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REINVENTING
T H E T H E M E PA R K :
I N N O VAT I O N A N D
DESIGN LAUNCH
FA N TA S T I C I D E A S

THEME PARK
OF THE FUTUR

Given social distancing, theme
going to have to adapt and be d
but not necessarily worse. Her
a view of a theme park in the
near future, informed by
people in the know.

FLEXIBLE CREATIONS

Rather than installing rides and
exhibits that remain unchanged
for decades, parks could move towar
more disposable experiences that las
for weeks or months. Built as outdoo
attractions that necessitate people
exploring them one at a time, they’d
promote safety, and they could be
more reflective of the moment.

By Robert Morast

D

Disneyland opened to the public at 10 a.m. July 18, 1955, under a sunny Southern California sky. And, if you
look at the photos from that day, the scene was what you’d expect: collections of kids — boys with cropped
hair and dark rimmed glasses, girls with dresses colored in summery pastels — sprinting through the Ana
heim property, their excitement pulling them to magic castles and teacup rides and to a space port with
men dressed in spacesuits, years before the first manned space flight. There are so many smiles. ¶ This is
the Disneyland narrative we’ve been raised on, that the Happiest Place on Earth was created as a fantasti
cal Xanadu where kids’ dreams could be realized. Where their glee could be amplified. And it’s not wrong.
There’s a reason it’s called the Magic Kingdom.
But the first customer to step
inside Disneyland wasn’t a child.
David McPherson was a 22yearold
college student who drove his mo
torbike through the darkness of a
new day to plant himself in line at 2
a.m. By the time the gates opened, a
reported 6,000 people trailed Mc
Pherson. Many of them were adults.
Many of them were waiting to walk
into the future.
This is the overlooked legacy of
Disneyland. Yes, Walt Disney want
ed to construct a theme park where
kids could interact with the various
animated creatures in the Disney
film portfolio. But he also was build
ing a vision of what he wanted
America to become: a multicultural
society sewn together with uplifting
music and friendly faces, a problem
free land where technology and
invention eased our daily lives, a
nation that dared to dream about
the promise of tomorrow. Literally, a
Tomorrowland.
In so many ways, Disneyland
became an exemplar of American
exceptionalism, a testament to the
idea that the United States was able
to build things no other country
could contemplate, that we could
create a lifestyle better than what we
were expecting. As Disneyland sits
empty, closed to the public because
of the pandemic, some people are
asking why it can’t be open, why
this iconic California experience
can’t give us back some sense of
normalcy during a very abnormal
time. But the better question might
be, “Can Disneyland once again
provide a better vision of tomor
row?”

***

Imagine walking into an amuse
ment park and being greeted by a
holographic tour guide. Let’s call
him Buddy. He’s projected from a
device fit around your wrist, and
communicates with the GPS system
and the park’s app in your phone.
Wherever you go, Buddy leads,
explaining, for instance, the history
of a given roller coaster as you walk
onto its loading ramp. He knows the
entire park, each square inch of
space, so you’ll never be lost. During
the rides, he’s seated next to you. He
screams when you scream. He
makes a funny face exactly when
that camera captures your most
uncomfortable moment. And when
you’re done, he asks what you want
to do next.
But, maybe most importantly,
Buddy ensures you’re always where

“This (pandemic) is
re-exploring the whole
story of getting people
online and connected.
It’s hard. But I’m also
inspired.”
P H I L I P ROS E DA L E ,
entrepreneur

you’re supposed to be. In a post
COVID world, that means not wait
ing in a line pressed closely to oth
ers, it means realizing when you’re
within 6 feet of someone and not
walking to areas of the park that
already have too many people for
that given space. He’s not just a tour
guide, he’s a public safety envoy.
“I wonder who is going to come
up with that first,” says Linda Hung,
vice president at Forrec, a Canadian
company that specializes in design
ing theme parks. “It’s going to be
doable very soon.”
Buddy is Hung’s brainchild, an
idea she’s considered since the pan
demic forced her and her team to
reimagine what amusement parks
will need to be in the coming years.
This is Hung’s moonshot idea, a
concept so cool and fantastical that a
marketing team member asked her
if she really wanted to share it with
The Chronicle. But, she says from a
phone in Toronto, she shared the
concept because “we want solutions.
We want the parks to get back on
their feet.”
To do that, she says, theme parks
will have to adapt. And in her mind,
there are three components for
these parks to explore before they
can safely reopen. The first is the
least exciting. It means installing
plexiglass dividers between seats
and planting hand sanitizer stations
everywhere. Daily attendance is
capped at a predetermined “safe”
number of customers. Roller coast
ers keep every other seat open. And
all transactions are contactless.
That last one gets us into the next
phase of reopening and reimag
ination: design innovation.
This is where Buddy comes up in
conversation. And while he’s the
most interesting thing to consider,
there are other, more likely, exam
ples of how tomorrow’s theme parks
will operate. For instance, they’re
probably going to have facial recog
nition software everywhere custom
ers encounter employees.
“That’s been slow to North Amer

