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How have movie adaptations changed the relationship 
between human imagination and reality? 

 

 

Abstract  

“A Series of Unfortunate Events” has been widely acknowledged for its faithful 

adaptation and narration from Lemony Snicket. This is a report about the integration 

of VFX from "A Series of Unfortunate Events" into a Netflix series from the original 

book series, which significantly impacts the audience’s perception by blurring the 

lines between human imagination and reality.  The intricate details in the 

environments and characters draw viewers deeper into the Baudelaire orphans' 

unfortunate world, enhancing the emotional and psychological engagement with the 

story. This blending of reality and fantasy is essential for reviving the spirit of the 

Victorian Gothic tradition, as it relies heavily on creating an immersive, eerie 

atmosphere that feels both familiar and otherworldly. 
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Introduction 

Throughout the years, movie adaptations have significantly altered the relationship 

between human imagination and reality through the use of VFX and innovative 

narrative techniques. It provokes nostalgia in the original book series by emerging 

the audience's insight with matte painting and realistic painting. Additionally, with a 

touch of children's imagination for its Victorian Gothic tradition in linking a personal 

childhood investigation with the history of the Victorian Era and its tradition, the gap 

has been blurred by the blended animation on screen and the translation of 

childhood memories from the book series first published in 2006 into a Netflix series 

with the first episode in 2017.  

Literature Review 

The adaptation of Lemony Snicket's "A Series of Unfortunate Events" book series 

into a Netflix series showcases the profound impact of movie adaptations on the 

relationship between human imagination and reality. This literature review examines 

how the series, through the use of advanced visual effects (VFX), has altered the 

way audiences perceive and imagine the narrative's darkly whimsical world. Key 

aspects include the enhancement of storytelling, the creation of immersive 

environments, and the seamless blending of reality and fantasy. 

The show relies heavily on VFX to bring its fantastical elements to life. Tippett 

Studio, Goodbye Kansas Studios, MR. X (Technicolor), and Zoic Studios contributed 

to creating the series' unique visual style, which blends dark humour with Gothic 

elements. The use of CGI and digital matte paintings allowed the creators to 

visualise the surreal environments described in the books, such as Count Olaf’s 

decrepit mansion and the eerie Prufrock Preparatory School.  
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VFX and CGI play a crucial role in enhancing the viewer's immersion. By creating 

realistic environments and characters, these technologies help viewers suspend 

disbelief, making it easier to accept and engage with the story. Studies have shown 

that high-quality visual effects can significantly increase audience engagement and 

emotional investment in a film (Prince, 2012). The integration of VFX in movie 

adaptations has altered how audiences appraise reality. With the ability to create 

hyper-realistic visuals, filmmakers can challenge viewers' perceptions and prompt 

them to question the nature of reality. This phenomenon is explored in films like 

"Inception" (2010), where the distinction between dreams and reality is deliberately 

blurred through complex visual effects (Inception, 2010). 

Blurring the gaps  

Visual Effects (VFX) 

With VFX manipulation of outer context in life action-shot through all processes of 

imagery being rendered. It involves integrating live-action footage and computer-

generated imagery to create realistic environments that would be dangerous, costly, 

or impossible to capture on film. The impact of VFX on Netflix's "A Series of 

Unfortunate Events" was significant, enhancing the storytelling, visual appeal, and 

overall viewer experience. To expand further, the following VFX techniques were 

used in the series will be discussed: 

 Matte Painting creates detailed backgrounds that are either painted digitally 

or traditionally and then integrated into live-action footage. Matte paintings 

were essential in establishing the series' gothic and whimsical aesthetic. 

Artists created highly detailed and stylised backgrounds that matched the 

unique visual style of the books. For instance, the exterior of Count Olaf's 
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mansion, the mysterious landscapes surrounding the Baudelaire orphans, and 

the various fantastical locations they encountered were all products of matte 

painting. Studios such as Tippett Studio and Psyop were instrumental in the 

creation of matte paintings for the series. These studios brought their 

expertise in digital art and visual effects to ensure that the paintings met the 

high standards required for the series (The Art of VFX) (Nerdist). Therefore, it 

contributes to the show's ability to create a rich, immersive, and visually 

captivating world. 

