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Disneyfication, the Stadium,
and the Politics of Ambiance

Greg Siegel

In his essay “Gentrification, the Frontier, and the Restructuring of Urban
Space,” Neil Smith distinguishes between the fact of urban gentrification and
the particular form it assumes in a given historical and geographical context.!
If the term “gentrification” is understood to designate not only the residential
rehabilitation and consequent colonization of low-income neighborhoods by
well-heeled investors but also the broader social, spatial, and economic re-
structuring of the city in the interest and as an expression of capital, then the
Jact of urban gentrification has been readily apparent and relatively constant in
the United States since the end of World War II. As regards the form taken by
urban gentrification in the last half century, however, nothing so sweeping can
be rightly asserted. The specific character and composition, as well as the
scope and scale, of gentrification varies from city to city—and within the same
city, from district to district—depending on the complex interplay of innu-
merable local and global contingencies. Yet to say that the process of gentrifi-
cation is always asymmetrical and locally inflected is not to deny the possibil-
ity of structural commonalities and pattern similarities—in a word,
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trends—existing within and across urban formations at a particular historical
moment.

According to a number of sociologists, geographers, urbanologists, and
architecture critics, the last quarter century has witnessed the emergence and
proliferation of a new mode of urban development, in which fantastic scenog-
raphy effaces architectural authenticity, rampant consumerism vitiates genu-
ine community, commercial iconography obscures social history, and private
police forces—trained in paramilitary tactics, armed with high-powered
weaponry, and equipped with sophisticated surveillance apparatus—ensure
socioeconomic homogeneity. In such “urbanoid environments”—Paul
Goldberger’s term for “places that purport to offer some degree of urban ex-
perience in an entertaining, sealed-off, private environment” —services, rec-
reation, and consumption have been exponentially expanded, even as crime,
poverty, and homelessness have been apparently (but by no means actually)
eradicated.2 Within these cocoon-like confines, visitors behold what David
Harvey calls “an architecture of play and pleasure, of spectacle and commod-
ification, emphasizing fiction and fantasy.”3 Welcome to the Disneyfication

of downtown.
This last statement requires clarification. The term “Disneyfication,” as

Alan Bryman points out, has been invoked to describe, explain, and critiquea -

range of disparate phenomena, including the peculiar method, initiated by
Walt Disney and perpetuated by his successors, by which an original text, once
acquired by a Disney-owned film studio, is simplified, bowdlerized, and
homogenized, thereby rendering it immediately identifiable as a Disney pro-
duction.4 As employed in this essay, however, the term is used to refer to the

aforementioned mode of urban development, in which a circumscribed space

is strategically sanitized and spectacularized for maximal and manifold con
sumption. More specifically, “Disneyfication” denotes the aggregate of trans
formative logics and procedures by which a particular site or landscape is ma

terially refashioned and symbolically reinscribed in such a way that the
resulting site or landscape is conceptually, perceptually, and functionally redo-

lent of the Disney theme parks. Thus, for present purposes, the term does not
refer to the actual intentions, operations, or enterprises of the multinational

entertainment corporation The Walt Disney Company, even if, as Saskia Sas-

sen and Frank Roost have shown, that corporation has been the prime mover
in the redevelopment of particular urban districts, most famously (and contro-
versially) the area around Times Square and Forty-second Street in New York
City.5 “Disneyfication,” rather, specifies the conception, construction, coordi-
nation, cross-promotion, and control of all the economic and experiential ele-
ments—architecture and landscape, goods and services, sights and sounds,
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players and performances—in an enclosed, entertainment- and consumption-
oriented environment. ‘

Another point that needs to be stressed is that Disneyfication is always a se-
lectively applied, unevenly distributed process. It is important, therefore, to
take notice of the geographical boundaries, as well as the social consequences,
that typically attend this peculiar mode of urban “revitalization.” Strictly
speaking, cities do not undergo Disneyfication; only certain sectors of cities
do. Now, this qualification is hardly surprising, for, as mentioned previously,
the nature and extent of urban gentrification within a given city varies from
district to district. Disneyfied districts, however, are noteworthy not simply
because they are distinct and distinctive urban territories (the same could be
said for any number of city sectors) but because they are so evidently incongru-
ous urban territories, so culturally, aesthetically, and economically out of place.
As Goldberger’s definition of urbanoid environments suggests, the process of
Disneyfication, at least within urban settings, tends to result in the formation
of solipsistic and fortified enclaves devoted to high-concept, high-roller con-
sumption. Susan S. Fainstein and David Gladstone, following City of Quartz
author Mike Davis, talk about this phenomenon in terms of the “militariza-

tion and privatization of urban space”:

Tourism promoters have reacted to the geographic proximity of tourist districts
and impoverished, high-crime areas by constructing defensible spaces. Rather
than being woven into the existing urban fabric, hotel and convention facilities,
sports stadiums, restaurant districts, and downtown shopping malls are cor-
doned off and designed to cosset the affluent visitor while simultaneously ward-
ing off the threatening native. Private police, video surveillance, and architectu-
ral design all work to keep undesirables out of touristic “compounds” and

“« ))6
reserves.

Like Disneyland and Disney World, these “compounds” constitute demar-
cated dreamscapes of carefree consumption for members of the leisure class,
protected playgrounds of spectacle and splurge operating as though they were
light-years away from the dangerous and “dirty boulevards” that besiege them.