ica. It’s more acceptable in other
places around the world and imple
mented in other parks around the
world,” Hung says. “I have a feeling
(the pandemic) will push that fast
er.”
She explains facial recognition
will be part of the ticketing proce
dure, like a fingerprint, of sorts, that
identifies you throughout the park
and can monitor your temperature.
If you buy food, your face is scanned
for payment. Ditto at the gift shop.
And when you get on a ride, there’s
another scan to ensure you have
access to that part of the park. It
means fewer handtohand ex
changes, less upclose interaction
with people. Less chance of spread
ing a virus.
And even though Buddy is some
years away from escorting us
around, say, Galaxy’s Edge, we’re
already holding a virtual guide: our
phones.
Hung says the use of park apps
will be paramount in the future,
particularly with virtual queueing,
which is already being used in Dis
neyland. Before the pandemic, the
virtual queue was a way of organiz
ing our days at the parks so we
knew exactly when we could experi
ence the marquee attractions and
avoid some time in lines. Now, Hung
suggests, it’s going to be another
way of keeping us safe.
The first step, of course, is know
ing exactly when you’ll be entering a
ride. That cuts down on the con
gestion that comes from lines. But
that app and virtual queueing could
also steer us away from congestion
in other ways. For instance, what if
the app acted like “Pokemon Go”?
The virtual game and app compels
people to walk in the real world to
find cartoony monsters. In amuse
ment parks, the app could have
similar game or scavenger hunt
components that are enacted to
direct us away from areas of the
park where crowds are building.
The app could do the same thing by
sending alerts for, say, free ice cream
at a vendor across the park for all
patrons who were born in the
month of February. These little
tricks work against the gravity of
each other pulling us together.
Virtual queueing also allows
designers to build new experiences
as you enter the rides. Hung uses
the example of the Race Through
New York Starring Jimmy Fallon
experience at Universal Orlando. As
you walk into it, there are “rooms”
you stop in that mimic audience

VIRTUAL BUDDY

One fantastical but fun idea is that
parks could create a holographic, virtu
tour guide that would accompany peop
or families throughout the park. The
guide would provide commentary and
information while herding people awa
from each other to avoid crowding. It
would also sit next to you on rides —
screaming when you scream — to hel
you forget about social distancing.

experiences from Fallon’s “Tonight
Show” tapings. “When you enter the
ride, you’re still in a queue, it’s part
of the ride,” Hung says. “You don’t
feel like you’re in a bullpen. You feel
like you’re in the studio. There are
singers and you’re being enter
tained, it’s almost like a preshow.
But you’re not in a tight confined
show.”
If the ride or experience was
about, say, “Star Trek,” that might
mean creating onboarding enter
tainment that mimics being tele
ported, or the pressurized air expe
rience of a spaceship’s air lock. Re
gardless of the tactic, it allows de
signers new ways to build magic
into the moment.
“That’s our job,” Hung says. “We
design to every aspect, every mo
ment, everywhere the guest looks,
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A R E YOU R E A DY ?
Readers poll: Would you go skiing or to a
theme park when they reopen? Take our
poll at www.sfchronicle.com/throughline
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HOURLY RATES

FACIAL RECOGNITION

To reduce crowds, parks could begin
charging hourly rates instead of selling
daylong passes. The concept is simple:
Rather than form clusters throughout
the park and stand aorund waiting, you
can simply leave and return at another
time, defeating the idea that you have
to get your money’s worth before
the gates close.

To avoid contact with devices and people,
facial recognition could be used for
everything from ticketing and ride access
to retail and food purchases. All guests
will have profiles connected to their park
apps that become the access points for
everything. And, of course, temperatures
can be taken with every facial scan.
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PREVENTIVE
FEATURES
Parks are already adding sanitizer gel
stations and signage reminding people
to stay 6 feet apart, and retrofitting
some attractions with bubbles, domes
or sneeze guards.

