
Jeremy Railton chats with Francesca Nicolas, recently appointed 
Director of Design, after three and a half years at EDC
JEREMY: I remember the first time I heard your 
name. Mike Devine, one of your Professors at the 
Savannah College of Art and Design, called me 
and said, “I have a live one and you should not miss 
this opportunity. Her name is Francesca Nicolas 
and she just graduated top of her class with a BFA 
in Production Design.” Because Mike is one of my 
best friends and a peer group designer, I called 
you immediately and have been thanking him ever 
since. 

My generation learned our craft from mentors, the 
school of hard knocks, and practical experience. 
However, now people are getting degrees in Pro-
duction Design and Themed Entertainment Design. 
Would you tell us a little about your experience 
with Mike and SCAD? 

FRANCESCA: The year I joined SCAD, the program 
was still very new, which allowed us to explore dif-
ferent areas of the industry such as theatre, film, and 
live events, as well as themed entertainment. A big 
part of our training was very hands-on. A set amount 
of hours had to be dedicated to working on theatre 
or film productions, so every quarter we were given 
the opportunity to work in our category of choice—
either electrical, props, carpentry, or scene painting. 
We were also given the opportunity to design some 
of these productions, working with budgets and 
managing teams, which is crucial when you enter the 
“real world”. 

Students also had the chance to attend multiple 
off-campus courses in New York and Orlando, as well 
as “secret studio classes” where students from differ-
ent majors would work in tandem with a company or 
organization to develop a product or experience. 

The atmosphere was always incredibly collaborative, 
and our teachers, who still worked professionally as 
designers, were the best guides a student could ever 
ask for. Based on his own design experience with Dis-
ney and other companies, Mike reassured me that I 
could be successful in entertainment design as a 
whole, and I wouldn’t have to focus on only one area 
of the industry. That was a big relief and encouraged 
me to pursue the path I did.

JEREMY: So much has happened since then.
I remember how shy you were when you came to 
work at EDC and how Alex and I gave you the most 
menial of tasks, but after the first year, I noticed a 
change. You seemed more assertive, more engaged.

FRANCESCA: It was probably from a lot of self-talk. 
My intention has always been to be part of the action, 
to build, to be part of the solution. My favorite quote is 
by Henry Ford who said, “Whether you think you can 
or you think you can’t, you’re right.” Every day I try to 
channel a positive attitude because nothing comes 
from remaining shy or afraid to speak up.



As for my family, my heritage is mostly Lebanese-- 
however, we have Cuban, Spanish, French, and 
German relatives as well. I grew up surrounded by 
artists, fashion and interior designers, producers, 
musicians, bankers and entrepreneurs and from a 
very young age, attending concerts and art exhibits. 
My family is very expressive and fashion has always 
been one of the many ways we communicate who 
we are and how we feel at that moment… we’re very 
experimental with it! My dad has suits and shirts in 
every color and pattern imaginable, and my mom 
has the most exquisite taste, very avant-garde but 
very elegant. As for me, it represents a way to always 
re-invent myself and to not feel defined, not even by 
myself. 

JEREMY: Your youth and beauty belie the serious 
talented dedicated person beneath. After three and 
a half years of telling you not to stay late and working 
into the night I have finally given up. 

The other day when I was preparing the questions for 
Kaitlin, our Marketing director, I shared them with you. 
One of them was about shoes, and in no uncertain 
terms you corrected me saying “You wouldn’t ask a 
man that question”. I understood exactly what you 
meant, but please talk about that opinion; have you 
had to fight gender prejudices before?

FRANCESCA: When I first started working in the 
industry I never noticed this was a “man’s world”. 
For a couple of years, I was the only woman in our 
company and never thought it was weird. It was 
what it was. While working on projects I would attend 
meetings with clients or vendors where I was the 
only woman in the room and I still did not think it was 
odd—on the contrary, I felt proud that I was a part of it. 
That began to change when my position within EDC 
started to grow—I realized that my presence was at 
times questioned when I was the EDC representative 
on site managing a team. At other times my ideas 
or opinions have been disregarded or completely 
unheard until a male counterpart repeats the same 
thing word by word. And once, working with a Middle 
Eastern team, my emails and calls would not even 
be returned. We joked about changing my name to 
Frank!

