel that has come to life. The mixed media video 
carried the “Take on Me” up the charts, making it an international success.

“Take on Me” was exceptional as a music video in many ways. The song 
is a well written, performed and produced pop song, but it would hardly 
been such an international No.1 if it wasn’t for the outstanding video. The 
realistic, almost photographic, animated pencil drawings were stunning 
visuals which the music video audience had rarely seen before. (Strøm 
2007, 56)

Similar mixed media films, like Who Framed Roger Rabbit, would not appear  
until 1988.

Internet

Sales of recorded music reached their pinnacle in 1999, as revenue topped 
$14.6 billion. 1999 was also the year Napster, the peer-to-peer file-sharing 
software, launched. This proved an omen of things to come; not only did music 
piracy explode with the proliferation of peer-to-peer software, but digital  
access to music in general bloomed in the early 2000s. Correspondingly, music 
sales steadily declined until 2016, when revenue grew for the first time in the 
21st century. Royalties from streaming music services like Spotify, Apple Music, 
and YouTube accounted for more than half of recorded music revenue in 2016 
and stabilize the recorded music industry. The internet severely disrupted the 

Figure 1 (left): Michael Jackson dances in triplicate thanks in “Don’t Stop ‘Til You Get 
Enough” / Source: Saxon, 1979

Figure 2 (right): “Take on Me” by A-ha / Source: Barron, 1985
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music industry’s cash flow at the turn of the century but shows promise for 
continued growth as an egalitarian disseminator of content (Jones, R. 1–2).

YouTube 
By 2000, MTV and its family of channels moved away from strictly 
music programming and reimagined their schedule with programs more 
interested in youth culture in general (Jones, S. 87). As one outlet for 
music videos evaporated, another soon formed. YouTube and other video 
streaming services emerged in 2005 as platforms for user-generated 
video but soon became home to music uploads by fans, imitators, or the 
artists themselves. Underground artists that often relied on word of mouth 
were aided by YouTube and new social media networks like Myspace and 
Facebook. The garage band down the street was suddenly capable of a 
media presence equal to that of an international act.

But this accessibility created an overcrowded and under-curated music 
marketplace. Many undiscovered artists found a way to cut through the 
noise through viral videos, utilizing innovative technology to grab the  
attention of a passive audience.

Interactivity 
As internet speeds increase and technology improves, storytellers 
are using new tools to grab the attention of viewers. Chris Milk took 
advantage of HTML5 and Google Maps when he directed Arcade Fire’s 

“The Wilderness Downtown” in 2010 (Edmund, pp. 311). When users visit 
thewildernessdowntown.com they’re prompted to enter their childhood 
address. Soon after, a series of pop up windows play videos of a child 
running and birds in the sky. More pop-ups show aerial and street-level 
views of the user’s address, via images from Google Maps. The user is 
transported back to their childhood home through an interactive story. This 
concept has yet to be replicated by popular film, but the music video leaves 
a blueprint for how music can bring innovative technology to a broader 
audience.

Choose Your Own Adventure 
Artists are finding new ways of creating interactive music videos with or 
without extensive HTML5 knowledge. Canadian rock band, PUP, released 
a “choose your own adventure” music video for their song “Old Wounds” 

in August of 2017 by using YouTube’s editor and embedded “card” feature 
to link viewers to a series of videos. YouTube cards are small thumbnail 
advertisements channels can add to their videos to promote other videos 
from the channel. In “Old Wounds” users are transported to PUP’s green 
room after a concert and given a choice to follow one of the four members 
on an adventure by clicking on a card. The song serves as the soundtrack as 
the user navigates a series of choices moving through a myriad of possible 
storylines. This innovation creates multiple versions of the same video 
while encouraging users to rewatch the video multiple times to see where 
different decisions lead.

Breaking the Oligopoly

Historically, the music industry has been controlled by five or fewer major 
record labels, and that continues to be true. However, disruptions to the  
industry, like MTV or YouTube, temporarily shift power away from the  
oligopoly and toward independent musicians and labels. Often, the  
pendulum of power swings back to major labels, but major labels tradition-
ally embrace new formats because they find it advantageous to incorporate 
new trends as it reinvigorates the popular music market (Lopes, 70). The 
music industry’s openness to new formats accelerates innovation and  
diversity within the artform.

Experimental Music Video Scholarship

As a musician and cinematographer, I am interested in creating music 
videos as part of the identity of my music and visual portfolio. As a scholar, 
I’m interested in experimenting within the medium to find new avenues for 
storytelling. I consider most of my projects as prototypes and case studies 
for future projects or experiments. Therein, some projects rely less on the 
story or message and more on the technique.

Little Love (2016) 
I was first introduced to 360° video while attending graduate school for 
experience design and my curiosity led to the purchase of a 360° camera 
and short experiments. It was during the post-production of one such 
project that I recognized the opportunity to manipulate a 360° environment. 
I set up a simple cinematography-protoype studio at Miami University using 
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solid backdrops with the goal of creating a seamless 360° video by fusing 
traditional effects like split screens with 360° video metadata. “Little Love” 
was shot on a Panasonic DVX200—a traditional camcorder, not a 360° 
camera. The individual performances were stitched together on a 4096 x 
4096 pixel canvas in post-production, using non-linear editing software, 
Adobe Premiere. The video was exported as an .mp4 (h.264 codec) and 
the 360° metadata was added to the file using a third-party, open source 
application. The viewer perspective is from the center of a video sphere. 
They experience the 360° video on a personal computer similar to using 
Google Maps street view; they can click and drag around the screen to 
spin the sphere around them. On a mobile device, the user manipulates 
their view by moving their phone. In most 360° videos, viewers can spot 
where the footage is stitched together in post-production, but on Little Love, 
identifying the seam is more difficult.

Sad Songs (2018) 
Honda released an interactive video using HTML5 for their Civic Type R, 
where users could swap between two storylines by pushing the “R” button 
on their keyboard. With the Honda video as inspiration, I returned to 
my experimental cinematography lab to shoot two identical scenes with 
different backdrops and wardrobe that viewers can choose between. “Sad 
Songs” gives the viewer control by placing an interactive slider between 
the two layers of video. It works almost like a zipper, pulling one video over 
the top of the other, or pulling the video back to reveal the layer below. 
The videos are encoded as .webm video files so they can be packaged in 
a HTML5 video player. The interface for the video player was made in 
collaboration with Wirewax, an interactive video company. 

Need Somebody (2017) 
“Inside Music” is a Google Web VR Experiment produced in collaboration 
with the music podcast Song Exploder. By borrowing the open-source code, 
I built an interactive experience for the song “Need Somebody” inside 
a virtual, 360° environment. Surrounded by glowing orbs emitting the 
isolated sounds from the multitrack mix of the recorded song, users can 
turn the sounds on or off and the volume of the glowing orbs increases or 
decreases in relation to the user’s proximity to the orb. With control over 
the song’s playback, the user can user their power to better understand 

Figure 3 (above): Interactive Music Video “The Wilderness Downtown” by Director  
Chris Milk and Arcade Fire / Source: Milk, 2010

Figure 4 (bottom): “Old Wounds” by PUP / Source: Schaulin-Rioux, 2017
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the recording process and identifying specific elements and tricks of music 
production. I believe the better the listener understands the craft, the more 
they’ll appreciate song, songwriting, and process.

Conclusion

Music videos continue to explore new mediums and technology as a  
conduit for storytelling. Their relatively short length—compared to film, 
television, and video games—paired with low/no cost accessibility via the 
internet make them the ideal candidate for a user-friendly introduction to 
new technology. Aspiring filmmakers also use music videos as a low-cost, 
short turnaround, high-visibility tool to showcase innovative and creative 
concepts. The ubiquity of smartphones and increased affordability of  
virtual reality equipment make experiencing augmented and virtual reality 
more palatable for a general audience. The expansion of music videos  
into interactive media gives users more control over the story and content,  
as well. As emerging mediums proliferate, music videos will continue to  
play an important role in the adoption of new media and the expansion  
of their audiences. 
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Abstract: The interplay between two or more elements can suggest the creative 
potential of ‘motion,’ whether in a physical space or on the screen. The concept 
that motion exists in a state of perpetual transition is an opportunity to enhance 
how students define, learn, and understand motion design. This project examined 
the creative potential of ‘transition’ by linking it with notions of ‘cultural  
sustainability’ in a project initiated in an undergraduate classroom in the  
United Arab Emirates (UAE). Situated in Dubai, this project not only explored  
connections between a culturally unusual demographic but was a foray into 
emerging practices in public art scenarios. 

In an effort to celebrate the unique heritage of the UAE, students were asked 
to consider the physical experience of movement and space, creating a static 
mural the length of 140 metres encompassing the legacy of the UAE’s founding 
father, HH Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. Students conceived a design with 
multiple viewpoints, where one location could not solely represent the full view. 
Next, students considered how to represent the physical experience of the viewer, 
transitioning from the digital medium to the public art realm. In doing so, they 
were asked to consider how their skills might shift from a digital application to a 
practical application, concluding with a motion piece that celebrated the cultural 
heritage of the nation. 

The project engaged students in a female-only Art & Design college in the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE), dedicated to educating and growing  design practices for 
Emirati women. These students often have limited exposure to art and design 
education prior to their studies at university. However, as a country that has  

undergone rapid change in the last two decades, these young designers are  
frequently asked to contribute to cultural projects in order to give a local face to 
the burgeoning art and design industry. This project was such an opportunity.

More than a simple community project, however, the students were challenged  
to consider their basic design skills, along with the knowledge and application  
of public art as part of a new digital realm. This paper considers the challenges  
and benefits of the student’s design process, from both a digital and traditional  
standpoint. The value of motion as a narrative tool was an essential component  
to support art and design pedagogy in the context of a burgeoning art and  
design culture.

Keywords: Design Pedagogy, Practice Based Learning, Community Art Project, 
Collaboration, Emirati Art

 
 
Introduction

The interplay between two or more elements can suggest the creative 
potential of ‘motion,’ whether in a physical space or on the screen. The 
concept that motion exists in a state of perpetual transition is an opportu-
nity to enhance how students define, learn, and understand motion design. 
This project examined the creative potential of ‘transition’ by linking it with 
notions of ‘cultural sustainability’ in a project initiated in an undergraduate 
course in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Situated in Dubai, this project 
not only explored connections between a culturally unusual demographic 
but was a foray into emerging practices in public art scenarios. 

When presented with the opportunity of directing the Al Ydar project, I was 
particularly interested in the use of a static image in such a digitally saturat-
ed environment. Merely two kilometres away from the Al Ydar site, an  
enormous series of screens are powerful advertisers to a car-bound  
audience. I sought to discover whether relinquishing control of movement 
to the audience in order to make sense of the image could be effective. It 
also provided the novice student group a project to experience scale, a 
non-digital skill set and problem solving how they might create movement 
in a problematic environment. 
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The content of the image was a tribute to HH Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al 
Nahyan, the founding father of the modern United Arab Emirates (UAE), 
and required a certain formality to its outcome. The students did have expe-
rience of appropriate protocols for representing the UAE’s leaders through 
its prolific nature in the region, however, needed to work with these param-
eters to develop a fresh narrative to capture its audience.

Pedagogically, the Problem Based Learning process created an upward  
spiral of knowledge acquisition which enabled the students to begin by 
tackling basic scale issues which then developed into a discussion of  
movement. Within the image, movement is seen through transitions which 
is activated by movement externally; the audience’s movement. This  
interplay between audience and image was developed by students through 
their learning process to develop motion engendered to suggest chronology 
and the rise of the nation under the Sheikh’s rule.

The final result used the site well, however, due to the audience eye  
movement, required multiple viewings to absorb the full image and the 
transitional changes. As one student commented on reflection, “considering 
the speed of audience motion, it might not reach them at first glance…  
however on second pass, the mural achieves its intended impact”. This  
was a possibility due to the site issues, but was self-resolving as the mural 
will stand for a year, enabling multiple viewings by the audience. 

Background

Animation and contemporary life are enmeshed like never before.  
A growing number of the media images we consume are in animat-
ed form; recourse to common animation software and aesthetic 
approaches significantly blur the lines between previously distinct 
artistic and design practices (from video games, to special effects, 
to architecture and contemporary art); and through techniques of 
computational modelling and visualization, animation is increasingly 
fundamental to processes of knowledge production and the creation 
of various modes or elements of life. (Leslie, Esther, and Joel McKim)

The audience has come to take the illusion of movement for granted. It 
could be argued that digital image production has created a passive  
audience. Through prevalent screen culture,  the over stimulation from  
visual material creates visual apathy.

Analogue animation devices such as the zoetrope, praxinoscope or the flip 
book encourage the audience to participate in the illusion of movement. 
These devices are based in the notion of real time and physical interaction. 
This explores the principle of the audience being command of the  
movement required to comprehend the static image, creating an inter 
play of audience expectation and image. 

Students were presented with the Al Ydar project and the challenge of 
interplay between audience and artwork. It needed to consider an audience 
in motion. This interplay reversed the notion that the image had to ‘move’ 
in order to provide transitions, rather used the natural movement the site 
imposed on the audience to instigate a series of transitions in the narrative. 
Like the analogue animation devices, the design would encourage the  
audience to control and edit their experience. During this project,  
students sought to disestablish the context of animation from the digital in  
considering static image. They needed to consider the relationship between  
environment and audience as a means of motion design in an analogue  
environment. These considerations included a moving viewpoint, speed  
of the audience, length of the mural and eye movement. 

A prominent design challenge for the students engaging in the mural design, 
is the environment itself. A driving culture created by extreme temperatures 
and widespread communities affects the interaction the audience has with 
the mural. Dubai is a young ambitious city which is beginning to nurture the 
nascent art scene as an inspirational tool. However, the rapid growth means 
aspiring Emirati artists and designers  have little experience prior to these 
opportunities. Students have had little exposure to art education in the  
public schooling system. This has some advantages as there are fewer  
preconceptions to navigate and they are able to provide a fresh perspective. 
Of course, there is an obvious drawback as they are still establishing  
a sophisticated understanding of design and associated problem solving.
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Within this development is a drive to nurture the bourgeoning art and  
design culture as local Emirati artists and designers are encouraged to 
participate through a number of initiatives. Recognized as a valuable aspect 
of any culture, local organisations have been established to support the 
growth of the art and design sector throughout the UAE, and particularly in 
Dubai. Organisations such as The Cultural Office of Her Highness Sheikha 
Manal bint Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum provide opportunities to 
use art and design to connect with the communities, support local talent 
and develop the cultural identity of Dubai. These opportunities welcome 
the input of experienced artists of an international standard alongside the 
growth of burgeoning Emirati artists and designers. 

The arts sector has not been a focus as an educational direction in second-
ary schools. Within the tertiary system there are more opportunities to  
explore art and design (Gulf News. 2017, May 17). Zayed University, a  
federal institution, accommodates art and design education through the 
College of Arts and Creative Enterprises (CACE). CACE has a student base 
made up almost entirely of young Emirati women, the exceptions are a 
nominal amount of international students from the Middel Eastern and 
Northe African (MENA) region. Over the past 20 years, Emirati women 
have been encouraged to pursue tertiary education and contribute to the 
nation’s agenda (Matherly, Al Nahyan, Amin, pp 535–553, 2017). The art 
and design sector is one of robust development in Dubai and one where 
young local women excel. To cultivate growth with Emirati talent students 
are encouraged to test their skillset and further their professional  
practice through ‘live’ briefs, award systems or community projects. The  
Al Ydar Project, was an opportunity presented by The Cultural Office of Her 
Highness Sheikha Manal bint Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum. This 
opportunity was to be a test of the students design skills, organisation and 
technical application.

The Project

The Al Ydar Project presented challenges to an inexperienced student group 
that needed to consider factors in developing their design including scale, 
narrative, motion and the audience’s influence. The project was an opportu-
nity for CACE students to design and implement the mural. The  140 metre 
long and 2.4 metre high wall was parallel to a busy six lane road. The site 

is bordered by an opening to the coast and a large hotel, normally viewers 
would be distracted from the wall due to these eye catching sites. 

The project ran as a summer course for 20 Art and Design students. The 
students organized themselves in groups related to their strengths. The 
tasks consisted of researching and designing the mural, digital preparation, 
considered physical logistics, projection methods and traditional painting. 

Learning outcomes:

· To develop teamwork skills in implementing a community project. 
· To develop client/artist relationship through professional practices. 
· To develop problem solving and logistical skills on a live project. 
· To develop and demonstrate critical thinking and analytical skills. 
· Explore transition as a form of motion design and its application to  
 a physical space.

The students faced challenges in their learning that spanned the design 
process in relation to considering the pacing and interplay of an audience 
in motion, transitions of theme and narrative alongside designing content 
that required careful editing and adjustments, with particular regard to time 
management. 

Though the learning outcomes above were formalised for the syllabus, 
the skill set demonstrated by the students through their  Problem Based 
Learning process, far exceeded their remit. Once the design was researched 
and approved, the mural’s design needed to be reimagined at full scale. A 
new set of challenges presented itself as the physicality and complexity of 
translating the design became a reality. The theme for the mural was ‘The 
Year of Zayed’, a celebration of the legacy of HH Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan  
Al Nahyan, commonly referred to as Sheikh Zayed.

The site (Figure 1) presented numerous challenges to an inexperienced 
group of students. They were asked to design and implement the mural, 
they were selected in order to celebrate young Emirati art and design  
talent. Having studied the site, and the needs of the brief, they understood 
the following design problems.
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The wall runs along a busy, traffic heavy, road. As Dubai’s main transit is via 
car, although the wall is alongside a generous footpath, pedestrian traffic is 
minimal. The main audience would be travelling along the road at 80kmph. 
The clearest view of the wall would have the audience moving from right 
to left, a consideration that was addressed as the design developed. The 
length of the wall dictated that the mural cannot be experienced from a  
single viewpoint. This immediately presented the opportunity to consider 
the design as a piece viewed in motion. The 140metre length of the wall 
travelling at a speed of 80kmph was calculated to be a six second journey 
along the road. With this calculation in mind, the design began to be  
considered a slow, audience controlled, animation. They began to consid-
er analogue motion transitions as the design was revealed to its audience. 
From this perspective, the students now had the opportunity to consider 
the mural as motion based design, establishing transitional change through 
sections and colour throughout the narrative.

The first area students considered as an advantage was the length itself. 
By dividing the narrative into sections it enabled the students to allocate 
each section a certain number of the 122 panels. They initially decided on 
nine sections allocating eight panels(or 10 metres) to each. The remaining 
42 panels were divided to allow for the transition between sections. This 

Figure 1: Dubai Ladies Club Wall. / Source: The Cultural Office of Her Highness Sheikha 
Manal bint Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, 2018.

approach was very much in line with using the panels as keyframes,  
however, using the audience as the vehicle that drives the timing. As the 
content was edited through partner feedback, the sections were refined  
and extended as a result. This proved a good decision, as this provided 
more panels for the sections in order to extend the pacing and simplify  
the narrative. The concept was that the more panels we allocated to a  
section, the more it might be absorbed by the audience, similarly fewer 
panels would be viewed with more pace. This concept worked well, for  
example the opening section of the desert was deliberately longer (16 
panels) in order emphasise the age of the desert and its importance to 
UAE culture. Its long sloping curves luring the audience into the narrative. 
Conversely, the City Scape was allocated fewer panels and a design that 
represented the energy of Dubai.

The Design of the Narrative

Inspired by M.C. Escher’s Metamorphosis III (1967–68), the students  
began their research and development. At 19.2 cm × 680 cm Metamorphosis 
III has similar proportions to the mural the students were designing. The 
nature of static, transitional movement requires the audience to move with 
the print in order for the design to unfold. The display of Metamorphosis 
III at the Escher in het Palets, a permanent Escher exhibition space in The 
Hague, Netherlands, the print is mounted to a circular stand, requiring the 
viewer to walk around the print to experience the design and transitions. 
Reminiscent of the praxinoscope, though requiring the audience to move, 
rather than the piece itself, this became a core principal of the design 
methodology. 

More recently, a project was devised by British artist Simon Faithfull also 
explored the relationship of time and audience experience. Faithfull’s work 
Lea Navigation (2000) confronted the transition of time and an evolving 
landscape. Faithfull embarked on a bicycle trip upstream along the River 
Lea. He recorded his journey through his illustrations and uploaded them to 
a webpage, creating a frieze that the audience could scroll through to reveal 
the landscape. The result is an audience controlled movement that captures 
the meandering of the journey while focusing on landmarks and details that 
might otherwise be missed. Both of these examples became touchstones 



(MODE) Motion Design Education Summit 2019 
Edited Conference Proceedings

146

for the students design process in considering their audience. It became 
apparent that the audience’s movement (somewhat controlled at 80kmph) 
can be considered as a six  second animation, in which the mural revealed 
itself as the audience travelled along the road. The audience had the clear-
est view of the wall travelling from right to left, and the design needed to 
consider this aspect. The proportional lack of height in the wall became a 
positive design element, as it enabled the students to focus the audience 
gaze (from their seated position in the vehicle) to the midpoint of the  
design. This would give them the opportunity to best focus their narrative. 
As there was no vertical eye movement for the audience or provided by the 
space. This would mean the mural would define the vision of the design  
for the audience onto the wall. The was conscientious decision to include  
a section of black, above and below the central image. This served two  
purposes, to create and divide between the mural and the streetscape to 
focus the audience on the central image and a reference to the panoramic 
adaption of cinematic format of widescreen aspect ratio.

To celebrate the Year of Zayed, the narrative was to reflect the legacy of 
the late UAE leader, HH Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan.  The yearlong 
celebration features a series of events, initiatives and projects that show-
case his impact on the nation. The students were faced with researching 
the history, development and achievements of both HH Sheikh Zayed bin 
Sultan Al Nahyan and the UAE. As the task was to consider the history and 
development, there was an established requirement to reflect time. As such, 
the students developed the design in line with both the strategic categories 
of the commemoration and their local and cultural knowledge.  

The students began with the strategic categories that were edited and 
adapted as the project and design evolved. The design was finalized to  
encompass the following concepts, each representing a value to the UAE.

The Desert: This demonstrates the importance of the desert to the 
Emirates, the geography and the lessons it has bestowed in development of 
the values of HH Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan and his people. It also 
represents the way that the UAE developed from being a Bedouin (nomadic 
Arab) based society to a modern city-based society.

The Palm Tree: a source of food, shelter and an important resource for  
traditional cultural practices. 

The Falcon: The falcon is a symbol of the UAE’s wildlife and the cultural art 
of falconry. The falcon is the national symbol of the UAE, which represents 
survival, honor, unity, courage, and sportsmanship. Sheikh Zayed was both 
a falconer and a conservationist because of his recognition of the falcons’ 
hunting and survival skills.

The Ghaf Tree: Ghaf trees were important to the Bedouins because their 
animals traditionally fed from them and take cover underneath them in the 
summer; they also had health benefits and healing properties. Sheikh Zayed 
gave orders to not allow anyone to cut down Ghaf trees in the UAE because 
of how beneficial they are, and he started farms specified to grow them in 
Abu Dhabi which have grown over 6 million trees.

Infrastructure: Internationally, Dubai and the UAE is perhaps best known 
for its rapid urban growth. By providing a land that was open for flourishing 
businesses to thrive upon, Sheikh Zayed enabled the further development 
of infrastructure.

Space Exploration: With a view to the future, the UAE has outlined a plan 
for space exploration. The National Space Programme represents  
the ambitions of a young nation and its aspiration to contribute to an  
international community. 

The Sea: The sea is a symbol of trade and open borders for the UAE, which 
was fundamental to the economy. In the past, they used to rely on the sea 
to travel for trade and business.

The 20 participating students divided into smaller teams, each charged 
with designing a section of the mural with their given theme: Desert, Palm, 
Falcon, Ghaf, Infrastructure, Space and Sea. To establish a baseline for 
continuity and provide a uniformity to the design, it was decided that a grid 
would give the students a visual guideline for scale and proportion (Figure 
2). This grid would provide a structure and consistency across the groups 
of students. When the designs were initially set, a smaller group of senior 
students linked transitions together, edited and refined the design. This was 
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done by allocating panels to allow for the transition, using a colour palette, 
pattern and shape to define sections and themes. The colour and transition 
choice alludes to the growth, values and ambitions of the nation and its 
timespan. The design would simulate animation techniques to maximise 
the audience movement, though a static image.

The Learning and Development Process

The physicality of the project was an added challenge in considering the 
scale, climate, location, learning and experience of the students. As the 20 
students enrolled for this project had no experience in mural design and 
were third year students, still developing their design process. The mural 
project was established as a five week ‘special topic’ course. The tempera-
ture prevented painting on location, therefore the mural was painted on 122 
individual panels which were managed in the university gym and painted in 
the sections. These were space and time parameters for the completion of 
the project. 

In order to successfully design interplay to create motion in the image, I 
used a focus of problem-based learning and Neisser’s Perceptual Cycle 
(Levie, 1987) to allow students to problem solve issues of editing content to 
make the interplay of audience and image effective, transferring design to 
panel, and transitions to suggest movement and time.

There is considerable support for the idea that Problem Based 
Learning works because it encourages the activation of prior  
knowledge in the small-group setting and provides opportunities  
for elaboration on that knowledge. These activities facilitate the  
comprehension of new information related to the problem and  
enhance its long-term memorability. In addition, there is evidence  
that problems arouse situational interest that drives learning. 
(Schmidt, H. G., Rotgans, J. I., & Yew, E. H. J. 2011)

The first challenge was needing to edit their ideas (Figure 3) to allow the 
interplay of audience and image. Too much content and the image could not 
be processed in the timeframe, too little content and motion does not occur. 
The students initially developed a complicated design that incorporated the 
many different aspects of Sheikh Zayed’s legacy and values. There were 
a number of iterations that slowly became refined. Students learned that 
the process of design is one of trial, negotiation and redevelopment. On 
consultation with The Cultural Office of Her Highness Sheikha Manal bint 
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, the students had understood the  
constraints and requirements from discussions on close analysis of the  
initial design. They carefully redesigned a methodical and cohesive  
representation of the symbols and motifs of Sheikh Zayed and the nation. 
This learning situation enabled the students to evaluate the success of their 
own design and how it was being received. In establishing this design the 
students were in a position to analyze the distribution of panels and how 
this might impact on the audience. The students were given the task of 
allocating panels to each section and had three major factors to consider: 
importance of the sections, transition and the timeline of the project. The 
timeline was important as there needed to be consideration to the deadline 
and the manpower involved, which in turn was determined by their skill 
level. They discussed that assigning more panels to certain sections can 
help them accomplish the task and provide a enough time for the audience 
to take in the image while moving along the road. They discovered that 

Figure 2: The Mural Grid. / Source: Messam, 2018.
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transition through colour was a way to establish identities for the sections 
from a distance as well defining them visually. Each series of panels  
encompassed a form of movement or stillness to develop motion with the 
piece (Figure 4).