VIRTUAL QUEUEING
Say goodbye to waiting in lines.
Apps would drive the new amusement
park experience by assigning guests
times for their turns to partake in rides
and attractions. Via GPS locators, the
apps would also herd people away from
each other by prompting visits to parts
of the park they haven’t been to yet,
or by pushing visitors toward areas
where there are fewer people.

Chronicle information graphic from Getty Images elements

we try to keep them immersed in
fantasy. Now, with the safety mea
sures, we just have to work that into
our thought process, too.”
Another idea that’s reemerging in
the thought process: hourly pricing.
Right now, if you spend three
figures to have a day at an amuse
ment park, you want to get your
money’s worth. You want to ride the
marquee attractions. You want to be
there all day. But, if you were only
charged for the time you spent in the
park, then you would be less likely
to add to the crowds of people wait
ing to experience the same thing.
“You’re not going to spend your
time in queue, because you’re doing
hourly pay,” Hung says. “It takes
away that kind of pressure.”
An amusement park with less
stress? That is a utopian vision.

***

Talk to almost anyone about the
future of amusement parks and the
dialogue will inevitably come
around to virtual or augmented
reality. This has become another
trope in our continued forecast of
what postCOVID life will be like:
users wearing an apparatus that
makes us see and feel a virtual
world that mimics our own to sup
plement what we’re missing.
As a way to avoid crowds and the
potential of infection, this train of
thought makes a lot of sense. There’s
just one problem with this premise:
The technology isn’t here yet. At
least not in a way that can replicate a
palpable human experience. And it
probably won’t be anytime soon.
“Delivering human connection is
very difficult,” says Philip Rosedale.

He would know. Back in the
2000s Rosedale’s Linden Labs creat
ed “Second Life,” a virtual world
that allowed users to construct ava
tars and build digital lives. The
game took off, but that was part of
the problem — too many people
thought of it as a game, like an evo
lution of “The Sims.”
Rosedale wanted it to be more, to
become a virtual space that allowed
the construction of new economies
or societies. It was supposed to help
us envision a better world. Kind of
like Disneyland, in some respects.
For much of this decade, the San
Francisco entrepreneur has been
focused on a simpler, but related,
project. High Fidelity is a virtual
arena that was designed to host
everything from music festivals
(Fvture Lands) to talk shows (“Talk

ing to Myself”). These days, it’s been
downgraded a bit, focusing on digi
tal meetings or social gatherings in
an online arena that allows people to
move about a defined space and talk
to other people as we do in real life.
Users can engage in oneonone
conversation, have group chats and
move back and forth among various
clusters. There are event areas for
concerts or talks, where audiences
could move toward the stage, or
away from it to have side dialogues.
High Fidelity isn’t an allout vir
tual experience with lifelike avatars
representing our spots in the plane.
You’re essentially a dot with a name
and photo that moves around like an
amoeba on a glass slide. But the
magic is what you hear. With 3D
Theme parks continues on J10
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A BIT OF
FICTION:
‘ P R O X I M AT E
PEOPLE’

Dani: You have no marketable skills, no
degree, no future. Go apologize!
Me: Jesus ok
I pause the dating show as two wom
en claim their own raft, kicking a man
into the water — a thrilling turn of
events! Coatless, I curl around the
house, ring the Eatons’ bell. All my
communication with Mrs. Eaton is via
text. I’ve never even spoken to Mr. Ea
ton, though I hear the low register of his
voice occasionally. I know when they
expect me to clean the various parts of
their home, to shop for the items they’ve
listed on their fridge. I stay on top of
this; I keep the laundry flowing. I work
so we don’t have to talk, something none
of us wants.
The women with the sausage dogs are
out for their nightly walk and whisper.
They watch as I slink along the side
of the house, my phone blinging with a
text:
Mrs. Eaton: The rules are meant to pro
tect us all.
Me: I’m sorry. It won’t happen again
Mrs. Eaton: …
I wait, but Mrs. Eaton never finishes
her thought.
In the morning, my coat and scarf and
shoes aren’t by the door, and I’m too
scared to ask for them back.