Significantly, the rise of what John Hannigan calls the “contemporary
theme park city” represents a strategic response to decades of urban deindus-
trialization, disinvestment, and deterioration.” Beginning in the 1970s, urban
economies—and the laborers that motored them—reeled from a double-
barreled assault: the exportation of industrial production to the Far East and
Latin America, on the one hand, and the implementation of “corporate down-
sizing,” on the other. To this already bleak equation were added the lingering
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effects of the post-World War II “white-flight” syndrome, as well as the abject
failures, fiscal and social, of the federally funded urban-renewal projects of the
1950s and 1960s. Inevitably, by the end of the 1970s, cities across America were
engaged in a desperate bid for survival. In this “postindustrial” milieu, the es-
tablishment of an urban infrastructure and marketing machine geared toward
entertainment and excursion seemed to offer a viable solution, since, as Fain-
stein and Dennis R. Judd observe, “tourism is an industry with few barriers to
entry and the potential for large returns to investment.”8 In order to attract
new infusions of cash and capital —the former from tourists, business travel-
ers, and suburban day-trippers, the latter from private investors and multina-
tional corporations—city governments across North America, in conjunction
with commercial real-estate developers and high-profile entertainment com-
panies, have been repurposing their infrastructures and repackaging their
identities as safe, clean, and “fun for the whole family.”

The Stadium Boom

Not incidentally, newly constructed or renovated sports stadiums have been
integrally involved in this metropolitan makeover.9 For many urban politi-
cians, planners, and “growth strategists,” a state-of-the-art stadium constitutes
an indispensable ingredient in the elixir of downtown recovery and revitaliza-
tion, one that justifies the expenditure of tens of millions or, in some cases,
hundreds of millions of taxpayer dollars.10 Hannigan explains: “In formulat-
ing strategies designed to return downtown areas to prominence, urban plan-
ners, civic leaders and real estate developers [call for] . . . heavy investment in

flagship destination projects: such as convention centers, aquariums, profes-
sional sports complexes, casinos, museums, redeveloped waterfronts and en-

tertainment districts.”11 Once these “special activity generators” are in place,
Hannigan adds, they “can be aggressively marketed as part of a city’s re-
imaging efforts.”12 According to this line of reasoning, a newly constructed or
renovated stadium, while not necessarily paying for itself in the strict sense, re-
dounds to the city’s long-term benefit inasmuch as it serves as an “image en-
hancer,” a sign of social vibrancy and economic vitality so prominent and per-
suasive it is capable of luring private capital, trade conventions, affluent
tourists, suburban shoppers, and new residents to the downtown area.13
There are sound reasons for challenging the premises on which this claim
rests, including the notion that whatever benefits private capital benefits the
wider community, as well as the semiotic sleight of hand that blurs the distinc-
tion between stadium-as-symbol-of-urban-prosperity (the order of mythology)
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and stadium-as-index-of-urban-prosperity (the order of causality). Neverthe-
less, since the mid-1980s, there has been an unprecedented boom in stadium
construction and renovation in the United States and Canada.l4 In the years
spanning 1988 to 1998, a total of thirty-two new stadiums were erected, while
another twelve were substantially refurbished.15 In 1999, eleven new stadiums
(worth $2.5 billion) opened for business, the most ever to debut in a single
year.16 And according to economist Raymond J. Keating, the trend is showing
no signs of abating any time soon:

Looking to the [second half] of 1999 and the next several years, considering
what is already agreed to and what various teams and cities are seeking or pro-
posing, [a] conservative estimate indicates that at least $13.5 billion will be spent
on new ballparks, stadiums, and arenas for major league teams. Taxpayers are

expected to pay more than $9 billion of that amount (in nominal terms).17

Keating’s policy analysis represents a recent installment in more than a
decade’s worth of sober inquiry into the pros and cons of publicly subsidized
stadiums. Journals of economics, sports business, and urban studies have been
crowded with articles on the stadium-financing controversy in recent years, as
have metropolitan newspapers and mass-circulation magazines. Entire books
have even been written on the subject, most notably Michael N. Danielson’s
Home Team: Professional Sports and the American Metropolis, Mark S. Rosen-
traub’s Major League Losers: The Real Cost of Sports and Who's Paying for Them,
and Joanna Cagan and Neil deMause’s Field of Schemes: How the Great Sta-
dium Swindle Turns Public Money into Private Profit, the titles of which leave
little doubt as to the authors’ take on the matter.18

Newly constructed or renovated stadiums have attracted the attention of
critics and commentators for other reasons as well. According to stadium
architect Rod Sheard, we are presently in the midst of a

revolution in sport, the “entertainment” revolution, when sports are having to
accept that they are now big business, competing for our leisure time along with
the many other forms of entertainment. This is producing [a] generation of sta-
dia . . . designed for as wide a range of events and audience as possible. Enter-

tainment is the aim and “service” is the method.19

William Johnson, vice president of Ellerbe Becket, one of the leading sports-
architecture firms in the United States, concurs, observing that today’s sta-
diums are engineered to be “complete entertainment environments.”20 In his
article “Baseball’s Big Hit—Intimate, Luxury Parks Designed for the Sybarite

Siegel: Disneyfication & the Stadium / 303



in You,” journalist David Conrads notes that “video kiosks, gourmet food,
luxury suites, learning centers, meeting rooms [and] retractable roofs . . . are
becoming standard equipment in new baseball stadiums.”21 And architecture
theorist Michael K. Hays insists that the current crop of high-tech sports ve-
nues “signals architecture’s entry into the contemporary culture of entertain-
ment and communication.”22 Taken together, these comments suggest that
the sporting event in itself is thought to be insufficiently entertaining in an era
of richly diversified, highly mediatized leisure consumption. They also imply
that newly constructed or renovated stadiums, reconceived and reconfigured
as Disneyfied pleasure domes, are well equipped to respond to this “crisis.”