Project centred learning forces students to take a degree of  
responsibility for the shape and direction of their studies. One  
consequence of this is that the course content students experience 
will vary dependent on the nature of the work they pursue. This  
results in the students viewing themselves as sharing responsibility 
for course content and the trajectory of their learning. (Orr, S., Yorke, 
M., & Blair, B. 2014)

Yorke’s observation was very much evident here. The students took  
ownership of the project  as they began to organise and govern themselves 
displaying a hierarchy based on experience and seniority.

The teaching styles [which are] most conductive to the fulfillment of 
creative potential are those which encourage student responsibility 
through ownership, trust and low levels of authoritarianism, providing 
opportunities for individual attention and opportunities for  
independent learning. (Dineen & Collins 2005, 46)

With students engaging in many new tasks, there was an opportunity for 
them to experiment and adapt. An example is the carefully drawn designs 
had not always matched the physical panels once they were projected. A 
small group mastered the projection technique to adapt to the changes that 
needed to be made, in turn, the group were able to transfer these skills to 
others and establish a consistency in their process and output. This was a 
common occurrence throughout the project and demonstrated the value of 
problem based learning. The many processes to produce the mural were  
divided into smaller tasks amongst groups of 4-5 students. The tasks  
included  projection, underpainting, masking, refined painting, colour 
matching as well as group management and communication. Groups  
established leaders, and students regularly shifted from one task to  
another as the need arose. This learning environment produced a task  
focused group of students who became absorbed in the project, working  
10 hour days 5 days a week. The course itself became immaterial as the 
responsibility for the project shaped their experience.

Figure 3: Process. / Source: Messam, 2018. Figure 4: The Falcon Section. / Source: Messam, 2018.
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Figure 5: The Cityscape to Space transition / Source: The Cultural Office of Her Highness 
Sheikha Manal bint Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, 2018.

Students used transitions to create movement through time. The panels 
and site were analysed to encompass the user experience. The students 
then evaluated the time and emphasis of the sections and how that might 
impact on the allocation of the panels. The students discussed the concept 
of keyframes and how each section, and the panels within them, would 
behave as keyframes to a moving audience. To create a further distinction 
between sections the students began to develop a defining colour palette 
for each. Feedback from the partners found initial designs were too varied 
and offered too many contrasts and an apparent lack of focus. The students 
also noted that too many colourways confused the composition. As they 
edited the content, the palette too was refined. The students were careful 
to apply a restrained palette in order for the distinction between each to  
be maintained. 

Throughout, they discussed the importance of contrast, rhythm and rep-
etition with variation to suggest movement. In the early stages they were 
influenced by M.C. Escher and his piece Metamorphosis III. The use of slowly 
evolving figurative shapes was explored, though the complexity of emulat-
ing Escher’s work soon became apparent to them. They neither had the skill 
nor time to present this as a genuine option for resolving their transitions. 
Instead, they incorporated the use of shape and pattern, an established 
strength with the students, alongside compositional decisions. They used 
pattern and colour effectively to reconcile difficult sections. An example 
of this is when they were integrating a section they were not expecting 
to incorporate. The Space Exploration was suggested to them as a theme 
to represent the future of the nation’s vision. The grid system they used 

and an application of their ability with pattern and colour found a seam-
less solution. Building from the Cityscape section, students borrowed and 
adapted the grid to transition into the Space section (Figure 5). Saturation 
of colour, proportion of shape and a suggested pattern eased this aspect of 
the design. Students demonstrated a clear ability and mastery at adapting 
refining and executing their work.

The finished mural (Figure 6) begins with the iconic face of Zayed which 
immediately gives context to the narrative. This image is linked to the next 
scene with colour, the shades on the desert are very well known and prev-
alent even now in environment and urban architecture. The sloping sand 
dunes descend, undulating over eight panels, the length suggesting the size 
of the desert and the length of time the people who would become citizens 
of the United Arab Emirates lived in this landscape. The desert gives way to 
the sharply rising palm leaves with a colour and scale transition to bring the 
narrative from the vast place and time scale of the desert and into a local 

Figure 6: The Al Ydar Mural / Source: The Cultural Office of Her Highness Sheikha Manal 
bint Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, 2018.
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domestic environ. The upward motion of the leaves alludes to the impor-
tance of the palm to the successful survival of desert dwellers, as the date 
palm is an indicator of water and supplier of food, the green and blue colour 
scheme reminiscent of life. The palms briefly subside into a brown toned 
pattern that describes the peoples’ weaving of the leaves and alludes to 
culture and craft from the palm, before returning to the rising focus of the 
fronds. With little transition, giving a feeling of the birds bursting from the 
greenery, the falcon appears. The wing placement changing on each bird 
is reminiscent of animation frames, allowing the falcon to fly alongside the 
viewer. The falcons fly directly into the dense patterning of green ghaf. The 
strict repetition freezes the mural and the audience to move through the 
green as if an agricultural landscape, before the audience emerges into the 
city, a grid of triangles which refers to infrastructure backgrounds a slide-
show of iconic architecture in the UAE, each one representing a landmark 
moment in the cities. The World Trade Centre is a global trade connection, 
the lens building of architectural innovation. The Burj Khalifa is record–
breaking and aspirational. The grand mosque is unique in scale and  
proportion as it stretches as the audience travels it. This highlights the 
deep-seated importance of religion in the region. Following the mosque, the 
Burj al Arab is a touristic icon and the image for the central and first road—
Sheikh Zayed Road is connection and history and sits atop ‘The Frame’,  
a new construction linking old and new Dubai. Finally ‘Emirates Towers’,  
the seat of government. All these architectural images are iconic and rec-
ognisable to the residents of the UAE. The blue schemes contrast with the 
more organic colours of the earlier frames, with its reference to the quality 
of the light in the city as it reflects from the blue tinted panes of the high 
rises of the city. The building are enmeshed in the grid, part of one network. 
The urban grid scatters into space, and the astronaut, unanchored, appears 
to float in the darkened indigo background as the audience moves past. 
Finally, the aqua ocean appears, its repetition and tight pattern evoking the 
lapping waves and light sparkling on the water. The fish, sails, calligraphy 
and birds combine to lift the end of mural up and away. As it finishes, the 
mural, tightly controlled by black borders above and below, explodes into 
open coastline drawing the audience and narrative into the world, as if  
suggesting the carry it with them now.

From Analogue to Digital

Due to the inhospitable climate during August, the mural was released as 
a ‘Digital Launch’ (Figure 5) on social media outlets.  As a means of pro-
moting the project The Cultural Office of Her Highness Sheikha Manal bint 
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum decided to produce a short animation 
of the design that embodied the students’ premise. The animation was 
developed to reflect the transitions of time and theme as they were laid out. 
The company charged with the production used a combination of software 
including Autodesk Maya for the 3D objects and camera tracking; Adobe 
Flash for the 2D animations and Adobe Aftereffects for the final composit-
ing. When considering the design and how it informed the process the  
animators remarked that as the design was clear and well delineated, this 
was advantageous to integrating into an animation. This length of the  
design posed the biggest challenge in managing the prescribed duration 
and timing of the animation. The animators remarked that the transitions 
between sections were useful in managing this.

The response from the students to the animation and digital release  
revealed some of their own insights to their design that they had not  
expected. It became apparent to them that the animation had captured  
the experience of the mural as a static image with a moving audience.  
A student remarked that the animators created in a way to show the view-
er’s perspective when they pass by the mural (speed of the animation, the 
movements and lighting). From the narrative point of view, they also  
succeed in portraying the commemorative aspect as the portrait of the 
Sheikh Zayed turns  into 3D form to create emphasis on the importance  
of his position and his contribution which their design addresses in the  
following transitions.

It is pertinent to note, that the digital release and resulting animation was 
not something the students had in their brief, nor their remit as they began 
their design. However, the ease at which the animation was designed and 
the ability to capture the pacing and flow seemed a natural element. This 
is a testament to a well thought out and well-paced design in which the 
roots were set in the concept of motion. The students understanding that 
the length of the mural and the motion of the audience would play out as a 
seemingly contradictory motion based static image.
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Figure 5: The Al Ydar Mural, Digital Launch Animation, Stills. / Source: The Cultural Office 
of Her Highness Sheikha Manal bint Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, 2018.

Findings

When students reflected on the final design, they noted their success in 
overcoming obstacles, found their design effective, and showed adaptability 
when implementing the design and experiencing the integration of move-
ment for the first time. With the final result, the students and audience 
were able to experience the mural as a motion design piece. The consid-
eration to this experience led to outcomes that concerned the length and 
scale of the project, narrative design and the consequent transitions and 
pacing  and the resulting learning opportunities. 

The students’ own reflection on the finished work indicates areas they feel 
were successful and some they feel didn’t quite work as they expected,  
this was due to factors such as working on the design in sections which 
meant the complete design would not be seen at scale until installed. Most  
students discussed the scale, the amount of work involved and the  
uncertainty of how the design would translate on the site as elements  
they pinpointed as significant challenges. In experiencing the mural once  
installed, they noted that the design and motion of the audience worked 
best as a repeated viewing.

Although I believe the design and size of the mural is very effective, I 
think that considering the speed of the audience’s motion and the wa-
vered focus, it might not reach them at first glance. Driving past the 
mural for the first time, they might only notice it by the middle/end of 
it.  However, after initially noticing it and driving past a second time, 
the mural achieves its intended impact. I’ve personally witnessed 
this numerous times when in the car with people who hadn’t seen it. 
(Student Feedback, 2018)

From this acknowledgment the design, although maybe not as impactful 
on first viewing encourages successive viewings, a likely scenario given the 
frequency of traffic along the road. The students also noted that from the 
position of the car the mural moves quickly, and the extended sections do 
well at slowing the audience’s ability to absorb the mural and its narrative. 
They cite the bright colour palette and smooth transitions as key elements 
that bring the design and narrative together cohesively.
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All students who provided feedback mentioned their understanding of scale 
had altered on completing the project, but more so once experiencing the 
installed mural. They noted the sense of proportion from production to 
installation had been considerably transformed in something that took so 
much time and effort had become so short and fleeting. This echoes the 
process of animation in the way that it takes many frames to complete a 
second of animation.  Transitions and pacing were truly evaluated at this 
stage. Students understood the concept that they were attempting to hold 
the audience’s attention through extending the themes and sections of the 
design. However the impact could only be assessed once installed.

I think one of the main things we tried to focus on, apart from the 
themes themselves, is how cohesive and smooth one painting should 
transition into another. Whether it’s the color palette or the shapes 
morphing. Cohesion was a huge part of the design itself given the 
scale of the mural. (Student Feedback, 2018)

As the student stated, the cohesion encompassed colour, pattern,  
metamorphosis and space assigned to themes aiding the transitional expe-
rience. Using palette was a focus in the early stages as was the transition 
of morphing pattern, though the design came to incorporate sophisticated 
frame changes with the Falcon section and the intersection of pattern from 
Cityscape to Space. The pacing was designed in a fashion to create contrast 
and bring an ease of transition. This was done through allocating panels in 
accordance with the theme, as an example, the Desert was designed as a 
long lead in and provided the audience time to adjust to the introduction 
of the mural. In evaluating this in situ, some aspects worked well in this 
regard, and others may have been developed better. The Ghaf Tree section, 
for example, could be considered longer than necessary and the colour too 
dominating. On reflection, a graduation of colour may have eased the tran-
sition into the Cityscape more readily, and a shade more sympathetic to the 
Falcon and Cityscape. 

The narrative designed to encompass the history of the UAE and Sheikh 
Zayed’s impact, was one where the student felt there was the most suc-
cess. The themes are often reflected in community projects and they were 
conscious of cliché and obvious solutions. The concept of pattern making 
appealed to the students as a way to embody the UAE, incorporate design 
elements and find a unique way to present the narrative.

Media from the paper Mural in Motion
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A challenge we faced with the design was coming up with design ele-
ments that were clearly related to the theme of culture and heritage, 
while not being cliché. I think we overcame that relatively well with 
our use of colour, as well as manipulation of the elements into inter-
esting repetitive forms.(Student Feedback, 2018)

Consequently, many more murals have appeared along this stretch of road, 
and although beautiful, they lack the impact and fluidity of this project. On 
a fast paced road such as this, it is clear that the single image mural is not 
able to be appreciated in the time allowed. Further, the students’ choices 
of frames to describe motion in conjunction with the more static pattern-
ing transition develops an undulating narrative which both explores the 
timeline of Zayed and allows the audience eye to travel along, creating 
connections of movement. Situation-wise, the completion of the mural 
at the seascape, then brilliantly explodes into real coastline, dragging the 
image narrative and laying it out in the real world. The design students used 
the influence of Escher’s work to great effect in the seamless transitions 
between ideas in the mural. I feel that they succeeded in challenging their 
audience to make the leap from static image to movement, allowing the 
series of interplays between audience, traveling, frames and transitions to 
synthesize into a vibrant motion-filled experience.
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Abstract: Motion design in a live performance context is situated at a cross- 
section of software, hardware, collaborative opportunities, and variable  
methods for making. A “live” component requires malleable parameters and 
variable outcomes, factors not native within traditional graphic and motion design 
skillsets. Parallels can be drawn between live electronic music production— 
modularity, repetition, and effects-layering—and live motion design production. 
Examples for adopting and combining creative processes, particularly within  
a live performance setting, are discussed and contextualized. 
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Introduction 
 
 Since the development of modern physics and the work of Isaac  
 Newton and Thomas Young, we know that light and sound are two  
 entirely separate phenomena: sound waves are oscillations of   
 pressure that travel through a gas, liquid, or solid, which is why outer  
 space is silent (there is no air), while what we refer to as light is that  
 small part of the electromagnetic spectrum visible to the human  
 eye—the same spectrum that comprises both the microwaves of  
 kitchen appliances and the long waves of radio bands. Physically, it is  
 not possible to integrate the frequencies of light and sound in an  
 overarching cosmic harmony, as has been attempted time and  
 again since the days of Pythagoras, and neither can they be placed in  
 a mathematically expressible proportional relation with the planets,  
 metals, cardinal points, seasons, and so forth. (Daniels and    
 Naumann 7)

Science may have deemed light and sound incapable of physical integration, 
but that hasn’t stopped a wide range of artists, designers, and musicians 
from working towards conceptual and perceptual integration. From Oskar 
Fischinger in the early to mid-20th century to Keijiro Takahashi today, this 
exploration isn’t new. But its potential continues to evolve as technology 
evolves. Disk Jockeys (DJs) spinning vinyl records progressed to DJs  
performing live digital music sets; lo-tech strobes and colored lights  
became huge projection-mapped stage sets with integrated visuals (Figure 
1). Technological advancement has had an indelible effect upon the spec-
tacle of electronic music, and ushered the addicting aesthetic of this genre 
into the realms of both fine and new media performance art.

Today, as an interdisciplinary artist, designer, and educator teaching  
motion design, I am interested in the layering and cross-pollination of 
creative processes, the ways in which seemingly disparate mediums know-
ingly or unknowingly draw from each other. As in my own artistic practice, 
I believe that wide and varied creative experiences teach students how to 
transfer and apply their skills in a multitude of scenarios—an important 
ability in today’s professional world. Through recent live performances,  
collaborations, and student mentorship, I work in the space between  

Figure 1: Daft Punk Stage Set, Coachella Festival 2016 / Source: www.youredm.com, 2016
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music and motion design exploring the research question: in what ways 
does motion design in a live performance setting rely on modularity,  
malleability, and ephemerality?

Each of the projects described herein utilized different tools, required the 
layering of different skills, and yielded different observations. This paper 
represents an attempt to contextualize and situate the work, posit new 
questions and paths forward, and methods for exposing students in a tradi-
tional motion design curriculum to expanded ways of working.

Part One: “Modern Illuminations” +  
Modular Motion Design

Modern Illuminations: A Multimedia Presentation Celebrating Hildegard of 
Bingen, an interdisciplinary performance pairing vocals and motion  
design, debuted on September 15, 2018. This was a collaboration between 
myself and Alta Danzler, mezzo-soprano and Assistant Professor of Voice 
at Oakland University whose research focuses on Gregorian and Medieval 
chant. This particular performance highlighted the work of Hildegard of 
Bingen, an 12th century Benedictine abbess, writer, composer, philosopher, 
mystic, visionary, and polymath. 

From her earliest childhood, Hildegard describes seeing things others 
couldn’t; she foretold the future; and her visual field was filled at all times 
with a strange luminosity that she later came to call “the reflection of the 
living light”. An interdisciplinary creative in her own right, Hildegard  
described her creative process as follows:

My seeing, hearing, and knowing are simultaneous…The things I write 
are those that I see and hear in my vision with no words of my own 
added…they are not like the words of human speech, but are like a 
blazing flame and a cloud that moves through clear air. I can by no 
means grasp the form of this light any more than I can stare fully into 
the sun. (Hildegard)

The goal of the project was to foreground Hildegard’s multi-sensory and 
divine creative process, depicting the overwhelming surge of creative inter-
vention she described experiencing. Ultimately, we arrived at a stage setup 

where Alta would be positioned behind the audience, with the audience 
seated to face a projection screen. This setup would allow the audience to 
experience the auditory and the visual simultaneously—without performer 

“intervention”.

In her book Scivias, Hildegard describes quite vividly the visions that 
inspired the hymns she wrote. Accordingly, the animations created were 
based on my interpretations—of Hildegard’s interpretations— of her  
visions, along with translations of her lyrics and common visual themes and 
color palettes found in her physical artworks. There is no musical accompa-
niment for any of Hildegard’s hymns; they are performed as chants—rolling 
waves of solo vocals, the tonal rise and fall of notes, the extension or  
staccato of certain lyrics the inroads to the narrative of each song. Without  
a consistent rhythmic undercurrent to rely on, the work evolved from  
carefully timed rehearsals. 

An .mov file and the QuickTime application were utilized to control the 
performance; flexible buffers between chants took the form of an omnipres-
ent and central pulsing “light” throughout the length of the composition. 
Individual animated elements would move into the composition at the start 
of a chant, and out at the end, leaving the pulsing light (“the reflection of 
the living light” as Hildegard called it) present for up to a minute between 
chants. This functioned as a discrete opportunity to pause or fast forward, 
keeping the visuals aligned with Alta. While her timing was impressively 
close to our rehearsals, there were still a handful of lags, gaps, and improvi-
sations to navigate.

In her essay Audiovisual Live Performance, Amy Alexander posits that “live 
cinema is typically performed in a setting that resembles both a music 
concert and a film screening. Unlike at a nightclub, where music and visuals 
function as ambient entertainment, in a live cinema performance the  
audience is typically seated and focused on the performance” (Alexander 
202). “Modern Illuminations”, therefore, can be situated within the realm  
of live cinema. 
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This definition also supports the creative process for this project: the  
motion design components were created in advance and in line with a  
traditional creative process; in other words, as in the manner of an  
animated short. However, deployment of the motion pieces on stage in a 
live setting situated the work in a much different light: as a performance. 
The performance context also meant that “Modern Illuminations” would  
never be viewed the same way twice: the “live” in “live cinema” denotes  
a living, breathing, ephemeral exploration. 

Did this “liveness” add to the experience for the viewer? Mia Makela states 
that “…in most laptop performances the audience sees the performer 
standing or sitting behind the computer, attentively watching the monitor 
while moving the mouse and pressing keys on the keyboard. The laptop 
performer resembles an operator who carefully performs tasks with the 
machine more than a performer in the traditional sense of the word” (94). 
In our case, the audience couldn’t see me behind my laptop, nor Alta as 
she sang. If the audience had access to my trackpad, Touch Bar, and key-
board actions, to the gentle sway of Alta’s torso as she took in air, would the 
performance have had a deeper or more substantial affect? In this instance, 
because the actual content of the work was developed in the weeks and 

months preceding the performance, the meaning of the piece was realized 
in the time shared between performers and audience—visible or not.

Speculation: Modular Motion Design 
Modern Illuminations prompted an exploration of the idea that motion 
design in a live setting needs to be malleable. Flexible parameters are 
necessary for ebb, flow, and improvisation within the live context; linear 
compositions with fixed timing are too rigid. This specialized, “live” 
language could be approached in a similar way to electronic music 
production: a variety of loops (short phrases) are layered, repeated, 
combined, and soloed over the duration of a track or performance. Various 
filters, effects, and other modifications deployed throughout aid in the 
forward momentum of the piece, and in the transition from stanza to stanza, 
phrase to phrase. Artist and musician Robert Henke echoes this idea: 

…I think my advantage is that since I work with computers I didn’t  
really change the medium. The strategies I apply visually are strate-
gies that I also apply to sound, so in a funny way this is very close  
as a working process to my music making and therefore it comes 
quite naturally. I solve the same problems, I use the same software,  
I ask the same questions…about timbre, about time, and about  
structure. It’s visual music for me, very close to how I perceive sound. 
(Partridge)

What might a modular approach to motion design look like? How can we 
encourage modular ways of working in the classroom in order to support 
more malleable output? I posit one methodology inspired by the Exquisite 
Corpse parlor game. Invented by Surrealists Victor Brauner, André Brenton, 
and Jacques Hérold in 1935, “they folded a sheet of paper in fours across a 
horizontal axis, and, taking turns, made their marks in the respective quad-
rants” without visibility to the marks that came before theirs (Kochhar-
Lindgren, et al. xix). In its essence, “…the Exquisite Corpse is all about 
chance processes” with “the whole idea [being] to look at links—the con-
nections unacknowledged but also undeniably present in the spread of the 
game” (Miller xi). In a Motion Design classroom, the Exquisite Corpse could 
take the form of each student completing a 10-second animation and then 
each building a longer composition built with the animations of their peers. 
Or creating a series of short animations over the course of the semester 

Figure 2: Stills from “Modern Illuminations” / Source: Parker, 2018
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without visibility to a late-semester assignment of assembling them into a 
larger composition. These types of projects encourage an alternative meth-
od of storytelling: non-linear and malleable. In support of this idea, Paul 
Miller, a.k.a. DJ Spooky, suggests that: 

With the Exquisite Corpse, the rules of the game provide the form, 
and the way people put together the fragments [provides] the func-
tion…Such creation haunts the way we think about the compositional 
strategies of artists and composers who break down the linear flow of 
ideas between people…Take a fragment of a record, mix it. Sequence 
it. Repeat. Flip the script, cut and paste the result, and the…. equiva-
lent of an artificial creature flows off the page and…becomes another 
story, another composition… (xiv)

Speculation: Preparation vs. Deployment: Finding (and teaching)  
a “flow” state 
No matter how many rehearsals, no matter how carefully planned the 
timing, there will always be gaps between what is anticipated in preparation 
and what actually happens in deployment, and no two performances will 
be the same. The tools of live motion design are meant to be flexible, to 
allow for adjustment in the moment. But a certain mindset is required to 
identify and embrace opportunities for flexible execution. How does a 
seasoned motion designer learn to “go with the flow”, to ride the wave of 
a performance, embrace the unexpected, and adjust their work on the fly? 
A state of flow can be described as a condition in which people experience 
a narrow field of intense concentration, forget about personal problems, 
feel competent and in control, experience a sense of harmony and union 
with their surroundings, and lose their ordinary sense of time (Wrigley and 
Emmerson, 293). Wrigley and Emmerson’s 2011 study “The Experience of the 
Flow State in Live Music Performance” examined the optimal psychological 
state of flow in a live music performance context at an Australian music 
institution. The study found that most students: 

…did not believe they were sufficiently skilled to meet the challenge of 
the performance and most did not greatly enjoy the experience of the 
performance examination. These results indicated that the majority of 
students were likely to have found their performance examination a 
less than satisfying, absorbing, or rewarding experience. These results 

suggested that the performance examination for most students were 
not likely to have fostered or reinforced effective levels of self-effica-
cy and confidence, and they may have inhibited substantive teaching 
and learning benefits for most students. (Wrigley and Emmerson, 
302–303)

While this study focused on an examination setting, it is reasonable to 
deduce that, broadly speaking, a person might feel similar pressures when 
attempting to use their skills in unfamiliar ways. How can we, as motion 
design educators and practitioners, exercise and encourage lateral appli-
cations of our motion design skills? How can we teach our students (and 
ourselves) to build self-efficacy and confidence through experimentation 
and risk-taking within the realm of motion design?

One possible approach to teaching these skills can be found in the princi-
ples of improvisational acting, or improv. Techniques of improv have been 
embraced over the past several years by the business community, psychol-
ogists and life coaches, and a variety of design-centric entities such as Ideo 
and the d.school (Institute of Design) at Stanford University. One of the 
most common improv tenants, “Yes, and…”, challenges one to always build 
upon what came before; to never negate. Something as simple as encourag-
ing students to not utilize “undo” software functionality, for example, but to 
instead pause, observe, accept, and move on could lead to more confident 
work—and more confident students. 

Assigning projects in which motion design output is taken out of its tradi-
tional display formats could have a similar effect. A motion piece created 
for only one other person in which their reaction is recorded and presented 
for critique rather than the piece itself, tiny animations sent as self-destruc-
tible Snapchat messages, watching half of a foreign film and storyboarding 
the ending—each of these activities has the potential to not only build more 
confident students, but also encourage empathy and acceptance while 
challenging the application of familiar skillsets.
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What’s Next: Soundscape exploration with OP-Z + Unity 
My performance-in-progress, “Neutral Question”, focuses on opportunities 
for the give and take between visuals and sound, and seeks to deploy 
modular motion design creative processes while challenging my ability to 
find and inhabit a flow state during a live performance. In service of this 
challenge, I am asking the following questions: At what point does sound 
take over a multi-sensory experience? At what point do visuals? What is 
the primary sensory experience, and what is secondary? Does it matter? 
To date, my experience with live motion design has been as a collaborator, 
facilitator, and mentor—in other words, one component within a larger 
whole. Mia Makela posits that “VJs […] often attempt to make the visual 
react to the music on a rhythmic basis, rather than constructing audio 
visual performances where the image and the audio are in constant dialog” 
(88). By assuming the role of solo performer—both musician and motion 
designer simultaneously—I am working towards a greater give and take 
between movement and sound, and sound and movement. 

Teenage Engineering, a Swedish consumer electronics company and  
manufacturer, released the OP-Z (Figure 3), a multimedia synthesizer  
and sequencer, in November 2018. The OP-Z has the ability to produce  
music—but also the capability of simultaneously controlling visuals. The 
visual capabilities of the OP-Z operate through a proprietary set of tools 
called Videolab within Unity, a multi-platform game engine. Notably, the 
Videolab creative process is a two-way street: visuals can drive sound, or 
sound can drive visuals; this give-and-take hasn’t been as fluid with any 
other hardware/software combination to date. The OP-Z embodies a  
liminal, inter-disciplinary space between performance art, music composi-
tion, and motion design. I am curious about the opportunities that exist  
in this space, and what the melding of these distinct disciplines will yield.