 Digital Compositing is the process of combining visual elements from 

separate sources into single images to create the illusion that all those 

elements are parts of the same scene. A significant portion of the series was 

shot using green screens, allowing for the insertion of digitally created 

backgrounds and environments. This technique enabled the creation of 

fantastical settings that would have been impossible or impractical to build 

physically. The compositing process involved keying out the green screen and 

replacing it with a detailed digital environment. Many of the series' dramatic 

and hazardous scenes, such as fires, floods, and other disasters, were 

created using a combination of practical effects and CGI. Digital compositing 

brought these elements together, layering practical fire or water effects with 

digital enhancements to create realistic and visually impactful scenes 

(Nerdist). 

 Computer-generated imagery (CGI) is a subset of VFX, specifically referring 

to the creation of still or animated visual content with computer software. CGI 

can be used for anything from simulating environments, to creating 

characters, and even full scenes. There are a few worth-mentioning 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iL_zopxF2R74H-7S3eD6QOB-CYYjZMPBr-R0WJ1d950/edit#heading=h.fb8fbz6twkyy
https://archive.nerdist.com/the-netflix-a-series-of-unfortunate-events/
https://archive.nerdist.com/the-netflix-a-series-of-unfortunate-events/
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components of CGI that have been created fantastically in a series of 

unfortunate events:  

o 3D Modelling is the process of creating a three-dimensional 

representation of any object or surface via specialised software. In “A 

Series of Unfortunate Events”, under the direction of Matt Jacobs and 

Eric Leven, the Tippett Studio team put the pedal to the metal to 

produce 180 shots in 7 weeks, focusing on a handful of moody 

environments and comedic performances of iron-toothed CG toddler 

Sunny Baudelaire (Tippet Studio Portfolio). Many of the scenes had to 

be done using CG as having a baby in a film-making production 

environment is dangerous. Therefore, this has allowed the show to 

depict Sunny's impressive feats safely and convincingly (Blake Rodger, 

2017) 

o Texturing applies textures to the 3D models to give them colour, 

detail, and surface qualities. The texturing team created detailed and 

realistic textures for various environments, such as Count Olaf’s 

mansion, the Reptile Room, and the numerous fantastical locations the 

Baudelaire orphans visit. These textures included worn-out surfaces, 

intricate patterns, and gothic elements that contributed to the show's 

dark and whimsical atmosphere. For scenes where Sunny Baudelaire 

performs extraordinary feats, CGI was used to create a digital double. 

Texturing was crucial in making this digital double look realistic and 

indistinguishable from the real actor. Detailed skin textures, lighting, 

and shading were applied to achieve this effect  (The Art of VFX) 

https://www.artofvfx.com/lemony-snickets-a-series-of-unfortunate-events-vfx-breakdown-by-tippett-studio/
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(Nerdist). Hence, it brought in adding depth, detail, and realism to both 

the characters and the environments.  

 

Challenges and Criticisms 

Over-reliance on Visual Effects 

While VFX and CGI have expanded the possibilities of storytelling, there is a growing 

concern about the over-reliance on these technologies. Critics argue that excessive 

use of CGI can detract from the narrative and character development, leading to a 

spectacle-over-substance approach. This criticism is often levelled at blockbuster 

films that prioritise visual effects over coherent storytelling (Manovich, 2001). 

Authenticity and Artistic Integrity 

Another challenge is maintaining the authenticity and artistic integrity of the source 

material. Some adaptations may prioritise visual appeal over staying true to the 

original work, which can lead to deviations that disappoint fans and critics alike. The 

balance between visual innovation and faithful adaptation remains a contentious 

issue in the film industry (Hutcheon, 2012). 

 

Conclusion 

The use of VFX in "A Series of Unfortunate Events" played a pivotal role in bringing 

Lemony Snicket's darkly whimsical world to life. By leveraging advanced VFX 

techniques, the series successfully blended the fantastical with the real, creating an 

immersive viewing experience that captures the essence of the Victorian Gothic 

https://archive.nerdist.com/the-netflix-a-series-of-unfortunate-events/
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tradition. It also demonstrates the potential of modern cinema to revive the Victorian 

Gothic tradition. By blurring the line between human imagination and reality, the 

adaptation successfully captures the essence of Gothic literature. The effective use 

of CGI, matte painting, and practical effects creates a visually rich and emotionally 

engaging experience that resonates with contemporary audiences. The work of 

multiple VFX studios ensured that the series' visual storytelling was both captivating 

and true to the source material, demonstrating the power of VFX in modern 

filmmaking. Ultimately, this report concludes that movie adaptations, when executed 

with attention to detail and a deep understanding of the source material, can indeed 

revive and sustain the spirit of the Victorian Gothic tradition. 
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