Amusement Alternatives

Until the late 1980s, the stadium promised and provided the sports spectator
entertainment in the form of a monolithic attraction: the game. The Disney-
fied stadium, by contrast, offers a wide variety of amusement alternatives, in-
cluding (depending on the venue) shopping malls, full-service restaurants,
sports-history museums, batting and pitching cages, fitness clubs, sports-
memorabilia exhibits, food courts, video-game arcades, merry-go-rounds and
Ferris wheels, picnic spots, multiplex movie theaters, children’s play areas,
virtual-reality displays, swimming pools and hot tubs, pedestrian plazas, learn-
ing centers, miniature golf, and “interactive touch-screen kiosks with team
histories, player interviews, archival videos, and season schedules.”23

The existence and nature of these “adjacent attractions” underscore the link
between the Disneyfied stadium and Hannigan’s contemporary theme-park
city.24 Like that of Disneyfied urban territories, the “affective ambiance” of the
Disneyfied stadium is at once reassuring and spectacular, engendering a sense
of security while delivering “wholesome” recreation in the form of multisen-
sory stimulation and polymorphous consumption.25 On the one hand, the

Disneyfied stadium registers and reiterates what Hannigan calls “a long--

standing cultural contradiction in American society between the middle-class
desire for experience and their [sic] parallel reluctance to take risks, especially
those which involve contact with the ‘lower orders’ in cities.”26 On the other
hand, it seeks to satiate that desire for experience by eliminating “negative”
cues in the immediate environment, by engaging the senses as much and as
often as possible, and by staging escapist events and encounters.2” For B. Jo-
seph Pine and James H. Gilmore, authors of The Experience Economy: Work Is
Theatre ¢&& Every Business a Stage, such “theatrical” tricks of the trade, particu-
larly when deployed in concert (as they are in the Disneyfied stadium), can
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help turn a “plain space” into a “distinctive place,” thus encouraging “guests to
spend more time engaged in the offering.”28 No longer a one-dimensional
venue doomed to remain vacant for the better part of the day, week, and year,
the stadium has been recast as a functionally heterogeneous entertainment des-
tination—a term, Michael Sorkin reminds us, frequently invoked by travel
agents to emphasize the definitive “thereness” of the Disney theme parks.29

The stadium as a site of touristic fascination? How else to explain the fact
that many newly constructed or renovated stadiums offer—and charge a fee
for—guided tours of the premises? Or that “more than one third of [Sky-
Dome] patrons come from outside Metropolitan Toronto”?30 Or that a num-
ber of stadium restaurants are open for business during the off-season? Or that
the concourses at the MCI Center in Washington, D.C., are open daily to the
general public and provide information, accessible via computer kiosks, about
the district’s history, geography, and visitor attractions?31 Video-game arcades,
shopping malls, multiplex movie theaters, children’s play areas, sports-history
museums— these attractions, while auxiliary, are not accidental in any sense of
the word. Rather, they are concrete manifestations of sophisticated marketing
techniques aimed at conventional middle-class families. They are also markers
of a radical rearticulation of traditional meanings and practices of “nonpro-
ductive” family togetherness: not the socializing and sharing of event and ex-
perience in bounded space and time, but rather their privatizing and sunder-
ing into myriad, concurrent, mutually exclusive moments. Glorifying a future
of intrafamilial atomism and alienation that is already upon us, Sheard pro-
phesizes that “tomorrow’s stadia will be places of entertainment for the family,
where sport is the focus but not the complete picture. It will be possible for
five members of a family to arrive and leave together but in the intervening pe-
riod experience five different activities.”32 Insofar as it functions as a destina-
tion of diversified diversions for customers of all ages (but not of all classes),
the Disneyfied stadium is both a metonym for and a microcosm of the Dis-
neyfied district that contains and conditions it.

The introduction of amusement alternatives into the space of the stadium
is by no means a value-neutral affair; its effects are not simply additive but
fundamentally transformative. Ringing the stadium interior like so many sta-
tionary satellites, adjacent attractions remap the material geometries and sym-
bolic economies of the spectator-sports landscape. To be precise, they effec-
tively attenuate the centripetal orientation, or centralizing tendencies, of the
sporting event, siphoning off and redirecting to the perimeter—that is, to the
newly expanded concourses—a substantial portion of its sensorial stimuli, af-
fective appeals, and libidinal intensities. Stadium architect Frank Scicchitano
explains: “Outside of the seating bowl, the concourse—traditionally more
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about operations, circulation and ‘check the box’ design than experience crea-
tion—is evolving into . . . a variety of environments intended for gathering or
supporting sub-venue events.”33 This radial redistribution, this peripheraliza-
tion of the stadium’s spatial dynamics, works to reorder the attentional prior-
ities and revise the participatory routines— the traditional rhythms and ritu-
als—of sports spectatorship, inviting the stadiumgoer, like the mallgoer, to
adopt, in Anne Friedberg’s words, “the perceptual mode of flinerie while in-
strumentalizing it for consumer objectives.”34 Just as the utilitarian stadium
has been repackaged as a tourist destination, so has the sedentary spectator
been reconstituted as a corridor cruiser, a peripatetic sightseer and shopper, a
circulating subject—or “guest,” as Pine and Gilmore, following Disney, would
have it—for whom the provision of an array of amusement alternatives affirms
the bounty of contemporary capitalism even as it facilitates the dream of self-
actualization through “consumer choice.”35 Scicchitano declares:

Sports facilities are evolving into places that offer varied experiences for small,
diversified “micro-classes” with multiple levels of engagement and exclusiv-
ity. ... In order to give a maximum amount of choice to spectators who have
more ways than ever to spend their entertainment dollars, it is imperative that
the design of sports facilities . . . focus on the diversity of spectator experience at
all levels.36

Although the sporting event still occupies center stage in a topographical

sense, the universality of its magnetism, the irresistibility of its allure, can no
longer be taken for granted. In the Disneyfied stadium, the game continues to
serve as an architectural and experiential anchor, to be sure, but it is now one

attraction among many, as much a controlling zheme as it is the main event. |-

From Multitheming to Monotheming

Of course, the Disneyfied stadium is not themed to the same degree or in the
same fashion as the Disney parks. Perhaps the most obvious difference, in this
respect, is that the Disneyfied stadium is singly, not multiply, themed.
‘Whereas Disneyland and Disney World use several different themes (drawn
from nature, geography, folklore, history, and children’s literature, by way of
Disney movies and television shows) to physically delimit and conceptually/
perceptually define their semiautonomous subregions, the Disneyfied sta-
dium uses a single, locally inflected theme—spectator sports in general, the
home team in particular—to integrate its attractions, organize its address,
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and regulate its ambiance. In the Disney parks, multitheming accomplishes
two critical objectives—objectives that at first blush seem to be mutually can-
celing but on closer inspection prove to be mutually reinforcing: it encourages
visitors to keep moving and to stay longer. The multithemed environment
keeps visitors on the move—and from exiting the park—by offering them the
opportunity to continually reexperience, through and as serialized simulation,
the touristic frisson of entering an exotic locale and the consumerist satisfac-
tion of expending one. In this way, multitheming delivers a preemptive strike
against atmospheric homogeneity, experiential monotony, and, ultimately,
economic inefficiency.

That the Disneyfied stadium uses monotheming, rather than multithem-
ing, to much the same end speaks volumes about the differing spatial dimen-
sions, social customs, and institutional histories of the amusement park and
the sports stadium. Compared with the size and scale of Disneyland or Disney
World, the stadium is a Lilliputian land. More pronounced still does this dis-
parity become when considered in terms of the area allocated for visitor activ-
ities: modern sports spectators are seldom, if ever, allowed to access or occupy
the playing field, which takes up a substantial share of the stadium’s usable
space.37 Such spatial constraints make multitheming a less practicable option
for stadium architects and design consultants. It is also a less culturally war-
ranted one. Theming enabled Disney to differentiate his product from
“grimy,” garden-variety amusement parks (this point will be elaborated
shortly). In the Disneyfied stadium, however, theming is not so much a means
of external differentiation as it is a means of internal unification. Disneyland’s
multithemed environment responded to the problem of how to distinguish its
collection of rides and attractions from its competitors’ collections of rides and
attractions. The Disneyfied stadium’s monothemed environment, by contrast,
responds to the problem of how to assimilate its attractions to the cultural
conventions of sports spectatorship, to the structural codes of stadium archi-
tecture, and to the place-based (if corporately mediated) identifications and
aspirations of regional residents. In the Disneyfied stadium, the theme of spec-
tator sports is abstracted from the sporting event, emblazoned with the icons
and insignia—the trademarked totems—of the home team, and projected, in
turn, onto the stadium’s attractions, imparting to them, and to the stadium
surroundings in general, a measure of semiotic coherence.

It is useful to recall, in this connection, that a theme, as deployed in Dis-
neyland and Disney World, is more than a principle of semiotic coherence; it
is an instrument of social control and a catalyst for consumer desire. More
than a few Disney biographers, historians, and critics have noted that Dis-
ney and his cadre of “imagineers” took pains to distinguish Disneyland, a
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bourgeois theme park “designed to provide edifying adventures for baby-boom
families,” from “sleazy,” turn-of-the-century amusement parks designed to dis-
pense cheap thrills to the urban masses.38 According to Christopher Anderson,