Part Two: Lester Villapando’s “The Sight of Sound” + 
Motion Design Mentorship

In Fall 2018, I had the pleasure of mentoring Lester Villapando, a student  
in our Graphic Design program at Oakland University, though a motion  
design-based senior thesis project. Inspired by the Hildegard performance 
and a motion design course he had taken with me the previous semester, 
Lester developed a project entitled “The Sight of Sound”, which focused on 
synesthesia, a perceptual phenomenon in which one sensory experience 
causes an involuntary, secondary sensory reaction. Lester experiences 
synesthesia by perceiving certain colors when he hears certain sounds, and 
sought to bring his experience to others through an interactive installation. 
Ultimately, he paired 64 electronic music-making sounds with 64 one- to 
three-second animations, each animation ranging in color, composition, and 
movement. 

The mentorship component of this project was unique in that Lester and I 
were learning alongside each other, both new students of motion design in 
a live context. Based on the Modern Illuminations experience, we first em-
barked upon an exploration of industry-standard VJ and DJ tools, meeting 
at least once a week to share our discoveries. Through numerous free tri-
al downloads and experimentation, VJ software Resolume Avenue 6 was 
adopted due to its interesting cross-section of features and familiar pan-
el-based interface (Figure 4). Ableton Live (Figure 5), industry-standard DJ 
software known for its prowess in the realm of live performance (and ex-
pandable via add-on modules for controlling visuals in time with the music) 
was also utilized. In terms of hardware controllers, our options were endless. 
From buttons to knobs, sliders to dials, the variety of commercially avail-
able MIDI controllers is broad and the more tech-savvy among us can build 
and program using anything from Arduino-based systems to appropriated 
arcade or video game controllers and their parts. Our extensive hardware 
research lead to the Novation Launchpad MIDI controller for its ease of use, 
durability, and accessible price point. A traditional projector and projection 
screen completed the technical set up.

Figure 3: Teenage Engineering’s OP-Z / Source: www.teenageengineering.com, 2019
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Ultimately, Lester leveraged this tool set by double-mapping the MIDI 
controller through both Resolume and Ableton Live so that each time one of 
the controller’s pads was pressed, both a sound and a visual were triggered 
simultaneously and projected onto the projection screen. Multiple buttons 
could be pressed at once or in rapid succession, allowing for an almost  
endless array of audio/visual compositions. The presentation of this inter-
active piece allowed participants direct interaction with the MIDI controller, 
without instruction or other mediation.

While not a live performance in the strictest definition, the interactive  
nature of “The Sight of Sound” (Figure 6) touches upon congruent ideas 
of malleability, ephemerality, and abstraction. In the essay “Audiovisual 
Interactive Art: From the Artwork to the Device and Back”, Katja Kwastek 
builds upon the ideas of Sybille Krämer. Krämer posited that the difference 
between musical instruments and other instruments is that the former’s 
purpose is not an enhancement of efficiency but “worldmaking”, or in other 
words, the production of artistic worlds that allow us to experience things 
that are not possible in our familiar environments. (Kwastek 151). Kwastek 
goes on to suggest, “if we wish to gain a better understanding of the onto-
logical status of audiovisual interactive artworks in comparison to musical 

instruments, we must ask, first, whether these works serve the  
purpose of worldmaking; that is, whether their primary objective is the  
production of novel compositions” (Kwastek 151). In “The Sight of Sound”, 
the MIDI controller, previously a device used for efficiency in music produc-
tion or performance, becomes repurposed as a tool for “worldmaking” by  
allowing participants to create their own novel compositions. Through this 
lens, “The Sight of Sound” in its entirety can be considered a musical  
instrument, and the world interpreted as a user-personalized view into 
Lester’s synesthetic experience.

The connection between motion and sound in “The Sight of Sound” is rather 
direct—sounds and visuals are married together in pairs and their “exis-
tence” is directly linked to the pressing of a button. In other words, we un-
derstand the origin of the sound and the visual because we perceive them 
immediately upon pressing a button; we don’t question their relationship 
as they always occur together. The transparent mediation of technology 
in “The Sight of Sound” simultaneously concretizes both visual and sound, 
with haptic input via the MIDI controller providing the context for what we 
consequently see and hear. 

Figure 4: Screenshot from Resolume Avenue 6 / Source: Parker, 2019 Figure 5: Screenshot from Ableton Live 10 / Source: Parker, 2019
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While Lester’s project is rooted in the psychological phenomenon of syn-
esthesia, its power lies in the sense of agency a participant experiences 
while interacting with it—sound and image are not passively delivered, but 
directly and actively triggered. In contrast to this idea of agency, Kwastek 
posits that “regardless of the degree of influence borne by the recipients, 
their activity is still always based on their interaction with a given system, 
whose workings are unknown to them” (Kwastek 157). I argue that, at least 
in terms of “The Sight of Sound”, the “unknown workings” of the piece are 
what encourage extended exploration; the malleable, ephemeral outcomes 
of interacting with the piece have the potential to supersede one’s desire 
to know exactly how it all works because the compositional options—both 
auditory and visual—are virtually endless. 

From a teaching and mentorship standpoint, “The Sight of Sound” developed 
through a low level of emphasis on outcome, and a high level of emphasis 
on creative process. As with any problem statement, there were myriad 
ways Lester could have told his story of synesthesia. The form of this par-
ticular outcome grew out of experimentation with interdisciplinary tools, 
software, and hardware outside our normal graphic design/motion design 
purview—as opposed to a scenario in which familiar tools, software, and 
hardware were assumed from the start. “The Sight of Sound” served as a 
good reminder that as educators and practitioners, particularly in the digi-
tal realm, we sometimes rely too heavily on the knowledge and skillsets we 
already possess; creating alongside our students and the flattened expert/
novice dynamic this creates can lead to a richer educational experience.

“The Sight of Sound” was shown in the Oakland University Art Gallery from 
November 30, 2018 to December 30, 2018, and was chosen “Best of Show”.

Conclusion

Participation in the projects described herein, “Modern Illuminations” and  
Lester Villapando’s “The Sight of Sound”, have exposed my creative practice  
to a world of new software, hardware, collaborative opportunities, and  
methods for making. The needs of these projects emphasize malleable  
parameters and variable outcomes, factors not native to my skills as a  
traditional graphic and motion designer. Parallels can be drawn between  

live electronic music production—modularity, repetition, and effects  
layering—and production for live motion design. Adopting and combining  
creative processes encourages an extension of the possibilities of motion  
design, particularly within a live performance setting.
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Abstract: Emerging technology and rapidly changing digital tools necessitate new 
and adaptable means for prototyping. Increased affordances of augmented reality 
(AR), in particular, have created new challenges for interactive designers to mock 
up AR design solutions without writing code (De Sa). Building AR prototypes 
might not be a problem for a company with programming and 3D modeling 
resources, but it presents significant challenges in the classroom. Students lack 
knowledge of coding languages and 3D modeling programs; design curricula  
lack time and space required to teach such new and exploratory topics; and  
institutions lack resources for expensive wearable devices. Although design  
students have access to many tools to realize their screen-based designs, no 
equivalent currently exists for AR experiences (Hunsucker). However, most design 
curricula incorporate courses and projects related to motion design, which give 
students foundational concepts and tools for designing with movement in 2D and 
3D space. The skills they learn in motion design, such as motion graphics, sound 
design and narrative, are transferable to the designing and prototyping of  
immersive AR interfaces and experiences.   
 
This paper demonstrates a methodology for prototyping augmented reality 
experiences in the classroom using existing tools for motion design, such as 
smartphone cameras and Adobe After Effects. By combining motion graphics with 
video footage, students can overlay interfaces in a user’s physical environment 
to build high fidelity proofs of concept. Examples of student projects include 
live typographic posters, AR wayfinding systems, and gesture-based screenless 
interfaces. In these projects, students enact a thinking-through-making approach 
that allows for quick iteration and broad speculation. The interplay of motion 
design and augmented reality creates opportunities for them to envision new user 
experiences in the built environment, to think beyond the limitations of code and 
devices, and to futurecast the possibilities of human-computer interaction. 

Keywords: Augmented Reality, Interactive Design, Human-computer Interaction, 
Motion Design, Prototyping

Augmented Reality: Challenges and Opportunities 

Until recently, many designers and technologists lumped virtual reality  
(VR) and augmented reality (AR) together under the umbrella term of  
“immersive technology.” While VR and AR are related, they are distinct  
technologies with unique affordances and user experiences. VR completely  
immerses users into virtual built environments that are separate from the 
real world, while AR overlays information onto images or camera views of 
the real world to enhance users’ physical experiences. As technology has 
advanced to make AR accessible on smartphones, it has quickly eclipsed 
VR to become mainstream. From the overnight success of Pokémon Go in 
2016 to new development tools like Apple’s ARKit and Google’s ARCore, 
the popularity and affordances of AR technology are rapidly expanding. As 
a result, AR’s revenue growth is accelerating is expected to surpass VR  
revenues within three years (Petrock). 

For graphic and interactive designers, however, the growth of AR presents 
as many challenges as it does opportunities. Building fully-functional AR 
experiences is a complex process that requires advanced knowledge of 
software and code, expensive wearable devices and considerable time for 
building and testing (De Sa). This kind of investment may be feasible for 
companies with large teams and resources for computer programming and 
3D modeling, but it’s a significant challenge, if not a near impossibility, for 
classrooms in higher education. Furthermore, as AR and VR technologies 
advance, it will be increasingly important to draw distinctions between the 
roles of design and production, similar to the roles of designers and devel-
opers on web teams, both in education and in industry. Design students 
lack knowledge of advanced coding languages and modeling programs such 
as Xcode and Unity; design curricula lack time and space required to teach 
such new and exploratory topics; and institutions lack resources for  
expensive devices such as 360° cameras and AR glasses.  

Despite the challenges of incorporating emerging technology into curricula, 
graduates of design programs are nevertheless expected to be prepared 
to solve complex problems using technological systems and to design user 
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experiences that seamlessly merge physical and digital realities (Davis). 
It is critical that design curricula evolve to incorporate opportunities for 
students to learn advanced technological skills and grapple with complex 
problems. Designing and prototyping AR experiences is a great way to 
achieve this. Students can build on their knowledge of user flows and inter-
face design to create non-screen-based digital experiences, while learning 
to conceptualize three-dimensionally. 

In order to practice designing for AR without the burden of code and de-
vices, accessible and affordable rapid prototyping tools are needed. While 
numerous such tools exist for prototyping screen-based designs such as 
websites and mobile applications, there is currently no designated tool 
for prototyping AR (Hunsucker). At the time of publication, Adobe Project 
Aero and WiARframe are two applications currently in beta that promise 
advanced prototyping capabilities for AR and fast delivery to mobile devic-
es. These applications indicate future advances in digital prototyping, but 
students needn’t wait for these new apps to start designing. They have the 
tools they need right now in their motion design courses. 

While courses devoted to emerging technology are not standard in most 
graphic and interactive design programs, courses in motion design have 
been established for many years. Learning motion design allows design 
students to create immersive experiences that incorporate narrative, sound 
and 3D modeling into their designs—all skills that are readily transferable 
to designing for AR. By using tools to which they already have access, such 
as Adobe After Effects and smartphone cameras, students in motion design 
courses can easily expand their immersive designs into AR space.  

Prototyping AR with Motion Design 

The following method uses 3D modeling and camera tracking features in 
Adobe After Effects to simulate the placement of digital graphics and ob-
jects in physical space. The outcome is not a fully functional or testable 
prototype, but rather a high fidelity proof of concept demonstrated from the 
point of view of the user. The methodology can be used for many types of 
AR projects, but to demonstrate the process, I will use a typographic motion 
poster project conducted in the graphic design senior studio Technology in 
Context during fall 2018 at the University of Arkansas School of Art.

Students were tasked with creating a type-based motion poster to  
promote an art gallery exhibit at the university called  Language as Medium.  
The posters would be “hung” in AR space around campus in locations of 
their choosing. Constraints were established for simplicity, such as limited 
used of color and number of typefaces, however the “posters” could take 
any shape or size. Students began with paper sketches to conceptualize 
their typography and layouts, then moved on to paper storyboard sketches 
to incorporate movement and narrative. At this stage they were asked to 
scout physical locations for the posters, looking for opportunities to engage 
high traffic areas and unexpected spaces and surfaces. Next, they built their 
motion posters in After Effects, using typography and motion graphics. To 
further challenge traditional assumptions about what posters can be and  
do, and to capitalize on the affordances of AR, students were required  
to activate 3D space with their typography or graphics.  

To bring their motion posters into AR space, students used their smart-
phone cameras to shoot video footage of the space in which their poster 
would live. This step of the project proved to be tricky for some, and  
required many re-shoots. In order for the footage to be readable by the  
software, two criteria must be met: first, the space in which the poster will 
hang must have ample structure in or around it, such as walls, doors,  
corners, or beams; second, the camera operator must reduce fast and shaky 
movement to a minimum. The footage of the physical space should mimic 
the user’s point of view while interacting with the AR design; in other words, 
the camera should approach the space and move around or interact with 
the location where the poster will be, just as a user would. Students then 
bring the video footage into After Effects and use the camera tracker  

Figure 1: Augmented reality motion posters created by students in graphic design senior 
studio Technology in Context, fall 2018 at the University of Arkansas School of Art. From 
left to right: Eric Henderson, Tarren Cox, Karen Hessing.
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feature to read the footage and identify planes in the physical space. 
Motion posters are then placed onto a plane in the footage, simulating 
placement in AR space. The final outcome is a video that simulates what  
a user would see as they move around and interact with the AR poster  
in space. 

This prototyping method creates a high fidelity proof-of-concept without 
the use of code, advanced software or expensive equipment. It allows 
students to be incredibly precise in their design and conceptualization of 
AR projects, while leaving room for much trial and error. It also allows for 
continual iteration and refinement. While the method is easy to implement 
in classrooms, it does have drawbacks. For instance, the resulting proto-
type is not fully immersive, as an AR experience would be, and, while it 
does prompt students to design for a physical space in an immersive way, it 
doesn’t force them to think completely outside the four walls of the screen. 
Additionally, the prototype is not fully interactive; although interaction can 
be demonstrated with the actions of the user and other people in the video 
footage, the interaction is merely simulated and therefore cannot truly be 

“tested.” 

Incorporating this pedagogical approach in interactive and motion  
design courses would allow students to experiment with numerous types  
of AR projects, such as wayfinding systems, exhibit designs, gesture- 
based screenless interfaces, and immersive storytelling experiences. 
In these advanced interactive design projects, students enact a think-
ing-through-making approach that allows for quick iteration and broad 
speculation. The interplay of motion design and augmented reality creates 
opportunities for them to envision new user experiences in the built  
environment, to think beyond the limitations of software and devices,  
and to futurecast the possibilities of human-computer interaction.
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Abstract: Understanding the role of motion in contemporary design education 
is precarious. As our media habits change and evolve, motion will play an 
increasingly important role in how we teach design. Incoming students in art and 
design programs are now native to an evolving media ecosystem of experiences; 
they have grown up with gesture, touch, sound and motion. However, traditional 
graphic design programs tend to overlook this evolution and view motion as 
narrow in scope, low impact or another discipline altogether. As a result, motion 
is not well integrated into department goals and learning objectives. Typically, 
a motion elective or topics course is offered later in a 4–year graphic design 
sequence. As a result of this program approach, students are not able to fully 
utilize and/or expand their skills. The inherently high visual IQ that they enter the 
program with inevitably plateaus before they graduate.  
 
This paper will address how programs can successfully embrace a multi–modal 
learning experience where motion is strategically and playfully integrated into 
program outcomes. The emphasis will revolve around three motion strategies: 
establishing a foundation, building a sequence and integrating into core 
curriculum. These strategies specifically address the question: what happens 
when motion intersects with print, interactive and experience design? Further, 
the paper will include case studies that demonstrate the benefit of this cross 
fertilization and the results of a more meaningful and holistic motion design 
education.  
 
Keywords: Motion, Open Channel, Foundations, Sequence, Multi–Discipline 

Students enter into communication design programs with a high media 
intelligence. Generation Z students alone (born between 1995 and 2012) 
have been living in a world of smart phones and free wi-fi for as long as they 
can remember. They have grown up with YouTube and Netflix available at 
the swipe of their finger. As a result, their consumption habits are stagger-
ing. The Huffington Post reports that students on average watch 68 videos 
in a day—meaning they have the ability to sort, discern and consume con-
tent faster than ever (Velasco). Furthermore, a recent forecast from a 2017 
Cisco Study predicts that “videos will drive 80% of internet traffic by 2021” 
(Marshall). Design students are a product of their environment. They are 
savvy consumers with an instinctual approach to touch, gesture, sound  
and motion. 

When these students begin to matriculate through a design program with 
little or no motion development at the beginning of their course sequence,  
a learning opportunity is lost. This preconditioned set of skills are not  
being cultivated and educators are not keeping pace in responding to this 
dynamic shift in design, culture and technology. Although motion classes, 
in particular, offered later in the sequence can be effective, the ability for 
students to see connections between motion and other disciplines is not 
fully realized. As Meredith Davis writes in her The Design Curriculum of the 
Future Must Be Anticipatory and Agile article, “Schools often lag behind in 
their reconsideration of curricula under this radically reconfigured context 
for design. Many rely on ‘curriculum by accrual,’ tacking new skill develop-
ment onto the end of course sequences.” 

Moving forward, programs need to work smarter not harder. Educators 
need to proactively seek out opportunities to stretch their offerings and 
build better connections between disciplines. By introducing a combination 
of media-based tools early in a course sequence, expectations are estab-
lished that these skillsets are essential for success. Time is limited and so 
are credit hours. There will always be more con-tent to teach then we  
have the time available. But, by creating this interrelationship of content,  
programs can build better experiences that single classes are not able to 
compete with. This translates into more content in a shorter period of  
time. It promotes play and exploration while establishing a foundation  
of collaboration. “To do things differently, we need to perceive things  
differently. In discussing where we want to be, breakthrough ideas often 
come when people look at the world through a fresh lens” (Thack-ara). 



167Motion Design, Open Channel and  
a Future for Design Education

This approach also creates environments that are unique and holistic,  
something that is not easily replicable online. This distinction is becoming 
increasingly important as traditional higher-ed institutions face steep  
competition from non-traditional learning communities. Traditional  
programs can be rigid. Retention rates will always be in question and enroll-
ment numbers, particularly in art and design schools, are plateauing while 
tuition continues to increase. Students could eventually opt for a more 
self-directed degree with a shorter time commitment for completion via 
online universities. 

But, if we are honest, the greatest obstacle educators face is adapting  
to instructional methods far different from the way we were trained  
and educated ourselves. As we attempt to breathe life into innovative  
curricula that adapts to 21st-century challenges (and a whole new  
generation of digital learners to boot), we simultaneously impart death 
upon our understanding of what it means to be “faculty in higher education” 
as we know it (Newbold). Institutions and departments must equip  
educators with professional development opportunities to adapt to this 
new design climate.

Introducing the Open Channel Model 

At the core of the open channel model, faculty in the College for Creative 
Studies Communication Design Department believe that typography,  
motion and interaction are inextricably linked and should not be taught in 
isolation. By teaching the disciplines in tandem, it fosters a more systemic 
curriculum approach. We also believe that if students are given the  
opportunity to build their skills equally they will become better thinkers, 
players and makers. With this undergraduate foundations program,  
students enter their communication design core classes with cross-disci-
plinary skills that can be utilized to develop projects relevant to the idea/ 
audience not the medium/tool. As faculty we develop project sets  
expecting that students will pursue a variety of design channels. Open 
channel means students can explore without judgement and find what  
resonates with them personally and professionally. Regardless of what  
they are studying or when they are studying it, students can work in any 
channel they prefer.

Faculty work alongside students to foster this exploration while making 
sure learning outcomes have been met. An early foundation builds the 
confidence needed for entry into their design core classes that include 6 
semesters (starting sophomore year) focusing on topics such as semiotics, 
design thinking and research, identity, civic engagement, branding systems, 
sustainability, chance methodologies and thesis development. Additionally, 
advanced elective courses in interaction, experience and motion are offered 
so they can further specialize. 

This approach is a reflection of where the field is now and where it is  
headed. First, students learn the core principles of print-based graphic 
design—think image, typography, color, messaging and hierarchy. Second, 
they merge what they’ve learned with motion and code in order to build  
media and create interactive environments on a wide variety of platforms. 
This cross disciplinary approach (or multi-modal) allows students to  
be exposed to core skills early in their sequence and helps them make  
connections as they matriculate through the program. As a result students 
are able to move in and out of project sets with more fluidity. The work is 
more systemic, responds to a wider audience and more closely aligns with 
professional workflow and expectations.

Finally, let’s visit the economic realities of this model. We can’t ignore the 
rising costs of tuition and the crushing debt that students are being  
saddled with. It is estimated that 2030 graduates should expect to pay over 

Figure 1: Open Channel Foundation Skills / Source: Chad Reichert
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$200,000 for a 4–year degree in the United States (P). Students are more 
reluctant to financially burden themselves to meet the needs of escalating 
tuition. We have an obligation as educators to prepare our students for a 
successful career; and yes, that includes helping students reach their  
highest earning potential. According to AIGA Design Salary motion design-
ers earn on average $15,000 more than non-motion jobs (AIGA). With the 
average timeline of 10 years to pay back their debt loans can be paid back 
more aggressively in a short period of time (Bidwell). Let’s face it, open 
learning means higher earning.

Establishing a Foundation 

To establish a foundation in the open channel model, we must recognize 
that the tools that are taught in the classroom need to be reconsidered. No 
longer should foundations be focused on the stroke of a pen or swipe of a 
paint brush. The ability to capture an idea with pencil is still relevant, but 
long gone are the days that designers need to master perspective or  
figure drawing. Foundation skills should now embrace code, motion, touch, 
sound and gesture. Programs need to accommodate this new style of 
learning and consumption. With hi–fidelity and dropping cost of memory 
cards, video is a powerful sketching tool to capture ideas not easily fabri-
cated with 2D methods. Code logic teaches students to be better problem 
solvers. Interaction teaches students to better understand human behav-
ior. Educators need to teach students to be agile and navigate effortlessly 
through the myriad of experiences that audiences and consumers now  
expect. If the expectations of foundations programs do not shift, develop-
ment is hindered and students will find themselves unable to efficiently 
adapt to this new design landscape.

Strategically, motion is the first media channel that freshmen are exposed 
to in our department. In recent years, the software barrier has diminished 
as the conglomeration of Adobe products have redundancies built into their 
interfaces. This helps the transition, but the learning curve is still steep. 
Initially, the students are intimidated by the tools to make motion content, 
but once the learning threshold has been addressed students begin to 
embrace the possibilities. Our approach to the class is to develop storytell-
ers who can use a combination of analog and digital techniques. As stated 
earlier, students come into the class with a predisposition for motion. Once 

the learning curve has stabilized, students are eager to develop  
content, often with a savviness that is expected with a lifetime of media 
consumption behind them.

It’s also the first media-based course that coincides with typography. While 
the obvious connection between content is the expansion of typographic 
understanding (i.e. screen–based typography) the other favorable aspect is 
curricular anticipation. We do not teach the class as a standalone experi-
ence. We teach the class to acknowledge and solidify department goals. By 
connecting typography and motion it helps students see the connections 
between disciplines and opens up the conversation about expectations  
as they move throughout the curriculum. In order to reinforce a foundation 
course that is proactive and anticipatory, we adopted some rules of  
engagement that provide clarity for the students.

Don’t blur the line 
As educators we help students understand from the outset that we are 
unlike other departments and/or majors. We are a communication design 
department with focus on print, motion and interaction. What we do, how 
we do it and how we talk about ourselves are verbal cues that reinforce the 
student’s decision to stay or go. We want to be clear. Obviously retention 
is a consideration, but more importantly we expect students to understand 
that we are no longer a print-based society. As designers we need to adapt 
to a new design culture. We don’t want to waste our time and student’s 
money if they are not interested or don’t have the aptitude to move beyond 
the static page. 

Choose your words wisely 
Choosing words to articulate what we do is very important. In our first 
motion course, we use “graphic motion” instead of “animation.” We 

“suggest” ideas, we don’t “illustrate.” We “capture” ideas we don’t “draw” 
them. These are small distinctions that help reinforce a communication 
design culture, not one that blurs the line between design, illustration and 
animation. Our focus is typography, developing content and communicating 
messages. We are not animators and illustrators. A student might be an 
exceptional illustrator but that is a technique not an expectation. When 
students hear these verbal cues it’s reinforcing and/or clarifying their 
interest in communication design. 
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Reinforce the relevancy of motion 
Being located in the middle of the United States we remind everyone that 
motion is not an east/west activity anymore. You don’t need to be located 
in Los Angeles or on Madison Avenue to establish a career. Motion is a 
ubiquitous activity regardless of location or scale. As the next G networks 
gets built and data becomes cheaper, media consumption will only increase. 
Regardless of size and budget, companies and organizations will continue 
to brand themselves and share their stories to a bigger more global 
market. Communication designers need to understand how to navigate 
an ever-growing list of applications and platforms that include: branding 
for television, broadcast and events; user interfaces including screen, 
car, dishwasher, speakers and operating software; data visualization; 
augmented reality; virtual reality and last, but certainly not least social 
media stories. As purveyors of culture, communication designers must 
recognize that motion is pervasive. A career in motion is more relevant  
now than it has ever been.

Content durations are shifting so should we 
Video content has gone from 5 minutes to 5 seconds. Long narratives are no 
longer the norm. We need to respond to a new generation of content and 
consumer habits. Understanding the distinction and function of short vs 
long narratives is very important. We need to respond/scale to applications 
and media platforms. Both durations are necessary; but students need to 
understand the context they are designing for so they can adapt accordingly. 

 

It’s not about the software 
We purposely limit the amount of software we teach. We agree that 
plug-ins and effects will not be taught. This is not a new idea as many 
departments have the same guiding principle. We understand technology 
will change and software packages will become obsolete. Once giants in 
the field; HyperCard, Macromedia Director, Flash, etc. are now all extinct. 
That is not the game we are interested in playing. If the students are hungry 
for the “tech,” then we remind them of all the free online resources and 
available applications for smart devices that are available or to seek out our 
dedicated adjuncts who work as full–time professional motion designers. 
They are always glad to share tips and tricks as software updates continue 
to be pushed out on a seemingly weekly basis. Otherwise we stay focused 
on teaching them how to develop content, build a story arc, articulate 
frames, exaggerate scale, active space and vary speed. We teach them how 
to compose a shot, capture sound, move a camera, and how to work with 
lights. We encourage them to play with their hands, use projectors, build 
sets, explore the city, work in teams and have fun. We acknowledge when 
their process is exploratory and a bit silly and we correct them when they 
don’t pursue their ideas or push their process enough. Teaching these skills 
sets a high bar. It’s hard but fun. It’s tedious but engaging. It’s frustrating but 
fulfilling. Motion Design 1 is a snapshot of their next four years.

