
Jeremy Railton chats with Director of Projects/Writer Richard Wechsler
JEREMY: Richard in many ways this is the most difficult 
interview to do because I know you so well. I remember you 
from the Hollywood party circuit days where we would always 
wind up in a corner having some wonderfully interesting 
conversations. But fifteen years ago you walked in to offer 
me a job and that’s where our business relationship began. 
Can you tell us how you came to be part of the EDC team? 

Richard: There was definitely a kismet sequence of events 
that began when a friend, an ICM agent, introduced me to a 
Spanish producer who was involved in developing a regional 
theme park based on circus and magic in the Basque region 
of Spain. The agent had seen me perform sleight-of-hand 
(a passionate hobby of mine since the age of ten) and with 
typical agent hyperbole, he told the producer that he should 
meet me as I knew everything about magic.  

It was one of those rare moments when a train comes by 
with your name on it and over lunch, I found myself pitching 
a narrative for a City of Circus and Magic where everything, 
from transforming architecture to a vanishing roller coaster, 
was based on illusion. Fast-forwarding through a one-year 
process of hoop-jumping, I teamed up with a brilliant magician/
conceptualist, Paul Harris, and we won the competition to 
create a preliminary master plan. 

To say we were naïve and innocent is an understatement—we 
didn’t even know what a “master plan” was! Nevertheless, we 
met the usual suspects in the themed entertainment industry, 
and since we were unknown and had a very limited budget, 
we were treated accordingly. 

Of course, I remembered you fondly from another decade – 
someone from the hieratic Hollywood scene who would actually 
remember my name, but I had no idea of what you had been 
doing in the intervening decades.  At our first meeting, you had 
such an intuitive feel for the possibilities of the project—such 

an original design intent for invoking both mystery and surprise 
and although the project never got built (political unrest in the 
region cast a cloud over the development) it was so much fun 
working with you! Later, you invited me to write the narrative for 
a big project in Korea and we have been working together ever 
since.

JEREMY: Magic has been a major element that you have 
brought to EDC. It all seemed to fit with me especially as I have 
always had relationships with magicians and illusionists like 
Marc Wilson, Larry Wilson, and Franz Harary and now, thanks to 
you, with David Copperfield. 

Coincidently magic is something you share with Alex Calle. 
Would you mind elaborating a bit on your relationship to magic, 
Paul Harris, Astonishment Technologies and how it has folded 
into what we do? 

Richard: As I mentioned, I got the magic bug when I was 
around ten, played a lot of hooky to hang out at Tannen’s Magic 
shop, which in the 50’s was an informal mecca for many of the 
great magicians in New York City.  There were not many kids 
my age interested in sleight of hand, so I was kindly mentored 
by some of the greats, including Dai Vernon, known as the 
“Professor” and universally recognized as creating the modern 
style of close-up magic.  

Decades later, when I was a film producer, I was introduced to 
Paul Harris, who is unknown outside the magical fraternity, but 
is a legend to magicians for his original contribution to close-
up magic, and among his many other achievements, he has 
mentored David Blaine. Paul infuses whatever he does with a 
spirit of creativity, so I was thrilled that he was willing to work 
with me on the City of Circus and Magic.  Paul’s philosophy, 
embodied in his classic three-volume The Art of Astonishment, 
is not to fool people with magic tricks to inflate one’s ego, but 



streamlining many of the business practices. B.A. (Before Alex), 
we would stick our finger in the wind to come up with pricing 
whereas Alex has come up with some basic algorithms that 
create a stable foundation for the creative work. But he is also 
a terrific designer, with a deep theatrical foundation—very 
creative in all aspects of our arcane business.  

As a millennial, he also has a native comfort and ease with 
all things digital including gaming, AR, and virtual production 
techniques—all the modalities that are transforming our work 
on the creative as well as the technical level and he understands 
that these technologies must always serve the story.  

Alex is also a very solid negotiator—ethical and disciplined, he 
knows “when to hold em and when to fold em.” As we move 
into what I call EDC 2.0 – with our incredibly talented core group 
of managers, designers, and art directors, Alex carries on your 
mandate—our experience at EDC has to be fun!

JEREMY: Your life experience and incredibly wide range of 
interests and expertise has always been a great comfort to me 
over the years. You are the best sounding board any one could 
ever have. Could you speak of your role in EDC, coloring the 
quilt of our professional lives as it were?

Richard: For quite a few years, we shared an office, so I would 
be privy to all the phone calls from and to clients, and we 
enjoyed an on-going informal conversation about all aspects 
of our work, from the most mundane to the big picture. 

As you know, I had an extensive background in the film business, 
beginning as an apprentice editor and eventually moving on 
to supervising post production, writing, producing, teaching 
screenwriting, and functioning as a TV production executive. 
So I came to EDC with a lot of opinions and to use our favorite 
phrase, “scar tissue” – a sense of what worked and what didn’t 
when it came to story-telling and the creative process.  But you 
created a very free and inviting atmosphere for our hundreds 
of informal charrettes and I think many ideas, both creative and 
commercial, came out of that atmosphere where I was never 
embarrassed asking a “stupid question” or contributing an idea, 
no matter how out-there it might seem.  

I think that our best ideas often get communicated informally 
in short water-cooler exchanges as well as in the more formal 
creative sessions. You like to talk the broad-stroke ideas through 
before we drill down, and coming from the film business, that is 
a very familiar process.   

