
Theme Park Theory 
Instructor: Kirk Pearson (kirk.pearson@oberlin.edu) 
Meeting Times: TBD (1.5 hours/week plus 10-40 minutes for weekly reading) !
"This is the beginning of an entirely new form of art and entertainment which will eventually take 
its place beside the theater, opera and motion pictures."  

-Walt Disney at the 1964 World's Fair !
“Theme Park Theory" is a course about how theme parks convey narrative, and how themed 
design has influenced global popular culture. During the semester, we will analyze the history 
and theory behind some of the world’s most famous themed spaces and relate their development 
to the large-scale historical movements that surrounded their production. Not only will students 
complete the course with a considerable knowledge of design and narrative theory, but will better 
understand the artistic importance of theme parks, and why a study of media is culturally vital. 

!
Homework: One or two readings will be assigned each week. You will be expected to reserve 10 
to 40 minutes to read and understand them well. You will also be asked to send a related 
comment or discussion question to the instructor before class every week, which will help 
determine your class grade. !
Midterm: Classes 6-12 will not be a traditional lecture, but a conversation about the week’s 
topic led by students. For the week you are assigned, your group will prepare a set of questions, 
along with a small collection of 3-4 pieces of related media (videos, pieces of art, etc.) for us to 
discuss. Expect the conversation to last at least fifty minutes. 
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Final: Complete a project or presentation of your choosing that shows what you have learned in 
this course. You have a variety of options here— listed are just a few ideas: 
 • Develop an attraction idea, draw a schematic, and present your creative process. 
 • Write a short thesis on an element of themed design you find particularly interesting. 
 • Make a presentation that critiques an example of themed design you find noteworthy. !
In addition to completing the project, you will present your ideas in our final class discussion. !
Attendance Policy: Students are allowed two unexcused absences. Any more will result in a 
grade of “NP.” !
Week 1: Theme Parks and 
Diegetic Narrative 
Reading (Before Class): TBD 
• What is a theme park 

medium and how does it 
work? 

• What sets a theme park apart 
from any other space? 

• What is a narrative? What 
roles can visitors play in a 
theme park narrative? 

• How does themed design 
further a diegetic narrative? !!

Week 2: How do Theme Parks Use Culture? 
Reading (Before Class): FoxxFurr, “Elements of Themed Design,” Kay, “The Definition of 
Story” 10-15 Minutes 
• What are the aesthetic tools used in developing a theme park? 
• How is culture an aesthetic tool? 
• How did WWII change theme park aestheticism, and how can we read post-WWII theming? 
• What is Gesamkunstwerk, and how do theme park narratives incorporate it? 
• Between a wild west, futuristic spaceport, equatorial jungle, and fairy tale castle, what is 

Disneyland’s theme? And why does it matter? !
Week 3: Data Structures as Narrative Structures 
Reading (Before Class): FoxxFur, “Fire in the Night: The Pre-Eminent Attraction-as-Art” 30-40 
Minutes 
• How can we make narratives immersive? 
• What is Freytag's pyramid, and in what ways have narratives become reliant on it? 
• How is the narrative of Pirates of the Caribbean different from the narrative of a carousel?  
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• From this, can we infer narratives for other themed spaces (Yad Vashem, The Lisbon 
Aquarium, The Allen Memorial Art Museum)?  !!

Week 4: Building a Tactile 
Narrative 
Reading (Before Class): Kay, 
“Forensic Stories,” Coons, 
“Wayfinding in Themed Design” 
10 Minutes 
• Can we build a vocabulary to 

talk about how an attraction uses 
space? 

• What is wayfinding, and how is 
it used? 

• What is a forensic story and how 
does it play with our sense of 
second-person narrative? !!

Week 5: A Short History of Spaces 
Reading (Before Class): Coons, “The Historical Development of Themed Space: The History of 
the Dark Ride,” Kay, “How to Adapt a Movie into a Theme Park Ride” 25 Minutes 
• When and where did the notion of themed design begin, and how has it been shaped over the 

course of world history? 
• How have notions of escapism changed over time, especially as related to dark ride theming? 
• In what ways do we currently design spaces (in and out of “theme parks”) that reflect life in 

2016? !
Week 6: Theme Parks and Nationalism 
Reading (Before Class): Steiner, “Frontierland as Tomorrowland: Walt Disney and the 
Architectural Packaging of the Mythic West” 20 Minutes 
• How do theme parks change our perceptions of history? 
• How can themed design represent its country of origin?  
• How can a theme park be responsible for creating a sense of national mythology? 
• How can Disney’s Frontierland be read as an allegorical map of the American west? !
______________________________________________________________________________ !
Week 6.5: Field Trip to Chippewa Lake (Optional) 
This weekend, we will visit an abandoned theme park located in Medina, OH and discuss the 
reasons for its heyday and eventual closure.  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Week 7: The Mid-Century 
Theme Park Boom 
Reading (Before Class): Clavé, 
“The Global Theme Park 
Industry” 30 Minutes 
• What developments from the 60s 
and 70s led to a larger theme park 
industry? 
• How did aesthetic changes 
follow suit during the same 
period? 
• How do these changes change 
the position and importance of 
themed spaces? !

Week 8: The Modernity Crisis: Theme Parks and Futurism 
Reading (Before Class): FoxxFur, “The Tomorrowland Problem” 15 Minutes 
•  What is the role of futurism in themed design? 
•  How do we choose to represent abstract notions of “progress” and “betterment?” 
•  What led to the popularity of futurist design? How did it change? !

Week 9: Adventureland and 
Post-Colonialism 
Reading (Before Class): Younger, 
“The Art of Attraction Names - 
Parts I and II” 25 Minutes 
• What tropes can we ascribe to 
the “adventure” genre? 
• How has the notion of 
“adventure” changed over time? 
• Is the resulting Adventureland 
image one that is justified, or one 
that is problematic?  !

Week 10: The World’s Fair and Nationalism 
Reading (Before Class): Nelson, “Walt Disney's EPCOT and the World's Fair Performance 
Tradition” 25 Minutes 
• Why did World’s Fairs begin, and what led to their importance? 
• How have World’s Fairs typically represented other cultures? What are some potential 

problems with this model? 
• Why has the World’s Fair been such an important cultural cornerstone of the past two 

centuries? 
• Where are the World’s Fairs today, and what historically led to that change? 
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______________________________________________________________________________ !
At the beginning of Week 11, I’ll ask for a short proposal (one paragraph) of your final project. 
Please have it prepared so we can read them in class.  
______________________________________________________________________________ !
Week 11: How do Cultures use Theme Parks? 
Reading (Before Class): Bukatman, “There's Always Tomorrowland: Disney and the 
Hypercinematic Experience” 30 Minutes 
• What is hyperreality and how do theme parks embody it? 
• How might theme parks have contorted history to build a surrogate America? 
• How can we use theme park theory to view the design of airports, shopping malls, or 

museums?  !
Week 12: Theme Park Theory in Modern America 
Reading (Before Class): FoxxFur, “Walt Disney's America” (Parts I-II) 25 Minutes 
• What ideals was Disneyland founded on, and how does it support and refute these? 
• What are the implications of exporting Disneyland? How does the Disney identity change in 

Japan, France, or China? 
• How have theme parks changed our relationship with space?  
• What aspects of modern American culture can we potentially see as an outgrowth of themed 

design over the past century? !
Week 13: Final Presentation Session and Discussion 
______________________________________________________________________________ !
Your final project must be sent to the instructor by the final class. Any student without a 
submitted project by the beginning of finals period will be given a grade of “NP.” 
______________________________________________________________________________
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