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In his Life of Forms in Art (1934) Henri Focillon understands form in art as an entity that was not 
necessarily limited to the constraints of time or specific historical periods. Quoting a political tract 
from Balzac he stated that “everything is form and life itself is form”1. For Focillon, formal patterns in 
art are in perpetual states of motion, being specific to time but also spanning across it. 2He states: 
“Form may, it is true, become formula and canon; in other words, it may be abruptly frozen into a 
normative type. But form is primarily a mobile life in a changing world. Its metamorphoses endlessly 
begin anew…”3. While the historical baroque has traditionally been contained within the rough 
temporal confines of the C17th, to paraphrase Focillon, what I’ll be suggesting is that baroque form 
has dynamically and consistently made its presence felt across the centuries, sometimes with 
greater intensity than others, and it’s these eruptions of intensity that fascinate me. In this paper, it’s 
the metamorphic states that the baroque underwent in the 1920s-30s and 1990s-2000s that will 
concern me, particularly as related to the construction of entertainment spaces.  And I’d like to 
especially focus on a theme often associated with baroque culture of the C17th – namely, the 
concept of teatrum mundi or theatre of the world.  
 
Emerging in the mid C20th – when Disneyland opened its doors in 1955 – the theme park created 
astounding trompe l’oeil effects that ‘collapsed the frame’ by appearing to extend the fictional world 
into our own as, for example, occurred in the illusionist worlds devised by Andrea Pozzo for the 
vault of the Church of S.Ignazio in Rome in the late C17th. However, in theme park illusions we no 
longer merely view a trompe l’oeil effect from a distance. We now enter the spectacle becoming 
part of the effect. Media boundaries became porous and we interact with all of them: art, 
architecture, painting, sculpture, hydraulics, robotics, engineering, pyrotechnics and music. 
Reflecting what Deleuze has called the unity of the arts, all media work in unison to produce a 
networked environment that conjures wondrous spaces that both perform for the audience and 
which are for performing within. Theme park spaces present themselves as microcosmic universes, 
and, above all, they play on the baroque concept of “great theatre of the world” – where the world 
and theatre, reality and performance blur. In the case of the C17th baroque, this was perhaps 
observed in most invasive terms in the theatre. Themes drawing on the mythological or historical 
became excuses for grand displays of interactive and immersive spectacle where theatre met life 
and life met theatre, as performance and reality folded into one another. Bernini, for example, was 
concerned with exploring this theme of abolishing “the distinction between life and theatre”4. In 
addition to staged, multi-media spectacles like the Ecstasy of St Teresa, his production of Mars and 
Mercury (performed to inaugurate the Teatro Farnese in Parma in 1628), spilled off the stage and 
into the pit. The whole performance concluded with the pit being completely flooded, while the 
combat between soldiers ruptured the stage boundaries to enter the space of the auditorium, 
immersing the audience in the performance. 
 
Significantly, the baroque delight in spectacle as theatre invited the entry of theatre into the social 
realm. Most famously, public spaces like those of the Piazza del Popolo and its twin churches, 
Santa Maria dei Miracoli (1681) and Santa Maria in Montesanto (1679), which were begun by Carlo 
Rainaldi and completed by Bernini and Carlo Fontana, not only define the points at which the 3 
streets – via Del Corso, via del Babuino and via di Ripetta – branch off, but they do so in a 
deliberately theatrical way that transforms the city’s architecture into a stage set. Here, the piazza 
becomes the space of the audience that views the spectacle before them, but more importantly, it’s 
the space that invites the breakdown between the two realms. Stage and auditorium now become 
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one, fluidly spilling into each other, and performance and reality mingle and generate event places 
marked by spectacle and performance.   
  
The grand baroque palaces, churches, and piazzas stood as monuments to the grandeur of their 
aristocratic patrons. In the C20th and C21st, it is entertainment environments that stand as 
monuments to corporate conglomerates such as Universal Studios, Warner Brothers and the 
Disney Corporation - and the masses who inhabit these worlds. Film and entertainment culture 
have appropriated the tropes and modes of engagement taken from pre-C20th high culture 
architectural traditions of the Church and aristocracy.  
 
