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The Evolution of Visual Effects from Traditional Methods to Modern
Digital Technologies in Cinema and Film Production and Their
Relationship to Viewing A Narrative Study

Prepared by
Malek Isam Bashir

Supervised by
Dr. Hanan Kamel Al-Shiekh

Abstract

This narrative study traces the evolution of visual effects (VFX) and cinematic tricks
in the film industry through a historical—analytical trajectory that begins with traditional
methods (manual, mechanical, and optical/photochemical effects) and culminates in
modern digital techniques (CGI, motion capture, compositing and tracking within
production pipelines, virtual production, and Al applications). It interprets how this
evolution has shaped transformations in the viewing experience in terms of visual
perception, imagination, immersion, and suspension of disbelief. The study is grounded
in a research problem concerning the scarcity of comprehensive historical-analytical
accounts that map VFX development across its major phases while interpretively linking
these phases to audience reception, especially amid accelerated digital shifts that have
redefined realism, the boundaries of fantasy, and standards of what is considered “visually
acceptable.” Technological determinism is adopted as the interpretive framework,
treating technology as an active force that reconfigures production structures, cinematic
storytelling, and reception mechanisms. Methodologically, the research employs a
historical narrative approach, supported by limited descriptive quantitative indicators
embedded in semi-structured interviews to provide general directional observations
without statistical hypothesis testing. Data collection involved semi-structured interviews
with a purposive sample of ten academics and practitioners specializing in cinema and
VFEX, in addition to film review and selected scene analyses from landmark works (e.g.,
King Kong, 2001: A Space Odyssey, Jurassic Park, The Lord of the Rings, Avatar) to
capture technological shifts and their implications for scene design, environmental
coherence, and cinematic world-building. Findings show a gradual shift from early
“trick” logic to “complex craft,” then to hybrid forms, culminating in the digital
revolution in which VFX became structurally embedded in both world-building and
narrative. The credibility of illusion increasingly depends on adherence to image rules
(depth, perspective, lighting, motion, and color coherence) and on production discipline
achieved through iteration, precision, and quality standards. While technological progress
expanded narrative possibilities and heightened immersion and audience aesthetic
expectations, the study also highlights the risk of visual excess when effects become the
object of attention rather than a medium of experience, potentially weakening empathy
or undermining the plausibility of the cinematic world when coherence is disrupted. In
the most recent phase, the data indicate a shift toward Al-generated effects, opening the
horizon of “algorithmic cinema” and raising new aesthetic and ethical questions regarding
authenticity, stylistic homogenization, the difficulty of distinguishing the real from the
generated, and the evolving role of humans in the creative process.

Keywords: Visual Effects, Cinematic Tricks, Traditional Methods, Modern Digital
Technologies, Film Industry, Viewing Experience.
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