Disney assured the public that any amusement experienced in his park would
be tempered by middle-class educational values. Disneyland wouldn’t be an-
other park trading in the temporal gratifications of the flesh; instead, it would
be a popular monument to human knowledge, a “permanent world’s fair” built
around familiar Disney characters and a number of unifying social goals, in-

cluding educating the public about history and science.39

Besides offering Disney a socially sanctioned means of disciplining “the
unruly pleasures of the amusement park,” theming proved an enormously
profitable means of organizing, interrelating, and administering milieu and
merchandise.40 Disneyland might not have been the first commercial venture
to feature themed attractions (several of Coney Island’s rides and exhibits
bore exotic or erotic motifs), but it was the first to feature a wholly themed
environment.4l For Susan G. Davis, “the concept of the ‘themed environ-
ment,’ the fully designed, highly coordinated ‘land’ with all services, perfor-
mances and concessions designed and provided in house, was arguably the
most important Disney contribution to the industry.”42 Disney’s entrepre-
neurial genius, in other words, lay in the realization that his park could be ex-
ploited as a site for the minutely managed sale and “synergy” of goods, ser-
vices, and experiences, all themed to his company’s proprietary images and
texts. “Total merchandising,” Disney’s term for this style of cross-
promotional dynamism, this “strategy of seamless market expansion,”43 en-
sured that “products aimed at baby boom families and stamped with the Dis-
ney imprint—movies, amusement park rides, books, comic books, clothing,
toys, TV programs, and more—would weave a vast commercial web, a tangle
of advertising and entertainment in which each Disney product, from the
movie Snow White & the Seven Dwarfs (1937) to a ride on Disneyland’s Mat-
terhorn, promoted all Disney products.”44

Because commercial advertising has long adorned the visible surfaces and
rippled the acoustical spaces of professional sports venues, it would be easy to

dismiss the Disneyfied stadium’s consumerist landscape as merely a latter-day

extension and embodiment of time-tested promotional practices in the world
of sports business.45 To do so, however, would be to overlook, not only the
qualitative differences between the atmospheric operations of the Disneyfied
stadium and those of its formal precursors, but also their disparate political-
economic underpinnings. While the stadium, in its modern capitalist incar-
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nation, has always been a locus of commercial penetration, the Disneyfied sta-
dium, like the Disney theme parks, is a locus of “hyper-commercial interpen-
etration,” a source of synergistic opportunities whose emergence as a distinct
technocultural form in the late 1980s is inextricably tied to the contemporane-
ous convergence of the sports, media, and entertainment industries.46

From the perspective of political economy, the story of these industries—
beginning in the 1980s, accelerating in the 1990s, and continuing apace in the
first decade of the twenty-first century—is the story of multinational corpo-
rate mergers, buyouts, and takeovers, of vertical and horizontal integration
through ownership concentration and market consolidation. Mark Crispin
Miller maintains that the rise of the modern media cartel “represents the grand
convergence of the previously disparate U.S. culture industries—many of
them vertically monopolized already—into one global superindustry provid-
ing most of our imaginary ‘content.””47 In an era of cross-industrial, cross-
national conglomeration, when major media firms such as the Walt Disney
Company, News Corporation, AOL Time Warner, Cablevision Systems Cor-
poration, Tribune Company, and Comcast Corporation all wholly or partly
own professional sports franchises, spectator sports—the venues, the games,
the teams, the athletes—are indeed conceptualized and operationalized as en-
tertainment “content.”8 Just as Disneyland boosted the brand recognition
and enhanced the exchange value of Disney commodities (emblems, charac-
ters, narratives) by providing a context, at once “magical” and material, in
which they could be advertised, merchandised, and experienced, so the Dis-
neyfied stadium, with its monothemed amusement alternatives, multiple
points of sale for licensed merchandise, and myriad promotional surfaces and
spaces—from players’ jerseys to playing field to public-address system, from
conventional signage to cutting-edge interfaces—feeds the cultural capital and
fuels the commercial synergies of global media conglomerates.49

The State-of-the-Art Scoreboard

There is another attraction that participates in the Disneyfication of the sta-
dium: the large-screen video display.50 Whether suspended as an octagonal
gondola above the playing field (as in basketball and hockey) or rearing up as
an optoelectronic billboard alongside it (as in baseball and football), the large-
screen video display is a diversion of a different order. Unlike the Disneyfied
stadium’s other amusement alternatives, the large-screen video display is most
often accessed— that is, visually apprehended —from the comfort of one’s seat.
Because its “rewards”—to borrow Yi-Fu Tuan’s term for “the distinctive
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sensory-aesthetic experiences that visitors to Disneyland can expect” —are
available from every seat in the house, this real-time moving-image technology
does not beckon the stadiumgoer to stroll the commodious concourses as do
the attractions on the perimeter.5!

Yet it furnishes a certain mobility nonetheless. Through the use of zooming
close-ups, multiple angles, instant replays, and slow-motion effects, the large-
screen video display confers on the sports spectator a visually/virtually medi-
ated mobility. Tuan argues that, for visitors who use them, Disneyland’s rides,
in addition to producing kinesthetic sensations, transform the visual land-

scape into an impressionistic panorama:

A landscape may . . . function as a spectacle if riders, rushing along, see it for
only a few seconds and it is gone. That flash of color and form, unavailable for
prolonged viewing, is what makes it a spectacle, as sword fights and fireworks,
too quick in their individual movements to be considered a stable composition,

are spectacles.52

Disneyland’s rides generate spectacle through machinic mobilization; the Dis-
neyfied stadium’s large-screen video display generates (virtual) mobilization—a
flash of color and form, a feeling of rushing along— through machinic spectacle.
In so doing, the large-screen video display, like the Disneyfied stadium’s periph-
erally positioned attractions, works to restructure the stadiumgoer’s attentional
practices and affective investments—in this case, by inducing and sustaining a
novel mode of sports spectatorship, in which immediate, relatively stationary
views of the game alternate with mediated, virtually mobilized ones.53

Sheard and fellow stadium architect Geraint John have this to say about the

large-screen video display:

In addition to attracting and pleasing audiences, thus increasing gate revenue,
pre-programmed entertainment sequences on big video screens can also usefully
slow down the rate at which people enter and leave the stadium. Keeping a pro-
portion of the audience in their seats after the final whistle, instead of rushing
for the exits, makes for a safer stadium. It can also make for a more profitable
one if people are persuaded by entertaining video programs to arrive earlier than
they otherwise would do, and to stay longer, using stadium restaurants and

other facilities before and after the game.54

This quotation brings together, in striking fashion, the large-screen video
display’s role in the establishment of the stadium as a media-saturated, recrea-
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tionally varied destination and its possibilities as an apparatus of behavioral
manipulation and management, conditioning the comportment, orchestrat-
ing the movement, and charting the itineraries of bodies within the space of
the stadium in such a way that “going with the flow” appears to be a matter of
individual volition.

In many Disneyfied stadiums, the large-screen video display is incorpo-
rated into a larger, more elaborate, and increasingly ornate scoreboard ensem-
ble. Once conceived and received as a simple and straightforward alphanu-
meric display, possessing an equally simple and straightforward informational
function, the scoreboard has become an attraction unto itself. Journalist Jeff
Houck describes the situation at Comerica Park in Detroit:

In what seems like a Cold War-style escalation among professional teams, the
Tigers have their own larger-than-life scoreboard in left-center field. There are
three components to the 202-foot wide structure: a full motion color video
screen, a black-and-white board for the linescore and statistics and a color ma-
trix board for messages and graphics. The scoreboard, the largest in baseball, is
hooked up to a $1.2 million control room. The Tigers can show replays, create
their own graphics, show fans in the stands and synchronize the boards with the
sound speakers, lighting and a computer-controlled water fountain that sends

choreographed jets of colored water 120 feet into the air.55

“Designed as both a visually dynamic form and a piece of ‘performance sculp-
ture,”” the scoreboard at Miami’s AmericanAirlines Arena has been touted as
“a new icon for the city”:56

A central feature of the bowl is the scoreboard; as much artwork as information
provider, this Medusa-like anemone—appropriately named “Turn Up the
Heat,” flashes, changes colors and appears to explode, emitting smoke and fir-
ing off pyrotechnics. The tentacles support scoreboards, LED screens and
strobelights and are the creation of artist Christopher Janney. . . . The Medusa is
also interactive—fans will be able to affect the pulse and brightness of the light-

ing by increasing the volume of their cheers.57

At the MCI Center, the scoreboard converts spectatorial subjectivity into its
own specular object, commemorating it and commodifying it at the same time:

Mounted on the scoreboard is a digital photo image system. . .. With this system
a photo of every spectator in the arena will be taken and sent to a processing
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system which combines them with replicas of the event ticket and either a lim-
ited edition photo of a famed athlete or a panoramic shot of the event itself.
Though each photo is of a block of seats rather than an individual, the blocks
are small enough so that each spectator can be seen clearly. Because they are
taken digitally, they can be sold during the event itself through vendors visiting

each section of seats.58

Whether owing to its mediatization (video screens, matrix boards, digital cam-
eras), its aestheticization (“choreographed,” “sculpture,” “artwork”), its spec-
tacularization (hydraulics, pyrotechnics, stroboscopics), or some combination
thereof, the state-of-the-art scoreboard contributes to the Disneyfication of
the stadium by providing the sports spectator another source of perceptual
pleasure as well as another incentive to programmed participation.

As with other artifacts and applications of electronic exhibitionism (home-
made videos, reality-TV shows, personal webcams), the MCI Center’s score-
board entices audiences to enjoy the production and products of self-exposure
and spontaneous celebrity, to delight in the actions and projections of their
own likenesses, to objectify the virtual performativity and, finally, the very fac-
ticity of their own iconicity. Of course, it also dramatizes, and in effect domes-
ticates, the panoptic dimensions of the Disneyfied stadium, as such self-
exposure forms the smiling face of surveillance. Although in the Disneyfied
stadium, as in nearly all places of mass public and semipublic assembly in
technologized societies, cameras are trained on bodies and physiognomies
more for crowd control (closed-circuit surveillance) and, increasingly, for bio-
metric identification (cybernetic surveillance) than for audience amusement,
these strategies of power are complementary, not contradictory.5? The slippery
reversibility and constitutive reciprocality of self-exposure and surveillance,
the automatic photographic capture of “every spectator in the arena” for fun,
for sale, and for identification, is neither ironical nor paradoxical. Rather, it
embodies the dual nature of what Tony Bennett calls “the exhibitionary com-
plex.” For Bennett, the peculiarity of the exhibitionary complex as a political
rationality and disciplinary apparatus—that is, as an ensemble of power/
knowledge relations and techniques—consists in the way it imbricates the
principles of the panopticon with those of the panorama, forming a machin-

ery of vision that regulates spectator-subjects by rendering them visible to

themselves, “by making the crowd itself the ultimate spectacle.”60 Gridded
with countless, crisscrossing lines of observation, inspection, and detection,
shot through with intersecting and overlapping planes of performance, with
kaleidoscopic, constantly shifting sights and screenings, the Disneyfied sta-
dium plays to both the panoptic and the panoramic impulses of contemporary
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stadiumgoers by playing up and playing out the vertiginous possibilities of
seeing, being seen, seeing oneself seeing, and secing oneself being seen.

