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Farzad Varahramyan stays 
ahead of the game. Again. 
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FArzAD VArAHrAMYAN (’92 BFA, Art & Design) just wants to put a smile 

on your face, along with millions of others. 

Words by ishA thoMpson

Photography by sAMWellsphoto.CoM

the 43-year-old definitely has a smile on 
his. the married father of two resides in 
carlsbad, california, and is the creative 
visual director at Appy entertainment 
— a gaming company he co-founded 
in 2008, which specializes in develop-
ing applications for handheld devices 
such as smart phones. 

As the creative genius who has 
sketched the visuals for top-selling 
apps while co-owning a prosper-
ous business, many may assume 
varahramyan’s sincere character and 
infectious laugh are the byproducts 
of a luck-of-the-draw life. but in reality, 
he shrewdly moulded his artistic talent 
to cater to new technologies and con-
sumer demands, and luck had very 
little to do with it.

the birth of the five-minute games that 
anyone can play on the train to work, 
in the coffee line or just to connect 
with like-minded friends is a departure 
from traditional console games that are 
costly to produce and purchase, and 
which typically cater to a niche gamer. 
the app world offers designers a way 
to share their creations with millions 
and swiftly update designs based 
on reviews and sales. but with con-
tinually changing trends, keeping up 
with demands while creating original 
content is an added challenge.

“the market is moving so fast, the 
trends change so quickly, people’s 
tastes shift so rapidly that if you are 
not with it or slightly ahead of it, you 
can get lost very easily and quickly,” 
explains varahramyan.

“ the market is moving so fast, the trends change so quickly, 
people’s tastes shift so rapidly that if you are not with it or 
slightly ahead of it, you can get lost very easily and quickly. ”- FARzAD VARAHRAMYAN

Farzad’s designs can be seen 
in the following apps that are 
available for download at 
www.appyentertainment.com

Truck & Skulls HD
Candy Rush
Face Fighter Ultimate
Face Fighter Gold
Zombie Pizza
Tune Runner

APPy’S 
Apps

sudden changes certainly didn’t slow 
him down in the past. the son of 
iranian parents, varahramyan was born 
in milan, italy in 1968; he lived there 
until he was 11 years old and his family 
was forced to leave after the onset of 
the iranian revolution.

“my dad’s business was importing 
italian furniture goods into iran, so over-
night all of his clients were either shot, 
arrested or sent out of the country. so 
essentially overnight his business died.”

they eventually settled in st. Albert, 
Alberta, which put varahramyan on track 
to attend the U of A as a student in the 
Art & Design Department. sketching and 
drawing was something he always loved, 
and his parents supported his passion.

“i remember, as a child, my dad would 
not buy me toys unless it was my birth-
day or christmas, but if i ever pointed 
to art supplies, he would immediately 
buy it for me.”
 
illustrations had always held his attention,
but it was the release of Star Wars in may 
1977 that changed his life. 

the eye candy presented in the out-of-
this-world characters and their fictional 
universe caught the attention of movie-
goers around the globe. from that point 
on, varahramyan knew he wanted to not 
only be an artist, but a creator of entire 
galaxies, creatures and vessels.

comment on this article in our online magazine at   
www.arts.ualberta.ca/woa.

woa | fAll ’11 23



woa | fAll ’1124

“i truly wanted to create worlds from 
scratch. from the bad guy, to the uni-
verse he lives in, all the way down to 
the nuts and bolts that held his chair 
together in his ship.” 

After graduating from the U of A, 
varahramyan furthered his education 
at the Art center college of Design in 
pasadena, california. he secured an 
internship at Amalgamated Dynamics 
inc. (ADi) where he was introduced 
to the world of character design by 
ADi founders and Academy Award-
winning team Alec gillis and tom 
woodruff Jr. Under their mentorship, 
varahramyan began his own creature 
designs, which have since been fea-
tured in films such as Jumanji and the 
Alien vs. Predator movies.

“to this day i work with them,” he says, 
referring to gillis and woodruff Jr. “they 
call me up a couple of times a year and 
i do a couple of quick character designs 
here and there for whatever creature 
projects they are working on.” his most 
recent designs can be seen in the 2009 
release of Race to Witch Mountain and 
the fall 2011 release of The Thing.

still itching for the opportunity to con-
struct fantastical worlds, varahramyan 
created his first gaming company, high 
moon studios, in 2005 with two friends 
and current partners at Appy, chris 
Ulm and paul o’connor. the team built 
success with the creation of games 
like Darkwatch for playstation®21 and 

1  Playstation is a trademark of Sony Corporation.
2  Xbox is a registered trademark of Microsoft Corporation in the United States and/or other countries.
3  iPhone, 4Apple Store, 5iPad and  6iPod touch are trademarks of Apple Inc.

Xbox®2 consoles. but with each game 
costing millions of dollars to produce, 
Ulm sensed that it was only a matter of 
time before the gaming industry expe-
rienced a shift.

he was indeed correct. with the release 
of the iphone3 in 2007, Apple had 
changed the rules of gaming with their 
slick new gadget and application soft-
ware. not to be left behind, varahramyan 
and his partners sold high moon studios 
and founded Appy entertainment.

“we were right to listen to chris 
[Ulm] because iphone and Apple has 
created a whole new industry and they 
are dominating it,” says varahramyan.

it was a domination that led to the 
July 2011 announcement of the 
Apple store4 surpassing 15 billion 
app downloads from more than 200 
million iphone, ipad5 and ipod touch6 

users worldwide. in a blink of an eye, 
the everyday gamer shifted from 
young males with multiple consoles to 
anyone with as little as an updated cell 
phone and a few minutes to spare.

“my mother has apps, whereas before 
she wouldn’t have even known how 
to boot up a console game and use 
that controller.” 

with the creation of intricately 
designed apps like Face Fighter, 
which made it to Apple’s top 10 paid 
app list in 2009, and Zombie Pizza, 

which held a feature spot in the store 
for four straight weeks, it is not surpris-
ing to learn that in the first 2.5 years, 
Appy had more apps downloaded 
then the combined units of console 
games the founders had sold in their 
15-year careers. to date, Appy games 
have reached nine million downloads 
and report 100,000 daily active users.

varahramyan is tight-lipped when 
asked about any current Appy proj-
ects, but he does say that the ultimate 
goal is to establish Appy entertainment 
as a mainstream content provider for 
mobile media.

with five apps and multiple versions 
under his belt, along with his determi-
nation to continually generate original 
content, varahramyan has shown the 
world he can design any future he 
dares to imagine. ■

“ I truly wanted to create worlds from scratch. From the bad guy, 
to the universe he lives in, all the way down to the nuts and bolts that 

held his chair together in his ship. ”- FARzAD VARAHRAMYAN

Varahramyan’s character design from Alien vs. Predator


