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The History and Significance of Improv in Themed Spaces  

When guests visit a theme park such as Disneyland or Knott’s Berry Farm, a magical 

transformation occurs where the world as we know it disappears and is replaced by fantasy. 

During this transformation, the suspension of disbelief, or the willingness to put aside logic and 

doubt for the sake of enjoyment and truly believing in a story or space, becomes critical. There 

are a number of different ways this phenomenon can transpire with the focus being on creating 

an immersive experience. Along with landscape, building designs, attractions, memorable stories 

and more, characters and their ability to improvise play a big role in story immersion.  

When an actor or character is available to activate a space in a way that includes the 

viewer, a plastic house becomes Minnie Mouse’s dream home, and a vague underwater seascape 

becomes Princess Ariel’s grotto. The use of characters becomes important in communicating the 

story, and also in providing memorable and unique experiences to guests. Because successful 

theme parks are generally organized in an open sandbox fashion, meaning guests are free to roam 

through the area and interact in any fashion they choose rather than directed or guided in a 

specific course, performers must rely on their improvisational skills to remain in character while 

realistically interacting with the elements and guests presented.  

Since the opening of Disneyland in 1955, a stage was set for a new kind of theme park. 

Immersive worlds and themed experiences have risen in popularity and have become large part 

of consumers’ lives. Some credit the rise to society’s need and appreciation of escapism while 

others think immersive is the next unexplored frontier in entertainment. Cultural hubs such as 
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Los Angeles and New York City can already vouch for the pattern by their rising industries 

around immersive theater and themed entertainment. As audiences grow and become more 

familiar with the art form, the industry continues to expand. No matter the cause, the trend shows 

that people have an increasing desire to be an active participant in the story, and that 

improvisational skills are no doubt directly implicated as part of the storytelling tools. 

 Looking at Disneyland specifically, one can get a sense of how integral characters have 

been in world-building since the beginning. When entering Disneyland, guests expect to enter a 

living world and are prepared for an environment that is inhabited by its residents and not just 

hordes of other guests. Believe it or not, it was not until five years after the park opened that 

Mickey and the gang appeared as costumed characters. Who did appear were characters of 

streetmosphere - a form of casual wandering theater taking place in the streets and open areas of 

the park. The purpose of streetmoshpere is to set the scene using fictional inhabitants in themed 

areas that are not specific to intellectual property. These characters add atmosphere to themed 

areas as the guests would expect to see if they were actually on a pirate ship, or in a jungle, etc. 

The result is activated architecture and an invigorated space that breathes life into what is 

otherwise just a set of scenery. “Streetmosphere actors will typically have some form of street 

theater performance (even if it’s improvisational comedy) that they use to encourage interaction 

between themselves and the guest” (Younger, 368).  

Tony Baxter, former senior vice president of creative development in Walt Disney 

Imagineering, remembers the importance of these characters during the park’s early days. 

When we first opened, the characters weren’t allowed… So characters like 

Trinidad [a one legged pirate who would interact with guest aboard the pirate 

ship] (…) became very, very important in giving the sense of people living at 

Disneyland. So you see boat captains and saloon girls and Native American 
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dancers and everything that really made this place come to life, because there 

were no characters. (Younger, 369) 

By allowing guests to interact with these performers, “the characters diminish the assumption 

that the park is a controlled, fake set they have no influence over” (Younger, 369) and the 

suspension of disbelief remains intact. It is because of improvisation that these magic moments 

of interactions are able to occur. Without the guest feeling like they are able to approach the 

characters as they would a person in “real life” and get an honest non-scripted reaction, a critical 

building block of immersion would be missing.  