 
 
 

Figure 2: Motion Design 1, Proto-Types. / Source: Student Student Designers: Various. Instructor: Matthew Raupp



(MODE) Motion Design Education Summit 2019 
Edited Conference Proceedings

170

It’s time to play 
By embedding processes, experiences, techniques, and other learning 
devices in the class, we expect students to eventually move outside the 
expected norm of design pedagogy and rubrics and into a place that is more 
playful and unexpected. Motion provides that conduit for play because it’s 
a multi-faceted set of tools and techniques that encourages spontaneity. 
Design through the lens of the camera or sandwiched between keyframes 
welcomes exploration and encourages mistakes. Happy accidents occur 
when the best of intentions are met with errors and glitches.

Building a Sequence

The success of a motion curriculum sequence is not dictated by the  
number of classes, it’s an understanding that what is taught in motion is 
not an isolated activity. The objective should not only be to build on the 
knowledge taught in the previous class but to be aware of how each motion 
experience can affect the classes that students are taking alongside it. Our 
motion curriculum holds hands with our parallel core classes and enables 
the open channel model to succeed. There are several factors to con-sider 
when building a sequence. In our sophomore image making and semiotics 
course, students utilize projection and capture techniques to expand their 
process. In design thinking and research, students are interviewing,  
recording and disseminating information through a variety of ethnographic 
techniques. In branding systems, students are developing comprehensive 
identities that use motion to help activate and extend the brand utilizing 

multiple channels of communications. In thesis development, students use 
video to document their research in a concise and compelling way. Other 
topics that are taught in our core classes include: identity, civic engagement, 
sustainability and chance methodologies. Regardless of where they are in 
the curriculum or what topic they are challenged with, motion is taught so 
students can push their ideas further to become more effective storytellers.

But how does all this happen in a 4–year sequence? If we are realistic about 
the open channel model, we must recognize that every institution is  
different. Credit hours, expertise, class sizes and degree requirements are 
all variables that need to be respected. Not everyone has a learning environ-
ment that allows for a motion sequence. In a majority of smaller programs, 
the class is probably one of a couple electives that compete for attention 
and credits. With a limitation in credit hours, some programs are lucky to 
have one let alone multiple courses. Our program offers one foundation and 
two upper level motion electives. Each class has a different content focus 
that builds off each other. Motion Design 1 lays the groundwork of type  
and video, Motion Design 2 extends the skills into narrative development 
and data visualization. Motion Design 3 focuses on event branding and  
3D environments. Open channel is a flexible and scale-able model that  
helps foster success regardless of how many classes a program can offer.  
If structured properly, with motion being considered ancillary to the core 
program learning outcomes, a sequence can be scaled to meet the needs of 
programs. If motion is integrated into foundations it becomes a skillset that 
can be integrated into classes throughout a traditional 4–year sequence.

Figure 3: Motion 1, Title Sequence. / Source: Student, Student Designers: Josh Krauth–Harding. Instructor: Chad Reichert
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Another important factor in developing an open channel sequence is antic-
ipating the knowledge loss or “valley of death” that occurs after the initial 
introduction to motion design. The learning curve for any new discipline 
can be steep. With motion specifically, the challenge of learning software 
and how to utilize time and sound as a design strategy is an uphill battle. 
Building, maintaining and retaining knowledge becomes a roller coaster as 
students are expected to learn a great deal of soft and hard skills over a 
span of 16 weeks. In our program, our Motion Design 2 course is offered 
junior year, almost 18 months after initially learning and absorbing concepts 
in storyboarding, key framing and editing. Once the foundation class is over, 
keyboard muscle memory diminishes and principles get lost as students are 
introduced to new and different content.

The open channel approach helps reduce this dip in knowledge because  
the proceeding classes feed off the collective body of knowledge that was  
established. Educators can encourage and even require students to flush 
out process, solve problems and execute ideas using motion as a tool. 
When framed properly, motion becomes an option for students in their core 
classes. Students begin to acknowledge non-print strategies as legitimate 
courses of action. If you are able to offer more than one motion course,  
then it can be placed later in the sequence to help reinforce or compliment  
another class or subject matter. By being strategic in placement, it can help 
students maintain motion stamina. It propels the students into a higher  
trajectory of learning because the knowledge loss was reduced while  
familarity in motion was maintained, not added by “accrual.” 

This approach also increases the likelihood of peer-to-peer learning. When 
students see their classmates solving a similar problem or executing an 
idea using a different channel, they inevitably inquire about how they did  
it or why they picked that approach. It challenges their own efforts as they  
begin to see and consider pathways outside of their considered direction. 
The “critique envy“ or the “I didn’t know we could do that” moment that 
occurs with students during the design process becomes a positive tool  
as it pushes them to differentiate their work and mode of thinking from 
their peers.

Figure 4: Valley of Death, Minimizing the Learning Curve / Source: Chad Reichert

Integrating into Core Classes 

Now that we discussed establishing a foundation and building a sequence 
it’s time to discuss strategies for integration of motion into design com-
munication core classes. As a program, we have implemented numerous 
strategies at various levels throughout our undergraduate course sequence. 
We will now discuss these approaches and show how the students have 
navigated this multi–channel approach and more importantly how it has 
impacted their work.
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Typography  
Typography is a product of its social, cultural, political, and technological 
environment. Peter Behrens once said, “After architecture, typography 
provides the most characteristic picture of a period, and the strongest 
testimonial of the spiritual progress and development of a people” (Meggs). 
The Futurists were a good example of this—their compositions became love 
letters embracing among other things, the future of machinery. In today’s 
shifting landscape, motion is a powerful tool to build typographic moments. 
By utilizing cameras, projections and motion  to inspire and inform 
typographic development, students challenge the idea of form and non-
conventional ideas of legibility. In combination with sound and inter-activity, 
typography is a current snapshot of what technologies we utilize and what 
content we consume.

Interaction & Experience 
How do you tell a compelling story when you are not physically present 
to experience it? When interactive or experiential projects are developed 
that only exist for a week or maybe a semester, students lose the ability 
to engage future audiences and/or employers. By emphasizing the use of 
storyboards and demonstrating how to shoot in a controlled environment, 
students are able to create engaging experiences after the project has 
been taken down or packed up. The essence of the experience needs to be 
articulated clearly in a relatively short period of time. It provides clarity to 
the project and reinforces their ability to tell a story. 
 

Sponsored Projects  
Motion is a powerful tool to simulate experiences and interactive 
environments for research and presentations. It helps articulate the 
solution without necessarily having to build/code it out. Outside clients 
often come to our department to work directly with our students on 
sponsored projects. Topics include everything from UI/UX to branding, 
experience to curatorial. We are asked to translate complex ideas from 
engineers, scientists and CEOs into simple stories that investors, end-users 
and audiences can digest. By the time we have acclimated to the project, 
defined the requirements and built outcomes to share, we don’t have time 
to implement it within a 16–week timeframe. The clients and organizations 
want our ideas and perspective, so if they see validity in the solutions, they 
have teams of developers and/or designers who can take the ideas and see 
them manifest.

Presentations, Prototyping and Play 
We also use motion as an opportunity to demonstrate new process 
methods and design thinking. For example, if dealing with sponsored 
projects, often times clients will embrace bottom lines before they embrace 
innovation. Strategically, we use motion to present a unique process or 
prototyping method to motivate them to ask questions about what we did 
and/or how we did it. The clients are more engaged and the experience 
becomes a true collaboration. They are providing students the opportunity 
to learn and grow through real–world project experience. Inversely, we 
are exposing them to tools and techniques that they would not otherwise 
consider. It’s an opportunity to teach them that design is a powerful tool  
for new methods of inquiry and investigation.

Communication Design Core   
In the classroom, we use motion and video for data visualization, data 
collection, bodystorming, improvisation, prototyping and other generative 
techniques. These methods make the students more aware of their process 
and design decisions. By asking them to step in front of the camera to 
record a skit, act out a scene, stage an interaction or capture an interview, 
they are much more conscious of what they say and how they say it. 
Ideas tend to be more solidified and articulated. This process will often 
push the process along further and faster than more traditional methods 
because students have to respond with instincts and understand that the 
decisions they make are no longer their own. Involving other participants or 
audiences makes the experiences real and the feedback more relevant.

Figure 5: Open Channel Development, Effects of Cross Disciplinary Approach 
Source: Chad Reichert
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Figure 6: Introduction to Visual Communications—Semiotics. / Source: Students, Student Designers: Sarah Cremering, Erica Heathcote, Will Callis. Instructor: Chad Reichert  
Figure 7: Experience 2. Brightmoor, Detroit. / Source: Students, Student Designers: Eric Wilson & Hunter Thackman. Instructor: Kikko Paradela 
Figure 8: Compuware Sponsored Project UX/UI. / Source: Students, Student Designers: Various. Instructor: Chad Reichert 
Figure 9: Process, Play and Prototypes. / Source: Instructor Student Designers: Various. Instructor: Chad Reichert 
Figure 10: Perpetua: Girls Talk About the Pill. / Source: Student, Student Designer: Leah Wedzinski Instructor: Chad Reichert
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Postlude

Motion design education faces many challenges ahead. The shifting  
landscape, the cost of higher education and the struggle or inability for  
programs to adapt is real. The open channel approach outlined in this  
paper provides a basis for programs to retool their foundation and build a  
sequence that can scale regardless of department size or number of classes 
offered. It helps prepare students for the job market with sought–after skills 
and high earning potential. It fosters collaboration and multi-disciplinary 
thinking that separates them from their peers.

Many of our students do not enter our program expecting to be motion  
designers. Often times they are stubbornly focused on print. Once exposed 
to a combination of typography, interaction and motion, students under-
stand the swath of career options that lie ahead for them in communication 
design. Students understand the relevance. Regardless of how entrenched 
in keyframing they are on a day-to-day basis, they are able to effectively 
collaborate with classmates and communicate across a variety of appropri-
ate channels. It’s time to stop teaching motion as a skill and start teaching 
motion as a strategy. Programs will become more relevant and course  
content will be more meaningful. Most importantly, it prepares student 
designers for a lifetime of exploration and self-discovery.
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The Designumentary: 
Communication Design 
Research and Practice through 
Short, Topic-Focused, Vox-Pop 
Style Multimedia Documentary 
Production 
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Abstract: In this session at the 2019 “Motion Design Education Summit” (or 
MODE Summit) the authors will describe the pedagogical development and 
provide examples of “The Designumentary ,” a communication design project that 
has been developed and implemented since 2016. “The Designumentary” was first 
assigned to undergraduate graphic design sophomores at Massachusetts College 
of Art and Design, or “MassArt” (a BFA Graphic Design program) and was later 
adapted at Merrimack College (a BA Graphic Design program) as well. 
 
Keywords: design research, ethnography, video, visual storytelling, journalism, 
information graphics, motion graphics, pedagogy, sensemaking

Introduction

In the Fall of 2016, the senior faculty in MassArt’s undergraduate graph-
ic design program2 charged all full-time faculty to assist in reformulating 
the curriculum and pedagogy of Sophomore Studio, an introductory-level 
graphic design class that is required for all graphic design majors. While 
all graphic design students at MassArt were incorporating design research 

into senior year capstone degree projects, this initiative sought to introduce 
the principles and methodologies of design research to students much 
earlier in the curriculum. The initiative, led by Professor Jan Kubasiewicz 
resulted in the creation and application of projects that redefined both the 
methodologies and media commonly administered to entry level graphic 
design students. Prior to this change Design Research was offered to graph-
ic design students their senior year. In a 2016 email, Kubasiewicz conveyed 
to the Graphic Design curriculum committee the goals and intent of this 
change:

Sophomore Studio has always been “an extremely important and 
formative course in the Graphic Design curriculum, since it explores 
what we call “design process” (or perhaps we should use the term 

“design thinking” these days). In our previous discussions, we already 
agreed that Sophomore Studio will be reformed in order to accommo-
date the curricular content of the current Design Research class,  
with its three components—user observation, instructional design, 
service design—on which students work simultaneously, during the 
course of the entire semester. I suggest [we] focus on what we  
already know and have—former syllabi of Sophomore Studio and 
Design Research, and formerly used class structure/logistics. We 
should pick and choose the concepts, topics and assignments, which 
we think will accommodate the general shift of Sophomore Studio 
toward design research, without sacrificing the focus on form and 
forming [emphasis ours]. (Kubasiewicz)

It should also be noted that the structure of the Sophomore Studio class is 
somewhat unique. The class has three rotating “teaching units” with  
students attending each unit for four weeks. The class meets two days per 
week for five hours. Within each unit the corresponding two weekly meet-
ings are split between two full-time faculty who “team teach” a section of 
the course with students meeting with each faculty member for one day.
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No Production Studio Required

Within this revised framework the faculty were charged with developing  
a team-taught, four-week project to be delivered as one of the three  
rotating topic units. In developing these projects, the charge, as stated 
by Kubasiewicz was to generally refer to the newly incorporated research 
components—but also include a balanced mixture of the core design com-
ponents including: problem solving, iterative process, narrative/storytelling, 
color systems, systematic complexity, collaboration and accessibility. The 
Sophomore Studio course description was updated to describe revised core 
design concepts that included visualization techniques (analog and digital), 
design thinking, systems thinking. In developing a solution to this charge, 
the faculty sought to develop a project that would primarily explore four  
key areas. In response to the “user observation” prompt the faculty wanted 
to give students early experience in developing first hand, qualitative  
user-research skills. Second we wanted to provide an opportunity to explore 
visual storytelling. Third, we wanted to encourage collaboration. And lastly, 
as was suggested by Kubasiewicz we did not want to “sacrificing the focus 
on form and forming.” 

Professor Michael Arrigo, from Bowling Green State University, provides 
a example of how video is used for sense making and storytelling in foun-
dation design curriculum. In a 2018 podcast hosted by Foundations in 
Art Theory and Education, he describes his gradual adoption of video as 
a medium, both in his work as a multi-disciplinary artist and as as an art 
and design educator. Arrigo, who teaches undergraduate foundations-level 
courses and graduate courses received his M.F.A. in Painting and Drawing 
from the Ohio State University in 1990. In his interview, Arrigo reveals that 
his work consistently focuses on “storytelling” and that, early in his career 
as both an artist and educator he steered away from video as a medium for 
a very pragmatic reason: it was simply too expensive. Thus, early on Arrigo 
chose to focus on painting (Arrigo). For his early video work Arrigo had to 
volunteer at a local public television station just to get access to video and 
editing equipment because it was so pricey at the time.

At Bowling Green, Arrigo has students employ video production in his  
foundations classes. In April of 2019 Arrigo is scheduled to present a work-
shop at the Foundations in Art Theory and Education Conference entitled Save 
Your Story for Someone Who Cares: Substituting Embodiment for Narrative in 
Video Production. In the workshop Arrigo will share a process of video  
creation ideally suited for the foundations classroom. According to Arrigo 
the process “effectively sidesteps many … issues such as cliché ideation, 
the uncritical use of visual tropes, and poor editing and framing that typical-
ly plague beginning students.” Arrigo hopes to share with participants  
a process of video production that focuses “on embodiment rather than  
narrative arc or traditional filmic principles.” Unlike Arrigo’s early days 
working in a local television studio, today all that is needed to produce and 
edit high quality video is a smart phone and largely free editing software3. 

Here we find Arrigo, his trajectory, pedagogy and his research relevant to 
our chosen Sophomore Studio unit framework and eventual project. Notably, 
Arrigo says his personal work begins as simple interactions with his family. 
For the faculty, whose focus is on graphic/communication design, Arrigo 
sets forth several principles they find extremely appealing in early-to-mid 
undergraduate graphic design education. These include interaction, sto-
rytelling, sense-making and of course Arrigo’s use of video, which is the 
primary medium we chose to explore within our unit. While some edu-
cators view foundations-level and other early art and design classes a a 
springboard to more advanced teaching, Arrigo says it is “too much work 
and it is too important” to approach these courses this way. He goes on to 
say “[The students] are at the beginnings of something really amazing, and 
I think that’s where I can have the most impact.” Arrigo says that’s where he 
sees “the most excitement.” Going further Arrigo states that he “wouldn’t 
want to be anyplace else.” Perhaps most notably, Arrigo states that he 
strives to help students “develop a way of being in a world” that “makes the 
world makes sense.” This sentiment reflects almost exactly the views of the 
faculty at the time of their curricular development. In his artists’ statement 
Arrigo states that he is “increasingly interested in making work that reveals 
rather than conceals” his messy process of experimentation in the hope 
that viewers will “enter into the spirit of playfulness and shared discovery.” 
This emphasis seems especially prescient in light of a broader educational 
environment (in the U.S.) where “discovery” is increasingly in short supply 
(Edwards).
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The Designumentary at MassArt and  
Merrimack College

For our unit of Sophomore Studio we developed a project called The 
Designumentary. With The Designumentary project we asked students to 
produce “vox pop4” interview style videos with multimedia components 
including information graphics. Student teams begin by selecting from up to 
three “research topics.” To quickly give students a sense of the medium and 
production values we watch and discuss a selection of investigative journal-
ism programs and documentary films.5 

In refining the primary goals for our our team-taught unit of Sophomore 
Studio we sought ways for students to explore “sense-making” and through 
ethnographic field research using video, alongside traditional academic 
research. Our hope was that this team-based6, four week creative project 
would help develop “user-research” skills that students could apply to proj-
ects later in the program. Notably, our focus on developing “formal” graphic 
design skills remained secondary. In the project description we encouraged 
students to, get out of the classroom and meet their target participants. 
We prompt them to “ask the right questions, (and lots of them)” knowing 
that that this would help them uncover problems and discover realizations 
different from their own assumptions7. We suggest that developing these 

ethnographic and qualitative research techniques help the the students 
communicate more accurately, authentically and critically. In this project 
we have students employ research methods described in IDEO’s Field Guide 
to Human-Centered-Design (2015).  

In this team-based project each student team was asked to deliver a  
video (2–5 mins) that included footage from original interviews. Each team 
was allowed to select from a range of topics8 which serve as broad creative 
prompts. We also asked them to include at least one information/motion 
graphic, a narrated/voiceover script, and to incorporate “B-roll” footage or 
research process footage. Along with the final video each team was also 
asked to submit research material, storyboard sketches and a 12” x 18” 

“promotional” poster with a short description of their project. 

Based on success of The Designumentary project at MassArt, Professor 
Vlahos introduced an adapted version of The Designumentary project at 
Merrimack College in both his Motion Graphics and Movie Making classes. 
The students were given similar parameters as the MassArt project, but 
with different prompts. At Merrimack students were asked to compare  
the happiness in the United States and Norway, and in a separate prompt  
students were asked to explore 21st-century human rights.

Figure 1: Still from the documentary film “Human Flow,” a 2017 documentary film co-pro-
duced and directed by Ai Weiwei about the current global refugee crisis. In the film the 
viewer is taken to over 20 countries to understand both the scale and the personal impact 
of this massive human migration.

Figure 2: Frames from a Designumentary project produced in the fall of 2016 at MassArt. 
Students developed a five minute video titled “Lying: A Look Inside the Human Condition.” 
The video included interviews with a husband and wife and a psychologist. The video was 
researched, filmed, edited and produced by Jiayi Xu, Kevin McHugh and John Bennett.
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Conclusion

Across two institutions and graphic design programs The Designumentary 
project has shown to be highly effective at fostering ethnographic  
research skills and collaborative team-based creative work. The product  
of these efforts is often of strikingly high caliber, whereby the students get  

“immersed in” and oftentimes “obsessed with” with the project. Moreover, 
the project successfully gets students “out” (of their schools, homes,  
rooms and out of the studio) to develop original, communicative work in  
the public domain.

In conclusion, compared with more traditional entry level graphic design 
assignments this project consistently fosters a extremely high level of  
contextual and ethnographic research with, to some degree formal excel-
lence as a byproduct. Additionally, the project learning outcomes align 
with several themes that are identified in the AIGA Designer 2025 Summary 
report (2017), including but not limited to understanding and navigating 
systematic complexity, curation and sensemaking. 

Footnotes
1. The project title “Designumentary” reflects our use of design research, 

processes and artifacts in the creation of a short documentary. Design is 
not in any way the subject of the films.

2. The program has since been renamed “Communication Design.”

3. Our students have used iMovie (free on Mac) along with Adobe Premiere 
and Adobe After Effects for more advanced motion graphics work.

4. The term “vox pop” comes from the Latin phrase vox populi, meaning 
“voice of the people.” The vox pop is a tool used in many forms of media 
to provide a snapshot of public opinion. Random subjects are asked to 
give their views on a particular topic and their responses are presented 
to the viewer/reader as a reflection of popular opinion.

5. These include Frontline (produced by WGBH-TV in Boston, MA), Human 
Flow (co-produced and directed by Ai Weiwei) and An Inconvenient Truth 
(directed by Davis Guggenheim).

6. Teams are comprised of 3–5 students.

7. We also encourage them to not interview other students or people they 
know.

8. Past prompts include but “Voting”, “Why We Lie”, “Best Coffee in Town” 
or “Cycling in the City”. 
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Kotahi te wairua: motion 
capture and digital design 
intersections in indigenous 
contemporary dance  
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Abstract: Through whakapapa (genealogy, kinship) Māori identify relationship 
and connection to people, place, and things. This richly layered entanglement 
acknowledges a particular understanding of the temporal and the virtual through 
embodiment. Here, bodies are recognised not only in human form and located in 
the present, but are simultaneously ancestral, river, mountain and tree. This can 
be seen in the well-known expression ‘ko au te awa, ko te awa ko au’; ‘I am the 
river, the river is me’.   
 
This discussion outlines a recent collaboration that engages with multi-layered, 
palpable and experiential levels of motion and interaction. Motion captured from 
a dancer is developed into a digital artwork, becoming both virtual and embodied 
wairua (spirit) within a performance by Atamira Dance Company at Q Theatre, 
Auckland, New Zealand.  
 
Keywords: Motion capture; Dance; Digital design; Animation; Wairua; 
Embodiment  

Introduction 

This discussion provides an overview to some of the contextual framings of 
embodiment across digital, virtual and physical states, and points towards 
the interplay of these processes within a contemporary digital artwork. 
There is a push and pull, a flux between the concepts of embodiment and 

digital media. Critically, there is also visual and aesthetic tensions of  
combining technologies and processes of motion tracking and digital  
design with socio-cultural narratives, landforms and bodies.   

Motion capture of a dancer invisibly drives a cloth simulation, a 3D virtual 
textile. The body is unseen but recognisable and experienced through the 
gestures and particularities of her dance. The cloth simulation surface is 
patterned with a shifting sequence of remediated digital imagery of partic-
ular landforms, trees, sightlines, horizons. The cloth is a living topography, 
a shapeshifting geology, a map both cartographic and embodied, a digital 
whakapapa.  

This digital morphing artwork is projected onto a hanging fabric installation 
set on stage, and the virtual dancer moves amongst the physical dancers. 
This shifts between seen and unseen, digital and physical, historical and 
contemporary. Thematically the dance work, entitled Kotahi II: Indigenous 
Stamina, reflects and refracts the influences and effects of globalisation, 
colonisation and mediatisation on indigenous peoples of New Zealand and 
Australia. A critical focus informing this research is questioning what new 
narratives with motion design can be told through the interaction between 
bodies, technologies, and ecologies. 

Context 

Embodiment describes that awareness needs a body and therefore requires 
physical interaction. Our physical bodies play a central role in shaping  
human experience, understandings and interactions in the world (Klemmer 
et al). The layers of interaction and temporality within this artwork are  
cultural, virtual, digital, embodied and disembodied. Transferences  
happen in this work, in the interplay between the traditional concepts of  
te ao Māori (the Māori world) and contemporary digital technologies. 
Māori worldview lies at the very heart of Māori culture—touching, interact-
ing with and strongly influencing every aspect of the culture. This contrib-
utes to the Māori holistic view of the world (Royal). Relationships between 
people, place, and things are central within te ao Māori, epitomised by the 
concept of whakapapa. This extends a particular emphasis to the ideas 
worked within this artwork, the dancer becomes the landforms, the dancer is 
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the land. The performer, cloaked in the topographical virtual textile,  
embodies the genealogy that traces connection between human and  
other phenomena. 

Massumi discusses the body in the virtual, acknowledging that “if sensation 
is the analog processing by body-matter of ongoing transformative forces, 
then foremost among them are forces of appearing as such: of coming into 
being, registering as becoming. The body, sensor of change, is a transducer 
of the virtual.” Similarly, embodiment in code has been referred to as  
prioritising analogue over digital phenomena (Hansen). Within this digital 
artwork, the motion-captured body becomes virtual, and is changed by  
that process. The motion detached from the physical becomes a driver  
for a shifting patterned ecosystem, the body phenomenal. What is a body  
is redefined, a digital whakapapa cloaks the unseen body, a new form  
emerges that is simultaneously person, place, and things.  

Incorporating a Māori worldview into the design, process and practice of a 
digital artwork has a significant impact. The work aesthetically embeds this 
approach, with cultural considerations informing design decisions, such as 
not using direct images of sacred sites. Instead, these are visually coded 
and abstracted, so the essence is incorporated but not visually apparent. 
The layers of interaction and temporality within the artwork are cultural, 
virtual, digital, embodied and disembodied.

Bodies of knowledge 

This design project was a collaboration with Atamira Dance Company, for a 
performance entitled Kotahi II: Indigenous Stamina. The source material that 
led the design iterations was a series of video footage from activations  
and dance improvisations—filmed in situ at Uluru, Australia, and Lake 
Rotorua, New Zealand. Both locations hold specific cultural significance  
for indigenous people of those respective countries. This archival footage  
featured dancers in various environments: lakeshore, forest, desert, river 
and rock forms. 

A design decision was made to organise selected stills from the footage into 
groups, in order to manage files and begin to create a format for designing 
pattern sequences. The evaluations were informed by aesthetics of balance, 
movement, interaction. Still images of particularly dynamic human move-
ment were selected from the footage, with a focus on prioritising body and 
land interactions in the visual imagery. 

Basic framings of place and time such as water, earth, land, horizon, tree, 
light, were used to create the initial groups of raw images. Keywords, colour 
palettes and themes were then established within refined combinations 
of groups. Working with one set of images at a time, various iterations of 
remediated images were generated through layering and effects in Adobe 
Photoshop. 

