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ABSTRACT

Venice is a complex and unique city. The Republic’s 1100 year-long 
history and splendid culture have left the city with a rich heritage 
and a worldwide reputation. At the same time, a series of  problems, 
such as its natural disasters, over-tourism and self-contradictions, 
have posed massive threats. Out of  concern for Venice, countless 
people sought solutions for these problems, which, in turn, has 
created two opposing camps. The first camp regards Venice’s 
Disneyfication as being representative of  its tourism and one of  
the culprits destroying Venice; the other camp feels that Venice 
will have a smoother development path if  it is actually owned by 
Disney. Representative of  theme parks today, Disneyland is both 
successful and controversial. Although Disneyland is vastly different 
from Venice, when it comes to their histories, the two are very 
closely related, which raises questions about whether this seemingly 
ridiculous project of  Veniceland might be a way to save Venice. 
Considering Veniceland also makes Disney's successful experiences 
elsewhere clear.

This thesis starts from the three ways a city can die, as proposed by 
Salvatore Settis, and combines historical events and statistical data 
to analyse the contemporary crises Venice faces, thus summarising 
the paradoxes that prevent Venice from finding a clear path forward. 
Based on previous theories, personal experience, and the historical 
connection between Venice and Disney, the article analyses the 
unique facets of  the Disneyfication process and Disney, and assumes 
that, should Venice become Veniceland, the crises it faces can be 
resolved in some way. A series of  methods, including comparative 
analysis, historical visualisation, and theoretical diagrams, are used 
to provide a new way of  thinking about Venice’s dilemma, linking 
history and theory.
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RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

This thesis applies historical and theoretical methods to explore 
the existing problems and future solutions of  Venice. The 
summarisation of  historical events and data helps to clarify the 
history and reveal the connections behind. The comprehensive 
application of  theoretical frameworks and contents could narrate the 
rules and possibilities of  the research objects. 

There are three main analysis methods applied in this thesis:

1. Comparative Analysis - analysing the differences and similarities 
between the research objects and the others through comparison.

2. Historical Visualisation - visualising the historical events to 
present the research objects clearly and comprehensively.

3. Theoretical Visualisation - abstracting the theories as visual 
diagrams to support the demonstration.
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INTRODUCTION: 
The Overlapped Histories of  Venice and Disney



Fig. 0.0.1
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Few people would make the connection between ‘Venice’ and 
‘Disneyland’ immediately, primarily because the two appear to be 
so different (Fig. 0.01). Venice, as one of  the most celebrated cities 
in the world, is famous for its rich historical culture, well-preserved 
urban form, and magnificent architectural heritage. In contrast, 
Disneyland Park has been in existence for just 65 years and is 
characterised by artificial landscapes and imitated architectural styles, 
while drawing continuous praise and criticism since its inception. 
Both have global influence, but Venice has long been imitated (by, 
for instance, Venice in California; see Fig.0.0.1), while few people 
dare to imitate Disneyland due to the risk of  being sued.



Fig. 0.0.2

Fig. 0.0.1. The Photo Streams Tagged “#Venice” and “#Disneyland” on Instagram
Fig. 0.0.2. The Bodies of  Venice
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[1] Roger Crowley, City of  Fortune: How 
Venice Ruled the Seas (New York: Random 
House, 2013), p. xxix.

[2]  Ibid., p. 26.

From a macro-historical perspective, Venice was once an empire 
which was founded in 697 AD. As early as the 12th century, it was a 
community of  small islands, but its urban form was not determined 
until around 1500 AD. Commerce and trade played decisive roles in 
its development. As Roger Crowley commented, Venice ‘harvested 
nothing but barren gold’, bringing together as it did cultures and 
wealth from all over the world.[1] The body of  Saint Mark was 
believed to have been spirited away to Venice by several Venetian 
merchants in approximately 828 AD,[2] and he eventually became 
the city’s spiritual symbol (Fig.0.0.2). The 1100-year-old Venetian 
republic came to an end when it was defeated by the Napoleonic 
Army in 1797. When people talk about Venice today, they are usually 
referring to the administrative centre of  the Veneto region in north-
eastern Italy or, more simply, the historical centre (Città Storica) in 
the lagoon.

Venice’s heritage and culture make it one of  the most popular 
tourist cities in the world since ancient times. John Ruskin, the most 
prestigious British art theorist of  Victorian times, visited Venice 



Fig. 0.0.3
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Fig. 0.0.3. Historical Visualisation - Layer 1
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on six occasions from 1835 to 1888 and pronounced himself  ‘a 
foster-child of  Venice’.[3] With the process of  globalisation, tourism 
is no longer the exclusive property of  nobles and celebrities. The 
circulation of  currency and improvements in transportation have 
made tourism a democratised industry since the Second World 
War. In 2017, a total of  five million tourists entered Venice, 
which was an increase of  8.4% over the previous year.[4] This city, 
always threatened by flooding, finds itself  occupied by numerous 
international tourists as the indigenous population decreases. 
Countless politicians, scholars, and civic organisations have tried 
to save this historical city, but the future looks bleak. The once 
resplendent Venetian Republic is now ‘an old man on his deathbed’.[5]

Disney is a business empire that began in the media industry and is 
now a Fortune 500 company competing with oil and banking tycoons. 
Since its beginning in 1923, it has absorbed cultural resources from 
all over the world and created its own product. The six Disney parks 
distributed around the world are the best proof  of  this legendary 
company’s success. Using a developmental history lens, the gap 
between Venice and Disneyland is getting smaller; the former 
business empire and the artificial ‘magic kingdom’ are beginning to 
overlap in people’s eyes (Fig.0.0.3, 0.0.4 & 0.0.5). Just as the homeless 
man in Rick and Morty sold his body to a scientist for an ‘Anatomy 
Park’ (Fig.0.0.2), Venice could be sold to become Veniceland.[6]

[3]  Edward Tyas Cook, The Life of  
John Ruskin (New York: Haskell House 
Publishers, 1968), p. 305.

[4]  ‘Studi sul Turismo a Venezia’, 
https://www.comune.venezia.it/it/
content/studi (accessed 23 February 
2020).

[5]  Salvatore Settis, If  Venice Dies 
(London: Pallas Athene, 2016), p. 96.

[6]  Rick and Morty (Harmonious Claptrap 
Starburns Industries, dir. Justin Roiland 
and James A. Fino, 2013).
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A field trip to Venice and Paris Disney in early 2020 formed the crux 
of  my research, providing multi-level inspiration and experience in 
two adjacent time points. The purpose of  this paper is to explore a 
way for Venice to build a better tourism industry and survive into 
future based on various historical data and theoretical criticism, 
combined with first-hand information and unconventional media, 
such as cartoons. To achieve this goal, Parts 1 and 2 analyse the 
three contemporary crises facing Venice based on the three ways 
for a city to die and the two main paradoxes of  Venice, respectively. 
Historical and theoretical materials are applied to clarify the 
definition and common misunderstandings of  Disneyfication in 
Part 3. Part 4 discusses the advantages of  Disneyland and reveals 
the strong connection between Venice and Disney. Part 5 attempts 
to demonstrate whether ‘Disney can save Venice’, a seemingly ironic 
and ridiculous topic on the surface, and to provide solutions for 
preventing death by any of  the three methods. 

Although many theoretical works on architecture were radical when 
they were released, such as Exodus, or the Voluntary Prisoners of  
Architecture by Rem Koolhaas and Learning from Las Vegas by Robert 
Venturi, they later proved to be revelatory. Thus, I believe that it is 
time for our imaginations to explore both what is behind the mask 
of  Venice and new ways to solve its problems. There is much for 
Venice and those outside the lagoon to learn from Disney's theories 
and practices. 



Fig. 0.0.4
Fig. 0.0.5

Fig. 0.0.4. The First Known Bird's Eye View of  Venice by Jacopo de'Barbari, 1500
Fig. 0.0.5. Original Disneyland Map by Herb Ryman, 1953
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PART 1: 
The Contemporary Crises of  Venice
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‘Cities tend to die in three ways: when a ruthless enemy destroys them … 
when foreign invaders violently coloni[s]e them, driving out the indigenous 
inhabitants and their gods … or, finally, when their citizens forget who they 
are and become strangers to themselves and thereby their own worst enemies 
without even realizing it.’ [1]

The prestigious Italian archaeologist and art historian, Salvatore 
Settis, pointed out the various problems currently facing Venice in 
his book If  Venice Dies and described the three main ways that a city 
can die: destruction by invasion, erosion by colonisation, and loss of  
identity. 

Settis argues that ‘If  Venice dies, it won’t be at the hands of  a cruel 
enemy, or a conqueror's intrusion. It will be because it has forgotten 
its own identity".[2] However, based on a multi-dimensional analysis 
of  the situation, I argue that all three problems are present in 
different forms in Venice today. Due to its unique status as a 
historical city, the contemporary crises plaguing Venice are worthy 
of  exploration via these three modes of  death and such an attempt 
will be made in Part 1.

[1]  Salvatore Settis, If  Venice Dies 
(London: Pallas Athene, 2016), p. 1.

[2]  Ibid., p. 5.



17

[3]  ‘acqua alta’, 
https://www.lexico.com/definition/
acqua_alta (accessed 16 March 2020).

[4]  Clemens F. Kusch and Anabel 
Gelhaar, Architectural guide Venice: buildings 
and projects after 1950 (Berlin: DOM 
publishers, 2014), pp. 220-225. 

[5]  ‘Two people die as Venice floods at 
highest level in 50 years’, 
h t t p s : / / w w w. t h e g u a r d i a n . c o m /
environment/2019/nov/13/waves-in-st-
marks-square-as-venice-flooded-highest-
tide-in-50-years (accessed 23 February 
2020).

[6]  ‘Studi sul Turismo a Venezia’, 
https://www.comune.venezia.it/it/
content/studi (accessed 23 February 
2020).

[7]  Filipe Batista E Silva, Mario Alberto 
Marín Herrera, Konštantín Rosina, 
Ricardo Ribeiro Barranco, Sérgio Freire 
and Marcello Schiavina, ‘Analysing 
spatiotemporal patterns of  tourism 
in Europe at high-resolution with 
conventional and big data sources’, 
Tourism Management, v. 68 (2018), p. 106.

