
Jeremy Railton chats with Art Director, Kurt Gefke. 
JEREMY: Kurt you have such an interesting back-
ground. You come from an entertainment audio tech 
family right?

KURT: Yes indeed! My family used to own and 
operate a self-powered speaker factory where I 
first smelled the sawdust. I really enjoyed working 
with my father; he taught me a lot about common 
sense and how to use my head to problem solve 
situations.  He also taught me how to strip cables 
and solder with the best of them. I remember 
many days where I would have to shimmy through 
cramped crawl spaces and stay up late into the 
night helping him program and fine tune venues 
before a big show.

JEREMY: And then, I understand that you started 
to play music.  I can see your young mind at work, 
looking at the family audio equipment and thinking, 
‘I can make content!’ 

KURT: My parents were extremely supportive and 
gave me the opportunity to follow my passions without 
impressing on me a sense that I had to do anything 
other than what I could do best. I was always looking for 
a way to connect with other people and music became 
the medium I held onto for many years. After learning 
how to string up lights and fog machines from truss 
systems, I didn’t want my involvement in creating the 
show to stop there so I became the show. I went all out 
during my time as a musician. There was a blues rock 
band, a singer songwriting group, and even a hardcore 

metal band that I devoted myself to. At its peak, I think 
I was in 3 or 4 groups that stacked me up with a show 
every other night. What I loved about that time was the 
pure sweat I poured into every performance. Honestly, 
you’ve never had a work out until you’ve been onstage 
for 2 hours under the spotlight while jumping up and 
down playing to the warriors in a mosh pit.  I’ve always 
had the need to have that communal experience with 
others. It’s something like magic when you perform 
your fingers off and people stand up and scream just 
because you made them feel something. Whether the 
feeling is that intellectual empathy felt with an acoustic 
singer/songwriter session or having your shirt blown 
off by the sheer volume during a metal show, it’s just 
another way we gather around the hearth and share 
our lives together. I think that’s what I loved about it.

JEREMY: I’ve seen some hot photos of you in 
full band mode—you went on to perform for large 
audiences, right? 

KURT: I did my first west coast tour at 16ish If I 
remember correctly. We set up the truss in a gym-
nasium and programmed the light and media the day 
before hitting the road. Ha, I remember that being a 
long day! Yes, I did end up playing every now and 
then for medium sized audiences ranging from the 
mid hundreds to perhaps a thousand on a good day. 
The bands I played with covered a multitude of venues. 
The Monterey Blues Festival was a special one because 
I always had the blues in my bones and met some and
incredible players who are now really dear friends.



KURT: Drawing has always been part of me. It’s 
something I fell back on all through my life as a core 
part of who I am. With the advent of online training, 
wonderful mentorship, and solid hours just figuring 
out what the hotkeys are, anyone can get into all 
this 3D and digital madness surrounding us now. 
Animation and painting software has become so 
user friendly that if you grasp the initial concepts, 
you can let you imagination run wild with it. Yes I 
am self-taught, but I think everyone is to a certain 
degree. After finishing school you head out into 
the job world and get real world experience. You 
are faced with situations where you don’t have the 
answer but have to learn new skills to overcome 
the challenges of any project on your desk. This is 
where everyone, green and experienced, has to be 
self-taught. I just skipped the paperwork. 

I found myself surrounded by 3D wizards and anima-
tion experts when I moved to Hollywood, so I naturally 
followed the buzz in an attempt to find my own voice. 
It was just like learning a language. In order to be 
part of the process you have to be able to join in the 
conversation. I studied hard on my own and probably 
drove my wife crazy with techno-babble as I would 
excitedly describe rather dull breakthroughs I made 
with this texturing program or that render engine. I 
was wrapped up in it and loved it. I learned enough 
to tackle any situation thrown at me, and then any 
challenge facing my team.

Working with Juliana de Abreu was a true joy. She 
brings an immense knowledge of stagecraft and 
experience to the table. Not to mention her dagger 
sharp eye for what is good and what falls flat. The 
Motiongate project was a real hybrid of 3D and design 
development. We had scores of digital artists working 
around the clock on that one. It was a huge task that 
required a sharp team to hit the mark and I think we 
did so. Burning the midnight oil to make a killer project 
come to life is better when done with people whose 
company you really enjoy.