Amenities and Appearances

Unlike its architectural antecedents, which, by and large, were no-frills affairs,
the Disneyfied stadium offers amenities galore. Consider the recent regeneration
of the stadium concession stand. Prior to the late 1980s, concession stands tradi-
tionally served fast-food fixes: hot dogs and hamburgers, roasted peanuts and

_ soft pretzels, domestic beer and soda pop. Since then, however, the quantity and

“quality” of menu items, like the prices affixed to them, have increased sharply,
as have the quantity and “quality” of concession stands themselves. To be sure,
concession stands now offer a veritable cornucopia of foods and beverages, in-
cluding (depending on the venue) deli sandwiches, Caesar salads, fajitas, turkey
bratwursts, imported ales, burritos, frozen yogurt, pasta primavera, chardonnay,
fruit smoothies, chicken wings, sushi, veggie dogs, jalapeno sausages, cheese-
cake, fish tacos, egg rolls, cappuccino, baked potatoes, crab cakes, microbrews,
bison burgers, clam chowder, pierogies, meatball subs, and shrimp cocktail.
According to journalist Janice Matsumoto,

Even though hot dogs, nachos, popcorn and beer are perennial ballpark favor-
ites, guests want choices, and are willing to pay for that privilege. “Customer ex-
pectations have been raised so high for the entire industry that when they go to
a stadium, their idea is, if we’re going to pay that much to see a game, the food
had better match up,” says Carmen Torzon, vice president of operations for
Spartanburg, S.C.-based Volume Services America. “Customers want variety

and the ability to buy high-end food.”61

On the one hand, the Disneyfied stadium’s eclectic (and comparatively exotic)
eatables, like its adjacent attractions, demonstrate a dual commitment: to a
particular marketing methodology, in which the diversification of goods and
services is valorized in the name of consumer choice, and to a no less particu-
lar affective ambiance, in which, to quote Liza Cartmell, an executive of a
company that oversees dining and retail operations in thirteen major-league
baseball stadiums, “off-the-field fun—including new and innovative food—is
part of the overall experience.”62 On the other hand, if, as Sharon Zukin con-
tends, “Gourmet food —specifically, the kind of reflexive consumption beyond
the level of need that used to be called gastronomy—suggests an organization
of consumption structurally similar to the deep palate of gentrification,” then
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the appreciable “upscaling” of stadium cuisine marks a historic shift in the cul-
tural politics and socioeconomic relations of spectator sports, much as the
Disneyfication of downtown marks a historic shift in the cultural politics and
socioeconomic relations of the city.63

In addition to dishing up all manner of fashionable fare, the Disneyfied
stadium’s concession stands (and concourses) come equipped with promi-
nently placed television monitors tuned to the “live” sporting event, so that
queuing (or ambling) customers need not worry about missing a moment of
the action. Here we glimpse yet another means by which the Disneyfied sta-
dium renders seductive the prospect of circumambulatory consumption: the
pervasion of real-time representations of the game throughout the concessions
and concourses (“Blink your eyes and you might think you're at Circuit City,”
quips journalist Kevin Paul Dupont) means that the usual disincentive to leav-
ing one’s seat is virtually nullified —nullified, in fact, through virtualization.64
In many Disneyfied stadiums, moreover, an auditory version of this amenity
can be found in the restrooms, where ceiling speakers transmit the local radio
broadcast of the game.

The restrooms are noteworthy for other reasons as well. Pre-Disneyfied sta-
diums, like other public and semipublic facilities built before the 1980s, con-
tained an equal number of men’s and women’s restrooms (and often not
enough of either). The Disneyfied stadium, by contrast, contains between
twice and thrice as many women’s restrooms as men’s (and more of each), ex-
emplifying an eagerness to accommodate the practical needs of women, much
as the presence of diaper-changing tables, in men’s and women’s restrooms, ex-
emplifies an eagerness to do the same for families with young children. Dennis
Robinson, executive vice president and chief operating officer for business op-
erations of the New Jersey Sports and Exposition Authority, comments on the
received relationship between hygienic norms, culinary niceties, and what base-
ball historian Brian J. Neilson refers to as “the feminization—or at least gender
neutralization —of previously ‘male’ spaces” such as the sports stadium:65

Bathrooms are an issue we deal with every day. We have a commitment from
the president on down about the bathrooms in our places [sports venues]. We
installed changing tables in the bathrooms, we've put more stalls in there, we
have conveniences, we have attendants in our bathrooms throughout every
event; they are constantly cleaned during every event. . . . We have a commit-
ment to the needs of women. We have also increased the variety of items that
are in the concession stands. Now you have grilled chicken sandwiches, you
don't have just the pizza and the beer and the popcorn. We have salads that you
can take to your seats. These types of things appeal particularly to women.
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Traditionally, I guess, these spaces have been coded as male, but as more and
more women become more and more interested in sports, people like us are