By Katie M. Flynn

W

Waiting in the checkout line at the
new cheese shop, I hear the wom
en with the yipping sausage dogs
whispering about the windstorm
up north, those fires. I’ve always
assumed the women were a sweet
old couple, walking their dogs and
whispering, but the pearshaped
one mentions a husband back at
home. Compromised, she says of
his lungs. A shame, says the tall
one whose grayorange hair runs
down her back.
My BFF Dani would describe these
women as proximate people, their lives
lived aside my own, yet they remain
aloof. A type of preservation, intimacy
offering dangers, like parallel lines that
never intersect. Funny thing though:
Dani and I have never met IRL.
I’m reconfiguring under the knowl
edge that the women are just friends,
the world shifting around me a smidge,
when it’s my turn at the register.
The young cashier scans my items: a
$22 wedge of cheese, salad greens, two
bottles of biodynamic wine.
“Enjoy,” he says with a wink. Is he
flirting? I’m not sure. I haven’t been on a
physical date since I moved to Cole
Valley.
Recently I read a Chronicle piece
about us, the young and celibate, not
inactive in the dating pool but satisfied
with virtual connections, though I
wouldn’t agree it’s all that satisfying. I
meet in a simulated room with a poten
tial, sip water from a Champagne flute
I sifted from a box left on the street
corner. My filter fired up, my drink
sparkles, I sparkle. And still no second
date.
Dani doesn’t bother with the apps.
She doesn’t bother at all, working at the
Serramonte Target, living out of some
stranger’s Daly City garage. At least I’m
trying.
Outside the wind blows my hair wild;
the air tastes like ash. Everything has a
goldengreen sheen. Up north, an old
textile factory is burning, all that syn
thetic shit going up in flames, a poison
cloud tumbling toward us. I pull my
scarf over my nose and hustle past a
row of renovated Victorians.
As I tromp up Carl, the N train slows
to a stop, a group of happies tumbling
off.
Lately they’ve been coming around
here more with their bright smiles, their
unwelcome eye contact. This crew
wears turquoise. Someone claps me on
the back. “How ya doin?” they call after
me as I text Dani:
Me: Ughhhh those happies are at it again
Dani: Lol they’re not SO bad
Normally I go in through the back,
but the air — I’m tired. I unlock the
front door, remove my shoes, hang my
coat and scarf. Groceries put away, I
collapse onto the almondcolored sec
tional, breathe in that purified air, the
pin eye of a security camera watching
from the high corner. I tell myself: just
for a moment. It’s Lisbeth’s senior year,
and she’ll be home soon — I’ve got to
prepare her afternoon snacks.

Theme parks from page J4

audio you can hear the
distance of sound and
gauge proximity or direc
tion from hearing others’
voices, or music.
Sadly, that might be the
most lifelike virtual expe
rience we have, the audio
awareness, because, as
Rosedale says, “We
haven’t yet been able to
replace human connec
tion.”
Until the online latency
speeds are reduced, until
we have cameras that can
mimic what the eye sees,

* * *
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My BFF Dani
would
describe
these
women as
proximate
people, their
lives lived
aside my
own, yet they
remain aloof.
A type of
preservation,
intimacy
offering
dangers, like
parallel lines
that never
intersect.

A B OU T
THE
AU T H O R
Katie M. Flynn is a
Bay Area writer
whose novel “The
Companions” was
released in March.
It is set in California during a pandemic. Find her
writing at www.
katiemflynn.com

until we have avatars that
mime our facial move
ments and other non
verbal communication, it’s
not worth building a vir
tual amusement park.
Because without the sym
biosis that builds from
those shared human expe
riences, it won’t be fulfill
ing. It won’t feel real. It
will feel like “The Sims”
with bulky goggles.
“We’re deeply social
creatures. And to put on a
headset is to be removed
from the people near you.
And that’s not acceptable
for human beings,” Rose

***

“What the hell,” Lisbeth says as if
from a distance, certainly not to me. I’m
in my room, I tell myself, my room being
the only space that’s mine. Then Lisbeth
says, right into my ear, “Wake up!”
I startle awake. The almond couch. “Oh
God,” I say. Lisbeth Eaton stands over me,
her hair pulled so tightly into a bun that
her face looks alien, her trio of friends in
their brightly colored dance clothes be
hind her as if in military formation.
“I’m sorry,” I blubber, “the air, I
wasn’t feeling well, must’ve fallen
asleep, it won’t happen again!”
The Eatons have very specific guide
lines, and I’ve broken nearly all of them.
I should’ve come in through the side
entrance, washed up in my own room.
I’d been distracted by the cashier, the
quasiflirting, pretending I was a $22
wedgeofcheese kinda gal. Stupid.
I escape down the back stairs, to my
garden apartment below, locking the
door behind me.