1.1. Destruction by Invasion

The floods in Venice are known by the term ‘acqua alta’, which has 
been used in Veneto since the early 20th century to represent the 
periodical tidal peaks in the northern part of  the Adriatic Sea.[3] The 
severe floods are invaders that Venice has faced since ancient times 
(Fig.1.1.1). The floods of  1966, 1979 and those taking place in the 
beginning of  the 21st century have taught the Venetians painful 
lessons and led to MOSE Project, a massive barrier system aimed at 
keeping the floods out of  Venice’s lagoon (Fig.1.1.2). Construction 
started in 2003 with intended completion in 2006.[4] In November 
2019, however, flood levels in the city reached the second-highest 
level since record-keeping began in 1923, and the MOSE barrier 
system was still under construction.[5] 

Compared to the long-standing flooding, the problems related to 
over-tourism did not become serious until approximately a half  a 
century ago. The number of  tourists in Venice has risen since the 
Second World War. In the ten years from 2007 to 2016 (Fig.1.1.3), 
the number of  tourists arriving in Venice increased by 38.8%.[6] 
Compared with the top eight most visited cities in Europe, Venice 
has a smaller city-scale (Fig.1.1.4). Though similar in size to Prague, a 
large part of  Venice’s footprint is occupied by the lagoon and cannot 
be covered by modern transportation systems such as railways and 
highways. To make matters worse, the tourist flow is concentrated in 
the summer and centred spatially within the historical centre, a mere 
8 km² in area. According to a study on tourist density in European 
cities,[7] during the peak tourist season in August, the historical centre 
of  Venice has a high concentration of  tourists, which is entirely 
different from the relatively balanced distributions of  tourists in 
London and Paris (Fig.1.1.5). 



Fig. 1.1.1
Fig. 1.1.2

Fig. 1.1.3

Fig. 1.1.1. Venice after an Exceptionally High acqua alta
Fig. 1.1.2. The Bird View of  La Bocca di Porto di Lido in MOSE Project
Fig. 1.1.3  Arrivals and Overnight Stays in Venice (2007-2016)
Fig. 1.1.4  Comparison between Venice and Top 8 Most Visited Cities in Europe, 2015
Fig. 1.1.5  Tourist Density of  London, Paris and Venice in August 2016
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Fig. 1.1.4
Fig. 1.1.5
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Fig. 1.1.6
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Unlike the randomness of  the floods, the turbulent tourist tide 
continues to impact the classic urban form of  Venice and test the 
capacity of  this floating city (Fig.1.1.6). The narrow and maze-like 
road networks of  the urban structure are unable to carry tourists 
in great numbers, reducing the efficiency of  travel. According to 
a study conducted by Paolo Costa and Jan van der Borg in 1988, 
the ‘economic’ carrying capacity, based on the net availability of  
the most important facilities and infrastructure for tourist use, is 
25,000 people per day in the historic centre, while the public security 
infrastructure has a ‘physical’ limit of  100,000 people per day.[8] 
For the past 50 years, the urban structure has remained essentially 
unchanged, meaning that these two critical thresholds were violated 
on more than 200 days of  each year in the 21st century. 

[8]  Jan van der Borg, ‘Tourism and Urban 
Development: The Case of  Venice, Italy’, 
Tourism Recreation Research, v. 17, n. 2 
(1992), p. 52.



Fig. 1.1.6. The Tourist Tide in Venice
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In response to tourism, Venice has had to accept the arrival of  
large cruise ships. Some of  these cruise ships are 60 metres high,[9] 
even higher than the famous attractions along the Grand Canal, 
such as the Palazzo Ducale and Basilica di San Marco (Fig.1.1.7). 
These colossal ships, like Goliaths in the fairy tales, have breached 
the lagoon boundary of  Venice and left the ancient buildings of  
the Città Storica trembling. The two artificial islands ‘Stazione 
Marittima’ (1869) and ‘Tronchetto’ (1958), built in the Western part 
of  the historic centre for tourist service and cruise ship docking, are 
typical buffers against tourist floods. In 2012, UNESCO expressed 
strong concerns about the threat of  cruise ships. In response, the 
government passed a decree banning the passage of  ships weighing 
more than 40,000 tonnes through the Giudecca Canal, which was 
ignored.[10] 

From the perspective of  Venetians, the massive number of  tourists, 
along with acqua alta, poses a primary death crisis for Venice. In 
2017, an organisation called ‘Comitato No grandi navi - Laguna 
Bene Comune’ organised a movement (Fig.1.1.8) for the expulsion 
of  the cruise ships from the Bacino di San Marco.[11] 

[9]  Ana Trancoso González, ‘Venice: the 
problem of  overtourism and the impact 
of  cruises’, Investigaciones Regionales, v. 2018 
n. 42 (2018), p. 45.

[10]  Giulia Foscari, Elements of  Venice 
(Zürich: Lars Müller Publishers, 2014), 
p.599.

[11]  Ana Trancoso González, op. cit., p. 
46.



Fig. 1.1.7. Giant Cruise Ships in Venice
Fig. 1.1.8. The Logo of  ‘Comitato No grandi navi’

Fig. 1.1.8
Fig. 1.1.7
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1.2. Eroded by Colonisation 

After the fall of  Venice due to the tourism industry, a growing 
colonial army followed. Colonial activities as represented by urban 
gentrification and environmental destruction, by-products of  
tourism, have profoundly changed the face of  Venice.

For tourists from all over the world, ‘Living in Venice’ is more 
attractive than ‘Passing by Venice’. Just as in Airbnb's motto, 
‘Live like a local’, more and more tourists want to experience life 
as Venetians.[12] The Airbnb phenomenon has become a global 
problem. In Berlin and Barcelona, for example, the expansion 
of  tourist flows has had a considerable impact on the daily lives 
of  residents, further exacerbating resistance and protests against 
tourism.[13] In Venice, however, the problem is undoubtedly more 
severe. The ‘sharing economy’ created by the likes of  Airbnb 
generates online networks of  buyers and sellers and threatens the 
local hotel industry and the government taxation. In looking at the 
maps of  hotels and tourist apartments, it is evident that Venice is 
now one widespread hotel that is beyond control. This situation 
has become a driving force behind what is referred to as ‘tourism 
gentrification’.[14] According to research by Inside Airbnb in 2015 
(Fig.1.2.1), there were more than 6,751 Airbnb hosts in the historic 
centre of  Venice, 81.5% of  which provided entire houses.[15]

More and more primary homes are becoming second homes. To 
make matters worse, the Italian government has also been selling 
federal property to the public. Because of  the Calderoli Act passed in 
2010, public heritage sites that once belonged to all Italians are now 
the exclusive property of  individuals, thereby literally stealing them 
from everyone else.[16] Venice has become what Settis calls a ‘gigantic 
real estate supermarket’.[17] According to the communique published 
by the Italian government, a total of  63 federal properties in Venice 
were for sale.[18] When their addresses were mapped, 35 of  them 
turned out to be located in the Città Storica (Fig.1.2.2). 

[12 ]   Johannes  Novy  and  C l a i r e 
Colomb, ‘Urban Tourism as a Source 
of  Contention and Social Mobilisations: 
A Critical Review’, Tourism Planning & 
Development, v. 16 n. 4 (2019), p. 360.

[13]  Ibid., p. 361.

[14]  Ibid., p. 365.

[15]  ‘Inside Airbnb’, 
http://insideairbnb.com/venice/?neigh
bourhood=&filterEntireHomes=false&
filterHighlyAvailable=false&filterRecent
Reviews=false&filterMultiListings=false 
(accessed 23 February 2020).

[16]  Settis, op. cit., p. 49.

[17]  Ibid., p. 51.

[ 1 8 ]   ‘ I N  D I F E S A  D E I  B E N I 
CULTURALI E AMBIENTALI’,
http://www.patrimoniosos. it/rsol.
php?op=getbene&id=102 (accessed 5 
February 2020).



Fig. 1.2.1
Fig. 1.2.2
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Tourism brings about employment but also damages the 
environment.[19] Garbage from excessive tourism (Fig.1.2.3) and 
water pollution caused by navigation are corroding this fragile 
city. Due to the special geographical features of  Venice, the 
transportation network is dominated by water traffic, garbage 
transfer is limited, and pollution prevention cannot be realised 
through a navigation ban. Ironically, Venice's canals, no longer 
having to cope with massive tourists due to the recent coronavirus 
outbreak, are currently clear and some kinds of  wildlife, such as 
dolphins, have begun to appear (Fig.1.2.4).

[19]  Chuck Y. Gee, Eduardo Fayos Solá 
(eds), International Tourism: A Global 
Perspective (Madrid: The World Tourism 
Organization, 1997), p. 273.



Fig. 1.2.3
Fig. 1.2.4

Fig. 1.2.1.  Airbnb Research in Venice
Fig. 1.2.2.  Federal Property Sale List in Venice, 2002

Fig. 1.2.3.  Garbage Collection in Venice
Fig. 1.2.4.Dolphins Show Up in the Empty Canals in Venice    
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Fig. 1.2.5. The Population of  Città Storica (1960-2019)
Fig. 1.2.6. Mock funeral for Venice's 'Death', 2009
Fig. 1.2.7. The Counter in Morelli Pharmacy

Fig. 1.2.5
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Such ‘colonisation’ has inevitably led to the exodus of  local residents. 
The tourism-dominated employment market and declining quality 
of  life have also accelerated this trend (Fig.1.2.5). Just as in the song 
‘Venezia 2020’ by the comedy band La Ghenga Fuoriposto, a wide 
range of  Venetians today work in the tourism industry, pretending to 
be inhabitants (‘Venezia 2020 tutti a lavorare tutti a fingerci abitanti’), 
while some choose to leave their hometown (‘Riva i barbari a cavao 
e intanto mi me ne so andao’).[20] In 2009, a mock funeral procession 
took place on the Grand Canal to highlight the city's dwindling 
population and ‘death’ (Fig.1.2.6). In addition, the Morelli Pharmacy 
in Campo San Bartolomeo has a display showing the daily drop 
in Venetian inhabitants in Città Storica, reflecting deep concerns 
about the future (Fig.1.2.7). According to official documents, the 
population of  Venice, especially the historical centre, is steadily 
decreasing.[21] In 2019, there were only 52,143 citizens living there. 