 To further examine the concept of theater in Disneyland, Younger elaborates by defining 

the changing role of audienceship and the “difference between how the audience receives 

theatrical media in comparison to the general theme park experience” (372). Guests in most 

cases are not sitting in a traditional fourth wall theater watching a performance, rather they are 

part of the story, immersed in the physical space, interacting with the world. Younger calls this 

audience relationship diegetic meaning “the action is a performance that would really exists in 

the story-place they have been transported to. For example, The Golden Horseshoe Revue [in 

Disneyland] (…) [is a show] that is fictionally as well as really being performed within the story” 

(372). The opposite of this relationship is defined as extra-diegetic, where the performance 

acknowledges traditional conventions of theater to contextualize a show and the audience’s role 

becomes a spectator behind the fourth wall. Although there is a distinguishable change of 

audienceship when moving from diegetic to extra-diegetic shows within a park, “it can be done if 

applied carefully, with many of the most successful theme park shows being visceral” (Younger, 

373). 

 When Disneyland finally did introduce costumed characters from their IP, an incredible 

amount of planning and preparation went into the costuming and realization of guest interaction. 
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Disney designer Bill Justice remembers “Walt told me, ‘Other places can have thrill rides and 

bands and trains. Only we have our characters.’ The costumed characters were very important to 

Walt” (Younger, 363). Quickly, the costumed characters became very important to the visitors as 

well. Originally the walk-around characters were not intended to be permanent fixtures in the 

park, but the popularity they had with the crowd forced Disney to rethink his decision. James B. 

Stewart, a performer at Walt Disney World Resort recounts an impactful experience he had as a 

character in 1971:   

The moment when a young child’s apprehension vanishes, to be replaced by awe 

and delight, is what most Disney employees are talking about when they use the 

word magic to describe their work. […] Goofy, of course, is real. He was real for 

that young girl, and in that moment, he was real to me. I was no longer an author 

and journalist dressed in layers of padding and fake fur. I was Goofy. (Stewart, 6) 

 Of course, likeness to the IP is not the only thing performers are concerned with. The 

ability to act as the character requires significant improvisational skills and going out of 

character is strictly prohibited. Major advances in this realm have been made since the parks 

beginnings when the characters were much more casual about who the actors were and their 

ability to perform. The expectation now is that performers must be proficient in imitating the 

character’s physicality, personality, and other behaviors and traits. For example, Stewart 

describes how a performer preparing as Goofy would need to understand that:  

Goofy strives to be a gentleman, but when embarrassed, hides his simple, buck-

toothed face and utters his favorite expression, “Garsh”. Goofy has none of the 

physical attributes usually associated with a “star”. His back is bowed, and his 

shoulders are narrow, sloping down to seemingly heavy arms and a protruding 

stomach. As he walks, his head, stomach, and knees seem to take the lead. This, 
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however, has not stopped him from becoming a foremost authority on any type of 

sport or occupation you can name – each accomplished in his own particularly 

“goofy” way. 

 

(…) Your role: As Goofy, keep your head down so that your eyes can be seen. 

When you walk, lope along and let your knees and stomach lead. Try to do 

something – anything – and when you mix it all up, laugh at yourself and go on to 

something else. Box with yourself or an imaginary partner. Play baseball with 

Donald or tag with Pluto. Pick out a girl, and show her how shy you are. Be extra 

polite, dust off chairs for ladies, then bow and chuckle. Be silly, loose, clumsy, 

and loveable. (Stewart, 12) 

Another example of a character creating powerful guest experience moments is described 

by Ron Schneider while recounting his first time performing as Dreamfinder and Figment in 

Epcot in 1983: 

“Figment and I step out on set – and all anyone wants is to have their picture 

taken and to get my autograph. And I pose and I sign and I pose and I sign.. and 

the whole time I’m thinking how can I get these people to engage with me 

creatively? (…) Then one day I spontaneously react to a small child as if I’ve 

never seen a child before. His parents laugh and the child himself grows very 

serious and explains to me that he is a boy and his name is Michael and he is from 

Orlando. I act fascinated… his parents are amused… and he is suddenly thinking 

about himself and his life in a new and objective way. I have inadvertently 

stumbled on the perfect premise for my guest interaction.” (Younger, 366) 
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By thinking as an improviser and adjusting his character to the elements presented during 

the meet and greets, Schneider was able to turn the spotlight to the child as a unique and special 

being just as the character does in the opening sequence of the related attraction. Schneider goes 

on to say that all the preparation and research done for the character created the framework for 

his success. The character’s unique interactions reinforced the values and themes of the story. 