JEREMY: It was exciting to see you glowing with 
enjoyment when I came to visit you on the set for 
Sia’s new video that you were art directing. You are 
one of the lucky few who can move from digital desk 
designing to live art direction and love it either way. 
Hopefully EDC will get more opportunities to get 
back into doing more videos and taped performances 
because you are the man! 

JEREMY: I think it’s so cool that you came from a 
performance background to design. It means that 
you have a complete understanding of all the things 
a band’s got to go through to travel with a set. You 
also understand how important the set is for a band 
as an actual enhancement of its brand.  

KURT: I certainly do. As a rule, many musicians who 
haven’t achieved mega-stardom, pack, unload, set 
up, tear down, and travel with their gear. I’ve definitely 
hummed the Tetris theme song while loading a few 
18-wheelers in my life.

Honestly, I think a person rides on the swell of 
experiences that life has graced them with and 
can become a stronger artist and better version 
of themselves every day that they attempt to ride 
that wave. I moved from performance to design in 
response to the feeling that I wanted to be even more 
involved in the story we were sharing with audiences.  
As a performer, I learned the choreography but as a 
designer I get to invent it! 

I had another great mentor, named Russell Bobbitt, 
who taught me a ton about stagecraft on some 
pretty awesome films. He was the one that got me 
working with Cncs, 3d printers, and plasma tables. 
The guy is a legend in his own right, but I hold him 
in high regard personally as the one who opened the 
doors for me to design for the purpose of suspending 
belief. How exciting is it that the world has a place 
for people who want to make up pretend places 
and impossible objects and bring them to life. It’s the 
same feeling I had when the mosh pit was churning, 
just another form of storytelling.

My goal has always been to try and put vision or words 
to some of the cuckoo places in my head.  There has 
also been a strong tradition in my family of building 
things with our own hands. We were the kind of people 
that made our own decks and landscaped the house 
after work every day. It’s a tactile thing, design, because 
at the end of the process you get to stand on what 
you’ve built or hold it in your hands. The most magical 
thing in the world to me is when a show rips open that 
portal for an audience and completely hooks them.

JEREMY: I know you as a great digital artist from all 
that work you did on Motiongate for DPR in Dubai. 
I understand that you are actually self-taught. I can 
relate to that!



JEREMY: If I could wave a magic wand, what area 
would you like to explore, and for the sake of our readers 
you CANNOT say what I would say: “Everything!”

KURT: If I had a magic wand, the first thing I would do 
is abracadabra up some more magic wands…. Then 
we would go to the Wizarding World of Harry Potter 
and show them what’s what. 

Really, I would love to continue down the path of these 
high energy projects. More Theme Parks, Music Videos, 
and Films please!  I love art direction and want to stay 
true to that path, while exploring relationships with 
clients who want to push the boundaries. I want to 
work on projects I’m really proud of and bring more 
colleagues into my life that will challenge and be 
challenged.  

By the way I like Art Directors to get out and experience 
the world, especially people like you who learn so fast, 
so I don’t mind you exploring other cultures than EDC, 
we can only benefit from your adventures seeing how 
others go about the task.
 
KURT: The Sia project was another incredible one like 
Motiongate. I worked for the force of nature that is Mi-
chael Keeling, who by sheer will alone, raised the stage 
and set the lights for what is going to be a wonderful 
video. Working with artists who have such a clear vision 
and acute sensibility can be highly rewarding because 
it helps strip away the bull and focus your energy on 
getting it right for the performance. 

I don’t have one way I like to work or a sole role to play 
in the entertainment world. I am first and foremost that 
same kid who wants to make things up and share it 
with others. That’s the core of this all. It’s as though 
we’re all in a sandbox and I’m building sand castles 
for other kids to play with. That’s a lame way to say it, 
but I love what we do and this world. It’s no place to 
look for an opportunity to be handed to you on a silver 
platter and it’s full of constant compounding stress, but 
so what? Our job is built around making other people 
feel something when they experience the end result 
of a process that we should be lucky to have a hand in. 
That’s all that matters. 