But rather than focusing of the theme park, I will turn instead to one of the forms that impacted on 
the theme park (the picture palace), and in turn, an emerging urban space (typified by the designs 
known and Urban Entertainment Destinations) that expanded the theme park and its sense of 
performance and theatre into the wider social realm.  Early cinema of the 1890s up until the mid 
1910s inherited a great deal from this rich visual culture, including its baroque fascination with 
technological performance that was imbued with ambivalence. Film could illusionistically bring into 
being fantastic worlds (such as those conjured by George Melies in his films), and yet, this 
technology of wonder was very much a product of science and the rational. Up until this point in film 
history, however, unlike Bernini’s St Teresa or Pozzo’s S.Ignazio ceiling, film lacked the baroque 
spatial context of the church, palace or piazza. 
 
The Show Starts on the Sidewalk 
 
In the United States, it was the young film industry that began a love affair with baroque flair and 
monumentality and introduced it into the public sphere. Aside from the mise en scene of grand 
Hollywood epics like Intolerance (Griffith 1926); Queen Kelly (von Stroheim 1928) and Cecil B. De 
Mille’s Ben Hur and Ten Commandments - - which  reiterated the spectacular grandeur of baroque 
style5, the sets and production began to spill into the space of the city. The “visual richness of film 
culture” and the success of the star system by the 1920s shifted the cinema’s evocation of fantasy 
and glamour off the screen and into the private lives of its stars and the public sphere they 
inhabited6. Film culture nurtured an environment that allowed baroque form to infiltrate the space of 
the city. A baroque opulence the likes of which had never been seen since the 17th and 18th 
centuries soon exploded and, what came to be known as the ‘Hollywood Style’ emerged.  
 
Aside from the new Hollywood homes of the movie moguls and film stars, which explicitly imitated 
the seventeenth century palazzi of European aristocrats and monarchs, it was the emergence of the 
new picture palaces that brought a truly baroque aesthetic to city life in the western world. The new 
monarchs were now the movie stars and film moguls, and they asserted their power and ethereal-
like aura through a baroque visual splendour evident not only in their palatial abodes but in the 
public spaces of worship that were created for their audiences. To paraphrase the architect S. 
Charles Lee – who designed over 400 picture palaces - “The show now started on the sidewalk”7. 
To go to the movies meant to invest in an entire immersive performance. Here was the new religion 
– spaces that evoked alternate and fantastic realities that were offered both by film technology and 
by its new palaces for the people. These were places of rapture and intensity where audiences 
could leave the ordinary behind them. 
 
The previous baroque theatres, piazzas, churches and palaces that were designed as exuberant 
performance spaces that existed for the whim of aristocrats, royalty, clerics and the private elite, 
and which relied on visual effects to delight audiences were transformed into transformed palaces 
and churches for the masses in the early C20th. And the themes of religion and empowerment that 
were so familiar to the C17th made a return. Capped by huge electric signs that radiated their titles 
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like giant beacons, they became symbols of a new cosmopolitan and consumer confidence and 
sophistication. Key architects who specialized in and were commissioned to design the new 
palaces for the large chains (Paramount, Loews, Fox) included John Eberson, Rapp & Rapp, 
Thomas Lamb, and Charles Lee. 
 
The architect John Eberson created ‘atmospheric theatres’ that included the Tampa Theater in 
Florida. In mid-20s he devised the ‘stars and clouds’ formula, which was an example of a device 
used in his atmospheric theatres, he simulated outdoor settings and the conventional seating space 
of the auditorium seemed to open up to a ‘sky’ that was lit by pin point star lights8 – an effect that 
would do any designer of the contemporary Las Vegas casinos proud. Many proclaimed that they’d 
created democratic spaces of leisure, and John Eberson said: “Here we find ourselves today 
creating and building super-cinemas of enormous capacities excelling in splendor, in luxury, and in 
furnishings of the most palatial homes of princes and crowned kings for and on behalf of His 
Excellency – the American Citizen”9. 
 