[20]  ‘VeniceLand’, 
http://www.venessia.com/veniceland/ 
(accessed 23 February 2020).

[21]  ‘Serie storiche’, 
https://www.comune.venezia.it/it/
content/serie-storiche (accessed 23 
February 2020).



Fig. 1.2.6
Fig. 1.2.7
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Fig. 1.3.1

Fig. 1.3.1. A Souvenir Kiosk in Venice
Fig. 1.3.2. Fake Venetian Buildings in the World
Fig. 1.3.3. 27 Venices in USA
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1.3. Losing Its Identity

Settis's primary concern, in contrast to the two crises discussed 
previously, is that Venice will forget its glory and lose its identity. 
Venice once flourished not only through commercial trade, but also 
through creativity in art, architecture, and handicrafts. The city now 
markets tourist trinkets and commercial brands. Any product can be 
sold as a symbol of  the city as long as it bears the label ‘Venice’.

A commercial plaza has become dominated by international luxury 
brands, and artisanal shops are gradually being replaced by low-
budget souvenirs shops (Fig.1.3.1). Most of  the ‘carnival masks’ 
and ‘authentic Murano glass’items sold in these souvenir shops are 
imported from Asian factories, a fact well known around Venice.
[22] The limited job market built on tourism has led these Venetians 
to forget they are cultural heirs, not replicators. If  the tonnes of  
garbage left by tourists is ‘tourists’ junk’, so too are these objects. 

[22]  Robert C. Davis and Garry R. 
Marvin, Venice, the Tourist Maze: A Cultural 
Critique of  the World’s Most Touristed City 
(Berkeley: University of  California Press, 
2004), p. 278. 



Fig. 1.3.2
Fig. 1.3.3
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Fig. 1.3.4
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The idea of  Venice has also been abused as a brand all over the 
world (Fig.1.3.2). The most notable of  these projects are the urban-
scale imitations of  Venice. There are more than one hundred 
Venices throughout the world, including 27 in the United States 
(Fig.1.3.3) and 22 in Brazil,[23] not to mention countless fake Venetian 
buildings. In 1905, tobacco magnate Abbot Kinney established a 
town in California called ‘Venice’, which, although it may not be the 
earliest imitation of  Venice, is one of  the most famous. Although 
the town replicates Venice's layout of  canals, the neat, American-
style residential areas reveal its essence (Fig. 1.3.4). From posters of  
the time, it is apparent that the designers intended to attract residents 
with the ‘Venetian life’ selling point (Fig.1.3.5). Recently, another 
Venetian imitation, ‘The Floating Venice’, was proposed in Dubai 
(Fig.1.3.6). These replicas present Venice to the world in a different 
way, which inevitably causes concern as to whether the image of  
Venice will be misinterpreted. The trend is already starting to appear 
on Instagram, where Venice in California has been added to the 
hashtag of  ‘#Venice’ (Fig.0.0.1).

[23]  Settis, op. cit., p. 71.



Fig. 1.3.5
Fig. 1.3.6

Fig. 1.3.4. The Bird View of  Abbot Kinney’s Venice in USA
Fig. 1.3.5. Poster of  Abbot Kinney’s Venice

Fig. 1.3.6. The Floating Venice in Dubai
Fig. 1.3.7. Historical Visualisation - Layer 2
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Settis warns loudly: ‘What if  a Venice without Venetians tried to find 
its own identity in places like Las Vegas, Dubai, or Chongqing?’[24] 
The fear of  a city losing its identity is not groundless. A fragmented 
Venice without a Venetian, branded and copied by others, will 
eventually forget itself  and be forgotten by the world.

[24]  Ibid., p. 77.
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Fig. 1.3.7
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PART 2: 
The Paradoxes of  Venice
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The protection and redevelopment of  Venice has long been 
debated, but a solution that satisfies everyone has never been found. 
The importance of  Venice makes this a daunting issue for too many 
people, and the divergence of  profits and ideas among various 
people has complicated the problem. During the ‘No Grandi Navi’ 
protest movement, for example, residents protested for their rights, 
civic groups spread their advocacy, sociologists saw an opportunity 
for social justice, and a host of  vested interests dismissed the event 
as ‘tourism-phobia’.[1] In addition, the flow of  tourists and economic 
benefits brought by the cruise ships to Venice make banning these 
ships infeasible. This fragmentation indicates that Venice is not only 
in crisis, but also contains paradoxes, which might become its fourth 
way of  dying. Due to the first three modes of  death, Venetians 
have been constrained. They have blamed each other for failing to 
recognise reality, and the forces that could have united for change 
have divided into various camps, making the future of  Venice even 
more dubious.

Therefore, this part will focus on the two main paradoxes related 
to Venice. Is it a city serving tourists or a museum-like city that 
protects classical culture? Are the status and development of  Venice 
expressions of  ‘authenticity’ or ‘unauthenticity’? Each of  these 
paradoxes reveals two extremes, or contradictory choices, but pure 
dualism is not necessary and there are more ways for Venice to 
move forward. By discussing these paradoxes, Venetians can better 
understand the situation and analyse the stakes involved.

[1]  Johannes Novy and Claire Colomb, 
‘ U r b a n  To u r i s m  a s  a  S o u r c e  o f  
Contention and Social Mobilisations: A 
Critical Review’, Tourism Planning & 
Development, v. 16 n. 4 (2019), p. 365.
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[2]   Tony  Tanner,  Ven i c e  D e s i r e d 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1992), p. 75.

[3]  Chuck Y. Gee, Eduardo Fayos Solá 
(eds), International Tourism: A Global 
Perspective (Madrid: The World Tourism 
Organization, 1997), p. 10.

[4]  Tony Tanner, op. cit., p. 75.

[5]  Roger Crowley, City of  Fortune: How 
Venice Ruled the Seas (New York: Random 
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2.1. Tourist City or Museum City?

No one could ignore the rich cultural heritage of  Venice, but, at 
the same time, no one can deny that Venice is now a city serving 
the tourism industry. Venice faced touristification long before 
John Ruskin’s arrival, not as a ‘possible stopping-off  point on the 
Grand Tour’, but as a real tourist city.[2] There is a record of  a 15th-
century package tour from Venice to the Holy Land.[3] John Murray’s 
Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy, published in 1942, 
marked the beginning of  the touristification of  Venice; its third 
edition greatly influenced Ruskin.[4] 

The British historian Roger Crowley believes that Venetians ‘lived 
in perpetual fear that, if  its trade routes were severed, the whole 
magnificent edifice might simply collapse’.[5] Today’s Venice is no 
longer a trade empire. In terms of  the gross weight of  goods, the 
port of  Venice fails to register as one of  the top 20 cargo ports in 
Europe, and, in Italy, it trails Genova and Trieste (Fig.2.1.1). For the 
city of  Venice, today's tourism routes are the modern equivalent of  
the trade routes to the Republic of  Venice. The ‘fear’ of  having its 
routes severed still exists, making it impossible for Venetians to turn 
away visitors, even if  they are aware of  the damage tourism does to 
the city. 

There is a typical paradox here: if  the cultural heritage and urban 
form of  Venice cannot be protected, then the economic benefits 
of  global tourism are likely to be significantly affected. However, 
if  the massive tourism industry is restricted, financial benefits and 
personal incomes will sink, making economic support for heritage 
protection no longer reliable. Finding the right balance has always 
been the goal of  many people. Events that have occurred over the 
past decades, however, indicate that, due to the complexities inherent 
in social responsibility and the distribution of  benefits, it will be 
very difficult to achieve this balance. Like many other European 
cities, Venice is facing challenges inherent in a global post-industrial 
economy. Therefore, it is necessary to make a ‘shift from traditional 
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manufacturing towards innovative and service-oriented activities’.
[6] On the other hand, cultural heritage and identity are assets that 
place Europe in a leading position in relation to the rest of  the 
world. If  Venice succumbs to the economic benefits of  tourism and 
compromises, it would likely be removed from UNESCO’s World 
Heritage List, as Dresden was.[7] This cruel reality does not seem to 
provide Venice many options from which to choose (Fig.2.1.3).

As a result, ideas concerning a tourist code of  conduct have recently 
begun to emerge. In his book, Settis considers the practice ‘that 
has ravaged cities and landscapes in the name of  profit’ as ‘the 
voracious presentism’ and ‘a social pathology’, which need to be 
‘corrected by an education that values the ethic of  responsibility 
and enforcement of  the laws’.[8] Ana Trancoso González claims: 
‘Venice does not need anything of  this to be admired. It just needs 
services. It has been invested only in the tourism industry. If  that 
policy had been followed, Venice would only need to be preserved, 
because the good tourist admires it on its own.’[9] Such appeals to 
other people regarding their behaviour reflect both the attitudes of  
various Venetians and a negative response to the paradox inherent 
in the city’s role. Venetian residents want tourists to provide high 
incomes as well as behave responsibly and respect the city’s heritage. 
This tricky idea of  ‘well-behaved tourists’ is a reflection of  this 
paradox, which is implied in slogans throughout the centre of  Venice 
(Fig.2.1.2). 

[6]  Jan van der Borg and Antonio Russo, 
‘Towards a European Spatial Policy for 
Culture’, University Ca' Foscari of  Venice, 
Dept. of  Economics Research Paper Series, n. 
34 (2006), p. 1.

[7]  ‘Dresden is deleted from UNESCO’s 
World Heritage List’, https://whc.unesco.
org/en/news/522 (accessed 20 March 
2020).

[8]  Salvatore Settis, If  Venice Dies 
(London: Pallas Athene, 2016), p. 111-2.

