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 By definition, placelessness lacks distinctiveness; yet 

manufactured distinctive places are characteristic of postmodern flatscapes, 

whether for shopping or entertainment. In this postmodern era, real places 

are also simultaneously being transformed into placelessness. The concept 

of placelessness and the resulting kinds of commercial and residential 

cultural landscapes that emerged in the postmodern era were discussed in 

the previous chapter. In this chapter, the concept of postmodern 

placelessness is extended to explicit fantasy landscapes. Three seemingly 

unconnected real fantasy landscapes are compared and contrasted in this 

chapter: 1) Hollywood, 2) Disneyland, and 3) Western Myths. 

 The most obvious examples of manufactured fantasy places are 

found in movies and television shows, both commonly require geographical 

settings. The creation of fantasy places in movies, in particular, requires real 

fantasy landscapes which in turn provide inspiration for other kinds of kinds 

o fantasy landscapes. To create these fantasies, the backlots of movie 

companies provide directors with the building blocks of cultural landscapes: 

appropriate vegetation, lighting, weather conditions, and buildings based on 

commonly accepted, or even stereotypical, ideas of places. They create 

ñtemporaryò cultural landscapes that are functionally placeless while 

convening a sense of place, giving fantasies creditability.  

 The wealth created from the fantasy industries is disproportionally 

concentrated in real places, such as Hollywood, Beverly Hills, and Bel Air. 

With a median U.S. family income of only $46,326 and 94 percent of U.S. 

households earning less than $150,000 in 2005, the real landscapes of 

wealthy movie stars, executives, and others associated with the 

entertainment industries are truly fantasy places for the rest of the 

population.  

 The ultimate culmination of turning celluloid fantasies into 

material realities occurred when Disney TV cartoon characters were 

combined with Hollywood fantasy sets to create ñrealò people and places in 

Disneyland and later in Disney World. Ironically, often people decide to 

turn their real towns into fantasy landscapes as they commerate, and often 

then, sell by-gone ethnicity and western frontier myths about cowboys and 

miners in historically accurate places like Western ghost towns. 

 Fantasies employ ideas which can remain abstract or be expressed 

in material forms. Likewise, ideas inform behaviors without requiring real 

landscapes (although sometimes imagined ones), for example, reading 

books, watching TV, or producing movies. Yet other behaviors -- 

vacationing, visiting places, or just passing through spaces -- require actual 

landscapes (Figure 7-1). When fantasies take material forms, real fantasy 

landscapes appear in varying degrees of reality/fantasy. This chapter 

examines the continuum of cultural landscape from reality to fantasy. How 

have real places been turned into fantasy places, and how fantasy places 

have been turned into real ones. Exploring these themes is useful in their 

own right but also, in contrast, enlightens the meanings of all North 

American cultural landscapes in general. 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/h0.htm
http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/d6.htm
http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/h0.htm
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 Part I . Hollywood: Turning Entertainment Fantasies into Realities   

 Hollywoodôs nickname, Tinseltown, captures the essence not only 

of the movie and television industries but also of the orchestrated public 

lives and places of the stars, and less so, also of directors and producers. 

Tinsel is defined as something that glitters like precious metal but has little 

worth; is showy, gaudy, and a splendid sham. As the industry likes to say 

ñHollywood is where dreams are made and stars are bornò but it is also the 

place were far more often dreams are never fulfilled or even shattered, and 

actors and actresses never make it to the ñbig leagueò and are glad to settle 

for B-movies. As a place for creating fantasies, Hollywood excels at 

expressing U.S. cultural ideals and myths, like the American Dream and the 

American Way of Life, both of which promulgate the idea that ñyou can be 

anything you want,ò and if you donôt achieve your dream, it is your fault. 

The movies and television shows allow the American Dream to be 

actualized, at least during the length of the show and in the imagination of 

viewers thereafter.  

 Television is a powerful medium, influencing peopleôs perceptions 

and understandings especially because the average household views TV for 

eight hours daily (2005), with 26 percent of U.S. children watching four or 

more hours of television per day. The United States leads the world in the 

average daily household TV viewing; the second highest country, Turkey, 

views TV for 5 hours. And Canada, in contrast to its southern neighbor, 

averages only three hours of TV viewing. Long exposure to visually 

engaging material can turn fantasy into reality. For example, CBS 

eliminated poor people from their TV soaps because too many viewers sent 

food and clothing packages. Marcus Welby, MD -- a TV doctor -- received 

tens of thousands of letters asking for medical advice. About half the 

viewers of the TV show ER said they learned important health-care 

information from the program. Small town residents, who experienced little 

or no crime, named "crime in the streets" as the major problem in their 

communities based on TV shows. Visual media affects not only peopleôs 

attitudes towards other people and events but also to real places and 

landscapes. In The View from Sunset Boulevard, Ben Stein (1979) 

comments that "U.S. life on TV represents the distorted views of an elite of 

guilt-ridden Los Angeles-based writers and producers." Whether guilt-

ridden or not, the Hollywood entertainment industries create fantasies and 

need landscapes to tell their stories. The movie and television industries, 

therefore, are powerful shapers of landscape likes and dislikes. 