“The guests’ desire for a picture and an autograph is my ‘operational reality’. By choosing to 

deal with it creatively, I’m able to turn what could be a liability into a positive asset (and my job 

an absolute joy)” (Younger, 366). These interactions provide longer lasting memories and create 

a more satisfying guest experience than the photo and autograph ever could.    

The attention to detail of the characters did not stop with the performers. It was also 

critical for all employees, or “cast members”, in the sight of guests. From the beginning, Walt 

insistently made sure that the park presented a clean and orderly social tone which meant there 

could be no similarities to carnie culture. He has been quoted saying “I don’t want anybody hired 

who has anything to do with an amusement park” (Cross and Walton, 186). Someone not versed 

in the difference between a theme park and an amusement park may be shocked by that 

statement, but it was this strong vision from the beginning that has kept Disney parks 

untouchable in a category of its own and has set the parks apart from traditional amusement 

attractions like Coney Island or Six Flags.  

Employees, from security staff to ride operators, were people like the visitors – 

clean cut, “normal”, and middle class, not members of a mysterious subculture of 

the “carnival” immortalized in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s musical “Carousel” 

(1945). By reaffirming middle-class values through numerous clues (order, 

cleanliness, but no longer religion), Disney made people comfortable, even in 

crowds of thousands (Cross and Walton, 171).  
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It is well known that Disney has a special talent for creating magical moments, but when 

these same principles are applied in parks and attractions across the world, similar successful 

guest experiences are created. In episode 161 of No Proscenium podcast, host Noah Nelson, a 

self-proclaimed immersive theater geek and connoisseur, facilitates a discussion with KJ Knies 

of Giant Spoon and Sara Beil of Thinkwell, both major forces in the themed entertainment 

industry. The conversation covers shifts and trends in the theme park world, specifically the 

growing importance of customer experience and the desire of guests to actively participate in the 

stories rather than to be a spectator. Knies says, “the questions these days from theme parks is 

not a matter of throughput, it’s a matter of customer experience. Everyone wants a deeper 

experience for people rather than getting more people through the seats”. Beil follows up with 

the notion that theme parks are turning more to immersive theater as a successful way to capture 

the imagination of guests (Nelson 00:30:20 – 00:36:44). 

The three continue to discuss Knott’s Berry Farm’s interactive western town, Ghost 

Town Alive, as a great and incredibly successful example of a theme park turning to immersive 

theater. On the park website, the seasonal event is described as an experience that is: 

Complete with bandits, cowboys, robberies, judges, a good ol’ western hoedown, 

and much more! Guests can visit the beloved town of Calico and experience an 

authentic western adventure by becoming a star in this summer’s story of the 

Wild West, where the power to unlock adventure is in the hands of every guest. 

(Ghost Town Alive) 

To help explain this immersive theater experience, journalist Michelle Mills from the San 

Gabriel Valley Tribune visited Calico to speak with characters and get insights from the 

experience. When speaking to Calico Postmaster, Quint Campbell, he said: 
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“I invite almost everybody to the hoedown, but it depends on who comes in quite 

frankly. There are some folks who come in and it looks like they’re excited about 

books or learning, I’m likely to send them over to the schoolhouse and then we 

have some folks who will come in and notice that I’ve got on this bandana, I 

might send them over to the dress shop. If somebody’s a gamer I send them 

straight over to the sheriff’s office. Interacting with the people is just the best part 

of Calico. It’s a great little small town, everybody’s friendly. Come in, take your 

time talking with everybody you have a chance to talk to.” (Mills) 

“Ghost Town Alive, in a nutshell, is Westworld for little kids” says Anthony Robinson, 

contributor to the No Proscenium blog. “From the moment you step onto the streets of Calico, 

Knott’s old west town, you find yourself plunged into a living, breathing melodrama (Robinson).  