Responding to the opening of the Fox theatre in San Francisco (which was destroyed in 1963), and 
advertisement proclaimed:  
  

What have you heard about the new Fox theatre?... whatever you’ve heard – there is a 
thousand times more to find within its doors. As you pass through the great entrance into the 
vast foyer of magnificence, you feel like exclaiming: ‘Is this a theater or the palace of a king?’ 
All worry vanishes and life becomes a dream of dazzling beauty, glorious colors, intoxicating 
music and motion pictures that make the minutes fly like seconds. Wander through these 
spacious halls and beautiful lounges. Listen to the music in the grand hall, where your feet 
rest in luxury upon rugs as lovely as rare museum fabrics. King Louis XVI enjoyed no finer, 
and it is yours, for today, form tomorrow, next week. Come, be king for a day!”10  

 
 

Figure 1: The Weekly Review of 1927 advertising the New York Roxy 
as “The Cathedral of Motion Pictures”. 

 
 
 
It was the entrepreneur Samuel L. Rothapfel, better known 
as ‘Roxy’, who would have a dramatic impact on the 
artifice of theatre design. At the time of its opening in 
1927, the Roxy in NY (a 6000 seater designed by Walter 
Ahlschlager at a cost of $12 million) was hailed in an 
advertisement in the Weekly Review as the “Cathedral of 
Motion Pictures” (figure 1). 11 The sacred and wondrous 
imagery and terminology of the baroque had returned. 
Whether palaces or cathedrals, these were the new 
temples of entertainment. 
 
Baroque spectacle speaks directly to the viewer through 
what Deleuze calls the “seduction of their senses”, and 
this was especially a driving force during this era of the 
picture palace. The illusions produced in these spaces 

would try to engage as many of the senses as possible in their attempts to captivate their 
audiences. For example, Roxy’s Rivoli of 1918 in New York, which opened with the premiere of 
Douglas Fairbanks’ A Modern Musketeer, was noted as revolutionizing the motion picture industry. 
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In addition to the 50 piece orchestra that played live music before and during the film, it included 
colour symphonies that lit every area of the interior – from floor to dome – and lamps that were 
masked and could fill the auditorium with an array of colours. But in addition to assaulting and 
overwhelming the audience with stimulants of sight and sound (and taste in food and drinks that 
were also available), Roxy also introduced smell. Roxy invented a new compressor machine that 
operated in connection with an intricate system of atomizers. The Motion Picture News of 1918 
stated that any   
 

…delicate odor can be wafted to any part of the house, such as incense for oriental scenes, 
clover and new mown hay when the setting reveals a country landscape at dusk, or any of the 
myriads of other combinations that may be suggested by the pictures being shown. Tentative 
experiments with perfume at the Rialto led to the installation of the fine new plant which 
promises a permanent innovation in pictures.12  

 
The Los Angeles Theatre was S. Charles Lee’s Versailles in miniature. It opened on January 30, 
1931 when it premiered Charlie Chaplin’s City Lights. It had 2,200 seats and belongs to his “motion 
picture baroque period”.13 The theatre included: electric indicators that could monitor available 
seats; floor lights to guide patrons; sound proofed crying rooms for babies that shielded patrons 
from the noise; and ladies rooms with 16 private compartments and a periscope-like prism that 
showed the film on a second screen in the bathroom.  
 
While the experiential properties of these spaces evoked wonder, pleasure and an assault on the 
senses that conjured a quasi-spiritual experience akin to standing in front of the baldacchino in  St. 
Peter’s Basilica, on the level of effect, the audience marvelled at the level of skill required to 
produce these architectural visions. In fact, picture palaces – while deliberately revisiting past 
architectural styles were examples of the latest in cutting edge technology and engineering.  
Relying on another baroque trait, these enormous structures were incredible virtuoso feats of 
modern engineering and high end technology. In addition to their massive steel structures, the 
picture palaces were contemporary showcases for the possibilities of electricity. Thousands of lights 
lit the building exteriors making the buildings look like magical, otherworldly places that would 
transport visitors beyond the everyday. On the interior, thousands of lights provided sophisticated 
effects and mood lighting (one of the Warner Brothers cinemas, for example, had over 25,000 light 
contacts) and electricity also powered the new electric lifts and the massive refrigeration plants that 
provided the new innovations of air conditioning into the cinemas14. The Great Depression that 
followed no longer made these large scale entertainment palaces and cathedrals feasible; 
thousands closed and were demolished in the 1960s and 70s to make way for parking lots and 
malls. But while they lasted, these cathedrals of the people created and maintained their deceptive 
fantasies that weaved the audience – even if briefly – into their magical worlds.  
  