[9]  Ana Trancoso González, ‘Venice: the 
problem of  overtourism and the impact 
of  cruises’, Investigaciones Regionales, v. 2018 
n. 42 (2018), p. 40.
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Fig. 2.1.1. Top 20 Cargo Ports and Other Main Cargo Ports in Europe, 2017
Fig. 2.1.2. The Slogans in Venice

Fig. 2.1.3. The First Paradox - Tourist City or Museum City?
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2.2. Authenticity or Unauthenticity?

In his literalistic biography of  Theseus, Plutarch recounts a story 
about a special ship:

‘The ship wherein Theseus and the youth of  Athens returned … was preserved 
by the Athenians down even to the time of  Demetrius Phalereus, for they took 
away the old planks as they decayed, putting in new and stronger timber in 
their place …’ [10]

This story is the source of  a famous philosophical concept, namely, 
the ship of  Theseus, which has sparked discussions regarding an 
object’s authenticity and identity for hundreds of  years. If  the 
original historical material is retained, is the authenticity of  an object 
retained? If  its original design and technology is retained, can an 
object with its the historical material replaced still be considered the 
same as the original?[11] It seems that the ship could continue to be 
the same as long as all the replacements are identical in material and 
form. But the spatial production relies exclusively on ‘the experience 
of  the historic context’, and the authenticity depends not just on the 
‘surface appearance’ but also ‘how is it made’ and the purpose.[12] 

Similar arguments are ongoing, especially with regards to 
architecture. This conflict of  views becomes more apparent when 
comparing the theoretical differences between John Ruskin and 
Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, who are considered ‘the first true 
conservation theorists’ in the 19th century.[13] John Ruskin showed 
his passionate and exclusive love for architecture of  the past in his 
books The Seven Lamps of  Architecture and The Stones of  Venice, 
holding the opinion that ‘there are two duties respecting national 
architecture whose importance it is impossible to overrate: the first, 
to render the architecture of  the day, historical; and, the second, to 
preserve, as the most precious of  inheritances, that of  past ages.’ 
[14] For Ruskin, it is reasonable to restore an architectural heritage to 
as good a state as possible. On the contrary, Viollet-le-Duc reached 
a different perspective after years of  architectural conservation 
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mit.edu/Plutarch/theseus.html (accessed 
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repository/article/view/638 (accessed 23 
March 2020), p. 129-133.
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theory of  conservation (London: Butterworth 
Heinemann, 2005), p. 4.

[14]  John Ruskin, Seven Lamps o f  
Architectur e (London: Electric Book 
Company, 2000), pp. 234.
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[17]  Cevat Erder, ‘The Venice Charter 
under Review’, ICOMOS Scientific Journal, 
The Venice Charter - La Charte de Venise 
1964-1994, https://www.icomos.org/
venicecharter2004/erder.pdf  (accessed 27 
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practice: ‘To restore an edifice means neither to maintain it, nor to 
repair it, nor to rebuild it; it means to re-establish it in a completed 
state, which may in fact never have actually existed at any given time.’ 
[15] He believed that the producer’s intent and the aesthetic qualities 
of  a building could determine its true nature – even if  the building 
never actually existed in its ideal state. These views illustrate the two 
typical sides of  the paradox, and each has gained many adherents 
over the years.

When considering the geographical environment of  Venice and 
its urban structure, it is easy to liken Venice to the ship of  Theseus 
floating in the lagoon. Maintainers carefully replace components 
according to the ship’s original appearance in the hope that it will 
remain ‘authentic’, although its function and environment have 
inevitably changed. If  the above discussion on architectural heritage 
protection is extended to the restoration of  the city, there are two 
options for Venice. One is to protect the ancient building forms to 
keep the original appearance of  the city. The other is to maintain the 
design strategies of  the city and further develop it, even if  the result 
is different from what is thought to be the original Venice. 

Architectural works guided by these two theories can be seen in 
Venice. On July 14, 1902, the Bell Tower “Campanile di San Marco” 
collapsed, leaving only a pile of  rubble (Fig.2.2.2). Inspired by John 
Ruskin, Beltrami built a new tower in the same form as the original 
one to retain the appearance of  the most representative square 
in Venice (Fig.2.2.1). This practice then became a fundamental 
concept in restoration, that is, ‘com'era e dov'era’.[16] The creation 
and subsequent development of  the Venice Charter of  1964, 
however, brought about more options for building protection and 
urban restoration. The charter stresses ‘authenticity’, but Article 5 
emphasises that the ‘conservation of  monuments is always facilitated 
by making use of  them for some socially useful purpose’, which 
indicates that a monument must continue to play a role in society to 
ensure its existence.[17] Carlo Scarpa's series of  architectural works in 
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Venice can be regarded as following Viollet-le-Duc’s theory.[18] For 
example, the entrance that he designed for the University Institute 
of  Architecture (IUAV), although different from classical Venetian 
architecture, utilised craft traditions and the local material culture to 
create a unique structure that could only belong to Venice (Fig.2.2.3).

[18]  Margeret Plant, Venice: Fragile City, 
1797-1997 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2002), p. 348.



Fig. 2.2.2
Fig. 2.2.3

Fig. 2.2.1. The New Campanile, San Marco, 1911
Fig. 2.2.2. The Collapse of  Campanile di San Marco, 1902

Fig. 2.2.3. IUAV's main gate by Carlo Scarpa
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When either of  two ideas reaches extremes, architectural works and 
the urban landscape will veer towards unauthenticity. Consider two 
examples of  Venetian bridges: Ponte del Paradiso at the entrance 
of  the Arsenale and Ponte della Costituzione, connecting Piazzale 
Roma with Santa Lucia station. The first bridge, in an attempt 
to restore the ancient landscape and form of  the bridge, lost the 
opening function at its gate, becoming merely decorative (Fig.2.2.4). 
In contrast, the Ponte della Costituzione serves as a purely modern 
bridge between the two largest sources of  passenger traffic in 
Venice, but its steel structure and modern appearance undoubtedly 
spoil the city's classical landscape (Fig.2.2.5).



Fig. 2.2.4. The Past and the present of  Ponte del Paradiso
Fig. 2.2.5. Ponte della Costituzione, Venice

Fig. 2.2.6. The Second Paradox - Authenticity or Unauthenticity?

Fig. 2.2.5
Fig. 2.2.6
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Fig. 2.2.7. The Gondoliers in Venice
Fig. 2.2.8. The Port of  Isola La Certosa, Venice
Fig. 2.2.9. Historical Visualisation - Layer 3
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With regards to other activities, similar tendencies towards 
performance and the pursuit of  function are obvious, especially 
in the contrast between the gondolas and waterbuses that co-
exist in Venice today (Fig.2.2.7). The gondola, a very useful vessel 
in a narrow canal, has been retained as a traditional means of  
transportation, but gondolas cannot cope with the surge of  tourists. 
The main carriers of  tourists are the waterbuses, boats with modern 
appearances that use technology. Even the locals primarily use the 
ships with modern engines (Fig.2.2.8). The gondolas have been 
reduced to artefacts or role playing, while the widespread use of  
modern watercraft is destroying classical Venice.

The title ‘the precious heritage of  all mankind’ has bound scholars 
to principles of  ‘authenticity’ and stymied plans for renovation. 
For visitors drawn to the floating city, it is hard to say whether they 
are visiting an ancient metropolis or looking at a city-sized stage. 
Theorists note that ‘for most of  the world, Venice is not a real city, 
with a real city’s inhabitants and constraints, but a backdrop and 
a stage for one’s gaze, emotions, and passions’.[19] However, the 
ship of  Theseus is different from a monument. Likewise, many 
people are aware that the new requirements for Venice are forcing 
people to adopt strategies that differ from those used in the past. 
But the remade warship cannot be connected with that of  the hero. 
Maintaining the balance has once again become a problem in the 
historical city (Fig.2.2.6).

[19]  Michael O’ Neill, Mark Sandy, and 
Sarah Wootton (eds.), Venice and the 
Cultural Imagination: 'This Strange Dream 
upon the Water' (New York: Routledge, 
2016), p. 2.



Fig. 2.2.7
Fig. 2.2.8
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Fig. 2.2.9
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PART 3: 
Disneyfication or Not Disneyfied Enough?
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According to the above paradoxes, Venice nowadays often 
embodies the unique characteristics of  a theme park. In 1982, Denis 
Cosgrove marked the 19th century transformation of  Venice as ‘the 
Disneyfication of  Venice’,[1] which Donna Leon wrote of  in her 
novel A Venetian Reckoning:
‘We are a pessimistic people, aren’t we?’ Brunetti asked.
‘We once had an empire. Now all we have’ she said, [...] ‘all we have is this 
Disneyland. I think that's sufficient cause for pessimism.’ [2]

Such claims are not groundless. According to the official tourism 
annual published for Venice, between 2013 and 2017, the ratio of  
the number of  passengers arriving and staying in the municipality of  
Venice remained at approximately 1:2.3, indicating that each visitor 
only stays in Venice for two days, on average.[3] In recent years, this 
view has trickled down to the civilian population. NoGrandiNavi 
Venezia organised a protest of  more than 4,000 people against 
‘touristification and transformation of  the town’.[4] The crowd held 
a sign with the words ‘This is not Veniceland’ while walking down 
the streets of  Venice (Fig.3.0.1). Hence, Venice and Disneyland have 
already overlapped in people's eyes.

This section will focus on ‘the Disneyfication of  Venice’, or 
‘Veniceland’, and discuss the design features and significance of  
Disneyland. On this basis, I will further analyse applying positive 
references regarding Disneyland towards Venice.

[1 ]   Tony  Tanner,  Ven i c e  D e s i r e d 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1992), p. 75.

[2]  Donna Leon, A Venetian Reckoning 
(London: McMillan, 1995), p. 51.

[3]  ‘Studi sul Turismo a Venezia’,
 https://www.comune.venezia.it/it/
content/studi (accessed 23 February 
2020).

[4]  ‘Venezia – oltre 4000 in marcia per 
una città degna’, 
http://www.nograndinavi.it/venezia-
oltre-4000-in-marcia-per-una-citta-degna/ 
(accessed 10 February 2020).