The attraction is designed as a sandbox, meaning visitors can act freely and essentially do 

whatever they like in the world while the performers are equipped to accommodate and adjust as 

necessary. To qualify just how much that statement is true, Beil and Knies recount a time they 

visited the attraction with a group of friends and made it their mission to test the boundaries of 

the experience. Despite the resident characters of Calico having a generic set schedule of events 

and choreography to follow and guide guests throughout the day, Beil and Knies were able to 

bend the events and timeline with the characters and create their own story within the structure of 

the attraction (Nelson 00:30:20 – 00:36:44). Beil punctuates the story by professing that “it was 

one of the most rewarding theme park experiences that I’ve ever had because I got to connect 

with these characters in a really (…) human way, and create [my] own story” (Nelson 36:33 – 

36:44) 

This sort of review is not uncommon for guests who visit Ghost Town Alive. Many 

visitors mention that they had a wonderful time in the attraction and prefer it over the rest of the 
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park because of the unique experience provided over traditional rides and attractions. The 

feedback continuously received from Ghost Town Alive was exactly the driving force in its 

creation. Similar to Walt Disney, Walter Knott, the park’s founder, built his park on the desire to 

entertain people beyond just the rides. Lara Hanneman, creative director at Knott’s during the 

development, made sure that the project was a continuation of Walter’s legacy and took it a step 

further from the original Ghost Town. “Guests can participate or watch, but, basically, we just 

want them to play with us” (Pimentel).    

Outside of the theme park arena, the principles of improvisation for guest experience and 

immersive storytelling are relied heavily upon in historically themed events, reenactments, and 

educational realms including Colonial Williamsburg and Elizabethan and Dickensian festivals. 

Mark Wallis is the founder and managing director of Past Pleasures Ltd., a company that 

manages and employs costumed interpreters in historic sites and has a passion of sharing history 

(Past Pleasures). Wallis was inspired to start his company while working at a Renaissance fair in 

California where he realized “you could bring history to life, make it educational and, all the 

while, make it fun” (Lukas, 95).  

When using live performance in historical interpretation, Wallis relies on four key values 

for success in effectively connecting with the experience of visitors: recruitment, training, 

assessment, and costuming. “In terms of recruitment, you need to know that working in historical 

costume is physically tiring and mentally exhausting. Since we don’t use scripts, we have to 

improvise and correctly play the part. Interpreters need a good brain and they should be 

charming so that visitors want to spend time with them” (Lukas, 96). Just as characters in a 

theme park, historical performers on site rely on empathy to relate to guests and create 

memorable moments. “I often talk about the ‘E-words’ – empathy, excitement, energy, 

education, and entertainment. All designers and all interpreters can think about bringing these 



Raymond 10 

kinds of qualities to the spaces and performances that they create,” (Lukas, 97). Willis’s passion 

for accurate storytelling and historical education has driven the company to become the 

unrivaled go-to shop in the UK for the heritage sector with performers placed at sites such as 

Tower of London and a handful of historic royal palaces.      

When looking for common threads between highly interactive and successful 

environments of awe and wonder, take notice of the ways performers activate the space. Chances 

are, improvisational theater is critical in the connection between character and guest. Audience 

roles are blurred to put guests in the spotlight just as Dreamfinder and Figment did when they 

discovered Michael, the boy from Orlando who likely still carries that memory with him today. 

As themed entertainment and immersive theater continues to expand into more facets of 

everyday life, and as viewership morphs away from static intake to active participation, improv 

in an immersive environment will continue to create valuable guest experiences.       
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