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Opposite page, top: Fan 
art of the BABYLON 5 
station by Jerris Hof of 
Boulder, CO. Designed 
as the “last, best hope 
for peace,” the station 
is home to 250,000, 
including about 100,000 
humans and 2,000 
EarthForce personnel, 
and includes areas for 
businesses, residences 
and recreation. The 
design of the station 
was based on Gerard 
O’Neill’s cylinder 
and was further 
developed by visual 
effects supervisor Ron 
Thornton. Bottom, left: 
A pencil and technical 
pen sketch by Concept 
Designer Timothy Earls 
of the mag-lev tube car 
for the series CRUSADE. 
Only a small part of the 
car was built; the rest, 
and the tunnel, was 
created with CGI. 

babylon
by John Iacovelli, 

In his production offices at the new Television Academy office building in North 
Hollywood, Joe Straczynski had just told a few people the ending of his new science 
fiction series. For the next seven years, the five of us in that room were the only 
people who knew what the ending of Babylon 5 would be.

Gathered that day, in addition to writer/creator/executive producer J. Michael 
Straczynski, were executive producer Doug Netter, producer John Copeland, visual 
effects supervisor Ron Thornton, and me. Unlike the others, I wasn’t really a sci-fi 
geek...but who didn’t love the look of the original Star Trek. I knew how to create 
scenery. I could design a television show. But this was all new territory to me. I had to 
learn a new language.

Two months earlier, I found myself in Panama City Beach, Florida, the Production 
Designer on a low-budget film. Ruby in Paradise was written and directed by Victor 
Nunez. It starred Ashley Judd in her film debut. 
 
That evening, I was in a fleabag motel reading the first script for the two-hour pilot, 
called “The Gathering.” John Copeland had asked me to read it and come up with 
some notes. I thought it was good—in fact, very good—but I felt Straczynski was 
holding something back. We got on a conference call. I told him not to worry about 
the sets too much, just tell his story and we would figure out how to do it. I wanted 
him to raise the stakes at the end. I said, “The whole universe should be about to go 
to war.” This became the design philosophy: Do what Straczynski writes.
 
The problem was not where to get the money and the time to have crisp clean panels 
like the Enterprise or Death Star sets. My consuming problem was how to hide staple 
holes. I overcame this, in the end, by the use of theatrical painting techniques: 
scumbling, spattering, dry-brushing. It gave the show this kind of artists’ palette look, 
and made things look aged and worn. Solutions like that really determined the look 
of the show.
 
I also felt that things could be ugly. Neither Ron Thornton nor I were afraid to do 
ugly space ships in CGI. Ugly interiors. My reasoning was that if you looked at the 
inside of the space shuttle, it was not pretty. Functional is not pretty. Ron and his team 
(including visual effects producer Shannon Casey) won Emmys® for the visual effects 
on the pilot. The Star Trek shows were still using model ships. Our space battles were 
all in the digital realm.

June, 1989. I was there in the beginning.

5Production Designer
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Above, right: Another pencil and technical pen sketch by Mr. Earls of the White Star in the BABYLON 5 launch bay. Mr. Iacovelli writes,  
“I normally describe the White Star as the crew’s fighting frigate. When it was first introduced in the third season, it wasn’t supposed to  
be fully online, which was great because it allowed us to refine and develop the ship as we went along. If you watch the episodes, you’ll  
see that we gradually made the interior darker, which I think is much more dramatic.”
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I had already learned a little bit about visual effects. 
After coming off a job as the assistant to Garvin Eddy 
on The Cosby Show, the number one-rated show on 
television, I went to Mexico with Gregg Fonseca as the 
Art Director on Disney’s Honey, I Shrunk the Kids. This 
film gave me insight into how to set up special effects 
shots. How to make it all work together. What needs to 
be real and what doesn’t?