 

Fig. 3.0.1. Over 4000 people marched today for Venice's dignity, 2018

Fig. 3.0.1
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Fig. 3.1.1. "Veniceland" Protest Held by Venessia.com, 2010
Fig. 3.1.2. The Map of  Veniceland, 2010
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3.1. Veniceland: A Description of  Touristic Venice

Veniceland, an analogy of  Venice to Disneyland, has long been 
commonplace. In 2010, the association Venessia.com organised a 
protest entitled ‘Veniceland’. Dressed up as a chorus, the organisers 
took a boat across the grand canal to Piazzale Roma near Ponte 
della Costituzione,[5] where they set up a ticket office to distribute 
tickets they had produced (Fig.3.1.1). The association made the 
protest extremely ironic and even designed a tourist guide map for 
Veniceland. Based on the central city of  Venice, the map marked 
a wide range of  famous attractions as theme park activities. Both 
the title and the font style used to label the pictures suggested that 
touristy Venice was a Disneyland for recreation (Fig.3.1.2). 

In a large number of  speeches and activities, the term ‘Veniceland’ 
has been used as a simple description of  touristic Venice and 
a critique of  touristification. People are angry at the series of  
transformations turning Venice into an object for tourists’ 
consumption. The use of  ‘Veniceland’, as described above, is 
often based on the characteristics of  an amusement park. In other 
words, these criticisms often overlook the enormous strengths of  
Disneyland itself  and the system that underlies it. It is even fair to 
say that the vast majority of  these people are reacting to just certain 
aspects of  Disneyfication, particularly its reputation as ‘an integral 
part of  architectural kitsch’ with ‘plastic facades’.[6] 

[5]  ‘VeniceLand’, http://www.venessia.
com/veniceland/ (accessed 23 February 
2020).

[6]  Frank Roost, Die Disneyfiz ierung 
d e r  S t ä d t e :  G r o ß p r o j e k t e  d e r 
Entertainmentindustrie am Beispiel des 
New Yorker Times Square und der Siedlung 
Celebration in Florida (Wiesbaden: Springer 
VS, 2000), p. 9.
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Fig. 3.1.2
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However, it is essential to note that tourists returning from Venice 
may not have travel experiences matching their expectations. 
Crowded streets, poor service, and unusually high prices make many 
tourists highly critical of  the tourist experience, of  which many 
Venetians are unaware.[7] Combined with the first paradox discussed 
earlier, this blind condemnation on the part of  tourists is unjust. 
Although used as a counter-example in If  Venice Dies, a confession 
by a college graduate just back from her first trip to Europe 
demonstrates this well:

I didn't like Europe as much as I liked Disney World. At Disney World 
all the countries … show you just the best of  each country. Europe is boring. 
People talk strange languages and things are dirty. Sometimes you don't see 
anything interesting in Europe for days, but at Disney World something 
different happens all the time and people are happy. It’s much more fun. It's 
well designed.[8]

This phenomenon naturally raises various questions: What exactly 
is Disneyfication? If  a real Veniceland appeared, would it be like the 
present Venice? What can Venice learn from Disneyland?

[7]  Margeret Plant, Venice: Fragile City, 
1797-1997 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2002), p. 437.

[8]  Salvatore Settis, If  Venice Dies 
(London: Pallas Athene, 2016), p. 89-90.
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In t e r na t i ona l  Jou r na l  o f  Hosp i t a l i t y 
Management, v. 28, n. 2 (2009), pp. 183.
[10]  Ibid., p. 184.

3.2. Understanding Disney, Disneyfication, and the Design of  Disneyland

Veniceland embodies much of  the public's misunderstanding of  
Disney. If  people look at the tourism-oriented and role-playing trend 
in Venice, it is already a theme park in a half-finished state. However, 
in light of  how well the Disney Company and Disneyland have done, 
particularly compared to early theme parks such as Coney Island, it is 
difficult to see how Disneyland can be used as an analogy for Venice 
in crisis.

It is well known that Disneyland promotes itself  as the ‘Magic 
Kingdom’. In fact, Disney is an undisputed business empire with 
worldwide influence. In addition to the media and real estate 
industries, it has also racked up considerable achievements in the 
financial and legal fields. All of  this activity has allowed the company 
to undertake unimaginably huge projects, among which Disneyland 
is only the tip of  the iceberg, in the manner of  a country (Fig.3.2.1). 

More importantly, Disney has a robust tourism system, which Venice 
lacks. Just as the Republic of  Venice built vast trade routes across 
the world, Disney, a giant company, has turned its tourism industry 
into a global network centred in the United States. According to 
Abraham Pizam’s definitions of  the travel, tourism and hospitality 
industries, the travel industry provides ‘transportation to tourists 
and non-tourists alike’, while the tourism industry provides extra 
‘non-transportation services and goods to tourists’.[9] The hospitality 
industry consists of  many businesses that are both for locals and 
tourists.[10] These three industries are intertwined, engaged as they 
are in the process of  transporting travellers from all over the world 
to attractions and creating travel experiences to reap economic 
benefits (Fig.3.2.2). From this perspective, the Venice tourism system 
is not under administrative control, whereas the Disney tourism 
system includes all three industries.



Fig. 3.2.1

 
Fig. 3.2.1. The Map of  Disney’s Worldwide Assets
Fig. 3.2.2. The Relationship between the Travel, Tourism and Hospitality Industries
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While the public focuses on the Disneyland’s entertainment 
properties and symbolism, redirecting attention to Disney's creativity 
in urban design may broaden the horizon. In contrast to the 
common one-sided understanding, a fairer and rational definition of  
Disneyfication is ‘the design and management of  places to render 
them simpler, sanitized, and “family-friendly” sites to be consumed’ 
to strip places of  ‘their negative elements’. The Disneyfied places 
are ‘presented on the one hand as safe and serene locations, and on 
the other hand as authentic, hyperreal simulacra, that are sanitized 
versions of  real places’.[11] Disneyland attaches great importance to 
the creation of  atmosphere and its narrative, or in other words, the 
characterization of  a utopic space. 

The unique and advanced design of  Disneyland cannot summarised 
simply with the term ‘amusement park’. As Bill Walsh, a Disney 
veteran, announced for this innovative project: ‘Disneyland will 
be something of  a fair, an exhibition, a playground, a community 
cent[re], a museum of  living facts, and a showplace of  beauty and 
magic.’[12]

[11]  Derek Gregory, Ron Johnston, 
Geraldine Pratt, Michael J. Watts and 
Sarah Whatmore (eds), The Dictionary of  
Human Geography (Chichester: Blackwell 
Publishers, 2009), p. 168.

[12]  Richard Snow, Disney’s Land: Walt 
Disney and the Invention of  the Amusement 
Park That Changed the World (New York: 
Scribner, 2019), p. 105.



 
Fig. 3.2.3. The Map of  Disneyland in California
Fig. 3.2.4. Map-diagram of  Disneyland by Louis Marin
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Disneyland has a prototype structure and, in terms of  storytelling, a 
script that are used at Disneylands around the world. For example, 
Disneyland in California has just one opening for access (Fig.3.2.3). 
Walt Disney coined the term ‘Weenies’ in the design of  the first 
Disneyland, which means offering a series of  visual magnets and 
themed symbols in every region of  the theme park, such as Sleeping 
Beauty’s Castle and Space Mountain.[13] Under the guidance of  this 
design strategy, tourists in the park are attracted from one scenic spot 
to another, thereby increasing mobility efficiency. ‘In Disneyland the 
neutral space of  the limit is displayed by three areas, each having a 
precise semiotic function’, writes French philosopher Louis Marin.[14] 
The outer limit is formed by the open parking lot, the intermediary 
limit is represented by the ticket booths, and the inner limit is 
surrounded by the embankment of  the Santa Fe and Disneyland 
Railway, which, with its stations (Fig.3.2.4), forms a utopian world. 
In this structure, visitors experience a narrative process from the 
real world to the fantasy kingdom. Main Street USA acts as the 
central axis connecting ‘reality and fantasy’, together with ‘historico-
geographical distance and space-time’.[15] Visitors’ experiences at 
Disneyland involve ‘not only the shows and rides’ but also becoming 
‘an entertaining part of  the story’.[16] 

[13]  Ibid., p. 123.

[14]  Louis Marin, Utopics: The Semiological 
P lay  o f  Textua l  Spac e s  (New York: 
Humanity Books, 1990), p. 242.

[15]  Ibid., p. 252.

[16]  Richard Snow, op. cit., pp. 116-7.
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Fig. 3.2.5. The Parade in Disneyland Paris, 2020
Fig. 3.2.6. Il ritorno del Bucintoro nel Molo il giorno dell'Ascensione by Canaletto, 1730
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Venice once had a similar grand narrative. However, in my field trip 
to Venice, I found that this sense of  legend had disappeared from 
the city. The performance is upheld by only the Venetians working 
in the tourism industry, not the visitors. What surprised me was that 
I saw a grand narrative that could have belonged to Venice during 
the parade on my subsequent trip to Disneyland Paris (Fig.3.2.5). 
Although the parade is a daily celebration, Disney visitors chased the 
queue of  floats along Main Street USA, and the children chanted 
the names of  the princesses. At that moment, I saw the Festa Della 
Sensa as it exists in Canaletto’s painting (Fig.3.2.6).



Fig. 3.2.6
Fig. 3.2.5
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3.3. Beyond the Paradoxes: What a Real Veniceland Might Look Like

Even if  turning it into an amusement park is often criticised, it is 
possible for Venice to escape from its paradoxes to some degree 
by using Disneyland as a reference. Margaret Plant offers sharp 
criticism: ‘Residents persistently espouse the Disneyland analogy, 
forgetting that they are custodians and not creators of  their tourist 
attraction’.[17] The most glorious history of  Venice is that of  a 
country. Although Venice now appears to be simply a city, its history 
as a country is reflected in the urban structure it has grown into and 
the functions of  state still visible (such as the Doge’s palace, coin 
mint, customs buildings, and the Arsenal). 