 Californiaôs Hollywood is where imagination and reality are 

expressed in real fantasy landscapes. At its core, Hollywood is the apex of 

the U.S. film, television, and music industries and its many associated 

studios. Its sphere of influence extends to historic pre-WWII movie 

theaters, and current studio tours and movie-based theme-ride parks. Farther 

afield, the domain of Hollywood includes the widely scattered mansions of 

the stars and related-Hollywood elites in Beverly Hills and Bel Air, and the 

commercial areas of The Sunset Strip and the most spectacularly expensive 

shopping street of Rodeo Drive (Figure 7-2). 

 In the 1910s, motion picture companies from New York and New 

Jersey started moving to Southern California for environmental advantages: 

moderate, dry, and sunny Mediterranean climate, variety of natural scenery 

(ocean, beaches, grasslands, deserts, and mountains), and lots of natural 

lighting -- the best source of illumination for movie production then. 

Hollywood's first film studio opened in 1911. Already by the 1920s, 

Hollywood became saturated with so many film studios that many 

production companies built lots in West Los Angeles, Culver City, and the 

 
Figure 7-1.  Types of real fantasy landscapes. Source: Ingolf Vogeler. 

http://www.uwec.edu/Geography/Ivogeler/w188/h0.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hollywood
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Jersey
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Jersey
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Jersey
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California
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San Fernando Valley. As the film industry grew during the 1920s and 

1930s, banks, restaurants, clubs, and movie palaces were built in the 

classical Beaux Arts style but more colorful and decorative styles were also 

used. The Spanish Colonial Revival style reflected Hollywood's self-

conscious extravagance whereas the Art Deco and Moderne styles 

expressed the community's sense of glamour and sophistication. The Max 

Factor building  is a striking example of this era (Figure 7-3).  

 
Figure 7-2. Major elements of the real fantasy landscapes of Hollywood. 

Source: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 

 The make-up industry developed out of the movie industry. The 

illusion of personally looking good fits the industryôs make-believe. Max 

Factor invented the first make-up used in a motion picture and invented lip 

gloss, pancake make-up, and false eyelashes. Subsequently, the products 

that were used to make movie actors look artificially good on the screen 

were also used by ordinary women to look like ñstars,ò negating their own 

beauty and ñputting on a show.ò Although the Max Factor building has now 

been turned into the Hollywood History Museum, the original lobby and 

several make-up rooms have been preserved.  

 Hollywood is one of several media that set the standards of good 

looks, especially for women. The idealized images of women on the screen 

become standards by which ordinary women judge themselves. Cosmetic 

plastic surgery is the ultimate make-over to ñimproveò lips, hips, enlarge 

and reshape breasts, remove fat, ñtummy tuck,ò and hair replacements. The 

world-renowned Beverly Hills Institute of Aesthetic and Reconstructive 

Surgery is one of many such centers to ñimproveò the looks of stars and the 

wealthy, and increasingly even ordinary people who reportedly sometimes 

even borrow money for these procedures.   

 
Figure 7-3. The Art Deco (1935) Max Factor building in Hollywood. 

Source: Ingolf Vogeler. 

  

http://www.seeing-stars.com/Museums/HollywoodHistoryMuseum.shtml
http://www.plasticsurgerybh.com/liposuction.htm
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 In the 1960s music recoding studios moved to Hollywood. And 

while much of the former movie industry has left Hollywood, many 

independent studios remained. In addition, a disproportional number of Los 

Angeles metropolitan FM and AM stations broadcast from Hollywood 

studios. 

Motion Picture and Television Studios 
 After seeing movies and television shows, many viewers want to 

see how films are made and be part of TV shows as well as see their 

favorite ñstars;ò thus, the making of visual entertainment becomes an 

attraction for its own sake. Of the 18 movie and 11 television studios in the 

Los Angeles area, seven still give tours to tourists. Universal Studios 

Hollywood is one of the oldest (1964) most popular of the studio tours 

(millions visit each year) with over 500 outdoor sets and facades used for 

locations in movies set in the Old West, New York, and Europe. This and 

other studios illustrate the interconnection between fantasy and reality in 

creating real fantasy landscapes. Initially, only the tours of the movie 

facilities at Universal Studios attracted tourists.  

 The making of movies usually takes place indoors and outdoors. 

Although 85 percent of all "shooting" takes place inside movie studios, 

called frontlots, backlots provide the outside physical setting for the 

"action." Topographic maps clearly show the distinction between frontlots 

and backlots in the studios: the former appear as solid black shapes and the 

latter as outlined shapes with lots of roads and several lakes (Figure 7-5). 