Babylon 5 started non-union. Like almost everyone I 
knew, I had been blocked from joining Local 876, even 
with credits like those above. By the third season, the 
show was organized. We got a lot of good talent into 
the Guild, many who have continued to have major 
credits: Doug Meerdink, Mark-Louis Walters, Jason 
Howard, Daniel Saks, Roland Rosenkranz and Tim 
Earls, to name a few.
 
It started in one warehouse in Sun Valley, CA. Three 
soundstages were built that are still in use today; two 
other buildings were then annexed. At the end of the 
five-year story arc, we had done four television movies, 
110 episodes, and had over 365 sets.
 
I remember several directors came to us from the 
various Trek series. They always loved the fact that there 
was so much color on the show. The use of color was 
new in a bold way for sci-fi television at the time. Ann 
Bruice, the costume designer, and I came up with a 
palette we called “spicy brights.” In addition, the grips 
could wild out any wall, any set could be turned into 
any other. 

I remember how impressed director Jesus Trevino was 
that the central marketplace was called The Zocalo. 
This name came from my time in Mexico City. The 
script originally called this set The Galleria, and all I 
could think of when I read that was the Sherman Oaks 
Galleria; so I asked Straczynski if we could change it. He 
said, “Send me a list.” Zocalo was the name he chose.

Straczynski ‘s attention to science-fact has always 
guided the show. The show really tried to hold up a 
lot of science credibility. Later in the series, and on 
the spinoff called Crusade, a team of scientists and 
engineers from JPL in Pasadena were retained to 
consult on the science to try to get it right. Or more 
right. Straczynski directed me to a book called The High 
Frontier: Human Colonies in Space by G.K. O’Neill. 
It is all about life on permanently inhabited space 
stations. I drew many ideas from that. The show was 
influenced by the Art Direction in the films 2001, Blade 
Runner, Forbidden Planet and Brazil. Those films are 
science fiction icons. Designer eye-candy.
 
A diverse range of architecture influenced the show. 
I drew from the work a number of deconstructivist 
architects. In fact, Frank Gehry’s eldest son’s first 

Opposite page, clockwise from top left: The casino was a primary set in the pilot 
with this mural based on the March of Progress art from the WPA in the 1930s; 
the CNC observation dome, an elevated set with no command chair, was one of 
the few sets with an integrated window matching the exterior CGI version of the 
station; Earharts is kind of like BABYLON 5’s nightclub, based on a mini-aircraft 
(producer John Copeland’s grandfather was in the RAF and he’s a nut about World 
War II flying stuff); at the end of the second season, the Med-lab was dismantled 
to make room for a bigger Tea Garden, and the set was completely revamped; 
Mr. Iacovelli writes, “I really like the Zocalo, but I do think we see too much of 
it as a set—you can sense the layout of the soundstage. I’m trying to suggest that 
Babylon 5 is not only as big as our soundstages; Joe, John and I know that it’s 
much bigger”; the Dugout was a bar for the crew of the space station with a sports 
theme and murals made from boxing paintings; the war room with its large map of 
the universe and exterior view of the station was designed to evoke many classic 
movies from DR. STRANGELOVE to WAR GAMES—the center table was under-lit 
to put transparencies on and mimic future touch technology. This page, above: 
Two pencil and technical pen sketches by Timothy Earls of the conduit junction 
wall section and the addition to the corridor showing how much more advanced 
the detailing of the interchangeable station walls were for the Excalibur on the 
BABYLON 5 spinoff called CRUSADE.
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places, both on the station and off. I created an eclectic 
design esthetic for this show based on the fact that 
architecture is cumulative, not exclusionary.
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job was working for me. One summer, he built white 
models for Babylon 5. I believe the reason the look of 
the show is admired is that we went to so many different 