going to move more and more to appeal to them.66

In contrast to earlier generations of stadiums, which functioned primarily as
“men’s cultural centers,” and in conformity with the Disney theme parks,
where the nuclear family is ritualistically reaffirmed (in the form of the family
vacation) and ideologically enshrined (in the service of turning a profit), the
Disneyfied stadium, as Robinson’s remarks illustrate, calculatedly caters to the
cultural priorities and preferences of conventional middle-class families.67
The middle-class family, however, is not the only demographic group the
Disneyfied stadium targets. Although it first appeared in the 1960s, the sky-
box—an amenity-intensive, spatially partitioned, and socially segregated lux-
ury suite for corporate executives and wealthy season-ticket holders—did not
become an obligatory aspect of stadium architecture until the 1980s. Since
then, the skybox has replicated with virulent efficiency. Besides incorporating
multiple tiers of luxury suites, the Disneyfied stadium allocates several sec-
tions of lavishly appointed “premium seats” for privileged patrons, who, like
the skybox set, can afford to pay handsomely for creature comforts and con-
veniences.68 Interestingly, it is not so much their nearness to the playing field
that makes luxury suites and premium seats desirable (they are, in fact, rela-
tively removed from the action), but rather the sorts of services they tender,
most of which involve the use of new media technologies. At the Xcel Energy
Center in St. Paul, Minnesota, “interactive flat-panel computer screens [and]
high-speed data hookups” enable skybox occupants to access “game-day pre-
views, stats, player profiles and league highlights . . . with the click of a
mouse.”69 Meanwhile, at New York City’s recently refurbished Madison

Square Garden,

fans in one of 557 ChoiceSeats installed [in 1999] can tap a computer screen in
front of their seats and order food for delivery . . . call up photos, scouting re-
ports and statistics for any player, see a graphical representation of the position,
type and speed of every play, view replays from different camera angles, follow
scores of other games and even watch the regular live TV broadcast of the game
in front of them—just like at home. If they choose, fans in the smart seats can

shop for official team merchandise, vote for All-Star selections and play a trivia

game or bingo.70

And each luxury suite at General Motors Place in Vancouver furnishes two tele-
vision monitors capable of receiving seventy-seven channels, some of which
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carry “dry feeds” (unedited signals) from the stadium’s own dedicated cameras,
allowing suite holders to view the sporting event from various vantage points.”!

Once again the Disneyfied stadium confronts us with the appearance of
heterogeneous plenitude: more and different things to do, more and different
things to engage, more and different things (and ways) to watch. In the latter
case, significantly, the appearance of heterogeneous plenitude is synonymous
with the plenitude of heterogeneous appearances. Insofar as they are involved
in the endless reproduction of apparent abundance—in the inexorable flow of
visual representations, in the split-second stream of statistical data—luxury
suites and premium seats are functionally akin to the large-scale video display.
But whereas the large-screen video display offers sports spectators an ever-
renewing choice between immediate and mediated views of the game, the
aptly named ChoiceSeats (and other brands of “smart seats”) offer the fortu-
nate few a seemingly infinite range of iconographic and informational op-
tions—including, paradoxically, the “option” to work.

Indeed, for many skybox occupants, the game is but a backdrop for busi-
ness, a curious state of affairs that instantiates Sorkin’s compelling claim: “One
of the main effects of Disneyfication is the substitution of recreation for work,
the production of leisure according to the routines of industry. Now, one of
the products of postindustrialism is not simply the liberation of vast amounts
of problematic leisure time, it’s the reinvention of labor as spectacle” —and, it
might be added, of spectacle as labor.72 Replete with the latest information
and communication technologies—laptop computers, broadband Internet
connections, fax machines, laser printers, multimedia jacks, flatbed scanners,
even videoconferencing equipment— the Disneyfied stadium’s luxury suites
serve as an “office away from the office” for the movers and shakers of corpo-

rate capital, a Janus-faced place where elite executives and middle managers ~

can, or must, labor amid the trappings of leisure, and vice versa.73 If, as Neil-
son suggests, structural alterations and technical innovations such as flood-
lights, artificial turf, domed roofs, and, most recently, retractable roofs signify
the technorationalist desire to condition and control the natural surroundings
in spectator sports, then the skybox signifies and reifies the technocapitalist
desire to do the same for the social surroundings.74 But today the skybox sig-
nifies—and stages—something else as well: the corporate class’s celebration
and fetishization of its own technologization, and of the global reach—any-
where, anytime, in an instant—such technologization affords. In the cultural
economy of the Disneyfied stadium, social status and monetary muscle are
measured and expressed less in terms of physical proximity and presence (the
ability to obtain front-row seats) and more in terms of visual mastery and vir-
tual mobility (the authority to access luxury-suite technologies).
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Conclusion
According to Max Frankel, Disney World

demonstrates that it's not Mickey’s message that brings the crowds. It is the
wondrous technology by which the Disney inventors charm and frighten, de-
light and transport. The kids who are flown to Orlando’s plantation of fantasy
may still heed the story lines of the rides and exhibits. But the adults who spend
ayears savings on the journey worship the technology itself, the magical anima-
tions and animatronics that bring robots to life and turn life into a multimedia

performance.”5

The Disney theme parks, like the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
world’s fairs and international expositions on which they were principally
modeled, pinned the promise of an American utopia on the machines of mod-
ern industry, those quintessential emblems and supposed agents of technical
and scientific advancement, of economic efficiency and abundance, of social
progress and civilization. The Disneyfied stadium, like the socially, spatially,
and economically restructured city in which it is situated and on which it de-
pends, renews and revises that promise, tethering the dream of the good life to
the consumption of high-tech amusements and amenities, and to the com-
mand and control of information capital—one a middle-class compulsion,
one a corporate-class megalomania, both putative testaments to the greater
glory of the postindustrial economy.
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