Similar patterns are found at other studios (Figure 7-6). Filming outside, 

whether on backlots or ñon location,ò is far more difficult, unpredictable, 

and expensive than shooting in the controlled indoor environments of the 

studios. Nevertheless, movies in particularly, as opposed to many television 

shows that are set indoors, are invariably set in ñrealò landscapes. Many of 

the elements of real cultural landscapes are used to create landscapes in the 

backlots for films. 

 Movie makers take cultural landscapes seriously. They select 

appropriate vegetation (palm trees or deciduous and evergreen tress), night 

or day settings, weather conditions (sunshine, rain, thunder, lighting, or 

snow storms), topographic sites (sandy deserts, rugged mountains, or hilly 

farmland), and building types (by uses and architectural styles) in which 

their stories unfold.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 7-5. Universal City with the Universal Studios in 1966 and with 

1972 (purple) additions. The theme-ride park and CityWalk (1993) were 

added later. Source: Burbank Quadrangle 1:24,000. 
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Figure 7-6.  Four movie and television studios with their backlots and 

Forest Lawn Cemetery (lower right-hand corner) where some of the 

Hollywood stars are buried. Source: Burbank Quadrangle 1:24,000. 

 Because plants are critical definers of places, indicating climatic 

conditions and cultural meanings, a wide variety of vegetation (trees, 

shrubs, and flowers) is available on the backlots for movie making (Figure 

7- ). 

 

 
Figure 7- . Universal Studios: potted plants on the backlot. Photo: Ingolf 

Vogeler. 

 Universal Studios also allowed visitors to experience weather: a 

rain storm in Old Mexico, albeit in Hollywood style -- safe and dry. With 

thunder in the background, a make-believe rain storm pumped water on a 

cobble-stone Mexican street where the run-off tipped over a tree, falling 

towards but not on top of the tourist tram (Figure 7- ). As the trams left, the 

tree was hydraulically erected again and the water was pumped to the top of 

the hill; ready for the whole scene to be repeated for the next tram! Such 

tame effects from 1970s movies have been replaced more recently with 

violent ones, such as ñ8.5-magnitude earthquakes,ò escaped dinosaurs, and 

the ñstill-smolderingò movie set from Spielbergôs War of the Worlds. 

 Backlots are mainly filled with different kinds of buildings used in 

hundreds of films and TV shows. The designs and conditions of the façade-

buildings are designed to evoke place recognition and emotional appeal. 

Western shot-outs require different scenery from a Midwestern courthouse 

square or a Louisiana riverboat setting (Figure 7- ). Universal Studios 

Hollywood (2007) says that you can ñsee incredibly realistic backlot 

shooting sets -- you wonôt believe they are just facadesò (Figure 7- ). This 

movie-set ñfa­ade architectureò later influenced commercial architecture 

across North America and even inspired ñfakeò replica of itself, the 

Hollywood Pictures Backlot, one of 30 attractions at the 55-acre Disneyôs 

California Adventure, next to Disneyland. 

 

 
Figure 7- . Universal Studios: tram touring the ñMexican villageò in a 

ñrain stormò on the backlot. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 
Figure 7- . Universal Studios: backlot  façade, or false-front, architecture. 

Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 



 Critical Cultural Landscapes Chapter 6 -- Real Fantasy Landscapes  6 

 

 
Figure 7- . Universal Studios: tram touring the backlot with the Lakeside 

Golf Club in the background. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 In addition to the movie and television studios themselves and the 

backlot studio tours, Universal Studios Hollywood now includes two more 

spin-offs: a theme-ride park and an entertainment-shopping streetscape, 

called CityWalk (Figure 7-diagram). The movies and television shows 

create the viewing audience who want to see and experience what they saw 

at home. Universalôs successful movies provide the raw materials for 

creating landscapes in their three themed places -- all in an area only 0.46 

miles by 0.32 miles.  

 Universal Studios has turned the settings and actions of movies 

into a theme park of 14 high-energy, noisy, and scary rides. And to 

complete the circle of ñentertainment,ò Universal Studios created a safe 

pseudo-urban retail space, called CityWalk, where you can do 65 ñcool 

things,ò among them eat at 13 restaurants and 14 fast food places, listen to 

music and see movies in nine entertainment places (including 18 different 

theaters inside the giant Universal Studio Cinemas alone), and shop in nine 

retail stores. Over eight million people a year visit CityWalk, which was 

designed by Jon Jerde, who also designed the postmodern Minneapolis Mall 

of America. 

 

Figure 7- . The 

interrelationships 

between imagination 

and real fantasy 

landscapes in 

Universal Studios 

Hollywood. Source: 

Ingolf Vogeler. 

 

 
Figure 7- .Citywalk at Universal Studios Hollywood. Photo: Ingolf Vogeler. 

 