The reworked images follow an incremental sequence, so each subsequent 
image has a relationship with the previous. This allowed for developing 
complexity through the image remediation, and an emphasis on tracing and 
retracing sightlines, tidelines, timelines, horizons and movement through 
overlaying images and narratives. The processes used to develop these 
images explores whakapapa both conceptually and methodologically. 
Whakapapa describes a central concept in te ao Māori- the layers of con-
nection between all things, the solid base underpinning all life. Whakapapa 
as an oral tradition communicates genealogical lines of descent in humans, 
plants, phenomena, animals and places in a densely layered cosmology. The 
artistic methods of mediating and remediating the images responds to the 
concepts of kinship and relationship between people, place and things.

Figure 1: Raw images extracted from film footage, Land (l) and Water (r).  
Filmed by J Gray, 2018. 
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Figure 2: Selected images from a sequence / Source: M Smitheram, 2018 

Bodies of code 

Motion was tracked from a dancer in the Motion Capture Lab, at Auckland 
University of Technology. The dancer wore a full suit, headpiece, socks and 
gloves all with retro-reflective markers for the infra-red cameras to record 
her range of motion. The only parameters given to the dancer were spatial 
and temporal guidelines, for instance, specific takes focused on small, con-
trolled and deliberate movement and others focused on expansive, broad 
motion and variations of tempo. The dancer improvised movement, devel-
oping and iterating short 3 -minute sequences. Atamira Dance Company’s 
artistic director was an untracked body in the capture of motion, choreo-
graphing and collaborating with the motion tracked dancer. Unusual range 
of motion was tracked as the choreographer interacted with the dancer, 
lifting, holding and counter-balancing. As the director’s body was not  
included in the capture, some of the movements appeared to defy typical 
physicality and gravity, challenging the viewers perception. The motion 
data was cleaned up, and then imported into Autodesk Maya, a 3D graphics 
application.  

The dancer’s motion was rigged to an avatar, and a complex cloth simula-
tion was applied to the avatar. The avatar was then ‘turned off’ so that just 
the physical motion invisibly drove the cloth simulation. Gravity and cloth 
dynamics were managed in order to amplify the human-driven motion of 
the cloth. Weight and velocity attributes were applied to the cloth simu-
lation to complement the tempo of the dancer’s motion. This new form of 
simulated textile surface driven by physical movement highlights an inter-
play between virtual and real. The ‘lifeness’ of the simulation’s embodied 

Figure 4: Rigging cloth simulation and avatar, / Source: M Smitheram, 2018. 

motion and complexity of human action in improvised dance clashes 
against the procedural operations of the software application. Occlusion 
and collisions are frequent, and featured as a key visual aesthetic of this 
new mediated form. 

The image sequences generated earlier were then imported as video and 
mapped to the UV surface of the cloth simulation. These sequences were 
matched to footage of specific range of motion from the dancer- in attempt 
to construct harmonious rhythms of imagery and motion. Just the textured 
and patterned textile remained visible, shifting shape and form through the 
transferred agency of the dancers movement and the remediated image 
sequences of landforms and sightlines.  

Performativity and Motion 

The final artwork featured three iterations of motion captured animation. 
These iterations worked with different scales of movement, different  
camera angles, tempos, and image sequences. The first iteration utilised 
a single image, and prioritised the human motion driving the cloth. Within 
this sequence, corporeal motion is palpable- with glimpses of the forms of 
limb and body pushing against the textile. The movement is both light and 
complex, with the dance given full rein of the black box space. The design  
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decision to use a single image for the textile surface highlights the variation 
and complexity of the dancer’s motion. The simplicity of the singular textile 
image introduces the themes, and situates the agency of the dancers body 
and motion as pivotal to this work. 

A second iteration featured a shifting image sequence, underlining the 
narratives of whakapapa and kinship through visual entanglements of body, 
place, and things. This iteration utilised lively improvised dance motion. 
Here, the motion emphasised is the action and energy of the shifts between 
textile surfaces. The images patterning the textile shapeshift, in constant 
flux from one place/ image to the next through subtle transitions. The  
colour palette changes as the land informing the image fluctuates with  
lively motion design.

The third version focused on scale and velocity, with closely viewed detail of 
the shapeshifting topography. The pace is slower and controlled, with pixels 
prominent due to the large scale. The computational is exposed, with light 
and shadow revealing the materiality of the digital. The textile simulation 
drapes, billows and unfolds in close detail, with the camera position close to 
the textile surface. This focuses attention to shadows and light hitting the 
cloth, a key aspect of the motion design of this sequence. 

Figure 5. Three stills from animation, illustrating the different iterations within the artwork.
Source: Macro/Micro_Whakapapa, film by M Smitheram, 2019

Figures 7–8: Stills from video, 2018. Video editing: Matt Gillanders, Footage: “Indigenous 
Stamina” choreographed by Jack Gray, courtesy of Atamira Dance Company, “Kotahi”.

Figure 6. Still from Macro_Micro _Whakapapa / Source: M Smitheram, 2018
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Conclusion 

This new form combined physical motion, digital images and virtual simu-
lation, in an embodied entanglement of processual and procedural actions, 
and socio-cultural narratives. The final artwork featured three iterations of 
motion captured animation. These iterations worked with different scales of 
movement, different camera angles, tempos, and image sequences. The  
experimental conditions highlighted different aspects of motion design 
within the artistic research. For example, the first iteration utilised a single 
image, and thus prioritised the human movement from motion capture 
driving the cloth textile. The agency of the dancer’s movement and embod-
iment is central to the design. This motion provides the critical foundation. 
The second iteration featured a shifting image sequence, highlighting the 
narratives of whakapapa and kinship through visual entanglements of body, 
place, and things. This iteration utilised lively and energetic improvised 
dance motion. The action of the motion driving the patterned surface is 
prioritised. The third version focused on scale and velocity, with light and 
shadow initiated by the motion generating a sense of liveliness and ‘lifeness’ 
to the artwork. A sense of the world in motion was held with multifaceted 
visuals of landforms. 

The resulting motion artworks had two main outcomes. As an audio-visual 
feature in the dance performance, Kotahi II- Indigenous Stamina, the work 
was projected onto a cloth installation during the show. In essence, the 
disembodied form became another dancer within the piece, virtually inter-
acting with the physical dance performers. With the uncanny shapeshifting 
surfaces of intersecting land, water, body and earth, the cloth simulation 
danced around the stage in a flux of both embodied and disembodied, 
wairua. This work was also developed into a 12 minute film, screened by 
Auckland Live on the Digital Stage in Aotea Square, February–June, 2019.  

Motion design as research is emphasised throughout this artwork, with 
motion captured from a dancer underpinning concepts of movement,  
embodiment, light, and energy within the work.
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Miranda’s doctoral research on ontology and aesthetics in digital and virtu-
al materialities engaged with embodiment, agency and tactility in 3D spaces. 
Presently living on an island at the bottom of the world, her research is  
interdisciplinary, and often involves hybrid systems or sympoietic  
entanglements of some kind. Currently, Miranda holds a Māori Postdoctoral  
Research Fellowship, working on research centred around collaborations  
with natural phenomena to develop speculative posthuman surfaces.
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Shifting Ground: ideology  
and image in motion 
 
Rebecca Steedman 
Whitecliffe College, New Zealand

Abstract: Images in motion are utilised for science; education; entertainment; 
persuasion; advertising and propaganda. There are design history and theory 
courses that use case study examples which focus on critical moments in the 
development of motion design and interactive design; and practitioners who push 
the political potential of this medium. Many practical courses, however, have a 
more technical focus, often beginning with found content. This paper discusses 
existing case study examples and the ways in which visual strategies can be used 
to enable students to understand, explore and critique the world around them 
through this medium while learning practical skills. The ever-increasing presence 
of technology, interactivity and motion graphics within our lives makes this both 
necessary and relevant. As educators it is important to teach both technical and 
critical skills relevant to the field of motion graphics and interactivity in order to 
understand how and why these skills are employed and experienced.

At first key case study examples by practitioners who use motion graphics with 
a socially engaged agenda will be considered. Then I will discuss some of the 
changing ways in which we experience the world around us mediated through 
technology, and how these views of the world begin to change our perception of 
it. I finish by discussing two on-going projects ‘Finding Ground’ (an exhibition at 
Meanwhile Gallery, Wellington) and ‘Formations’ (an exhibition at Blue Oyster 
Gallery, Dunedin) alongside recent student projects 

‘Utopia/ Dystopia’ and ‘Type compositions’. These projects are designed to  
encourage critical thought focussing on the local landscape with the potential of 
utilising motion design and interactivity in order to critique existing narra-tives 
and/or to create new messages.

Keywords: Mapping, Motion, Unstable, Ground, Politics, Utopia, Dystopia, 
Perspective, Technology, Design history

 
 
Case Studies

Ideological ground: Challenging the politics of vision  
Filmmaker Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle is an hour-and-a-half 
of found footage comprised of radically contrasting images of: past wars; 
advertisements for consumer goods; naked women; contemporary film; 
Soviet films and much more. The voice over and subtitles include excerpts 
from selected books juxtaposed with the criticism of these images, as well 
as Debord’s writing, Karl Marx and other theorists. This disrupts the usual 
narrative flow of a film, it also resists the creation of new footage; instead 
these sometimes jarring sequences make no linear narrative or thematic 
sense. This film builds on the Situationist idea of détournement; of taking 
an existing image and altering it—meaning literally to turn around, in order 
to turn around the intended meaning. By hijacking something that exists 
it resists the creation of a new message or commodity by undermining 
or removing the intention of the original image. This new form of visual 
propaganda attempts to turn capitalism against itself. The text almost 
becomes a manifesto (Morgan and Purie). 

Guy Debord is known for his position as an early critic of mass media which, 
to put simply, he describes as a ‘spectacle’. He specifically challenges the 
more commonly utilised term ‘media’ to highlight his belief that it is neither 
passive nor merely entertainment. “Debord describes the spectacle as  
capitalism’s instrument for distracting and pacifying the masses” (Morgan 
and Purje). Debord describes “societies where modern conditions of  
production prevail, all of life presents itself as an immense accumulation  
of spectacles” (Debord).

Ideological ground: Disillusionment, conflicting voices, and jokes 
The Sprawl is a parody/satire site created by design studio Metahaven 
known for working their visual critique of power dynamics in online spaces; 
often with a corporate focus, echoing similar concerns around the lack 
of clear direction within online platforms. Muraben explains this site was 
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created as a commission, with a focus on the internet space as “a weapon 
of mass disruption’”. The site itself includes multiple videos and films 
aesthetically parodying Internet fantasy games and films, as well as activist 
movements such as Wikileaks. According to Muraben there is also a 
conceptual link to ‘memes’ and the many versions of truth and perspectives 
available online on one site or platform. The words ‘propaganda about 
propaganda’ highlight the idea that this type of activism risks becoming 
cyclic and self-referential. The site and individual works are “exploring 
how fantasy and propaganda have gained prominence over transparency 
and accountability” (Muraben). While Metahaven seems to critique the 
lack of focus on many activist sites here, their book Can jokes bring down 
governments, Gupta-Nigam explains, considers the potential of dissent to 
take the form of a meme, saying “The joke is an open–source weapon of  
the public”.

Recently computer algorithms on Youtube’s site meant that the dramatic 
footage of France’s famous Notre Dame cathedral; with its spire collapsing 
into the flames of a large-scale fire (thought to be caused as part of the 
building upgrade) was online almost immediately. Sadly this was aligned 
with footage of the twin towers, as algorithms read these events as visual-
ly similar. The political consequences of this, however, are that hoax sites 
began to appear in the feeds, alongside old conspiracy stories of plans to 
damage the historic building. Essentially there was “a wave of baseless 
speculation on social media that the fire was a terrorist attack” (Timberg 
and Harwell). While this was quickly corrected, there are real-life conse-
quences for false information at this scale.

Despite having the most sophisticated recording and distribution abilities 
in history, our understanding of the world around us is in a constant state of 
flux due to an increasing accessible multitude of changing viewpoints and 
opinions. Lovink encourages re-thinking the potential of memes in relation 
to today’s issues saying “…we need to slow down sequentiality, heal from 
acceleration and find a new tempo of movement”. Beyond the scepticism  
of conflicting information there is an increasingly blurring relationship  
between online fiction and reality.

Trump’s TV show proved to be a rehearsal. The logic of the Avant-
garde is very much alive. The last industry to deal with fake and real 
whirlpool is the news industry. Hyperreality becomes our everyday 
situation—regardless of whether we perceive it as boring or absurd. 
(Lovink)

Groundlessness: New views and shifting formations 
Filmmaker and writer Hito Steyerl in “Free fall: A thought experiment on 
vertical perspective”, considers cultural relationships with a historical 
perspective. Her discussion spans from the invention of the sextant that 
assisted early travellers to navigate from the unstable ground of a boat by 
utilising the stars, then relates this to artistic representations of perspective 
thereby linking colonialism and visual linear perspective (Steyerl). She 
writes about the painting of Paolo Uccello (1397–1475) and his obsession 
with perspective; notable because it signalled a wider move toward  
so-called naturalism, which she argues “creates the illusion of a quasi-
natural view to the ‘outside’, as if the image plane was a window opening 
onto the ‘real’ world.” She considers this relationship with perspective as 
a relationship with linear time; and a semblance of control over the world, 
through the construction of a fixed, objective position. By 1840 William 
Turner has, for the most part, abolished the horizon from his painting; “the 
Slave Ship” she argues “at the sight of the effects of colonialism and slave, 
linear perspective—the central viewpoint, the position of mastery, control, 
subjecthood—is abandoned and starts tumbling and tilting, taking with it 
the idea of space.” Rather than use tools to capture the world around him; 
he purportedly tied himself to a mast; or leaned out of a fast-moving train 
as research for his paintings (Steyerl).

According to Steyerl we could relate the way we view the world around us 
today to a “prevailing condition of groundlessness”. This relates both to  
the way we view the world and the radically shifting ideological, political 
and cultural landscape. She talks about a state of permanent fall; unrecog-
nisable to those falling as we fall collectively; in relation to other people  
and things, with no overriding ground or horizon in sight. Steyerl asks us  
to consider the way we have come to expect to be able to view the world 
today through surveillance style images; from above “an imaginary  
floating observer and an imaginary stable ground” and how these multiple  
viewpoints and messages create distraction rather than certainty.
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Once an image would have included, embedded within it, a sense of visual 
perspective, a literal horizon, giving the viewer a place to stand and a sense 
of scale created by the literal positioning of items and embedded ideologies.

Grappling with crumbling futures that propel us backwards onto an 
agonizing present, we may realise that the place we are falling toward 
is no longer grounded no is it stable. It promises no community, but a 
shifting formation. (Steyerl 2011)

Steyerl’s 2013 colour video How not to be seen: a fucking didactic educational.
mov file is satirical. The audio is comprised of an authoritative voice  
parodying instructional films. The main footage is of a Californian site with 
a history of U.S. Airforce surveillance use that takes on the quality of a 
Google map search, encouraging the viewer to consider the pervasiveness 
of social media and surveillance technology.

Later, following images of the kimono-clad artist enacting examples  
of how to hide in plain sight, the artist’s computerized deep throat  
deadpans this nugget with laconic astringency: “Today the most  
important things want to remain invisible. Love is invisible. War  
is invisible. Capital is invisible. Even when irritated by the video’s  
general smart-alecky tack, this short speech constitutes black  
humor as an epiphany. (Viveros-Fauné)

Mapping ground

“Design is what you are standing on. It is what holds you up.”  
(Colomina and Wigley)

For over seven years a fleet of manned aircraft has flown over cities world-
wide capturing aerial landscapes with high-resolution cameras and more 
recently satellite images. Most New Zealanders have come to expect that 
we will be able to view the world around us in 3-dimensions, as an aerial 
view, on cloudless days; as with recent images via Google Maps. No  
human would be able to see such images without technology; especially 
as comprehensively as the images readily available on today’s digital sites. 
Google utilised Waymo’s autonomous (driver-less, self-driven) vehicles, 
which have travelled over 8046720km since 2009 (Ohnsman), capturing 

up-to-date images of streets worldwide. In 2014 Google added underwa-
ter views to their maps with Australia’s Great Barrier and Google Moon & 
Google Mars that include sophisticated imagery of space (Unknown).

Increasingly we can visualise and conceptualise the world around us 
through these 3-dimensional and aerial views. NASA (National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration) world-view sites allow live images to be com-
pared to images of up to twenty years old. Not only this, but curated infor-
mation is rapidly available and discoverable in the form of websites with 
content about local landscapes. This information often contains the agenda 
of the author; sometimes entertainment; sell a product; and sometimes for 
practical purposes (temperature, tides). Thereby making what is available 
about our local landscape becoming increasingly understood via the medi-
um of technology, and often with an agenda beyond a scientific understand-
ing of the site itself. All of this is obvious, yet often an unnoticed part of our 
daily routine; we can forget to consider the impact of unprecedented access 
to images, maps and data and potentially conflicting information layered 
onto each destination. The recent publication Superhumanity: Design of the 
Self, incorporates the writings of 50 contributors, initially collated through 
E-flux Architecture for the third Istanbul Design Biennial. These writings 
consider the expanded field of design and ideas of self, alongside the  
implications of how we come to be shaped by the artefacts and technolo-
gies we create and inherit. 

Figure 1:Hito Steyerl (2013) How not to be seen: a fucking didactic educational.mov file 
Source: https://practice2145.wordpress.com/2018/11/24/how-not-to-be-seen/
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The average day involves the experience of thousands of layers of design 
that reach outer space but also reach deep into our bodies and brains. We 
literally live inside design, like the spider lives inside the web constructed 
from inside its own body. But unlike the spider, we have spawned countless 
overlapping and interacting webs. Even the planet itself has been complete-
ly encrusted by design as a geological layer, there is no longer an outside to 
the world of design. Design has become the world (Colomina and Wigley as 
cited in Axel, Colomina and Hirsch 2017, p. 9–10).

Class projects

Utopia/Dystopia 
Utopia/Dystopia is a class project, taught for the first time in 2017 as part 
of a year three undergrad degree wherein students research visual political 
strategies from history. Discussions include historical utopian movements 
such as the Bauhaus and the Constructivists and dystopian movements 
such as the Situationists, Dadaists, Postmodernists and the Futurists 
alongside contem-porary case study examples. This is to encourage 
students to consider the relationship between context, technology and the 
visual strategies employed both historically and today. These students were 
learning basic code for the first time. Initially students worked together 
to research historical ‘utopias’ and encouraged to create three simple 
web pages stylistically embracing this idea in a visually uniform way. The 
opportunity for students to work together makes for robust discussions as 
students agree on visual styles and themes. The example shown in figure 
2 is a technological utopia, reinforced with a self-generated pixelated 
typeface, logo and map. Working together means students are able to talk 
about and develop technical skills as part of the project. Groups where 
this worked most successfully were where each member of the group 
oversaw one part of this project (technical, conceptual and consistency 
between pages), but they worked together to generate and agree on ideas 
and formal direction. Following these strategies such as détournement/
visual hacking and parody are successfully employed to critique online and 
offline sites. While academic theoretical courses usually cover political 
movements within the field of motion design/design, this is not always 
considered in relation to practice. Damjan Burk (Figure 3) used ad-blocker 
Ghostery to see who tracked him online and tracked them back (as much 
as possible) to the international buildings that housed the tracking sites. 

He presented these visually distorted, pixelated buildings belonging to the 
trackers themselves. Dystopian texts are randomly overlayed to encourage 
the viewer to think about online surveillance. 

This proved a successful way to engage students in research through prac-
tice, as well as learning and applying simple coding and moving image skills. 
Outcomes are generated over three weeks for this part of the assignment, 
so are restricted to three pages, again with visual consistency. In 2018 this 
course was taught again, with greater emphasis on initial technical teach-
ing, meaning students were more confident in their own ability to put their 
experimental sites together. 

Figure 2: From the paper Utopia/ Dystopia, Student Work: “Technical Utopia ,”Wayne Shih, 
Lane Le Prevost-Smith, Bun Oung (2017)

Figure 3: From the paper Utopia/ Dystopia Student Work: “Surveillance strategies,”  
Damjan Brkic (2017)
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Type compositions & Sound in motion 
Recent changes from a four to a three-year degree provided the opportunity 
to re-consider the teaching of code and include this into the year one level. 
There are two short projects currently, Sound in motion, where students 
over 6-weeks (alongside other classes) create a short motion graphic with 
the intention of visualising a short audio music track excerpt.

Many students are learning motion graphics for the first time. Again,  
historic case study examples of modernist motion designers provide an 
entry point into this project, with Norman McLaren, Oskar Fischinger and 
Len Lye. In-depth listening is mapped onto a time-chart (Figure 4) and the 
visual quality of the music/audio is captured with simple black and white, 
formal and experimental materially based exercises. Students begin by  
creating simple stop motion graphics based on these drawings. Students 
begin with basic Photoshop motion ‘sketches’, with some editing final  
footage using Premiere Pro or After Effects.

The Type compositions brief builds on traditional print-based typographic 
compositional briefs, where a number of works are created from the same 
piece of text with restrictions to the number of changes you can make, for 
example, one typeface and bold. Formal discussions of contrast, scale,  
balance, perspective, movement and colour encourage formal visual  

Figure 4: Time-line sketch, media tests and motion graphic still from the paper Sound in 
motion Student Work: “Memories that you call,” Zoey Lim (2018)

Figure 7: From the paper Type compositions Student Work: “The Fossils,  
Hinemoana Baker ,” Maddison-Paige Randel (2018)

Figure 5: From the paper Type compositions & invite  
Student Work: “The Infra-Ordinary, Georges Perec” Anna Mitchell (2018)

Figure 6: From the paper Type compositions Student6Work: “Dispute Plan to Prevent Future 
Luxury Constitution by Benjamin H. Bratton,” Jean Kim (2017)
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experimentation. This lends itself to teaching HTML as the language  
itself can be hard to remember, so requires repetition. Students complete a 
number of typographic compositions around a set of restrictions and hand 
in a number of works of increasing technical complexity. Students spend 
4-weeks on this project (alongside other classes), and requires a number of 
approaches to layout and emphasis on developing the text. Students also 
create a motion poster (using either code or an animated gif) making an 
event for the author of their selected text or poem which they design based 
on one of their compositions. It combines technical teaching with analysis 
of text and typography. Anna Mitchell (Figure 5), for example, utilised a 
short excerpt from Perec’s the Infra Ordinary to experiment with both  
formal visual strategies as well as technical possibilities. By not approach-
ing this as a traditional website, students are able to explore the potential 
code and may discover new and experimental strategies and approaches. 
Many designers work with programmers to create websites once they grad-
uate, but an understanding of HTML and CSS is useful in understanding the  
differences between online and offline design environments. The experi-
mental approach to this class is designed to encourage students to consider 
the space of the Internet and potential to create experimental works  
within it.

Projects 

Finding ground 
The project Finding Ground, a recent window exhibition at Meanwhile 
Gallery in Wellington, visually explores the contrasting online viewpoints 
of Tāmaki Makaurau/Auckland City’s local landscape, including ceramic 
sculptures whose distorted forms are from everyday domestic ware. A 
quick online search of local sites of Auckland’s landscape reveals wild 
extremes: from catastrophe, to swimming tips, to directions. Equally the 
way we see these images, varies from wobbly amateur video to highly 
edited digital works requiring cutting edge technology. Social media 
platforms such as Instagram show equal extremes of footage; from 
favourite swimming spots and sunsets to floods and sink holes. My Apple 
watch serves as a constant reminder of the temperature and likely forecast; 
and helpfully reminds me of the travel time distance home (17 minutes 
with no traffic). Everything presented is convenient, in sharp contrast 
to the documentation of the unexpected that is disastrous and mostly 
uncontrolled.  

 

All of this is intertwined with advertising, presented as an online typograph-
ic work, found information is scrambled to highlight the nonsensical nature 
of conflicting online messages (Figures 8 and 9). The movement of the type 
utilises popular breaking news strategies of moving text (with the most 
up-to-date news often flowing along the bottom of the screen and chang-
ing as information is sourced). Type selection suggest both informational 
and fantastical sources of information exaggerating the variety of online 
opinions while lack of other visual content encourages focus on the words 
themselves. This is offset in the exhibition by ceramic forms of familiar 
objects, deliberately distorted and stacked within the gallery window space. 
Coloured forms are often made from clay pressed into surfaces at selected 
sites. Cracks in the concrete, for example, were an early indicator of more 
significant issues under the Beach Haven carpark (much of which over time 

Figures 8,9 (above): Finding ground, Typographic works 
Figures 10, 11 (below): Finding Ground, Ceramic works 
Rebecca Steedman, Finding Ground, Meanwhile Gallery Wellington (2018)
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slipped down a nearby bank). These ceramic forms document the physical 
ground. Other works utilise materials within the clay bodies such as the 
black sand from Piha and crushed volcanic rock. This project attempts to 
combine the symbolic space of online documentation and discussion of a 
site; which often involves negotiating several viewpoints contrasting it with 
impressions of the physical land.

Formations 
Michel Serres writes Biogea (2012) as a mash of poetry, myth, philosophy, 
and science. The title is a composite of Bio (life) and Gea (earth). The focus 
is on care for the planet but with an innovative and eclectic approach to 
writing. This approach recalls writer Italo Calvino’s novel Cosmicomics 
(1968), which also includes a blend of fiction and science, such as imagining 
the formation of the earth from the point of view of the emerging atoms. 
Serres encourages the reader to consider: “Who worries about the death 
pangs of the rivers? Who has ever read, in the course of one’s studies or 
heard those honoured by history echoed by what the river currents say?” 
(Serres). The idea of the voice and relationship with voice and landscape is 
echoed in local politics.

In 2017 the 290km Te Awa Tupua (Whanganui River, New Zealand’s third 
largest river, located in the North Island) gained its own legal entity as a 
person. Both local iwi (Maori community) and the crown (Government)  
are the Te Pou Tupua and are charged with “speak(ing) on behalf of the  
river, uphold its legal status, and promote the health and wellbeing of  
the river.”

The idea of voice played a crucial role in the project Formations. How does 
a body of water speak or have a voice? It’s movements and actions; what 
would water ‘say’? Finding Ground had been inspired by an interest in the 
rocks and the formation of the ground itself, but I realised that in many 
cases the landscape had been influenced over time by the movement of 
water. I was the recipient of a month-long residency on Ōtepoti/Dunedin’s 
Peninsula, and therefore had time to experience the landscape and water 
and talk to locals about histories and land-formations. For example, fine 
sand, in many cases begins on a mountain-top or cliff and has been moved 
significant distances over thousands of years; encapsulating the formation 
of the story of the mountain itself. The sand at local Sandfly Bay probably 

began as quartz at the top of Mata-Au/The Clutha River some 338 kilome-
tres away, stretching between the southern Alps and the Pacific. In conver-
sation with local geologist Nick Mortimer and online research, I began to 
understand the fundamentals of the surrounding landscape and waterways 
that helped create/transform them.