Right: Mr. Earls’ sketch 
of Garibaldi’s Life Pod, 
a small set made from 
ribbed MDF pieces shot 
against black duvetyne. 
Opposite page, top: Mr. 
Earls’ drawing of the 
entrance to the dark 
tower for the BABYLON 
5 spinoff CRUSADE; 
you can see the dark 
line where the CGI set 
extension begins. If 
nothing else, BABYLON 
5 pioneered the use of 
Computer Generated 
Imagery (CGI) to create 
epic sets far bigger than 
the show’s soundstages. A 
portable Quonset shelter, 
again drawn by Mr. Earls, 
shows the integration of 
the set and CGI, filmed 
against a green screen 
with only a physical deck 
and canvas-covered hut 
(designed to be used 
often but only shot once). 
Bottom: The graphics 
were sophisticated from 
the start, but moved 
to a higher level when 
Alan Kobayashi joined 
the show in season 3. 
Graphic designer Cathy 
Coltas executed the 
Zocalo shopping bag 
label. A few custom bags 
were the large blue ones 
from Ikea. Universe 
Today coincided with 
the Art Department 
getting a wide-format 
printer which allowed 
13x19 newspapers to be 
printed in house. The 
show’s family of fonts, 
human and alien, (only 
two are shown here) 
were used during the 
entire run. A very early 
Adobe® program called 
Dimensions allowed 
the creation of a vector 
line space station model 
which could be scaled 
up without jaggy lines. 
EarthForce Post Office 
labels were printed on 
dye sub paper and glued 
to crates and packages. 
Color Xerox technology 
dropped the cost in later 
seasons, but either way 
they were all hand cut. 
By the fourth season, 
the inkjet printing had 
advanced enough so 
artwork could be printed 
on acetate and mounted 
to a piece of clear plexi 
to be built into a desktop.
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BABYLON 5 – 1994-1998

John Iacovelli, Production Designer

Roland Rosenkranz, Mark-Louis Walters,
Deborah Raymond, Dorian Vernacchio,
Art Directors

Kevin Morrissey, Doug Meerdink, 
Julie Allardice, Christopher Muller, 
Assistant Art Directors

Timothy M. Earls, John Eaves, Luc Mayrand,
Concept Designers

Alan Kobayashi, Cathy Coltas, Ted Haigh,
Doreen Austria, Graphic Artists

Brian Murray, Mark Hurtado,
Storyboard Artists

Karl J. Martin, Jim Wallis, Al Hobbs, 
Set Designers

Alejandro Gehry, Model Maker
Rory Duval, Tamlyn Wright,

Christopher Wilson, 
Art Department Coordinators

Jason Howard, Daniel A. Saks, 
Alexandra Rubinstein, Deborah Raymond,
Nancy S. Fallace, Set Decorators

One of the sets I am the most proud of is a set 
we called the sanctuary. The script called for the 
character G’Kar to perform a religious ceremony in his 
quarters. It seemed claustrophobic and wrong to me. I 
had a gut feeling that I needed to trust the theater-
trained dramaturg in me. I went into Straczynski’s 
office and I said, “I think this scene should feel like 
grand opera.” I told him the set should have a huge 
window. We should see the station and the stars 
revolving.” John Copeland interrupted and told me we 
were out of money for new sets and that we couldn’t 
afford this. I told him I knew there was still money 
for CGI, right? He said yes. So I said, “Let’s make a 
simple set. We will get a piece of carpet, paint the 
design of an astrolabe on it. We will put low back-lit 
walls in a circle and play it all against a green screen. 
They can fill in the rest of the architecture in post.” 
No one was doing this kind of virtual set then. It was 
so successful we used it in almost every subsequent 
episode. It also opened the door for us to do a lot 
more virtual sets.

Years ago, I said in a magazine article: “In twenty 
years, I hope it looks as fresh as when I see Star Trek 
and Star Wars now. For me, Star Wars is the definitive 
version of the genre. When I look at the sets today, they 
still look great. So I would love someone to see a rerun 
of Babylon 5 in twenty years’ time and say, ‘Hey, that 
looks great!’”

Twenty years have now passed. I still think it looks 
great. ADG