Most of the time, these things don’t affect me and I laugh 
it off, but women have so much more to offer than just 
good taste in interior design. Men and women alike need 

JEREMY: I remember the moment that I realized 
that we had been under using you. It was on a 
project in Oklahoma—the first one that Alex and 
I handed to you to deal with on your own. In the 
middle of a three-day set up with lighting, sound, 
and scenery all loading in, a grumpy self-entitled 
local stagehand had been giving you attitude. He 
was doing something unsafe on a ladder and you 
didn’t miss a beat. You told him to get down from the 
ladder and sign himself off the job without so much 
as a glance at Alex or I. In my book, that was the mark 
of a strong designer. It doesn’t matter how good the 
design—without a strong hand during installation 
it all becomes pointless. Did this come from your 
practical experience at SCAD or from other jobs you 
did before working for EDC. 

FRANCESCA: Providing a safe environment and 
taking care of your team is crucial. The first thing 
we learned when setting foot in the scene shop 
at SCAD was safety first and I can also hear my 
mom whispering in my ear “As Napoleon said, 
‘Dress me slowly when I’m in a hurry’”. Hurrying 
and shortcuts can be detrimental to the quality 
of the product you and your team have worked 
so hard to create. During the installation phase, 
collaboration, communication, and organization 
within your team is more crucial than ever.

JEREMY: You have so much style and such a strong 
fashion sense which is rare in our business. You have 
been the designer and lead, amongst other things, in 
re-branding EDC. I think branding comes easily to you 
because you understand fashion and have travelled 
so much. You have such an interesting family. Your 
dad and uncle are international gallerists, your Mum 
is an architect and interior designer in your native 
country, The Dominican Republic, and your siblings 
are bankers in the US and China. Can you tell us a bit 
about your background?

FRANCESCA: The Dominican Republic is a beau-
tiful, incredibly dynamic country—full of life, a hub 
for immigrants, and a paradise for all. To be born 
and raised there means you talk loud, fast, and with 
your hands, you sing and dance to every song on 
the radio, you befriend strangers anywhere you go, 
and you love to blend in anywhere in the world. We 
are definitely not tourists. Everything we do is with 
intensity and passion.



JEREMY: Three and half years in, you have a lot of 
input on the running this company. What are your 
thoughts on what direction this company should take?

FRANCESCA: Along with the ambitious work we’ve 
done and continue to do in the themed entertainment 
industry, I would love for EDC to continue building 
on its diverse portfolio by diving into more fine art 
installations, a favorite of mine, as well as to continue 
to revive and cultivate our roots in live shows and 
events. Working on Broadway is a collective dream of 
ours and now, more than ever, we have the capabilities 
and talent to make it come true. 

We are also always striving to create new, cutting-edge 
work and because of that drive we are constantly 
meeting immensely talented artists, designers, and 
technology developers who love to discuss the many 
ways we can join forces and collaborate in the creation 
of amazing work. 

JEREMY: If someone could wave a magic wand 
what would you want them to manifest for your or 
EDC’s life?

FRANCESCA: To continue creating cutting-edge 
designs and experiences around the world while 
getting a little bit more sleep!

to be more aware of these behaviors and stereotypes 
for change to happen, but the most important thing is for 
women to remain in the room, to never feel intimidated 
and to participate in the conversation.

JEREMY: One of the promises that I make to our 
designers is that working at EDC will ensure a super 
diverse design opportunity. You went from designing 
the DreamWorks Retail stores for MotionGate Dubai 
straight into designing the sets for the Nicki Minaj world 
tour. What’s it like to work on such a diverse portfolio 
as ours?  

FRANCESCA: This year so many dreams came true!
I’m incredibly humbled that I’ve had the opportunity 
to interact with artists, directors, and producers on 
Nicki’s tour; to design several EDM music videos and 
two TV pilots; as well as being part of an incredibly 
collaborative team in the design phase for Dubai 
Parks and Resort’s Motiongate Theme Park. As if 
that wasn’t enough, we just wrapped work with an 
amazingly talented creative team designing the set 
for Magic To Do, the brand new musical created by 
the great Stephen Schwartz. 

The transition between projects, and at times, the 
overlapping, kept me on edge. There wasn’t a single 
day where I wasn’t learning something new—either 
a new lingo, different building techniques, emerging 
technology… you name it. One of the most important 
lessons I’ve learned at EDC is that as designers, it’s our 
responsibility to always be a mile or two ahead of the 
‘always thirsty-for-more and tech-savvy’ audience in 
order to deliver a product that will actually make them 
say “WOW, how did that happen?!”.