This inspired a short motion graphic, incorporating footage of moving water 
including local rivers and oceans. This is combined with text that described 
the action of the water. The text takes phrases of what the water does, and 
are excerpts from local geological texts, including run everywhere, returning 
flows scour out the seabed, scratch at the edges, silt it up on the seaward 
side. Type selection reflects the unpredictable and ever-changing nature 
of water. For example, on Ōtepoti/Dunedin’s peninsula, the volcanic banks 
changed form entirely and became clay. This wasn’t through dynamic mo-
tion but rather the dampness and temperature itself. In the exhibition, this 
moving image sits alongside ceramic forms. These are literally ‘formed’ or 
altered by the water; by tossing the still malleable pre-fired clay forms into 
the water, or around the waters-edge, overnight; or solely for the duration of 
a breaking wave, transporting it carefully before firing. Usually when we see 
a motion graphic of water it talks about it in terms of human impact or use, 
this attempts to celebrate the natural motion and behaviours of water as an 
end in itself. 

A high-fire gas kiln at Otago Polytechnic reaches just above the tempera-
ture of a volcano, just enough to melt small grains of volcanic sand for the 
first time in over 10-million years since their formation. The contrast of the 
fast-moving digital footage and water-formed ceramics is possibly an unlike-
ly juxtaposition, but it continues the conversation between online and literal 
ground, and amplifies the extremes of fast and slow time.

The motion of water itself calls to mind common ways of describing online 
experiences; net, flow, stream, surf. These actions in them-selves while 
seeming innocuous significantly alter the surrounding landscape over time.
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We’re always swimming in the same river. Its peaks and shores  
crumble; the rocks erode, the humus mixes with the alluvial torrent, 
but not a single liquid molecule has gone missing in Garonne since 
the beginning of the world. Hard, the solid doesn’t last; only soft water 
lasts… this fluid evaporates, running everywhere in wandering clouds, 
but with the rumbling thunderstorm, here are the same snows,  
the same rains, the same waves, returned.(Serres p. 13–14)

Conclusion

There is an ever-growing relevance of skills, both critical and technical,  
within the field of motion design. There is an increasing prevalence of  
motion design and typographic design, used to both understand and  
navigate the world around us as part of the fabric of our daily lives. This 
means there is an urgency to be able to understand, critique and create  
motion design that is more significant than ever. An understanding of  
historical case study examples concerning their context helps provide a 
foundation to understanding the relevance of motion graphics and the  
potential to use it as a tool to create or to détourne meaning today. 

Student projects such as Utopia/Dystopia encourage students to consider 
the local landscape with a critical eye and form a response. Utilising  
motion graphics in this way provides students with a critical tool to be able 
to consider and respond to the world around them. Considering the impact 
of motion graphics on the physical and ideological landscape is a useful  
way for educators and practitioners to consider how these skills can impact 
and influence day to day life. 
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Abstract: Pedagogical methods for teaching motion design continue to be 
experimented and explored through a variety of graphic design programs. In some 
contexts motion design is integrated throughout an entire curriculum, while in 
others it’s isolated to a singular course. This paper offers a sequence of process 
methods implemented in a course that carries the weight of the motion design 
curriculum. In this course students expand their graphic design and creative 
thinking abilities, build on research skills and articulation of ideas, and practice 
the principals of motion design through dynamic time-based environments. 
Several challenges are presented when the course learning outcomes are this 
robust, generating a need for a thoughtful and flexible approach to motion design 
education. 
 
Students engage in a series of prompts and exercises, as a way of being gradually 
introduced to the motion design making process. These activities then lead to 
more complex projects that are open-ended and inspired by personal experiences, 
generating unique and unexpected outcomes that the students are proud of. 
These activities are developed through the perspectives of interdisciplinarity 
and design authorship. Motion Design offers the ideal context through which 
students can learn from an interplay of disciplines and has many opportunities for 
students to be design authors. The student outcomes from the course are heartfelt, 
intimate, and enlightening for the storyteller as much as the audience. Allowing 
students to engage with such personal and self-authored content empowers them 
in ways that disconnected content doesn’t. Working in this way gives students the 
means to practice storytelling through motion, typography, images, and video. 
 
Keywords: Narratives, Process, Pedagogy, Motion Design, Graphic Design,  
Case Study

Introduction

Motion design continues to be a relatively new form explored throughout 
graphic design programs in the United States, at least compared to the 
traditional print outcomes. Along with studies in interaction design and 
user experience, motion design is taught in curriculums through a variety 
of ways. In the graphic design BFA program at Michigan State University, 
there is a singular course dedicated to the area of study. Formerly called 

“Time and Motion Design” the current “Motion Design” course exists at 
the 400-level and is offered to students after their completion of studies in 
Graphic Design courses One and Two. Other than the sequence of Graphic 
Design Two following Graphic Design One, there are no other presets that 
direct students through a guided path of study. Other courses in the  
curriculum follow the typical outcomes common of a graphic design project 
such as identity design, typography, and spatial design, this can be seen 
as problematic given the connectedness of each of these forms and issues 
with a curriculum that direct formal outcomes prior to the students even 
beginning the course. Additionally students are required to take a Graphic 
Design History course which is already overburdened with the ever expand-
ing history of graphic design, limiting the students’ exposure to the history 
of motion design. Curriculum issues aside, this means a few things for the 
twenty students that enroll in the Motion Design course once a year; first, 
that their knowledge of the graphic design tools, methods, and principals 
are in the very early stages of their education and second, this is the only 
class in which they have access to working with motion literacy. It is under 
these circumstances that have directed the goals, learning objectives, and 
pedagogical methods used throughout the course over the last decade.

Goals and Learning Objectives

Throughout the past decade the goals of the course have remained the 
same and represent an ongoing purpose to work towards each year.  
The course introduces students to the historical and current contexts in  
which motion design exist. It also provides students a foundation in which  
they learn that time-based design is a form of visual communication and  
personal expression related to the field of graphic design. And finally,  
the course prepares students to connect their knowledge gained through  
motion design to other courses and future professional practices. 
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The students meet these goals through a series of learning objectives that 
once achieved provide tangible evidence through project outcomes and 
offer observable behaviors in student accomplishments. Objectives lead to 
some change in students that can be described and assessed as a learning 
outcome (Davis 68). These objectives preface the learning outcomes of the 
students rather than the quality of the outcome. The following objectives 
for the motion design course are delivered to the students at the beginning 
of the course:

Students expand their graphic design and creative thinking skills through 
the planning and execution of time-based narratives.

Students develop and implement process methods that build on research 
skills and articulation of ideas.

Students practice the sequence, transition, timing, and editing of video, 
photography, typography and audio in a dynamic motion environment.

Students critically review solutions and develop a verbal articulation of 
motion design through critique practices.

Students analyze, survey, and articulate the role motion design has within 
the greater context of the graphic design industry.

Pedagogical Methods

The pedagogical methods implemented throughout the course have been 
a work in progress over the last decade. Each course serves as a testing 
ground for new methods and an opportunity to enhance others. Each  
method is communicated to the student through what they understand  
as the course structure. Given the limitations of the broader graphic design 
curriculum and the very minimal amount of time to work with students 
in motion design, the course is pushed to its limits as much as possible. 
Planning is critical with this course to be efficient with time and the  
sequence of methods. The knowledge the students gain in one aspect  
informs the next one, in this way the course is scaffolded and students  
add to their concepts and skill-sets over time through multiple activities. 

Pedagogical goals are also set for each course, layering onto the broader 
course goals. Teaching the course multiple times has laid the foundation  
for which this can begin to happen. With each iteration of the course new  
applications of theories, methods, and practices from outside the discipline 
of graphic design have been implemented as well as expanding on the  
concept of design authorship. In the recent AIGA publication, Design Futures,  
it was emphasized that interdisciplinary work is necessary for designers  
to practice in order to address the complex problems of today, “the reasons 
to engage with fields other than design is to expand the scope of opportu-
nities in which design may have influence and to inform design solutions 
through expertise and perspectives that reflect the complexity of the prob-
lem” (Davis par. 22). Motion design offers the ideal context through which 
students can learn from this interplay of disciplines. Combine this with  
the concept of ‘design authorship’ and the opportunities for pedagogical  
development expand. This notion of ‘design authorship’ relies on interdisci-
plinary practices to be successful, “with increased agency in design  
authorship comes increased responsibilities—social, economic, ethical, 
cultural” (McCarthy 20). It is though these perspectives, interdisciplinarity 
and design authorship, that course activities are developed.

Although the application of other disciplines is discreet in the student  
outcomes, the influence of other disciplines on motion design is naturally 
inherent in its history. Understanding the history of motion design as well 
as the influences of technology, film, photography, art, and animation  
give students a context for how motion design is currently practiced. 
Lectures and survey assignments engage students in actively attributing  
to this knowledge. They seek to reveal the diverse yet connected areas  
of industry, both inside and outside of graphic design. As a class many  
analyzing activities take place involving current motion design pieces, this 
serves as a means to “actively view” and to develop an articulation of  
motion design terms. 

Through a series of prompts and exercises, students are gradually  
introduced into the motion design making process. For each activity,  
the students are challenged to creatively push themselves within the  
limitations and reference current and historical examples of motion  
design. These activities then lead to more complex projects that are  



(MODE) Motion Design Education Summit 2019 
Edited Conference Proceedings

200

completed at the end of the semester. These projects are open-ended  
and inspired by personal experiences generating unique and unexpected 
outcomes that the students are proud of.

Prompts in Motion Design

Research questions in the form of prompts offer up open-ended answers 
and a wide possibility of outcomes. Student utilize tools available or already 
familiar to them to execute these quick one-day activities. The prompts 
serve as a means to engage students in thinking and making motion design 
in the simplest forms possible. The short prompts also stress that motion 
design doesn’t always have to be daunting or focused on the latest  
trends in technical effects, but rather the focus is drawn to their creative  
storytelling abilities.

Prompt #1: How can the use of multiple smartphone apps function 
as tools in crafting a visual time-based narrative about weirdness  
in the/your everyday? 
Students were asked to use two or more smartphone applications to  
generate a 20-30s time-based piece that incorporates their choice of video, 
image, text, and/or sound. The applications the student could consider 
using were, iMovie, Layout, VUE, Boomerang, Viva Video, Folioscope, 
Layered, and/or Videoshop. The objective was to have the students become 
aware of the tools readily available to them and spark their storytelling 
abilities by noticing “weirdness” or rather unusual bits about their average 
day. How they defined weirdness was up to them and needed to be 
communicated through their outcome. Their investment in this exercise 
was heightened by requiring them to post their completed narrative on 
Instagram. Knowing that others outside our classroom would have access 
to the results created greater investments in producing a weird narrative.

The first results weren’t “weird” enough, some bordered on gross and  
others weren’t too original. It was more of a random mix that included a 
belly button, toilet flushing, and some ducks. These were more random  
video recordings rather than experimentations of the apps to produce 

“weird”. Their outcomes served as discussion points on how to reframe  
the prompt, for them to rethink “weirdness” and further their exploration  
of the features offered by the apps. Students were encouraged take  

another test at approaching the assignment. They were encouraged to  
investigate the juxtaposition of audio with images combined with motion 
and work towards something that might be defined as “weird”. With this 
second attempt, students explored and experimented more with the  
features of the apps they were using.

Prompt #2: How can a stop motion sequence show a vehicle moving? 
Students worked in pairs or individually and used cut paper, magazines, and 
found objects to implement a stop motion animation in one class period 
(2 hrs 50 min). This project was inspired by Professor Lewis Nicholson’s 
entry level project at OCAD University. In his project, he would lead an 
intense two hours of quick exercises using collage to demonstrate how 
pre-conditions such as a short deadline, limited resources, and a defined 
approach—such as design a car without using car parts. His project was the 
impetus for this one, similar path yet executed via a stop motion rather  
than in 2D collage form. Students were instructed to not use a car or street 

Figure 1 (above): Weird Narrative / Source: Katee Farlow, 2016 
Figure 2 (below): Weird Narrative / Source: Tejas Soni, 2016
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parts yet consider the scene and the vehicle when showing the “vehicle” 
moving. After taking 75–85 photos and compiling them into iMovie, their 
15-20s motion pieces were complete.

Working in this way challenged the students to think beyond the expected 
visual scenarios and work with the time and materials on hand. Quickly  
executing this assignment forced students to not overthink their decisions 
and in turn proceed with some minimal risks.

Prompt #3: How can kinetic type alter the narrative of a 
six-word-story?

“For sale: Baby shoes. Never worn.” —Ernest Hemingway

A six-word story is believed to be first originated by Ernest Hemingway and 
is often used by writers as a warmup before writing a longer narrative or 
as a challenge to summarize a story in as few words as possible (Bunting). 
William Faulkner once said that “a novelist is a failed short story writer,  
and a short story writer is a failed poet. Hemingway, with his creation of  
the six-word story, combined poetry and drama into a short form that has 
grown in popularity while remaining difficult to achieve”. 

Students were asked to write a six-word story that provided a movement  
of conflict, action, and resolution giving a sense of a complete story. Their  
six-word story was to be inspired by their personal experiences. After 
completion, they worked with pacing, scale, and movement of the text 
in a square space, considering how their design decisions impacted the 
read-ability and meaning of the words in their entire six-word story. They 
were restricted to using text only, no images, shapes, or audio were  
allowed, this forced them to focus on the language of the narrative and  
the motion aspects of the typography. Each student created a 15-30s  
animated gif in photoshop which introduced them to yet another ability  
of the software tool that most were already familiar with.

Figure 3 (above): Vehicle in Motion / Source: Lorenza Centi, 2016 
Figure 4 (below): Weird Narrative / Sources: Malarie French and Will Mianecki, 2016

Figure 5: I’ve fought too hard to surrender / Source: Katee Farlow, 2016 
Figure 6: Dared to leap. Lied in hospital. / Source: Will Mianecki, 2016 
Figure 7: Dog finds bone, police investigation follows / Source: Jacqueline Tonks, 2016
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Exercises in Motion Design

Following the prompts, exercises are assigned. These are longer and more 
complex than the prompts. The exercises introduce students to working 
with videos, images, text, sound, and time. These challenge the students’ 
aesthetic abilities, inform their understanding of the motion design princi-
ples and advance their comfort levels of working within After Effects.

Exercise #1: After Effects Demonstrations 
In this exercise students learned the basics of the motions and effects 
commonly used in After Effects. Professor Gretchen Rinnert at Kent 
State University conducts a similar project in her motion design focused 
courses and it serves as a way for students to share knowledge with each 
other. Each student is assigned a motion and/or effect, such as stretch 
ease, text on a path, 3D, wiggle, etc. they create a short animation that 
demonstrates the motion/effect via After Effects. Students are encouraged 
to consult demonstrations and tutorials online in order to find the most 
concise and relevant set of instructions to follow. They were required to 
use or at least display the title of the motion/effect in their demonstration 
piece. Additionally, they create a one to two page handout of step by step 
instructions with screenshots. Both the exported demos and the handouts 
are shared with the entire class and this becomes their shared resource for  
their future projects. 

This exercise focuses on one motion/effect at a time and eases them into 
the software program. It also exhibits to them the multiple resources online 
that can be consulted for technical assistance and learning the nuances of 
what to search for when needing guidance. Requiring them to communicate 
the instructions in a 2D format (handout) as well as showing the motion/
effect in action for their peers, empowers them as a group to learn  
from each other and share tips and tricks as they all practice using the  
program together.

Exercise #2: Principles of Motion Design  
For this exercise students synthesize vector shapes with music using time, 
space, effects, and the motion principles. They each created a 30s  
motion piece implementing motion principles discussed via several exam-
ples viewed in class. Viewing motion pieces with the entire class is a critical 
teaching moment, as it is an opportunity to point out the details  
of incremental moments in each piece that might have been otherwise 
overlooked by the students viewing examples on their own. This group 
viewing activity calls on all students to participate. Each students locates 
a motion design piece and shares it with the class via a group Vimeo 
Collection or Album. In class time, the pieces are played and projected—
pausing, discussing, scrubbing backwards and forwards takes place with 
each piece as the class analyzes the design decisions made. Additionally, 
historical motion designers such as Hans Richter, Norm McLaren, and 
Oskar Fischinger were shared with the class. Their processes and methods 
serve as a foundation in this project building on their understanding of  
principles in motion design.

Students were challenged to push themselves within the limitations of using 
only shapes and audio— uniqueness and originality were emphasized. The 
shapes could only be vector and geometric (no hearts, peace signs, people, 
etc.) in order for them to focus on specific motion and time related deci-
sions. They had the option to source audio selections online or to create 
their own, although no vocals were allowed only instrumental compositions 
were accepted. Audacity was used to trim the music to 30-35 seconds and 
if they sourced music from online the audio had to be creative commons or 
royalty-free. This was an opportunity to discuss with the class the ethical 
responsibilities of sourcing and applying creative pieces that are not  
produced on their own.

Figure 8 (above): Morph / Source: Katee Farlow, 2016 
Figure 9 (below): Skew / Source: Malarie French, 2016
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Technical expectations included everything from using labels and organiza-
tion of layers in After Effects to appropriately adjusting the audio with the 
visual components. The motion principles to practice in their piece were 
deliberate—three executions of Rotation, five Translation, Arcs, Pattern, 
and Rhythm.

Projects in Motion Design

Through a directed process of reading, writing, brainstorming, mind  
mapping, storyboarding, making visual boards, and critique, students  
execute more complex projects in motion design. The content in the two 
projects outlined below are informed by the students’ personal life experi-
ences in some way, one that juxtaposes aspects of specific cultures to  
a wide audience and the other that introduces a personal narrative through 
a title sequence. Personal narratives provide a basis for the students to 
expand on their storytelling abilities in a visual form.

Figure 10 (above): Music in Motion / Source: Erin VanSloten, 2016 
Figure 11 (below): Music in Motion / Source: Jacqueline Tonks, 2016

Time + Places + People Project 
In this project, students integrate “found” video, text, and audio into a 30 
second narrative to inform their knowledge of kinetic type and further their 
skills in After Effects. They consider the importance of image, framing,  
composition, and integration of elements in forming a compelling narrative. 
At the beginning of the assignment students watch a clip of a presentation 
given by Danny Yount at the internationally known creative festival, Semi-
Permanent. In this talk, “Designing Film and TV Title Sequences”, he 
reveals his creative process and inspiration for his engaging motion design. 
He comments on how looking at photography helps one to see the world 
through a different perspective. It is this reason students are required to use 
found elements rather than shoot their own for this project. Working in this 
way allows for conversations about copyright laws and how to appropriately 
attribute credit to the sources used. 

Each element (video, text, audio) chosen for their narrative represents  
either time, place, or a person/people. For example, the video could  
represent a place, the audio a person, and the text a specific time. Students 
consider the statement and message they are making with the combination 
of these three elements. These messages communicate to a wide audience 
and strive to make a point. Another objective of their piece is to juxtapose 
cultural experiences through the lens of time, place, and people. Whatever 
elements were chosen, students consider how each supported, enhanced, 
or even opposed the other elements. Decisions of focus, timing, and motion 
supported the narratives even further. 

Although these pieces aren’t intended to be personal, they are inspired by 
personal stories they each shared in a cultural identity essay assigned prior 
to this project. The essays dissect their cultural identity within the context 
of both broader culture and any subcultures in which they belong. Feelings 
of belonging to a particular culture attributed to the growing up and  
becoming a separate person with their own personalities were articulated 
and expressed through their writing. The essay outcomes inspire several 
ideas from which the students research further through their other projects. 
For this particular project students explored messages related to topics 
such as values of homeless individuals juxtaposed with Christian values, 
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the experience of homesickness when being a “Third Culture Kid”, the  
evolution and means of travel and how that has shifted family cultures,  
and the ever changing conversation of female reproductive rights.

To inform their understanding of culture and cultural representation, 
Chapter 1, “The Work of Representation” from Stuart Hall’s Representation: 
Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices is assigned as a reading 
along with the writing prompt in addition to in-depth class discussions that 
unpack the various meanings and representations of culture. As Hall states, 

“representation is an essential part of the process by which meaning is 
produced and exchanged between members of a culture. It does involve the 
use of language, of signs, and images which stand for or represent things” 
(15). This point is critical for students to understand no matter what design 
project they might be involved with creating their decisions directly  
influence culture representations.

To support and influence the students even further beyond my singular  
perspective, designer and artist Qais Assali was invited to participate  
in critiquing the students’ process and final outcomes. As the artist  
in residence in critical race studies at MSU, he works with video and  
images to investigate the juxtapositions of people and places as they relate 
to unconnected yet connected cultures. Although his work mixes mediums 
the conceptual underpinnings are appropriate and necessary to share  
with undergraduate students through this particular project.

Title Sequence Project 
Personal narratives of past experience guide students in the development of 
a title sequence piece as a final deliverable in this course. These responses 
are heartfelt, intimate, and enlightening for the storyteller as much as 
the audience. Allowing students to work with such personal and self-
authored content empowers them in ways that working with disconnected 
content doesn’t. Working in this way gives students the means to practice 
storytelling through motion, typography, images, and video.

This project challenges students as storytellers, writers, and finally motion 
designers. They must be willing to put themselves out there and in turn 
be accepting of their peers’ experiences when beginning this assignment. 
Different moments mean different things to each of us and recognizing this 

from the beginning helps create a welcome environment for sharing  
personal stories. Despite our assumptions about the current younger  
generation having fewer personal barriers when it comes to publicly 
sharing personal stories, they are often reluctant to do so in this format. 
Understanding that their writing serves a starting point as well as a  
foundation for their final outcome, helps to ease this anxiety centered 
around self-reflection and publicly sharing.

To begin, students read Chapter 3 from philosopher and psychologist John 
Dewey’s book Art as Experience titled “Having an Experience” and discuss 
in small groups the text while defining what an experience is. According 
to Dewey, an experience has a beginning and end and is often defined by 

“those situations and episodes that we spontaneously refer to as being ‘real 
experiences’; those things of which we say in recalling them, ‘that was an 
experience’” (37). Students quickly relate to this and are asked to make a 
list of five meaningful and memorable experiences from their life to this 
point. Students share their lists of experiences in small groups and narrow 
down to one experience. Once the experience is given a title, the student 
is tasked with writing a story about the experience. In class we cover the 
attributes of what makes a good story as well as define story grammar and 
story structure. In Stories, Scripts, and Scenes: Aspects of Schema Theory 
by Jean Mater Maddler a story grammar “is a rule system devised for the 

Figure 12 (above): Cognitive Dissonance / Source: Matthew Gillespie, 2019 
Figure 13 (below): Little by Little / Source: Meredith Bieber, 2019
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purpose of describing the regularities found in one kind of text” (18). This 
plays into the notion that all stories have a structure, no matter the differ-
ences in content. Many parts make up a story i.e. the setting, protagonist, 
other characters, reference to time and the location. A story is made up of 
episodes forming the overall plot of the story (22). This knowledge better 
informs the students in preparation for the  writing of their story about a 
significant experience.

Following the writing, students are required to read their stories out loud to 
their peers. This better equips all students in future critique and feedback 
sessions on the individual’s work. Processes for translating their story into 
a visual narrative follows, this includes mind mapping and the generation 
of a vision board. Students are then asked to analyze the form and purpose 
of a title sequence. In its most simplest form, a title sequence serves as an 
introduction to the setting and tone of the movie (or story) it represents, in 
addition to the credits. This format of motion design is highly relatable to 
students as this is most likely the first and most recognizable form of  

“motion design” to them. Historically, title sequences have been around 
since the invention of cinematography and have continued to advance as 
digital technological advancements progress (Grais par. 3). Kinetic type  
was first introduced through a title sequence, the infamous sequence by 
Saul Bass for Hitchcock’s film, North by Northwest in 1959. Title sequences 
have lead the industry throughout time as they are the most public form  
of motion design and therefore serves as a means through which students  
can explore their knowledge and skills in motion design.

From this, students develop a low-stakes version of a storyboard to articu-
late their ideas on how they will introduce their story. The storyboards are 
analog sketches or digital, depending on the student’s preference for work-
ing. Either direction must show reference of timing, notes of motion within 
the piece, narrative cues, loose reference of visual elements and objects, 
as well as  textual information. Individual and peer critiques follow to best 
guide the students in their decisions. Key screens are designed, showing 
style, colors, typeface, imagery, textures, patterns, layout, composition,  
etc. Once approved, students then move into production mode within  
After Effects.

When former students of this project were asked about their most memora-
ble experience in the motion design course, this project was a favorite. One 
student said, “I loved the movie title sequence project, everyone did such a 
great job. In this project we were able to use a lot of creative freedom and 
it was interesting how each person in the class chose to make their title 
sequence in a unique way.” Another student commented on their ability to 
integrate storytelling into their current professional project as a result of 
this project.

Figure 15: In Memory Of / Source: Katee Farlow, 2016 

Figure 17: Road Trip / Source: Erin VanSolten, 2016

Figure 16: Submerged Stress / Source: Malarie French, 2016 

Figure 14: The Wedding Speech / Source: Margaret Clement, 2015 
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Conclusion

The activities in the course engage students with motion design through a 
variety of processes and methods, building on their greater knowledge of 
the graphic design field. Structuring activities through the lens of interdisci-
plinarity and design authorship enhances their learning experience as  
motion design offers the ideal context through which to explore and  
integrate these concepts. Their work in this course impacts how they work 
on other projects and ultimately informs their practice as a professional 
designer. Former students of the motion design course were surveyed and 
asked the following questions:

How did the time and motion class at MSU inform your other projects  
in Graphic Design?

What skills do you think it helped develop that you currently use in  
professional practice?

What is your most memorable project that you are most proud of from 
Motion Design?

As a current graphic designer, do you practice motion design now?  
If so in what capacity.

Several indicated that their experience in motion design made them more 
marketable when searching for a job as it’s a skillset that doesn’t have to  
be outsourced if they are able to provide it to their employer. Another  
noted that the course made them think more about their audience in other  
projects and they sought to incorporate movement into static design pieces. 
The course trained some students to have the endurance to finish projects 
from start to finish and to be better at project management and learning 
new technical skills. Another former student mentioned working with  
motion design enhanced their ability to notice the details and know the  
difference between intentional and accidental design decisions. When 
asked if they currently practice motion design in professional practice,  
several do and some incorporate it into their passion projects.