The cinema has frequently returned to a baroque-aligned visuality intent on producing wondrous 
spectacles through technological means. The 1950s, for example, attempted to renew this 
obsession with collapsing the frame through more intense and invasive spectacles that were 
generated through the invention of new widescreen, 3D, surround sound and other invasive film 
technologies and entertainment spaces, but the socio economic conditions of the period would not 
allow this to flourish.15 In this instance it was the technology rather than the architectural 
environment that conjured astounding spectacle. However, the more intensive eruption of the 
baroque – one that’s become more pervasive and canonized than that of the picture palace era – 
has, I believe, returned during our own times. Our entertainment media and spaces have expanded 
our experience of the baroque in more far-reaching ways that are supported by an economic and 
cultural infrastructure.  
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The neo-baroque theatricalisation of space in our contemporary era is evident in so many examples 
of entertainment culture – special effects films, computer games, theme parks and the attractions 
they contain – but from the perspective of urban and architectural development this was to emerge 
in the mid-1990s. One of the key figures was the Los Angeles-based architect Jon Jerde.  
Approaching urban design as a director who orchestrated what he calls urban scripted spaces, he 
spear-headed what’s come to be known as ‘entertainment design’, or ‘urban entertainment 
destinations’. The creative and technical prowess of entertainment has escaped the cinema and 
extended far beyond the ‘sidewalk’ of the picture palace and now occupies a wider section of the 
urban sphere. Such ‘experience’ architecture blends environmental design, media technology and 
narrative to create what Jerde calls "event-places." These projects continue a Hollywood sfx 
tradition of making places that are designed to theatricalise experience and remove us from 
everyday life by appealing to visceral interests.  
 
Jerde is especially concerned with the way humankind has been disengaged from the whole by the 
effects of modern urban planning and design. He saw cities as ruptured, urban wastelands 
surrounded by rings of suburban sprawl – that led to the loss of the communal experience. But, he 
argued, the communal experience is a designable event.16 Whereas Rome or Tokyo took hundreds, 
even thousands' of years to ‘become’, Jerde believes that you can accelerate the process and 
create a film-set in which you can generate a community or, what he calls “instant worlds”. For 
Jerde (like Disney before him) when you design architecture you design an urban script that is a 
conscious creation of communal urbanism. For Jerde and the Jerde International group, the walls of 
Disney’s theme park have collapsed – so much so that Jerde approaches architectural design like a 
film maker. Reflecting many parallels with the bel composto or unity of arts typical of the baroque 
culture and arts of the C17th17, Jerde functions as director and the production relies on the “co-
creativity” of teams of professionals who, like the production of a blockbuster film, can include 
multiple companies (engineers, designers, landscapers, retail companies, special effects crews, 
etc). Functioning like a film set, the architecture creates a theatrical film space that understands 
community members as performers. Add to this the fact that the entire urban space is littered with 
multiple screens – huge, medium and tiny – line the streets: outside as billboards, inside shops, in 
cinemas, and on consumers themselves who come armed with mobile phones or pdas. Now, the 
social experience itself has become a performance. Jerde says: “we realized that the shopping 
center was the last place left where American communal life existed”18 and it was the mall that he 
revamped into a neo-baroque space.  
 