To a greater extent than the present Venice is like a Disneyland, 
Disneyland is like the former Republic of  Venice. Disneyland 
accommodates the functions of  a small state on a city-scale, like the 
historic centre of  Venice. The Walt Disney company built a global 
trading system that included many industries, like the Republic 
of  Venice in its heyday. Disney has absorbed cultures that are not 
American, just as the once did. If  Disney builds a Veniceland based 
on Venice, it will not be a replica, but rather an alternative kingdom 
inheriting the city. This view is perhaps a reasonable way to transcend 
Venice's present paradoxes because, in Disneyland, tourism and 
culture as well as operators and visitors are not as fragmented as in 
Venice.

[17]  Margeret Plant, op. cit., p. 437.
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Firstly, because Disneyland is a theme park in its own right, attracting 
tourists for profit and shaping its own cultural trends are two sides 
of  the same coin. Masses of  tourists are organised well to create 
profit through strong design strategies and management skills. Its 
cultural influence, based on the media industry and symbolism 
economy, attracts tourists from around the world. Overcoming the 
first paradox of  Venice, the tourism and cultural industries mutually 
reinforce each other in Disneyland. 

Secondly, although Disneyland has undoubtedly absorbed cultures 
from all over the world, it has formed its own unique culture. As 
Jean Baudrillard commented, Disneyland is ‘a perfect model of  
all the entangled orders of  simulacra’, and its imaginary is ‘neither 
true nor false’.[18] It is true that in architectural form, Disneyland 
most resembles a stage. However, Disney's fantasy is based on 
architectural details, ambience, and a narrative of  life. For example, 
Venetian gondolas in Tokyo DisneySea imitate the Venetian urban 
landscape in a manner far better than that of  the other replicas. On 
the other hand, although Disneyland applies modern technology 
in construction, the attribute of  the ‘kingdom’ provides a strong 
narrative that makes tourists no longer mere visitors but more 
like citizens. It could even be argued that tourists are ‘on stage 
themselves’ and that ‘they are actors in the performance in which 
they act’, which forms an important part of  ‘The Happiest Place on 
Earth’.[19] All of  these components make it possible for Veniceland 
to find a balance with consideration to the second paradox (Fig.3.3.1).



Fig. 3.3.1

 
Fig. 3.3.1. Disneyland beyond the Paradoxes
Fig. 3.3.2. Historical Visualisation - Layer 4
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Fig. 3.3.2
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PART 4: 
The Connections between Venice and Disney
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Many people seem to struggle to separate Venice and Disneyland, 
highlighting through the original sin of  tourism the sense of  crisis 
elicited by Venice’s theme-park-like role. But Disney has stronger ties 
to Venice than most people realise, not only in terms of  tourism but 
also in term of  design and cultural innovations. Venice in California, 
built in 1905, is a typical replica of  the original Venice. It is obvious 
that Abbot Kinney was trying to produce a compromise between a 
town and an amusement park. Fifty years later, the first Disneyland 
in the world was built just 50 miles down the road, and Abbot 
Kinney’s Venice was therefore considered to be a ‘direct predecessor 
of  Disneyland’.[1] 

Therefore, in this part, I will show the connection between Venice 
and Disney from a multi-angle perspective on tourism networks, 
construction projects, and the media industry centred on collating 
historical events.

[1]  Salvatore Settis, If  Venice Dies 
(London: Pallas Athene, 2016), p. 71.
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[2]  Aaron Saunders, Giants of  the Seas: 
The Ships that Transformed Modern Cruising 
(Barnsley: Seaforth Publishing, 2013), p. 
77.

[3]  ‘A Magical Homecoming: The Disney 
Magic’s Returns to Her Birthplace, Venice, 
Italy’, https://disneycruiselineblog.
com/2013/07/a-magical-homecoming-
the-disney-magics-returns-to-her-
birthplace-venice-italy/ (accessed 6 April 
2020).

[4]  ‘Disney Magic to sail from Venice 
and San Juan in 2014’, https://www.
travelweekly.com/cruise-travel/disney-
magic-to-sail-from-venice-and-san-juan-
in-2014 (accessed 15 April 2020).

[5]  ‘Daily Itinerary of  Italy Vocations’, 
ht tps ://www.adventuresbydisney.
com/europe/italy-vacations/daily-
itinerary/2020/standard/#!venice-day-7 
(accessed 15 April 2020).

4.1. Venice and Disney’s Tourism Network 

Disney provides various tourists opportunities on different 
continents, and its superior cruise lines also connect the flow of  
tourists between continents. Disney’s network has already reached 
Venice, as the city is an essential node. As can be seen from Fig.3.2.2, 
transportation is a means of  connecting tourists to attractions at 
the destination. The Disney cruise line is well known for its vibrant 
entertainment experience and thoughtful service, and the first cruise 
ship owned and operated by Disney, Disney Magic, has a fascinating 
connection to Venice. The ship was built in two parts,[2] with the 
front section being built at the Fincantieri shipyard in Ancona and 
towed out of  drydock in April 1997 for closure with the stern at the 
Marghera Port in Venice (Fig.4.1.1). After leaving the Adriatic Sea for 
the Port Canaveral in 1998, Disney Magic's connection with Venice 
was severed. After 15 years, she returned to the city where she was 
built for the first time.[3] Disney then established four Mediterranean 
cruise lines passing through Venice in 2014,[4] thus including it on its 
navigation routes (Fig.4.1.2).

In addition, Venice has been included in Disney's tourism planning. 
In ‘Italy Vacations’, an eight-day travel package launched by Disney, 
Venice occupies two days and serves as the terminal (Fig.4.1.2). 
This itinerary for parents and children not only includes Venice's 
most famous attractions and gondola tours but also adds interactive 
activities such as ‘Venetian Carnevale Mask-Making’.[5]

From the perspective of  the hospitality industry, Disney has not 
yet established a large-scale influence in Italy. One presence worth 
mentioning is the Disney store located in the central business district 
of  Venice, which is one of  18 Disney stores in Italy (Fig.4.1.2). Even 
in winter, when the travel season is off, the number of  customers in 
the store is considerable. In addition to the Disney products available 
in other parts of  the world, there are also souvenirs specific to Italy 
(Fig.4.1.3).



Fig. 4.1.1
Fig. 4.1.2

Fig. 4.1.3

Fig. 4.1.1  The Bow of  the Disney Magic Arriving in Porto Marghera, 1997
Fig. 4.1.2. The Four Disney Cruise Lines Passing through Venice and the Disney Stores in Italy
Fig. 4.1.3. The Disney Store in Venice
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[7]  Ibid., p. 224.
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-  Wa l t  D i s n e y  Wo r l d ’ ,  h t t p s : / /
www.skyscraperci ty.com/threads/
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46#post-140421031 (accessed 12 March 
2020).
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4.2. The Built and Unbuilt Venices Within Disneylands

Disney's admiration for, and imitation of, Venice is by no means 
a whim. A resort complex in Lake Buena Vista, Florida, one of  
the earliest architectural plans associated with Walt Disney World, 
was originally planned to begin operation in October of  1971.[6] 
In this plan, Disney's Venetian Resort, the most luxurious resort 
hotel designed by Disney to date, would have not only incorporated 
Disney's creativity but also restored a part of  the Venetian lifestyle: 
‘Gondolas on canals would have transported guests from a central 
shopping, dining and lobby area to their rooms in small villas.’[7] Due 
to the oil crisis of  1973, however, three resorts with unique features, 
including Disney's Venetian Resort, were never built. Today, the only 
remnants of  this project and Disney’s ambition are found on the 
brochures and postcards from those years (Fig.4.2.1 & 4.2.2). 

Yet Disney's interest in Venice was not extinguished. In the late 
1980s to early 1990s, Michael Eisner planned to build a new resort, 
called Disney's Mediterranean Resort, based on the previous plan, 
but this plan was also aborted. In 1999, this architectural tribute was 
revisited and given a new name, Disney’s Grande Venezia Resort 
(Fig.4.2.3), though it has not yet materialised.[8]

Although its various Venetian resort plans have encountered 
difficulties, Disney completed the construction of  the Epcot Italy 
Pavilion for the World Showcase in 1982.[9] In this collection of  
buildings, which were evocative of  Italian architecture, Venetian 
buildings were prominent (Fig.4.2.4). Although not built to scale, 
replicas of  Palazzo Ducale and Campanile di San Marco were part 
of  the display, as were decorative gondolas and striped wooden 
poles, which were prominent in the waterfront section of  the 
pavilion (Fig.4.2.5). 



Fig. 4.2.1
Fig. 4.2.2

Fig. 4.2.3
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Fig. 4.2.4
Fig. 4.2.5

Fig. 4.2.1  A Complete Edition About Walt Disney World preview brochure, 1969
Fig. 4.2.2. The Postcard of  the Never-built Venetian Resort, 1969

Fig. 4.2.3. The Blueprint for Disney ’s Grande Venezia Resort, 1999
Fig.4.2.4. Composite Image of  the Italy Pavilion, by Martin Smith

Fig.4.2.5. The Rendering of  Italy Pavilion of  EPCOT, 1982
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Fig. 4.2.6. Venetian Gondolas at Tokyo DisneySea
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Tokyo Disneyland has always been considered ‘the park with the 
fewest unbuilt original designs’,[10] of  which the Tokyo DisneySea 
is a uniquely innovative project. Despite being a small amusement 
park, ‘Venetian Gondolas’ in Tokyo DisneySea was designed to 
bring much of  the Venetian urban vibe to life, even to the extent 
of  offering visitors gondola rides. The entire park seems to be a 
fragment of  the real Venice (Fig.4.2.6).  Disney's more than 50-year 
pursuit of  Venice has achieved initial success in this project.

[10]  Ibid., p. 206.

Fig. 4.2.6
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[14] ‘Paperino e la scoperta dell'Italia’, 
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4.3. Venice and Venetians in Disney Cartoons

Cartoons are where it all began for Disney. On November 18, 1928, 
Steamboat Willie, starring Mickey Mouse, was released in New York 
and caused ‘a sensation’.[11] Since then, Disney has been a mainstay 
in the media industry. As the home of  many renowned painters 
and the host city of  one of  the top film festivals in the world, 
Venice has a natural intersection with Disney. Venice's rich and 
well-known historical culture provides fertile ground for Disney's 
cultural creations. In turn, Disney's innovation has also given 
Venice's authentic culture a new interpretation and a wider range of  
audiences. 