Despite this being the only course where students are introduced to mo-
tion design with the current curriculum,  it has proved to be a successful 
learning experience for students. Being able to test pedagogical methods by 
layering in theories and concepts from disciplines outside of graphic design 
has made the activities a richer learning experience for the students, not 
only about motion design but about themselves and the cultures in which 
they belong to.
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Toward a Transmedia 
Independent Publishing 
Practice 
 
Dimitry Tetin 
State University of New York, New Paltz, USA 
 
Abstract: I have been building a body of work that consists of small 
independently published projects that are aimed at the independent 
publishing community. The projects interrogate the form of the book, 
writing, motion design and video, and emphasize media fluidity—the 
interplay that occurs when content exists across multiple analog and 
digital formats. 
 
The paper focuses on the in-process “At the Edge of the Island” project 
that is contextualized by other works that incorporate print and video/
animation distributed with the publication or hosted online. At the core 
of the project are a number of slow motion videos and motion designs 
based on the ship traffic along the East River in New York during 
various parts of the day. The videos are supported by a publication that 
juxtaposes stills with text that references the history of the River.  
 
Dziga Vertov’s “Man with a Movie Camera” is emblematic of the 
way urban time is imagined in the public imagination: sped up and 
fractured. However, At the Edge of the Island builds on the legacy 
of Andy Warhol’s films like “Empire” that serve as documents of the 
city while uniquely concerned with making the viewer aware of the 
relationship between their person and urban time. The subject of 
the project, the East River, occupies a liminal, ambiguous position in 
the geography of New York City: it is a boundary between different 
boroughs, and is subject to the passing of time on both the geological 
and the human scale.

The use of video and animation strongly defines contemporary story-
telling approaches and my projects parallel closely to the way users 
engage content while contributing to the emerging field of transmedia 
narratives and design. The multiple media engaged in the project  
create a polyphonous transmedia experience that explores how motion 
design can be integrated into an alternative publishing practice.

Keywords: Graphic Design, Digital Humanites, Loop, Motion 
Typography, Narrative, Transmedia

 
Introduction

The lack of economic support, associated market pressure of traditional 
publishing and increased availability of low-cost printing in the last two  
decades has led to a rise in independent publishing. Practitioners come 
from a wide variety of disciplines that include photography, filmmaking, 
printmaking, fine arts, creative writing, curatorial studies and design.  
The practice has its roots in the book practice that artists like Ed Ruscha 
undertook in the 60s to self-publish and distribute work that was not  
supported by the traditional gallery system. Contemporary artists continue 
to self-publish and distribute their work outside of traditional gallery and 
publishing structures through independent online stores and physical  
book fairs.

The book fairs provide a circulation environment for the work of a commu-
nity that is committed to preserving the materiality of the published book, 
combatting its transition to a virtual metaphor of a mobile application. 
Over the last three years I have been building a body of work that consists 
of small published projects that are aimed at this independent publishing 
community. I consider my work part of an expanded design practice ethos 
expressed by Shannon Harvey of Inventory Press as “always interested in 
working in different media and playing out a design idea across different 
formats.” 
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I seek to interrogate the form of the book, writing, motion design and  
video, and emphasize media fluidity—the interplay that occurs when  
content exists across multiple analog and digital formats, while staying 
committed to production of objects and participation in the systems  
of circulation and distribution set up by the independent publishing  
community. Some projects follow the logic of translation—treating  
content as fluid poured from one vessel into another, while others take  
an approach expressed by essayist John Berger: “ what can best be said  
in images is said that way: what can best be said in words is written”  
(qtd. in Schnappp and Michaels, 195).

The viewer derives meaning from the publication through a process similar 
to a Kuleshov effect, in which the viewers derive additional meaning from 
a sequence of shots compared to a single shot in isolation. In my work the 
sequentiality of the frames of film to be replaced by transmedia, mosaic 
approach to storytelling—spreading content across a variety of traditional 
media—prints and books and digital—web, animation and video.

Case Studies

The following case studies were created in short time frames and combine 
traditional techniques like letterpress, bookmaking, engraving with digital 
animation and high-definition video distributed with the piece or streamed 
on the internet. Thematically the work ranges from humorous to solemn— 
engaging time on a personal, historical and geological scale.

Case Studies: Posters 
This poster project is a hybrid of a web-hosted animation, letterpress 
and laser printing. The posters was made from frames of looping 
animations running at  wejustgetcloserwhenwearenottogether.com 
and idonteventhinkofyouthatoften.com. The poster graphics from single 
frames of the animation were printed on a laser printer while typography 
was printed using metal type on a flatbed letterpress. In these posters  
I explored the idea of media fluidity and content existing simultaneously  
in two states: an animation and a poster. Thematically, the work focused  
on the dialogue of two Canadian musicians: Leonard Cohen and Drake.

 
 

Case Studies: Reflection and Prayer Memory of Sojourner Truth 
This publication is a speculative fiction based around a site located in a  
secluded area by the river Wallkill river in Upstate New York, where 
Sojourner Truth, a prolific abolitionist who was enslaved in 19th-century 
New Paltz, would seek refuge for the “purposes of reflection and prayer.”

It consists of an 18x24" fold-out poster and a printed piece that directs 
viewers to the reflectionandprayer. com website that hosts two looping  
videos shot at the site. The project was a response to a historical plaque 
that marked the site. 

Rather than approach the memory of Sojourner Truth on the bank of 
the Wallkill River from a narrative, allegorical, or fictional point of view, 
Reflection and Prayer does not attempt to show what was erased from 
the historical narrative. It acknowledges the fact that erasure took place 
throughout not only natural passing of time and writing of history by  
using images of the site itself. 

Figures 1–3: Laser and letterpress-printed Posters and Web-hosted Animations 
Source: Tetin 2015
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As a work, Reflection and Prayer, functions as a visual essay in the way that 
Alain Resnais’ film essay Night and Fog which uses documentary footage 
of abandoned sites of Auschwitz and Majdanek to speak of the necessity 
to remember and attempt to understand moments of our collective his-
tory like the Holocaust and Slavery that are ultimately unbearable to fully 
remember and resist understanding. It is not an act of erasure, rather it is 
meant to acknowledge the vast weighted silence that exists around repre-
sentation of times of national tragedy.

I have spoken about the publications in various contexts and the script of 
the lecture was published as part of the proceedings and it is an essential 
part of the project and is distributed on my website.

Case Studies: Box of Things 
In this project I experimented with a way to distribute video and prints in 
a single package. The project consists of an edition of 4 risograph prints 
created from stills of the four accompanying video loops that are included 
in a QuickTime format on an SD card. The components are contained in 
a handmade sleeve and an engraved piece of balsa wood that serves as a 
table of contents and holds the SD card. 

As a typographer interested in visual representation of language, my work 
explores the absences and erasures of the landscape. It places a human 
absence in the context of the geological timescale of water, strata of rocks, 
lichen and ferns found in the Shawangunk Ridge in the Hudson River Valley 
area of New York State. In this project I documented the details of the varied 
landscape, seeking out absences that exist in-between languages and as-
signment of meaning. The videos in the project are slowed down and altered 
to loop infinitely, distorting the time, bringing it closer to the timescale of 
the strata of rocks, lichen and ferns found where the footage was shot.

I consider this work an act of reading and translation. Despite our lack of 
ability to assign precise meaning to this way of reading, the work is trans-
formed into a practice of witnessing—a respectful acknowledgment of the 
importance of the other. It argues for the understanding of the other that 
is not limited to biological or organic matter, engendering a more inclusive 
way of reading and relating to the natural world.

Figure 4: Reflection and Prayer web-hosted looping videos and publication exhibited  
at the Samuel Dorsky Museum of Art / Source: Tetin 2016

Figures 5–6: Box of Things publication and still from one of the videos distributed with it 
Source: Tetin 2016
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Video-based East River projects

These larger-scale projects rely heavily on video representations of the  
East River in New York City. They came about my interest in its formal  
and historical aspects. 

Water Carries Things to Shore and Takes Them Out to Sea 
Water Carries Things to Shore and Takes Them Out to Sea was created 
for the Internet Yami-Ichi in Queens, NY— a fair that brings together 
technology-based art and interactions that are traditionally exclusively 
digital experiences—and brings them into a physical space. The project 
consists of an edition 48 one-ounce bottles of water that were collected 
from the East River in New York. Each bottle comes with a short booklet 
that has a website and password that unlocks a unique looping 15 second 
video of the surface the River on watercarriesthingstoshore.com. The 
stills from all of the videos are sequentially presented in an accompanying 
publication that serves as an index to the project. 

At the Edge of the Island 
At the Edge of the Island is an ongoing project that consists of videos, 
animations, prints and publications. It focuses on the East River (a salt 
water tidal estuary that separates the island of Manhattan and the Bronx 
from Queens and Brooklyn) in New York City and its relationship to three 
historical events in its history that are essential to the narrative of the city 
and the region: General Slocum Fire (a 1904 fire aboard the General Slocum 
Steamer that killed over 1000, mostly German American immigrants, 
bound for a church picnic), British prison ships (16 floating prisons 
anchored in Wallabout Bay, in the area that is now Brooklyn Navy Yard, 
and used by the British in late 18th century to hold prisoners during the 
Revolutionary War), and Seamen’s Church Institute floating churches (19th 
century’s floating churches that would provide religious services to sailors 
on ships moored in the River).

At the core of the project are a number of slow motion videos and motion 
designs documenting ship traffic along the East River in New York during 
various parts of the day. The videos are supported by a publication that 
juxtaposes stills with text that references the history of the River. 

The videos and animations created for the project relate to the history of 
the river because the East River, occupies a liminal, ambiguous position  
in the geography of New York City: it is a boundary between different  
boroughs, and is subject to the passing of time on both the geological  
and the human scale. The East River is an embodiment of multiple dualities. 
The river exists simultaneously as a presence and a reminder of absence.  
It covers the ruins or artifacts of tragedies, dislocating the stories associat-
ed with them. The project seeks to activate the mute space of the river  
created by the passing of time, erasure, and forgetting. It collapses time 
and creates a space for remembering, contemplating and imagining. In a 
temporal triple exposure, the slow motion videos of boats sailing along the 
river make the viewer acutely aware of the passing of their present time 
and the time of the occupants of the boat, while referencing the historical 
time of the documented and undocumented events that happened on the 
river. The city is traditionally represented in sped up and fractured way to 
reflect the frenetic pace of action—Dziga Vertov’s 1929 Man with a Movie 
Camera  presenting Soviet cities of Moscow, Odessa, Kharkov and Kiev is 
emblematic of the way urban time is constructed in the public imagination. 

Figures 7–8 (above): Water Carries Things to Shore website and objects / Source: Tetin 2016 
Figures 9–10 (below): Water Carries Things to Shore publication / Source: Tetin 2016
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It features quick cuts, close ups, extreme angles and fast motion. However, 
At the Edge of the Island builds on the legacy of Andy Warhol’s 1964 film 
like Empire consisting of hours of slow motion footage of a single camera 
angle shot of the Empire State Building. The film serves as documents of the 
city while uniquely concerned with making the viewer aware of the relation-
ship between their person and urban time.

The project wrestles with the fact that telling the history of a place when 
no ruin or artifact remains becomes very different with passage of time. 
At some point all one can satisfy themselves with is pointing to the place 
where the erasure took place, without ever discovering what it was that  
was erased.

Conclusion

Mixed use of motion design, animation, video and print approaches is  
becoming increasingly popular in the fields of advertising and entertain-
ment, it remains important for authors to pick formats appropriate to the 
content they are communicating to the audience. The transmedia approach 
I have adopted in my self-published projects is particularly appropriate to 
exploring the disjointed experience of forgetting and remembering that 
characterizes the contemporary urban experience. In The Architectural 
Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely, critic Anthony Vidler describes  
the contemporary , “postmodern” city as characterized by a “haunting  
absence”—a constant searching for a memory that refers to an event  
one is never sure happened (183). I seek to reflect this constant state of  
uncertainty essential to contemporary process of remembering in the 
digital archives, loops and documents of absences. The work allows for a 
constant replaying, revisiting and remembering of an absence. It exists as 
evidence of my thinking and questioning, creating a physical and digital 
contemplative space for the audience.

Figures 11–12 (above): At the Edge of the Island (stills) / Source: Tetin 2017–18. 
Figures 13–14 (below): At the Edge of the Island (stills) / Source: Tetin 2017–18.

Figures 15: At the Edge of the Island (prints) / Source: Tetin 2017–18.
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Touching Time's Signature: 
Editing to a Live Performance 
 
Vanessa B. Cruz 
University of North Florida 
 
Collaborator and Printmaker: Sheila Goloborotko,  
Client: Jacksonville Symphony Orchestra 
 
Abstract: This poster documents the collaboration of a Motion Designer, 
Printmaker and the Jacksonville Symphony. A collaboration that explored new 
avenues on multiple levels, culminating in an engaging multimedia production. 
 
Motion Designers, Filmmakers, and Animators are well-familiar with editing with 
specific in and out points, based within the finite system of timecode. But what 
happens when that structure is gone, when the timing of the work is ever-shifting, 
how does one create in such a weightless environment? 
 
This was the challenge presented by the client, the Jacksonville Symphony 
Orchestra, when they asked for a video animation project to be projected over 
their musicians during several live performances. Within a musical performance, 
it is common for it to alter its cadence, timing, and intensity, slightly in each 
performance. Every performance is effected by the conductor and musicians each 
time it is executed. A particular piece may last 3 minutes and 45 seconds one 
night, and last 4 minutes and 30 seconds the next. An audience may not notice 
the difference in a performance but to an animator 45 seconds is a vast amount of 
time to have unaccounted for. So how does one create animation without knowing 
the in or out point of a project? 
 

We knew there were several large challenges facing us:

1. With a live performance how will we know the specific timing of  
the piece?

2. How do you create a visual that isn’t superficial, but rather an  
element aesthetically integrated with the music that enriches the artistic 
experience? 

3. How do we create a new system where we can spontaneity and  
animation can co-exist?

The first challenge required the dissection of each piece of music selected for the 
program and study its time signature. Using this information, segments or blocks 
of animation were created in order for the animation’s timing to match that of 
each measure of music. That way during the live performance a “block” could  
be played at any measure and still have the animation be “in sync” with the  
music. The composers included in the program were: Alben Berg, Philip Glass,  
and J.S. Bach. Each composer uses a very distinct time signature, thus each block 
had to have its animation timing specially created. However, this block system 
that was developed allowed blocks to play at random, creating new visuals for 
each performance.

Having conquered the challenge of timing, aesthetics were the task complete. 
During our research to understand the complex time signatures of the pieces, we 
discovered that some composers used an achromatic scale, rather that the  
traditional chromatic scale. This meant an achromatic scales uses a 12 note  
system while the other an 8 note system, In order to have visuals and music relate 
to one another, it was decided to use a color system that was equivalent to the 
scale of each piece. That meant that some animations only used 12 or 8 colors 
(depending on the piece’s scale) and the only secondary or tertiary colors seen 
were created from those original 12 or 8. 

Now that the timing blocks and aesthetics were created to match the musical 
compositions, the next challenge was implementation. As an animator and  
motion designer I have never had to animate “live” before and the thought was 
quite daunting. Using software that allowed me to program trigger, in which 
certain blocks would play as key musical measure were performed, allowed for 
spontaneity to coexist with the meticulously planned animations.

// MOTION POSTER //
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The result of this collaboration resulted in an hour long film/ performance called 
Synæsthesia. This collaboration debuted at the Museum of Contemporary 
Arts Jacksonville. This experience has served as an explosive catalyst for future 
cross-discipline course development.

Keywords: Experimental/Abstract, AR/VR & Installation/Experiential
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Participatory Interactive 
Storytelling Event: Reimagine 
Forgotten Community Stories  
 
MiHyun Kim 
Texas State University / Collaborators: OMAi 
 
Abstract: Reimagine Forgotten Community Stories: Participatory Interactive 
Storytelling Event initiates an approach to understanding places in the human 
environment as repositories of shared memories and traditions. In human 
geography, Yi Fu Tuan (1974; 1977) examines how places acquire their meanings 
and images for people through the quality and intensity of interactions and 
experiences. Doreen Massey (1994) explains that how people identify with places 
is connected to the histories that people tell about them, how these stories are 
told and which history becomes dominant. I believe artists can help facilitate 
community members and social groups to realize the importance of their places.  
Through this event, artists help to shape both their self and group identities. 
 
The purpose of the “Participatory Interactive Storytelling Event: Reimagine 
Forgotten Community Stories” was to enliven the community through a  
public presentation of the forgotten stories of the city of San Marcos, Texas. This 
event took place at the oldest building in San Marcos, the Hays County Historic 
Courthouse. The town has a quirky history, which, with time, has nearly been 
forgotten. Central to San Marcos is a natural spring which feeds into a large river. 
This river has become central to the culture of the place and a home to eclectic 
events for over 70 years, such as Ralph the Famous Swimming Pig, underwater 

“mermaid” performers and clowns, and an underwater theater. Since Texas State 
University purchased the land for preservation purposes in 1994, the stories of 
the Aquarena Spring have been confined to books, digital archives, and fading 
memories. Through postcards, tourist brochures and the media, that hegemonic 

image has become ‘fixed’ in the collective memory. This project was an attempt 
to answer the question, “How can artists and community members collaborate to 
reveal and build significance in their community in a fun and engaging way?”  
 
To do this, we created a digital environment with iPads and projectors on  
which the old stories of the city were written, drawn, and animated by local  
artists. These artists came from diverse communities, including the Calaboose 
African American Association, Centro Cultural Hispano De San Marcos, and The 
Indigenous Cultures Institute, and they all brought with their unique perspectives. 
The walls of the courthouse became a canvas to deliver these collective visual 
narratives. By engaging local artists into the live storytelling event, hidden, lost, 
and forgotten community stories were shared and the community was reminded 
of their shared cultural heritage and expression.  
 
The event emphasized a notion of unity and the commonalities these divergent 
cultures share. Current community members and onlookers were invited to 
add their own contributions to the visual narrative of San Marcos. They not 
only looked at the artwork but took an active role in creating it, contributing 
to the shared narrative. It was an opportunity to hear the voices of residents, 
especially those from marginalized social groups that may usually be ignored 
in the construction of urban narratives, form a consensus of history and unity in 
the community, and to have residents of the city envision new possibilities for 
the future of their shared space. Through this digital environment, Reimagine 
Forgotten Community Stories was a unique tool for community members to 
celebrate the history of a diverse place and their contributions to building their 
city. The event animated the downtown of San Marcos with lights, sound, energy, 
and people with a message of diversity, remembrance, and community building 
through the power of interactive design and community engagement.  
 
Reimagine Forgotten Community Stories will present conference attendees with 
a new perspective of looking at motion and interactive design. Indeed, it will 
allow the attendees to rethink the role of audience in the creation of motion and 
interactive work in real time. By shifting the role of audience from onlooker to 
participant, motion and interactive art/design becomes even more engaging, 
dynamic and personal. By using a public space, the communication process is 
transformed from a personal experience to a shared community experience.  
 
Keywords: Persuasive/Informational, UX/UI, Interactive Storytelling
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Push, Play: Music Videos, 
Interactivity and Virtual Reality  
 
Ringo Jones 
Saint Louis University 
 
Abstract: Scholars and media consumers attribute the music video’s initial rise 
in popularity to MTV and the music superstars of the 1980s. Music videos 
are currently celebrating a new golden age because of internet platforms like 
YouTube. Internet dissemination provides greater accessibility, interactivity, and 
proliferation of genres, creating an oversaturated and under-curated market. This 
paper and accompanying interactive video scholarship explores the bounds of 
HTML5 and augmented/virtual reality through innovative music experiences 
showcasing music video experiments from my portfolio and upcoming projects 
in 360° video, interactive media, and augmented and virtual reality. Music 
videos originated as promotional pieces for artists to increase record sales, but 
postmodern production of music videos is growing as new visual outlets allow 
for cinematic storytelling. Through the 1980s, chart-topping acts like Michael 
Jackson and A-ha enjoyed enhanced success and fame as their inventive videos 
entered people's homes via cable TV. However, the cost of production and 
distribution to international audiences kept music videos exclusive to major-label 
acts, preventing independent artists from utilizing the medium. Following all-time 
high record sales in 1999—the same year piracy software Napster launches—the 
music industry floundered through the following decade before stabilizing in the 
2010s thanks to streaming services like Spotify and YouTube, the latter now the 
number one marketplace for music streaming despite being a user-generated 
video host. This more egalitarian platform allows major-label recording artists 
like OK Go and Arcade Fire to experiment with the form alongside lesser-known 
independent acts. Contemporary video artists are embracing an expanded  
set of tools at their disposal while enjoying increased access to dissemination  
and viewers.

Keywords: Experimental / Abstract, Narrative Short Film / Personal Project, AR/
VR & Installation / Experiential
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Prototyping augmented reality 
experiences with motion design  
 
Ali Place  
University of Arkansas, USA 
 
Abstract: Emerging technology and rapidly changing digital tools necessitate new 
and adaptable means for prototyping. Increased affordances of augmented reality 
(AR), in particular, have created new challenges for interactive designers to mock 
up AR design solutions without writing code (De Sa). Building AR prototypes 
might not be a problem for a company with programming and 3D modeling 
resources, but it presents significant challenges in the classroom. Students lack 
knowledge of coding languages and 3D modeling programs; design curricula  
lack time and space required to teach such new and exploratory topics; and  
institutions lack resources for expensive wearable devices. Although design  
students have access to many tools to realize their screen-based designs, no 
equivalent currently exists for AR experiences (Hunsucker). However, most design 
curricula incorporate courses and projects related to motion design, which give 
students foundational concepts and tools for designing with movement in 2D and 
3D space. The skills they learn in motion design, such as motion graphics, sound 
design and narrative, are transferable to the designing and prototyping of  
immersive AR interfaces and experiences.   
 
This paper demonstrates a methodology for prototyping augmented reality 
experiences in the classroom using existing tools for motion design, such as 
smartphone cameras and Adobe After Effects. By combining motion graphics with 
video footage, students can overlay interfaces in a user’s physical environment 
to build high fidelity proofs of concept. Examples of student projects include 
live typographic posters, AR wayfinding systems, and gesture-based screenless 
interfaces. In these projects, students enact a thinking-through-making approach 
that allows for quick iteration and broad speculation. The interplay of motion 

design and augmented reality creates opportunities for them to envision new user 
experiences in the built environment, to think beyond the limitations of code and 
devices, and to futurecast the possibilities of human-computer interaction.  
 
Keywords: AR/VR & Installation/Experiential
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Motion poster, Prototyping augmented reality experiences with motion design. Additionally view poster here,  
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Projection Mapping  
Methods and Practice 
 
Ryan Belock 
 
Abstract: As motion design has found itself fully integrated into the field of  
projection design and projection mapping, it has transcended the fields of live 
performance, concerts, trade shows, university events, olympic opening  
ceremonies, commercial and government arenas. Producers, designers, directors, 
creative strategists, and animators seek fast, intuitive, and dynamic solutions  
to create unique, immersive experiences for their audience. Projection mapping 
has become the field of choice to transform previously unremarkable architectural 
elements into a digital canvas for movement. 
 
This workshop breaks down the process of video projection mapping into the  
elements of motion design, animation, system engineering, and playback included 
in the process of transforming an irregularly shaped object (such as a building) 
into a dynamic digital canvas. We will discuss some of the most common  
programming and playback software and tools most commonly used in the field. 

*If time permits and collaboration with Massey University’s School of Design is 
feasible, the session will culminate in a custom-made video-mapped display  
featuring the efforts of workshop participants. Scale/scope of final display would 
be at the discretion of MODE 2019 Committee.

Topics for Discussion/Demonstration:  
So you want to map something with video. Now what?

Starting with what you already know and connecting the dots to the  
basic process of planning and producing a projection mapping project,  
including best practices for sourcing and engineering equipment, planning  
content creation, selecting and programming software, and final delivery 
and archival.

How? 
Survey of some of the basic free and commercial software and programs 
available to playback content built for three-dimensional environments and 
surfaces. Isadora. Watchout. disguise (formerly d3). Qlab. MadMapper. 
NDI. We will also discuss and demonstrate the best practices of media 
management in a projection design/mapping process from 2-D to 3-D 
projection mapping.

Where? 
Case Studies in the field, including Off-Broadway, Broadway, music 
concerts, avant garden installations, Walt Disney Imagineering, and several 
production houses (i.e. 59 Productions, Quince Imaging, etc.)

Any Questions? 
By the end of the workshop, we will have answered and discussed some 
common questions while also getting hands on experience transforming 
a design into a projection-mapped sculpture. What are some of the basic 
programming and playback software available? How do I go from two-
dimensional to threedimensional space? What is the process to set up 
video projectors? How much do they typically cost to rent/purchase? How 
do I go about projecting onto[architectural structure of choice]?

MODE 2019 WORKSHOP 
 
Time: 31 May, Friday at 11:00 AM at Harbourside Function Centre, Waterfront Room
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PRESENTER BIOGRAPHY

Ryan Belock is a projection designer and interdisciplinary based in New York City.

As a designer, percussionist, and actor, his primary work concentrates on  
integrating projected media with live performance and events. He has  
designed for opera, dance, musical theatre, plays, national conventions, and 
special events. Belock received his MFA in Integrated Media for Live Performance 
at the University of Texas at Austin, advised by Broadway projection designer 
Sven Ortel. He also holds a Certificate in Arts and Cultural Management and 
Entrepreneurship. Belock is a proud member of USA Local 829, the professional 
association of designers, artists, craftspeople, and department coordinators in 
the entertainment and decorative arts industries. Belock spent some time with 
Chile-based theatre company TEATROCINEMA, where he contributed voice work 
for Histoir de Amor and was inspired by their hybrid performances which com-
bined cinematic three-dimensional worlds and live actors on stage. Drawing upon 
this inspiration, his original production, RE/CONNECT, featured interdisciplinary 
approaches to live performance, including Arduino LED costumes, immersive 
video projections, movement, and live music. All of these tools, in concert with an 
original score and new spoken word pieces, weaved a story about the fascination 
with current trends in communication, technology, and intimacy.

Outside of professional theatre design, Belock exercises his passion for social 
concerns as a graphic designer. He has helped carry out the mission and vision of 
the Obesity Action Coalition (OAC), a National non-profit organization dedicated 
to giving a voice to individuals affected by the disease of obesity and currently 
serves the Stella Adler Studio of Acting in NYC, supporting its mission “to create 
an environment with the purpose of nurturing theatre artists and audiences who 
value humanity, their own and others, as their first and most precious priority 
while providing art and education to the greater community.”