***

Lying in bed, I eat dry cereal for din
ner and text with Dani. A dating show
plays on my laptop, 12 straight couples
floating on rafts in the Pacific, trading
partners, periodically sending someone
off “to sea.”
Dani: You gonna get fired?
Me: Dunno. Left my shoes and coat up
there as evidence!
I pull the blanket tighter, ignore the
smallness of my cavelike space, the
closeness of the sink and minifridge
and hot plate. The Eatons couldn’t fit a
bathroom inside, so they installed a
composting toilet in the shed, a shower
head on the back of the house. Mrs.
Eaton assured me it’s perfectly sanitary.
Lots of families are doing it for their
livein helpers, she said.
My situation with the Eatons was
meant to be shortterm. When I think of
how swiftly four years have passed, I
feel a little dizzy. Dani and I met in
QuicklyLearn Inc.’s virtual job training
program just months before it came out
that their instructors were AI.
In retrospect, Dani and I agree it was
obvious — the instructors’ artificial
nature, trying too hard to express emo
tions:
Are you there, Felix Zindermoth? Folks, I
can tell when you’ve set yourself up as back
ground. This kind of bull crap really angers
me, you hear? I’m very very mad.
Neither of us has gotten our money
back, devised a new plan, recovered the
trust necessary to try again. I cannot
lose this job.

dale says. “This (pandem
ic) is reexploring the
whole story of getting
people online and con
nected. It’s hard. But I’m
also inspired. Because
now everyone has to work
on this problem.
“One way or another,
we’re going to get there.
But all the platforms,
they’re a bummer right
now.”

***

Walt Disney is often
credited with having said,
“If you can dream it, you
can do it.”

When Lisbeth graduates from high
school, it’s not exciting because she has
no plan.
Lately I’ve heard the Eatons arguing
about this, but not tonight. Lisbeth
throws a party for her trio of friends
and a quartet of boys. Music loud,
thumping feet.
I’d like to text Dani but we haven’t
talked in days. Sometimes I think I’ll
never hear from her again after our last
chat:
Dani: I need to surround myself with
people who think positively
Me: Huh?
Dani: Don’t laugh
Dani: I joined this group. It’s not really a
spiritual thing. We hold hands, we sing, we
share stories
Me: Lol ok happy
Dani: They told me you’d react like this
Me: Wait. You’re serious?
Me: ??
Me: You’re a happy!?
Dani hasn’t responded and I don’t
mean to be jealous, to worry that I may
never hear from her again, never meet
her IRL. God, is that what I am to her,
just another proximate person? I watch
the dating show — only four couples
left, the two women refusing to let a
man on their raft — until I pass out.

* * *

The doorknob to my apartment jig
gles, rousing me. “Hello?” I call into the
dark. When the door swings open, I
don’t even scream. The light comes on
and I squeeze my eyes shut.
Then I see her, I see Lisbeth, her hair
coming out of its bun, her skin flushed
red. Her friends are behind her, the boys
behind them, and for a moment I’m
afraid — I think surely they’ll kill me for
fun.
“You forgot these,” Lisbeth says. Her
friends throw my lost coat at me, my
shoes and scarf. I understand the girls
mean this as an insult, but truth is I’m
just happy to see my lost things.
One of the girls whispers, “She actu
ally lives down here?”
I swear I see something like pity cross
Lisbeth’s face as she leaves, turning out
the light, her friends trailing her. But
once the door’s closed, they erupt in a fit
of suppressed giggles.
My laptop open, I press play, curling
up with my coat. I’ve missed a lot of the
show while sleeping, the two women
gone! Scrolling backwards, I find them.
They tear a ragged stretch of wood from
the raft’s side and saw away at the rope
that connects them to their brawny
suitors. The women saw until they’re
free, taking off with some velocity in the
turbulent water, disappearing in the
choppy Pacific.
I message Dani: Wherever you’re going
take me with you.

Well, he didn’t actually
say that. Disney employee
Tom Fitzgerald gave us
that inspiring maxim. But
the point remains. And
during an era of being
locked in our homes, fan
tasizing about a life that
was, the quote inspires a
different question: Can we
actually achieve the
dreams of right now? Can
we build a better life?”
Whether the Disney
land of tomorrow has a
virtual Buddy leading you
through these spaces isn’t
really the point of this
exercise. The best in

terpretation of Disney
land isn’t literal. Rather,
it’s a speculative look at a
potential future, a better
world. It’s tempting to
think Walt Disney would
be trying to solve the
pandemic through the
prism of his theme parks.
Maybe not. But we can
dream. And Disneyland
has always been a place
where dreams manifest to
reality.
Robert Morast is a
Throughline editor. Email:
robert.morast@
sfchronicle.com