Mickey Mouse appeared in Italian publications not long after his 
creation. He landed in Italy with an Italian name, Topolino, on 
March 30, 1930, in number 13 of  the Turin weekly, L'Illustrazione 
del Popolo, edited by Lorenzo Gigli.[12] During the Second World 
War, due to a scarcity of  original materials from the United States, 
the need to create stories in Italian became more urgent. In 1949, 
Topolino, the newspaper character, was featured in a reduced-
size booklet with partially coloured pages and enjoyed enormous 
success. There was a thriving school of  Italian authors, designers, 
and screenwriters centred on Mickey Mouse in the second half  of  
the twentieth century. Almanacco Topolino was first published in 1957 
as a continuation of  Albi d’Oro, a monthly magazine published 
by Mondadori that featured Disney stories.[13] This magazine has 
become the most well-known Italian version of  Disney publications 
today. 

Historically, stories about Topolino contain, for the most part, 
Italian-produced scripts and drawings. Over the course of  more 
than 60 years, many writers and artists from Venice, such as Romano 
Scarpa, Luciano Gatto and Giorgio Cavazzano, have taken charge 
of  the creative work. In the Topolino (libretto) 139-142, published in 
1956, Disney characters first arrived Venice in the story ‘Paperino e 
la scoperta dell'Italia’ (Fig.4.3.1), drawn by Luciano Bottaro.[14] Venice 



Fig. 4.3.1. The Venetian Scene in Paperino e la scoperta dell'Italia, 1956
Fig. 4.3.2. Historical Visualisation - Layer 5
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can be considered to be the most frequently depicted European 
city in the Disney comics universe, with over 70 appearances. For 
example, Romano Scarpa, the most famous Venetian Disney writer, 
never forgot his Venetian roots,[15] using his home city as a locale or 
the cultural inspiration in his works, such as ‘Super Pippo e i pirati 
della laguna’ (1968), ‘La storia di Marco Polo detta Il Milione’ (1982), 
and ‘Venezia e i tesori de' Paperoni’ (1985). 

Venice's influence on Disney goes beyond these works on paper. 
The 12th episode in season one of  Mickey Mouse premiered at the 
Venice Film Festival in 2013 and won the 2014 Primetime Emmy 
Award for Outstanding Short-Format Animated Program.[16] This 
short but wonderful cartoon presents a simple love story in Venice 
and creates a beautiful city scene on the screen.

Fig. 4.3.1

[15] Luca Boschi, ‘Romano Scarpa: A 
Cartoonist of  Record(s)’, Mickey Mouse: 
Timeless Tales, v. 2 (2017), pp. 4-5.

[16] ‘Disney Mickey Mouse’, https://
www.emmys.com/shows/disney-mickey-
mouse (accessed 16 April 2020).
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PART 5: 
Veniceland: How Can a Company Save a City?
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Although the history of  Venice is respected globally, building a 
new Venice to change the gloomy reality is not a new idea. On April 
27, 1910, in Venice, a group of  futurists headed by Italian artist and 
theorist Filippo Tommaso Marinetti threw thousands of  leaflets, 
each entitled Contro Venezia passatista, onto the crowd of  tourists 
in the Piazza San Marco.[1] This crazy performance expressed the 
desire to ‘heal this putrescent city’ to prepare for the birth of  a new 
Venice dominating ‘the Adriatic Sea, a large Italian lake’ (Fig.5.0.1). 
Marinetti was living in Venice in 1942 when he wrote the novel 
Venezianella e Studentaccio. The novel describes building a New 
Venice with Murano glass, with the construction of  an enormous 
vertical sculpture on the Rive degli Schiavoni.[2] Ideas for changing 
Venice have never stopped emerging. The project VENICE 2.0, 
presented at the Venice Biennale in 2010 (Fig.5.0.2), used a series of  
skyscrapers to surround the centre of  Venice in a linear fashion to 
‘protect the city from the sea’.[3]

[1]  ‘STORIA DEL FUTURISMO – 
1910. La battaglia di Venezia’, http://
www.arengario.it/futurismo/storia-del-
futurismo-1910-la-battaglia-di-venezia/ 
(accessed 12 March 2020).

[2 ]   F i l ippo Tommaso Mar inet t i , 
Venez iane l la  e  Studentacc io  (Milano: 
Arnoldo Mondadori, 2013), p. 152.

[3]  ‘MAV / VENICE 2.0’, http://jdsa.
eu/mav/ (accessed 6 April 2020).

Fig. 5.0.1



Fig. 5.0.1. Contro Venezia passatista by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, 1910
Fig. 5.0.2. VENICE 2.0 Project by JDS, 2010
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Fig. 5.0.2



Fig. 5.0.3. Zio Paperone e la deriva dei monumenti, 1977
Fig. 5.0.4. Zio Paperone Doge di Venezia, 1983
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Compared with these radical plans and ideas, Veniceland seems 
to be more feasible and peaceful. The idea of  saving Venice has 
already appeared in Disney's works. In ‘Zio Paperone e la deriva dei 
monumenti’ by Giorgio Cavazzano (Fig.5.0.3) and ‘Zio Paperone 
Doge di Venezia’ by Luciano Gatto (Fig.5.0.4), these Venetian artists 
created stories about how Disney laboured to save the sinking 
Venice. 

British economist John Kay is one of  Veniceland's strongest 
supporters. He argues: ‘If  Venice were owned by the Disney 
Corporation, Venice would not be in peril.’[4] Such confidence 
comes from trust in Disney's strong management capabilities. From 
this economist's point of  view, the problems facing Venice are not 
caused largely by the lack of  technology or the economy but rather 
by ‘politics, organisation and management’. In the case of  the 
MOSE Project, difficulties arise not because Italy lacks sufficient 
technical reserves and operating funds, but because there is no 
reliable government in place to manage the entire project. Venice can 
learn much from Disney in terms of  ‘the efficiency of  consumption 
and maximisation of  profit’.[5] 

In this regard, examining the design and operation methods 
employed by Disneyland is likely to provide an opportunity for 
Venice to develop in a better direction. Therefore, this part will focus 
on discussing how Disney might transform Venice into Veniceland 
and solve existing problems if  Venice puts aside its prejudices. 
The solution here comes from a discussion about the crises in 
Venice, combined with the theories and plans for, and practices of, 
Disneyland during different historical periods.

[4]  ‘The Magic Kingdom could save 
Venice from destruction’, https://www.
johnkay.com/2006/06/13/the-magic-
kingdom-could-save-venice-from-
destruction/ (accessed 7 December 2019).

[5]  Margeret Plant, Venice: Fragile City, 
1797-1997 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2002), p. 437.
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Fig. 5.0.3
Fig. 5.0.4



Fig. 5.1.1. . Scale Comparison between Disneylands and Venice
Fig. 5.1.2. Data Comparison of  Disneyland Paris and the Historic Centre of  Venice
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5.1. Design Strategies

If  acqua alta and over-tourism are regarded as aggressors, the 
first thing to consider is whether Veniceland can withstand such 
aggression. With the help of  Disney's strong financial resources, the 
MOSE Project could be completed as soon as possible. The scale 
of  Venice's Città Storica is similar to those of  the four Disneyland 
parks outside USA (Fig.5.1.1). Disneyland Paris handles more than 
twice as many visitors as Venice for year-round (Fig.5.1.2). These 
figures indicate that Disney’s operation and management capabilities, 
demonstrated, are sufficient to cover visitor logistics. 

For visitors familiar with crowded Venice, it may be hard to imagine 
how Disneyland would cope with such a flood of  visitors. Although 
the streets in the historical centre of  Venice are difficult to change, if  
the view is enlarged to the entire lagoon, a mobility similar to that of  
the Disney parks can be imagined in Veniceland. In fact, the current 
Venice Lagoon is not short of  tourist attractions beyond Città 
Storica. Taking the tourist map of  USHIP that I collected in Venice 
as an example, it contains a wealth of  obscure attractions such as a 
bicycle tour, fishing, and a bird watching project (Fig.5.1.3). If  the 
various attractions in the lagoon can be used as ‘Weenies’, then the 
congestion in Venice will be essentially resolved, and Venice will be 
able to cope with more tourists in the future. In any Disneyland tour, 
an app provides visitors with the waiting time for each attraction. If  
a data network based on mobile terminals can be applied to timing 
and route guidance services in Veniceland, the efficiency of  the 
historical centre in terms of  mobility will be further improved.

Disneyland's insistence on no-fly zones may be an opportunity for 
Veniceland to escape the influence of  huge cruise ships. Since 2003, 
two Disney parks in the United States have successfully imposed no-
fly zones over southern California and central Florida in the wake 
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Fig. 5.1.1
Fig. 5.1.2



Fig. 5.1.3. The Tourist Map of  USHIP
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of  the 9/11 attacks.[6] According to Disney spokeswoman Leslie 
Goodman, the establishment of  no-fly zones not only considers 
safety but also increases the enjoyment of  tourists through less noise 
and fewer visual impacts from banner advertisements.[7] Additionally, 
Disney's cruise ships have topped public ratings in recent years for 
being environmentally friendly, according to the Cruise Ship Report 
Card published by FOE (Friends of  the Earth).[8] All this makes it 
natural for Disney to prohibit other cruise ships and manage the 
lagoon's environment strictly. Additionally, moving cruise liner 
destinations away from Città Storica would not only draw the eyes 
of  tourists to the centre of  the lagoon but also further facilitate the 
construction of  a tourist environment covering the entire lagoon 
area. 

[6]  ‘Disney loved its no-fly zone — until 
it wanted to fly its own drones’, https://
www.wash ingtonpost .com/news/
innovations/wp/2016/01/22/disney-
loved-its-no-fly-zone-until-it-wanted-
to-fly-its-own-drones/ (accessed 20 
December 2019).