Projection design credits include: Irish Repertory Theatre, Urban Stages, York 
Theatre, Paper Mill Playhouse, The Public Theater, New York Theater Workshop, 
Goodspeed Opera, Austin Opera, Center for Contemporary Opera, MetroStage, 
Indiana Rep, Gulf Coast Symphony Orchestra, and the Cohen New Works Festival.

Belock lives in New York City with his wife, Michelle.
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BeWeDō: a motion-led 
experience for designing and 
transforming conversation  
with movement  
 
Dr Mark Bradford 
 
Abstract: At the core of the BeWeDō® kenkyukai (interactive design  
experience) are movement practices inspired by the Japanese martial art of 
Aikidō, however, conference attendees do not learn Aikidō. Instead, BeWeDō  
uses one specific Aikidō movement exercise to generate dynamic connections 
between attendees, by encouraging them to exchange different perspectives  
on motion design with movement-led conversation.  
 
The BeWeDō experience engagement is the opposite of sitting ‘pinned’ around a 
table or trapped passively listening to a Powerpoint presentation. The approach 
utilises dynamic physical movement engaging the body-mind-environment 
(Howes, 2005) to enable people to ‘start, share, shape,’ and transform 
conversation. As an interface, BeWeDō offers a safe way for people to share 
personal ideas (Edmondson, 2018): a dynamically interwoven activity generated 
back-and-forth in the social (inter)actions and relationships between people.  
 

Full participation is essential, as the know-how is in the movement. During 
BeWeDō attendees will experience how: physical movement and touch amplify 
connection and trust; moving enriches conversation; and, everyone has a  
creative voice.  
 
Keywords: Motion Design Design, Creativity, Psychological Safety, BeWeDō

Session outline 

The BeWeDō® kenkyukai (interactive design experience) involves two 
phases for a total of 90 minutes. The conversation will be guided by two 
questions*: 

Phase 1 (30 minutes)  
Attendees collaborate to learn the BeWeDō movement exercise in pairs. 
Attendees move to create space to ‘start’ a conversation based guided by 
Question 1.  

Phase 2 (60 minutes) 
Question 2 is introduced. Attendees continue moving together to ‘share’ 
perspectives. It’s about co-creative movement which ‘shapes’ attendee 
relationships through the exchange of different perspectives.

· No experience in martial arts necessary. 
· The atmosphere will be relaxed. 
· Please bring comfortable exercise clothing.

*Questions will be designed in collaboration with the #MODE2019  
organisers ahead of the BeWeDō® kenkyukai.

MODE 2019 WORKSHOP 
 
Time: 31 May, Friday at 11:00 AM at Harbourside Function Centre, Te Aro Room
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PRESENTER BIOGRAPHY

Dr Mark Bradford is a designer and academic at Massey University, College of 
Creative Arts, School of Design Nga Pae Māhutonga, New Zealand. Mark has a 
PhD in Business from Massey Business School. His research explores leadership 
within in contemporary creative practice through theoretical and applied  
design research. More specifically, the interdisciplinary research investigates 
how design is increasingly enacted relationally between people participating 
through a designing process. 

Through his PhD research process, Mark designed the ‘BeWeDō® framework’ — 
a unique motion-led experience for developing relational leadership skills for  
design thinking inspired by the Japanese martial art of Aikidō. In essence, 
BeWeDō is a dynamic new way of transforming conversations—with movement. 
The approach utilises physical movement and talk simultaneously to enable  
people to ‘start, share, and shape’ opportunities for knowledge exchange. 

"BeWeDō helped open up a new conversational space—a safe way to share  
personal ideas."

Small moves can set big ideas in motion!



(MODE) Motion Design Education Summit 2019 
Edited Conference Proceedings

228

Pedagogy in Motion: 
Integrating Meaningful and 
‘Learningful’ Experiences in 
College Curricula  
 
Eric Farrar and Cassini Nazir 
 
Motion resides in domains that include and extend beyond the visual. The concept 
of “motion” can be applied to sound, narrative, interaction, physical spaces, and 
other domains. Often, the ways in which these domains are combined can have 
dramatic impacts on messaging, understanding and learning. Creating pedagogy 
that connects these adjoining and overlapping disciplines in a manner that is both 
meaningful and memorable to students is challenging.   
 
This workshop will explore experiential learning approaches underway at 
The University of Texas at Dallas’ School of Arts, Technology, and Emerging 
Communication (ATEC) to connect motion design in related areas, such as 
interaction design, critical media studies, new media art, and others in new and 
innovative ways.  
 
Attendees will be provided a set of resources for the workshop—a deck of cards 
representing key principles of motion design, curriculum mapping tools, and a 
toolkit of other resources—with the goal of exploring how to integrate and situate 
coursework into their own unique curricular settings.   
 

MODE 2019 WORKSHOP 
 
 Time: 01 June, Saturday at 9:00 AM at Te Ara Hihiko, Block 12, Massey University, CoCA

Attendees will walk away: 
• Co-creating tools and artifacts that lead to what L. Dee Fink describes as 
“significant learning” 
• With a new toolkit of resources that can be used with other faculty, advisors, and 
• With a strategy of how to test ideas in their own curricula 
 
Keywords: experiential learning, curriculum development, motion design, 
co-creation
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Eric Farrar is Associate Dean of Undergraduate Studies and Associate Professor 
in the School of Arts, Technology, and Emerging Communication at The 
University of Texas at Dallas. Eric’s interests center around elegant motion 
graphic design and techniques for combining music and animation. With a 
background in music and visual communication design, he completed an MFA 
in Design with an emphasis in Computer Animation and Visualization working 
through the Advanced Computing Center for Art and Design (ACCAD) at The 
Ohio State University. Working at the Los Angeles based visual-effects studio 
Rhythm & Hues as a character rigger, he created internal motion structures 
and control systems for digital characters, helping to bring a variety of comput-
er-generated animals and fantasy characters to life. Films on which he worked 
include Night at the Museum and The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, Witch 
and the Wardrobe. He currently teaches courses in 3D animation and in motion 
graphics.

Cassini Nazir is a designer of conversations, curriculum, and interfaces. He is 
a Clinical Associate Professor in the School of Arts, Technology, and Emerging 
Communication at UT Dallas where he teaches classes in interaction design 
and user experience. He is also Director of the ATEC Usability Lab, which fosters 
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the Experience Driven Leadership Alliance. He was previously Director of Design 
and Research for the ArtSciLab, a transdisciplinary research lab helping the arts, 
science, and technology communities by pursuing initiatives of societal urgency 
and cultural timeliness. He holds bachelor’s degrees in English Literature and 
Economics as well as an MFA in Arts and Technology. 
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Jessica Barness is an associate professor in the School of Visual Communication Design at Kent State University. Her research interests are 
diverse and include interactive environments, sound studies, and critical practices in design. Barness has published articles in peer-reviewed 
journals such as Design and Culture, Design Observer, Visual Communication, MATLIT: Materialities of Literature, Dialectic, Message, 
SEGD Research Journal: Communication + Place, and Currents in Electronic Literacy. Her work has been presented and exhibited at venues 
such as AIGA, Design History Society, FILE Electronic Language Festival, HASTAC (Humanities, Arts, Science, and Technology Alliance and 
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Incubation Educators Communication Design Award. She has an MFA in Design with a graduate minor in Writing Studies from the University 
of Minnesota, and a BA and MA in Studio Art from the University of Northern Iowa. Previously, she worked in design and research with 
Conway+Schulte Architects in Minneapolis, MN, and practiced professionally for a number of years as a senior product designer and design 
development manager in Chicago, IL.
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Anne H. Berry joined Cleveland State University (CSU) in August 2016 as an Assistant Professor of Graphic Design in the Department of 
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Assistant Professional Specialist at the University of Notre Dame in South Bend, Ind., prior to her CSU appointment. In addition to teaching, 
Berry works as a freelance designer; projects include a permanent exhibit for the Civil Rights Heritage Center in South Bend, Ind., and logo 
identities for the University of Notre Dame’s Center for Social Research and Center for Social Concerns. She is also a cofounder of LightBox, 
a studio in downtown Goshen, Ind., and serves as the chief creative officer for Round3, an educational web application that facilitates online 
peer reviews for students in K-12 and higher ed. Her research focuses on race and representation in design and advertising,  ethnic and 
racial disparities within the field of graphic design, and the role of social impact design (in education) as a means of addressing the design 
industry’s lack of diversity.
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her Bachelors from University of Illinois, with a focus in Graphic Design, and her Masters of Fine Arts from Virginia Commonwealth 
University, with a focus in Visual Communication Design.
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David Cabianca completed an undergraduate degree in architectural studies at the University of Manitoba and a Master of Architecture  
degree from Princeton University (1995). This was followed by an MFA 2D Design from Cranbrook Academy of Art (2001); an MA 
in Typeface Design from the University of Reading (2005); and most recently, an MA in Design Writing Criticism, London College of 
Communication (2012). Initially designed while attending Reading, his typeface Cardea was released by the Emigre Font Foundry in 2014. In 
2012, he was one of the organizers of the AIGA Design Educators Conference, “Blunt: Explicit and Graphic Design Criticism Now.” His writing 
has appeared in Emigre, Idea, Design & Culture, Journal of Design History and Design Observer. He has taught at the University of Manitoba, 
University of Michigan, OCAD University, CalArts and Cranbrook Academy of Art and has held a full-time position teaching graphic design 
at York University in Toronto, Canada since 2005. He is currently working on a book detailing Ed Fella’s image archive, scheduled for  
publication in 2019.
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He has exhibited widely in solo and group exhibitions from Biennial Manifesta 4 in Frankfurt; Gallery Almine Rech in Paris; European 
Media Art Festival, Osnabruck; Siemens art Lab in Vienna; Art Museum of UNM, Albuquerque; National Gallery of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Sarajevo; Maraya Art Center, Sharjah UAE; Biennale of Contemporary Arts in Thessaloniki, Greece; Sharjah Art Museum, and has presented 
at various international academic conferences and art/film festivals.

Nikhil Ghodke / Assistant Professor / Auburn University at Montgomery 
Nikhil Ghodke teaches in the Department of Fine Arts at Auburn University at Montgomery, Alabama. He has a Bachelors degree in 
Architecture from Sir JJ College of Architecture, Mumbai and a Masters in Computer Art from Savannah College of Art and Design, Savannah. 
He has worked for 10–12 years in the industry; in roles ranging from Motion Graphics Designer to Senior Art Director in the United States, 
New Zealand and India. He has also taught Motion Graphics in Auckland-New Zealand, Tampa-FL and Purchase-NY. Some of the projects 
that he has worked on professionally are- rebranding of ABP news, a national news network in India, animated a promo for the movie ‘Hobbit’ 
for Sky Tv in New Zealand, pitches for rebranding of Hallmark Network in USA and of TV Pasiones in South America and Explainer Videos 
for Charles Hunter in the UK. He has interests in photography and videography along with motion graphics and has travelled to 20 countries; 
photographing the art and culture of each region. He has exhibited his work in India and also in the US, one of his photos was selected to be 
displayed in a juried exhibition by Dark Room Gallery in Vermont and his experimental film ‘Connections’ has been played at Tasveer and 
Erie Film Festival in 2017. He has also presented his paper on ‘Introducing Historical References in Motion Graphics course’ at MODE 17 in 
Ohio and at Visual Congress 18 in Italy and also presented another paper ‘Fun Image editing activities to add to Pedagogy’ at 19th Annual 
International Conference on Education in Greece.  http://wwblockdissolve.com  Department of Fine Arts, AUM

Dr. Susan Hagan / Carnegie Mellon University 
Susan M. Hagan, Ph.D. MDes, received her master’s degree in Design and PhD in Rhetoric from Carnegie Mellon University. She is now an 
Associate Teaching Professor at Carnegie Mellon University in the Information Systems department, working on both the Pittsburgh and 
Qatar campuses. She focuses her research interests on the interaction of words, images, and typeface, both static and in motion, for the  
purpose of more effectively solving communication, interaction, and information design problems. She envisioned and co-edited a special  
issue of Artifact: The Interaction of Practice and Theory in 2007. Her article, Visual/Verbal Collaboration in Print Complementary 
Differences, Necessary Ties, and an Untapped Rhetorical Opportunity (2007) received the 2008 NCTE Best Article on Philosophy or Theory 
for Technical or Scientific Communication. Collaborating with a colleague in computer science led to, Typesetting for Improved Readability 
using Lexical and Syntactic Information, published in the ACL (Association for Computational Linguistics) for ACL 2013, the premier con-
ference in the field of computational linguistics. She recently contributed to Alan Male’s edited volume, A Companion Guide to Illustration. 
Her chapter, Illustrators: Collaborative Problem Solvers in Three Environments, focuses on how illustration brings important collaborative 
meaning, in combination with text, to argument, narrative, and description that cannot be similarly offered through words. The book will be 
published in 2019. Her own book project with the working title, Interplay: How Image Text and Typography Create Complementary Meaning 
is currently under review.

Jonathan Hamilton / Senior Lecturer, Researcher Graphic Design / Nottingham Trent University 
Jonathan Hamilton specialises in experiential, immersive film making and VR, to convey authentic look & touch of materials on screen. 
Research focuses on fragile archives & museums, collaborating with crafts people & designers. Recent research has combined cinematic 
cameras & macro lenses with precision robotic arms, for close-up moving camera documentation of fragile archives. With the aim of 
giving the experience of holding fragile objects and materials in the palm of the user’s hand, exploring in an on-screen user led experience.
Current projects focus on new approaches to VR for documenting Opera and Theatre Designers work spaces, objects and artefacts, using 
Photogrammetry for a more authentic approach. Future projects will explore haptic feedback and user curated experience, with key themes 
of authenticity and immersivity. Jonathan is currently working with the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden and The National Theatre, UK, 
on ways of capturing detail and material authenticity for VR. His documentation and VR work of Opera Designer Paul Browns’ archive was 
presented at London Craft Week in the Victoria Albert Museum, May 2019. Jonathan was a finalist at 2011 Lumen Digital Art Prize, with film 

“Never Quiet Never Still” touring internationally.  He has been on the peer review panel of Design Ed Asia Conference since 2011. Jonathan 
is a Senior Lecturer & Researcher in Graphic Design at Nottingham Trent University. Prior, he was head of Motion Graphics at Camberwell 
College of Art, with 8 years teaching Fashion Textiles at The Royal College of Art.  
www.vimeo.com/jonathanhamilton     Twitter/Instagram @jonhamilton19

Jonathan Hanahan / Assistant Professor / Washington University in St. Louis 
Jonathan Hanahan is a speculative designer whose practice explores the cultural and social ramifications of experiences which transcend 
physical and digital occupations and the role technology plays in shaping, mediating, and disrupting our everyday realities. He develops 
Thick Interfaces—tools, devices, softwares, artifacts, websites, videos, etc. which agitate the digital facade and reveal the physical reality and 
complexity which exist underneath the thin veneer of our digital devices. Hanahan received his BARCH from Virginia Tech and his MFA from 
The Rhode Island School of Design. In addition to his studio practice, Hanahan is an Assistant Professor in the Sam Fox School of Design & 
Visual Arts at Washington University in St. Louis. 

Sanda S Katila / Associate Professor / School of Visual Communication Design, Kent State University 
Sanda S. Katila completed her B.F.A. at the University of Akron, M.F.A at Kent State University and worked as a professional designer for 
13 years in the Cleveland area. Sanda began teaching in 1993 in the School of Visual Communication Design. In 1998, Sanda served as the 
New Media Advisor creating new courses in Web Design for Zayed University in Dubai and Abhu Dabi. Along with Dr. Paul Wang, she 
has developed the first Web Design and Programming Minor at Kent State, as well as co-authored a book, “Introduction to Web Design 
and Programming.” She collaborated on projects with David Robins, Associate Professor of Information Architecture and Knowledge 
Management (IAKM) in User Experience Design. Sanda has been actively involved in administrative roles at the university. She completed 
the Institute for Excellence leadership program at Kent State in 2013. She served as the Internship Coordinator and Graduate Coordinator 
and was appointed to Associate Director in Fall 2013 and to Acting Director in July 2014. Her recent research focuses on aging and health-
care communication, socially responsible design and graduate service projects with local organizations such as the Cleveland Sight Center 
and Neighborhood Family Practice.
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Dr. Jinsook Kim / Georgian Court University 
Jinsook Kim, PhD, Assistant Professor, has worked as a communication design specialist for over 20 years. For her research, she is interested 
in visual perception problems for both print and screen based media regarding design practices and theories. She is interested in translat-
ing and extending two-dimensional visual literacy into ‘time’ for motion. Dr. Kim developed Motion Gestalt for her doctorate dissertation. 
Motion Gestalt is an applied theory of Gestalt (existing theory) for motion. Gestalt grouping principles are extended into Grouping Principles 
in Motion or in Time (Kim). Her interests include gestalts, visual motion, perception, new media, visual attention, user interaction, interface, 
visual anticipation, communication, human-centeredness, academic research for design, and design research methods. Dr. Kim is an active 
researcher and practitioner. She has regularly presented and published her scholarly research papers in peer-reviewed symposia and jour-
nals since 2005, and has taught Communication Design or Graphic Design courses at Universities since 2008. Currently, she is an Assistant 
Professor of Graphic Design and Multimedia at Georgian Court University in Lakewood, New Jersey. Dr. Kim worked for Trinity Christian 
College in Chicago, Washington University in St. Louis, and Indiana University in Indianapolis before she joined GCU. She received her PhD 
in Design from IIT Institute of Design (ID) at Illinois Institute of Technology in Chicago. She is currently residing on the East Coast of New 
Jersey. In her free time, she also enjoys creating abstract art works, and presents her conceptual works regularly in professional-member-
ship-based venues.

Hye-Jin Nae / Assistant Professor, New Media Design, School of Design, College of Art and Design /
Rochester Institute of Technology 
Hye-Jin Nae is an award winning and US patent holding designer specializing in user experience design. Originally from South Korea with a 
background in fashion design, she is currently an Assistant Professor in the New Media Design program at Rochester Institute of Technology. 
She also held the position of Visiting Assistant Professor in New Media Design program, 2014–2016 and Assistant Professor in Graphic 
Design program, 2008–2010 at RIT. Prior to her academic career, she worked for over 14 years in the design industry as a Creative Director 
and Lead Experience Architect at EffectiveUI, Lead Designer at Yahoo!, and sr. Visual Interaction Designer at Kodak. She specializes in re-
searching applied UX design and bringing that design sensibility and multi-disciplinary thinking into the classroom. Her diverse background 
and knowledge from designing interfaces for client side applications, retail point of sale and consumer electronics; to a wide variety web 
applications and properties are directly integrated into the classroom. Her detail oriented approach to design is shared with freshman to 
seniors from basic design elements to cutting edge UX design projects. With her extensive design experience and creative leadership, she is 
currently working on the government funded research project to counter violent extremism and RIT funded research project to help digital 
literacy. Her interest in interdisciplinary design education and pedagogy has led to recent presentation and/or published papers at the 12th 
EAD Conference on Design for Next at Sapienza University of Rome, Italy; AIGA Converge Conference at University of Southern California; 
MODE at Ohio State University; Digital Media and Learning Conference at University of California-Irvine; and Typography Day at University 
of Moratuwa, Sri Lanka. She works with UX design across all forms of digital media and she continues to research UX for traditional and new 
paradigms while building the foundation for tomorrow’s design education.

Paul Nini / Professor / The Ohio State University 
Paul J. Nini is Professor and past Chairperson in the Department of Design at The Ohio State University, where he has also served as past 
Graduate Studies Chair, and past Coordinator of the Visual Communication Design undergraduate program. He has been a faculty member 
at Ohio State since 1991. Prior to that time he taught as a Visiting Lecturer in Visual Communication Design at both the Institute of Design 
(IIT) and the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. He has also taught as a Visiting Lecturer in the Graphic Design Program at the University 
of Cincinnati. He recently served as a member of AIGA’s Design Educators Community Steering Committee. He has served on the editorial 
board of the ico-D/Taylor & Francis journal Communication Design: Interdisciplinary and Graphic Design Research, and on the advisory 
board for AIGA’s Dialectic journal.

Cat Normoyle / Assistant Professor / East Carolina University

James Pannafino / Associate Professor / Millersville University, PA, USA 
James Pannafino is an associate professor at Millersville University in Pennsylvania. He teaches web, interaction, experience and motion 
design courses for the (BDes) Bachelor of Design degree. His research interests include interactive design fundamentals, interdisciplinary 
design, visual storytelling and digital narrative forms. James wrote and published UX Methods: A Quick Guide to User Experience Research 
Methods and Interdisciplinary Interaction Design: A Visual Guide to Basic Theories, Models and Ideas for Thinking and Designing for 
Interactive Web Design.

Chris Pullman / Senior Critic, Yale School of Art, Graphic Design / Yale University 
After graduating in History at Princeton, Chris shifted gears and earned his MFA in graphic design at Yale in 1966. He has taught in the gradu-
ate program there ever since, with a focus, starting in the early 90’s, on designing with time, motion and sound. From 1973 to 2008, Chris 
Pullman served as Vice President for Design and Visual Communication for WGBH, public broadcasting in Boston, which supplies about 
30% of the PBS prime time schedule and the bulk of PBS.ORG websites. He and his staff were responsible for the visual personality of WGBH 
as expressed through its on-air titles, credits and animation, promotional and sales support, classroom materials and an ever-expanding 
assortment of interactive media. From 2002 to 2007 he also acted as design client for WGBH’s new headquarters and studios, responsible 
for guiding building character, wayfinding, visitor graphics and AV features including the building’s large exterior Digital Mural. In 2002 he 
was honored with the American Institute of Graphic Design (AIGA) Medal for “excellence over a lifetime of work.” Then in October of 2008, 
after 35 years at WGBH, Chris decided to try out Life 2.0 where he continues to lecture and teach in a variety of settings and devote more 
time to exploring his long private commitment to painting.   2.2017

Emmy Rice / UX Consultant / Rice Design 
Emmy Rice is an interactive designer and UX consultant. She likes to make complex problems simple. When not designing, she thinks and 
writes about human behavior offline to create meaningful experiences online. Rice has spent the past 6 years teaching full time in academia. 
She believes in fostering a playful environment to test ideas, pushing creativity, and design meaningful experiences. Her teaching experience 
focuses in typography, narrative/motion, and interactive design.

David Roll / Assistant Professor / Kent State University 

Lisa Spitz / Assistant Professor of Design / Lesley University Art + Design 
Lisa Spitz is an assistant professor, and program director for the Design for User Experience program at Lesley University Art + Design. She 
teaches user experience and interactive design courses, has an active professional practice spanning design research, user experience and 
interaction design, and is co-founder of the app PackThat for parents with young children. She has lectured locally and nationally on topics 
ranging from website accessibility, universal design, universal design for learning, empathy mapping, visual sense making and design thinking. 
Lisa holds a BA in Psychology and Graphic Arts from Regis College and a MDes in Interaction Design from Carnegie Mellon University. You 
learn more about Lisa at www.lisaspitz-design.com or her app at http://www.packthatapp.com. 

Renée Stevens / Assistant Professor and Associate Chair / Syracuse University 
Renée Stevens, http://reneestevens.design, is an award-winning motion and augmented reality designer, educator, and public speaker 
currently located in Syracuse, NY. Her design and creative research looks at how Augmented Reality can help overcome Learning Disabilities, 
specifically Dyslexia. She splits her time between owning and running a freelance interactive design studio and as an Assistant Professor at 
the S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications at Syracuse University. She is also the Associate Chair of the Visual Communications 
Department where she oversees the Design Program. She was named a 2017 Educator to Watch by GDUSA and received a prestigious 
2018 Meredith Teaching Recognition Award. As a speaker she has been invited to events around the world, including SXSW, AIGA, and the 
European Conference on Social Media, to talk about her work in Augmented Reality. She is an active member of AIGA Upstate New York 
and serves on the board as the Director of Education. Her favorite things include properly kerned type, perfectly paced music, and beautiful 
whitespace. Renée is the Creative and Managing Director for the annual design workshop, Pixels & Print (http://pixelsvsprint.syr.edu), which 
provides a real-world collaborative experience to design students by working on projects focusing on designing for social good.

Dimitry Tetin / Assistant Professor, Graphic Design / SUNY New Paltz 
Dimitry Tetin is a teacher and designer living in the Hudson Valley, New York State. He is currently an Assistant Professor in Graphic Design at 
the State University of New York, New Paltz. He was a Critic in the Department of Illustration at Rhode Island School of Design and an Adjunct 
Faculty member at Parsons the New School for Design where he taught in the Communication Design Program. He works collaboratively and 
independently in areas of web, publication and environmental design, motion graphics and branding. In his multimedia publishing practice he 
seeks to engage public and personal histories to create narratives that examine how interaction between space and language shapes concep-
tualization of places and histories. He also writes about typography, motion and interaction design.

Todd Timney / Associate Professor, Communication Design / University of Cincinnati, College of Design, 
Architecture, Art, and Planning (DAAP) 
Professor Todd Timney is a communication design educator, practitioner, and researcher in the areas of typography, visual symbol systems, 
brand identity and human-centered design research methodologies. He has been a full-time faculty member at the University of Cincinnati 
since 2010. Todd earned his Master of Fine Arts degree in Visual Communication Design from Virginia Commonwealth University. His 
research has focused on an “Integrated Approach to Package Design” and a “Patient-centered Approach to Improving Health Literacy.” He 
has presented nationally and internationally, and been published in several peer-reviewed publications. His paper, “Using Animated Visual 
Narratives to Improve Patient Experience and Health Literacy in Pediatric Oncology”—based on his work with Cincinnati Children’s Hospital 
as a Research Fellow at the Live Well Collaborative—was presented at the MODE 2017 Summit. Todd’s professional work has been recognized 
regionally and nationally for its excellence by professional organizations including the International Council of Communication Design 
(ICOGRADA) and the American Institute of Graphic Arts (AIGA), Columbus Society of Communication Arts (CSCA) and Connecticut Art 
Director’s Club (CADC).

Brad Tober / Publicis Media / Boston University 
Brad Tober is a designer, educator, and researcher whose work explores the potential of emerging code-based and interactive visual 
communication technologies, with the objective of identifying and investigating their relationships to design practice and pedagogy. His 
practice-oriented research is characterized by a speculative approach to meta-design, reflecting a shift in the role of professional practitioners 
from executing processes for finalized creative output to directly engaging with the development of tools facilitating the creative processes of 
others. Tober holds an M.Des. from York University, Toronto, a B.F.A. in graphic design from the Savannah College of Art and Design, and a B.A. 
in mathematics from the University at Buffalo. He has held full-time teaching positions at Boston University and the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign, and is currently an Associate Director of Experience Design at Publicis Media (part of the Publicis Groupe).
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