JEREMY: As a writer you are always so erudite in describing 
experiences, attractions, retail concepts and show narratives. I 
see two core skills being applied: you are a screenwriter who 
lectured at AFI and a trained film editor. Am I correct that these 
two, plus basic intelligence, is the background plate from where 
you spring? Would you speak about your writing process? For 
instance, we always talk about having to do the long version 
before the condensed pitch.

to create a moment of astonishment—in our industry, we use 
the overworked ‘WOW’—when the rational mind stops and you 
experience a child-like, ‘no-thought’ moment of wonder. We 
called our company Astonishment Technologies, and tried to 
infuse that moment of wonder into the fabric of the theme park. 

In working with you, our goal was to integrate illusion technology 
into the design process and because of your previous experi-
ence with magicians like Franz Harary, you had a very intuitive 
love and understanding of what could be done with ‘smoke and 
mirrors’.

JEREMY: I would like to get in a quick story before we discuss 
the future. I am always so proud to introduce you as an Academy 
Award Nominee for producing Five Easy Pieces, an iconic film of 
its time. Your in-depth stories are fascinating. The fact that you 
were the location scout, props, and set supervisor would be an 
eye opener for our readers. Would you mind elaborating? 

Richard: With the mega-budgets of today, it’s hard to imagine 
that we made a quality feature film for $876,000 all in – chump 
change for even a marketing campaign today. I think that the 
biggest contribution I made to the project was bringing in Carol 
Eastman, an unknown but incredibly talented writer. She knew 
Jack extremely well – they were in an acting class together and 
Carol had written a low-budget existential Western that Jack 
starred in. So his character in Five Easy Pieces fit him like a 
“bespoke overcoat.” For example, Carol had seen Jack clear a 
table at a local hamburger joint—she thought it was one of the 
freest gestures she had ever seen—and incorporated it into an 
iconic scene at a Denny’s when Bobby Dupee (Jack’s character) 
clears a table in frustration with a hard-nosed waitress who 
refuses to deviate from the offerings on the menu. In that era, 
film was like a secular religion. 

We were trying to get away from the Hollywood narrative, and 
make a European style, character-based film, quite outside the 
market parameters of the day.  It was a tremendous surprise 
when it became a commercial hit and of course it launched 
Nicolson’s career.  

As a foot-note to the Academy Awards, Jack told me that I 
didn’t have to worry how I looked if we won, just how I looked if 
we lost, which we did to Patton, written by a relatively unknown 
writer named Francis Coppola.

JEREMY: You and I are the “Old Guard” of EDC. Perhaps it might 
be interesting to compare some notes and improvements you 
have appreciated since Alex Calle has been CEO.

Richard: When I started to work with you, over a decade ago, 
EDC was in one of its contractive cycles – very much a mom 
and pop/clever-hands-at-home model.  

One of the great gifts that Alex has brought to the company is 



Richard: I’m excited about the evolution of new “astonishment 
technologies” like Architectural Mapping, Augmented Realty, 
Virtual Reality, and 3D Holographic techniques. The challenge 
of master planning and creating a Theme Park that incorporates 
these modalities into the guest experience would use all of our 
company’s imagination and resources. We got a taste for this 
when we developed the preliminary concept for a proposed 
theme park in Suzhou based on Dragon Quest, a popular video 
game in Asia. We added a layer of Augmented Realty that 
blended images from the game—Dragons suddenly alighting 
on the hardscape—which guests could view on their iPhones. 

The other area that excites me is creating stand-alone attrac-
tions, as we have done in Singapore and Macau, that function 
as site-specific art pieces. I like to think of our “attractions” as 
an opportunity to create works of public art that will bring that 
moment of astonishment that we talked about earlier to the 
viewer.    

JEREMY: Richard what are your hopes for the future of EDC: 

Richard: With EDC 2.0, I see the possibility of working more 
closely with the incredible gaming culture which is such an 
enormous slice of the entertainment pie! This is an area that we 
have already started to explore by adding integrative games to 
the Energy Exhibit that we did for the Fort Worth Museum of 
Science and History. We have an amazing team of creatives—
whether it is in the marketing, commercial, or design side of the 
company, and as I look at our current roster of work, I believe 
we jumping to a new level of global entertainment possibilities!

Richard: Yes. I think that idea came from the French math-
ematician/philosopher, Blaise Pascal who famously said, “I 
would have written a shorter letter, but I didn’t have enough 
time.”  For me, one of the verities of screen writing and indeed 
any kind of quality writing is that it is a process of re-writing till 
you drop – this also applies to film editing: we put together the 
so-called rough cut, often three times the length of the final 
cut, and then refine it through endless iterations until you feel 
that you have completely explored all the possibilities of the 
material and extracted the essence.  

Not unlike our phases of design—starting with a blue-sky 
concept and then refining it through more and more detailed 
versions.  When it comes to story and narrative, I’m very old-
school—and by old-school, I’m talking Aristotle who said that 
every story has to have a Beginning, Middle, and End. It sounds 
simplistic – you could say that about a piece of spaghetti—but  
what I have come to understand is that whether it is a dark-ride 
script of a few pages or a feature-length script of a 100 pages, 
a great beginning has certain essential beats, and same for 
the middle and end. So we have a template for creating or 
evaluating any narrative.  

The other lesson learned from screen-writing is the need for 
clarity.  If a reader doesn’t “get” something, it’s often because 
it is not written clearly. I appreciate our designers’ beautiful work 
and want it to go to our clients with the clearest possible 
presentation of our design intent. But the visual language 
comes first and the writing is jut there for support.

JEREMY: Of all the diverse areas that we are fortunate that we 
are able to work in—Theatre, Film, Theme Parks, Attractions, 
Music Tours—if I waved a magic wand, what job that we might 
be offered would you give you the most pleasure?