Horton Plaza in downtown San Diego (1985) revolutionized the mall typology as the first urban retail 
and entertainment environment of its kinds creating an urban space that resulted in the rejuvenation 
of an aging and unpopular city center.19 Horton Plaza is an urban place covering 4.5 million square 
meters.  The six-block district houses specialty shops and restaurants, a multiscreen cinema, hotel, 
office space and an outdoor performing arts theater. Explicitly theatrical, it took retail drama to a 
new level of fantasy and exuberance. Jerde called Horton Plaza an urban theme park and, as in a 
theme park, Jerde condensed and juxtaposed images of urbanity from across time and space. 
Horton Plaza reveals Jerde’s love of alluding to past architectural forms, in particular, the Italian hill 
town and Venetian, Tuscan and Oriental architectural motifs and designs. Through a virtuoso 
display of intertextual revision, which emphasizes the performance of the architect-artist, Jerde 
literally created a theatre of the world by bringing bits of the world (Tuscany, Venice, etc) into the 
urban entertainment destination’s microcosmic space.  
 
These spaces that evoke and bring together fragments from across the world become a source of 
sensory immersion: sights and sounds of architecture, media displays or a film/band; smells and 
tastes from food halls; and the touch and textural sensations conjured by food, mall sculptures, 
merchandise. Like the wunderkammer which contained the wonders of the world in microcosmic 
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form, the urban entertainment destination presents a similar theatre that is a virtuoso performance 
par excellence.  
 
While initially predominating in California in the 1990s, the descendants of Urban Entertainment 
Destinations have spread worldwide. Many of the top corporate architectural firms in the U.S. and 
internationally have moved into entertainment-based design in the 1990s and have in-house design 
teams that include movie companies and small design practices. The concept of designing a 
theatre of the world now has a complex economic infrastructure to maintain it. Universal CityWalk in 
Los Angeles was opened 1993-1994 and similarly presents Jerde’s tendency to generate a collage 
of images and iconic signs from cities of the world – in this case, the City of Los Angeles. In the 
process, these public spaces become staged performances of the city in micro form. Universal 
CityWalk emphasises one of the key principles of the entertainment destinations, and this is 
concerned with the strategic creation of an environment that evokes a multiplicity of experiences. 
Contained within the Universal City complex are the studio complex, Universal’s headquarter 
buildings, the Universal tour and theme park, a shopping district, hotels, restaurants and other food 
stops, entertainments that include the mega cinemaplex, and nightclubs – and each of these 
experiences, in turn, has its own unique sensory attack to deliver to its audience.  
 
The variety of retail and entertainment locations are woven together through the interconnection of 
each with a network of pedestrian ways and streets that follows and reinforce the image of the 
“village on the hill”, which he takes from past Italian designs Jerde has constructed a spectacular 
micropolis within the larger metropolis of Los Angeles whose theme is entertainment. Universal City 
is, in a sense, the play about Los Angeles, within the play about the larger city of Los Angeles. Here 
the architecture has become like a film production creating a space where the community members 
are the actors writing, what he calls, scripted spaces that have their pre-generated mise en scene. 
 
The picture palaces’ walls have collapsed, and the fantasies and magic they had to offer have 
become more integrated into the urban sphere. And like the picture palaces before them, the 
spectacles that these entertainment destinations often are technologically driven by the same 
technology required to create entertainment media like films, computer games, film sets and theme 
park attractions. Relying on the latest in cutting edge technology they seduce the actors/consumers 
who inhabit their spaces. This is clear to an extreme degree in Jerde’s redevelopment of the 
Fremont Street Experience in Las Vegas, Nevada (1995) epitomizes the links with Hollywood style 
spectacle and the multimedia experience. Encompassing four blocks of old Vegas city space, this 
mall is 600 meters in length, 30 meters wide and 30 meters high. The street blocks are unified by 
an enormous canopy – a sky parade of 2.1 million lights that are set into the Surface of the entire 
frame. Relying on 32 computers generate, the vaulted ceiling produces a film animated show that 
performs for viewers below several times a night. The 440,000-watt sound system and 160 
speakers adds to the impact of the spectacle above, adding further drama that astounds the crowd, 
making them gape in wonder. It seems only appropriate that the Freemont Experience vault has 
been nick-named ‘celestial vault'20. The Freemont Street experience brought to downtown Las 
Vegas an urban theatre and a new sensory experience that enacting, to cite Deleuze, a baroque 
seduction of the senses. 
 