[7] ‘No-fly zones over Disney parks face 
new scrutiny’, https://www.latimes.com/
nation/la-na-disney-airspace-20141110-
story.html (accessed 20 December 2019).

[8] ‘Cruise Ship Report Card’, https://
foe.org/cruise-report-card/ (accessed 15 
February 2020).

Fig. 5.1.3
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[9]  Chuck Y. Gee, Eduardo Fayos Solá 
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Organization, 1997),  p. 75.

[10]  ‘Disney College Program: Magic is 
within You’, https://jobs.disneycareers.
com/disney-college-program (accessed 16 
March 2020).

5.2. Management

The hotel and real estate industries have always been indispensable 
parts of  the one-stop destination tourism of  Disneyland and would 
also be an important part of  the establishment of  the tourism 
system in Veniceland. Disneyland Paris’ hotel operations have been 
very stable in terms of  occupancy rate, and the average income 
has maintained a steady growth rate, more evidence of  Disney’s 
excellent management capabilities (Fig.5.2.1). Although the cost of  
accommodations in the historic centre of  Venice is high, Venice 
has yet to match Disney's revenue-generating capabilities. There is 
already a healthy international trend in have properties managed 
by specialised management companies, which deliver more reliable 
services and balanced growth than Airbnb does.[9] If  Disney were to 
take over, it would be a good opportunity to improve the Venetian 
hotel industry.

Disney also takes opportunities to demonstrate its own sense of  
responsibility. The ‘Disney College Program’, with the slogan ‘Live, 
Learn, Earn’, is committed to providing ‘college coursework’ in a 
campus setting so as to enable young people to earn college credit 
while working at Disneyland.[10] Such a set-up would be a boon for 
young people who are forced to leave Venice due to unemployment. 
The construction of  a town near Disneyland in Florida signals the 
possibility of  Veniceland developing a new living environment to 
ease the gentrification of  the city, where the motto could be changed 
to ‘Live with a local’ in contrast to Airbnb’s slogan ‘Live like a local’.
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8, n. 1 (2005), p. 48.

[13]  Chuck Y. Gee, Eduardo Fayos Solá 
(eds), op. cit., p. 267.

An important feature that distinguishes Disneyland from earlier 
theme parks, such as Coney Island and Luna Park, is its cleanliness.[11] 
Nothing seems to appear but happiness, and every piece of  rubbish 
that falls on the ground will be swept away within an average of  four 
minutes.[12] These are the rules, but Disney's strong management 
capabilities and environmental protection technology, such as 
garbage collection and its sewage conversion system, make such rules 
possible.[13] If  a maintenance service of  this calibre were operated in 
Veniceland, it would greatly improve the tourist experience in Venice 
and reduce public criticism regarding environmental protection.

Fig. 5.2.1

Fig. 5.2.1. The Comparison of  Hotel Industries in Venice and Disneyland Paris
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5.3. Brand and Marketing Strategies

Venice has always had its own unique city identity, but when the 
world is full of  bad imitations of  Venice, the identity of  the city 
is degraded into a label that can be sold for a high price. Among 
the many imitators of  Venice, Disney is perhaps the most ardent 
admirer. In the case of  ‘Venetian Gondolas’ in Tokyo, Disney has 
created an entire Venetian landscape, rather than a crude one-side 
imitation. If  you ignore the gondoliers' skin tones and the overly 
tidy streets, it is difficult to tell that you are not in the real Venice 
(Fig.5.3.1). As Walt Disney said: ‘If  we lose the detail, we lose it 
all.’[14]

For this reason, Disney carefully attends to its copyrights and uses its 
legal department to protect intellectual property rights. Everything 
in Disneyland looks like easy pickings, but ‘Disneyland ’s lawyers do 
not prepare for court by wishing upon a star’.[15] This fact is so well 
known all over the world that when I asked the owner of  a glassware 
merchant whether it would be possible to sell glass Mickey Mouses 
in Murano, she answered me with two simple words: ‘no’ and 
‘copyright’.

Disney has always been very good at establishing a symbolic 
economy based on the cultural industry. In Venice, a labyrinthine city 
filled with rough and fake Venetian masks, Disney added activities 
such as ‘Venetian Carnevale Mask-Making’ to its planned travel 
itinerary. This approach embodies the ‘staged authenticity’ proposed 
by Dean MacCannell,[16] just as some glass factories in Murano will 
allow visitors to view the production process. In this way, traditional 
handicraft culture can enhance interactivity and creativity and the 
Venetian identity could be shaped by affirming the artists’ pride. 
Artists who have struggled to make a living could benefit financially 



Fig. 5.3.1. Venice and Venetian Gondolas in Tokyo
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and inherit Venetian culture. In addition, there are other ways to 
strengthen Veniceland's narrative, such as issuing tickets in the form 
of  passports or visas and having a daily parade into Festa Della 
Sensa, which, on the one hand, implies the nationality of  Veniceland 
and, on the other hand, also helps to manage the number of  tourists. 
If  Disney took over Venice, the change might result in redirecting 
the traditional Venetian culture from the commodities dismissed by 
tourists to cultural products that everyone can enjoy.

Fig. 5.3.1
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CONCLUSION: 
The Potential Concerns and Significance of  Veniceland



90

In this analysis, the histories of  Venice and Disney can be seen to 
have a strong relationship. From an unconventional perspective, 
Veniceland may be a way to resolve the crises and restore the history 
of  Venice.

Allowing Disney to run Venice as a unique theme park seems like 
a ridiculous idea on the surface but it is impossible to guarantee 
that this ridiculous idea will never become a reality. In recent news, 
a plan for the theme-park-like renovation of  Sacca San Biagio 
was proposed by a business group from Vicenza.[1] Although the 
artificial island, once used as a landfill, has been abandoned for 
years, it is separated from the main body of  Città Storica by only the 
Giudecca Canal (Fig.6.0.1). Anyone who loves the traditional identity 
of  Venice, upon seeing this proposal, might worry about the fate 
of  Venice. Settis has expressed deep concern and pointed out that 
if  there is ‘a fake Venice next to the real one, […] the truth of  the 
simulacrum shatters and engulfs the truth of  history’.[2] 

[1]  ‘Venezia e “VENICELAND”: 
trasformare L’ISOLA DI SAN BIAGIO 
da DISCARICA a POLO DI CULTURA 
E DIVERTIMENTO – Come uscire 
dal degrado e i soldi che mancano: i 
progetti per Venezia diventano occasione 
di dibattito per capire come potrà 
essere il futuro di questa città “unica” 
al mondo’, https://geograficamente.
wordpress.com/2013/11/02/venezia-
e-veniceland-trasformare-lisola-di-san-
biagio-da-discarica-a-polo-di-cultura-e-
divertimento-come-uscire-dal-degrado-
e-i-soldi-che-mancano-i-progetti-per-
venezia/ (accessed 10 March 2020).

[2]  Salvatore Settis, If  Venice Dies 
(London: Pallas Athene, 2016), p. 96.

Fig. 6.0.1



Fig. 6.0.1. The Rendering of  Sacca San Biagio Project
Fig. 6.0.2. The Truman Show, 1998
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[3]  The Truman Show (Paramount Pictures, 
dir. Peter Weir, 1998).

The people represented by Settis are afraid that Venice will become a 
Disneyfied concept, out of  touch with the real history. The 1998 film 
The Truman Show tells the story of  being controlled via role-playing.
[3] Truman has lived in a huge studio world where everyone but him 
is an actor since his childhood and is controlled by the director, 
Christof  (Fig.6.0.2). If  Venice does come under the control of  the 
Walt Disney company, the similar concerns about this situation are 
bound to be voiced. 

Fig. 6.0.2
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In contrast, John Kay satirises those who do not want Venice to be a 
theme park in his article: ‘But Venice is already a theme park.’[4] The 
role-playing performances have already been staged in every corner 
of  Venice. But this may offer an opportunity to interpret the history 
in a new way. The DAU Project is a real but controversial case that is 
also worthy of  reference. It is a large-scale interactive project based 
on film, art, and anthropology. The film materials alone can last up 
to 700 hours.[5] The performance of  the project, based on a large 
number of  characters, reproduces the reality of  the declining Soviet 
Union, in which tourists need a visa to enter, and history becomes 
part of  the plot. It is essentially a Soviet world in parallel time and 
space, in which people live and perform (Fig.6.0.3). These projects 
may provide apt comparisons for Veniceland.

From my point of  view, in the context of  globalisation and 
deindustrialisation, it is a sentimental attempt to deny that Venice 
is a tourist city and that tourism is important. If  we set aside our 
preconceptions about Disneyfication, Disneyland may be the 
greatest urban design of  the 20th century. At the same time, it may 
also be the theme park most closely connected to Venice. If  Venice 
eventually becomes an amusement park, then I will hope that it will 
be a special Disneyland. If  this is not to be the case and Venice is 
fortunate enough to avoid death, then I hope this great city can learn 
from Disneyland, the most successful theme park in the world.

The problems of  Venice are large and complicated, and they force 
me, with the above proposition and opinions, to be one of  the 
people who argue from within the paradoxes. However, I hope the 
absurdity of  this project can arouse people's imaginations and irony 
can encourage more scholars to conduct further in-depth research. 
What is happening in Venice today is just as likely to happen in any 
other historic city, and Disneyland’s experiences are likely to provide 
guidance to other cities that face or may face difficulties similar to 
those faced by Venice. Regardless of  the outcome, it is important to 
make the effort.

[4]  ‘The Magic Kingdom could save 
Venice from destruction’, https://www.
johnkay.com/2006/06/13/the-magic-
kingdom-could-save-venice-from-
destruction/ (accessed 7 December 2019).

[5]  ‘Dau: a never-ending experiment in a 
Soviet laboratory’, https://www.bfi.org.
uk/news-opinion/sight-sound-magazine/
features/dau-ilya-khrzhanovsky-report-
and-first-look (accessed 18 March 2020).



Fig. 6.0.3. The DAU Project, 2019
Fig. 6.0.4. The Final Historical Visualisation
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Fig. 6.0.3



Fig. 6.0.4
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