Jerde has claimed that “As the world becomes more virtual, we reinforce the visceral. We use the 
language of the globe to reinforce primary relationships between humans” and “rich, experiential 
places that inspire and engage the human spirit”. Furthermore, he explains that “architects have, 
for the most part, been entranced by the static object to the detriment of the movable experience. 
What we do is design time”21. In the ‘celestial vault’ we feel this as we move, and as it moves; 
constructing our own stories of experience in the process, and editing our own views. Here, as in 
so many of these spaces, We replace both camera and actor as we navigate these 
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technologically staged spaces and, all the while, the cameras of surveillance stage yet another 
performance as they survey us in this layered spectacle that becomes a play within a play. 
 
Jerde International was also commissioned by Steve Wynn to design the Bellagio as the “world's 
finest hotel" and resort casino. The $1.9 billion Bellagio (which surrounds an eleven-acre, manmade 
lake on the former site of the legendary Dunes Hotel on the Strip in Las Vegas) opened in October 
1998 (and is now owned by MGM), but its most fantastic spectacle is found at the street level. 
Every fifteen minutes or half an hour, the audience is seduced to approach the man-made lake 
that’s situated in front of the hotel-casino. Here, waters erupt and dance before us to rhythms of 
Frank Sinatra’s “Lady Luck”, Gene Kelly’s “Singin’ in the Rain”, and Andrea Boccelli’s “Con te 
partiro”. The spectacle performs for us so that we may be seduced by its virtuosity and move 
beyond the street level to enter the theatre space of the casino (and become actors within) – a 
hotel-casino whose exterior is modelled on Italianate lake front villas, in particular, the villages 
surrounding Lake Como.  
 
In his thought-provoking book Wonder, the Rainbow, and the Aesthetics of Rare Experiences, Peter 
Fisher explores the wonder-evoking capacity of modernist art from Claude Monet to Jackson 
Pollock. In doing so, he travels a journey back to the C17th, a period filled with “rare experiences”. 
Drawing an important distinction between wonder and the sublime, he explains that both 
experiences are reliant on the visual, and on the “aesthetics of rare experiences” that are not 
common to the everyday.22 The sublime engages the senses in surprise, power and danger in the 
ultimate production of “the aestheticization of fear”, whereas wonder is involved in the 
aestheticization of delight and pleasure (2). For Fisher, the “aesthetics of wonder has to do with a 
border between sensation and thought, between aesthetics and science”23. He explains that the 
English definitions of the word “wonder” both signify interrogation (“I wonder why?”), therefore 
making up “the activity of sciences in so far as science is the power to notice and put in question, 
rather than the power to answer”, and exclamation, which retains the connection with curiosity but 
adds “the aesthetic sense of admiration, delight in the qualities of a thing”24.  
 
In both instances, Fisher draws attention to the thaumatological associations of the word, referring 
specifically to the “science of wonders and miracles” that populated wunderkammers and 
collections during the C16th and C17th. As Descartes had claimed in his Discourse on Method, 
wonder (l’admiration) emerges through our “relation to the visible world” where an “object must be 
unexpectedly, instantaneously seen for the first time”25. The pleasure in being confronted with the 
rare experience, and in feeling its impact sensorially is integral to our experience with these neo-
baroque spaces of technological and spectacular wonders, and the multiple view points and 
sensory experiences they offer, in turn, multiply the rare experience. The viewer shifts to an 
intellectual plane as the wondrous and quasi-mystical experience is placed under scrutiny and its 
mystery and secrets are pondered. Careri has argued that the effect of the bel composto on the 
viewer is one that creates a “montage consisting of a series of progressions or leaps from one 
componene of the composto to another”26 Each leap of vision creates a shift in the sensory 
perception of the spectator, as our position as viewer/consumer/locus of vision shifts to generate 
yet another viewpoint, in the process evoking alternate rare experiences that assert the virtuosity of 
the artist-architect and the centrality of the viewer’s performance.  
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