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PROLOGUE: THE VIEW FROM THIRTY 
ROCK 
NBC has occupied 30 Rockefeller Plaza since 1933.[1] The 

building still carries the institutional gravity of a media 

company that believes, correctly or not, that it remains at the 

center of things: the corridors, the executive suites, the low hum 

of operations that have not stopped in nine decades. 

The company that now fills those corridors is a different one 

than existed eighteen months ago. On November 20, 2024, 

Comcast Corporation announced its intention to separate a 

cluster of cable television networks into a standalone public 

company.[2] The assets designated for departure were a 

recognizable roster: USA Network, CNBC, MSNBC, Oxygen, E!, 

SYFY, Golf Channel, Fandango, Rotten Tomatoes, GolfNow.[3] The 

new entity was internally codenamed Versant. Mark Lazarus, 

the longtime chairman of NBCUniversal’s media group, would 

serve as its CEO. Anand Kini, NBCUniversal’s CFO, would 

become Versant’s CFO and COO.[4] Versant became a standalone 

company effective January 2, 2026.[5] 

What remained on the NBCUniversal side of the ledger was, by 

design, the part that was growing. NBC broadcast, NBC Sports, 

Telemundo, Bravo, Peacock, Universal Pictures and Television, 

and the full theme parks division: Universal Destinations and 

Experiences.[6] The logic was unsentimental. Cable networks 

facing structural audience decline belonged in one vehicle. High-

margin, IP-anchored, physically irreplaceable assets belonged in 

another. The spin-off was not an admission of failure so much as 

a recognition of arithmetic. 
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The arithmetic, as of May 2026, reads as follows. In 2025, 

Universal Destinations and Experiences generated quarterly 

revenue surpassing $2.8 billion, with segment EBITDA topping 

$1 billion in a single quarter for the first time.[7] That 

performance made the theme parks not merely a contributor to 

NBCUniversal’s consolidated results but the dominant driver of 

its operating cash flow, generating approximately 40 percent of 

NBCUniversal’s total adjusted EBITDA in 2024 alone while 

comprising roughly 18 percent of total consolidated revenue.[8] 

The parks division, in other words, had become the engine 

around which the rest of the company was now organized. 

This is a striking inversion. Universal’s theme parks spent most 

of their history as the peripheral asset: the thing corporate 

parents acquired incidentally when they bought the studio, 

managed cautiously, underfunded during stress cycles, and 

occasionally tried to sell. The division survived five ownership 

transitions across four decades, each one reshuffling its 

strategic priority and capital access. It outlasted a Japanese 

electronics conglomerate’s theory of hardware-software 

integration, a Canadian spirits family’s ambition to become a 

media empire, a French utility magnate’s vision of global digital 

convergence, a General Electric CEO’s demand for self-funding 

return on invested capital, and a telecommunications company’s 

early reluctance to treat physical entertainment as a core 

business. Through all of it, the parks kept running. They kept 

selling tickets. They kept throwing off cash. 

By May 2026, Mike Cavanagh serves as Co-CEO of Comcast 

Corporation and President and CEO of NBCUniversal. Mark 

Woodbury serves as Chairman and CEO of Universal 

Destinations and Experiences, reporting directly to Cavanagh; 
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that reporting line, which bypasses intermediate media and film 

distribution hierarchies, is itself a structural statement about 

where the gravity of the company now sits.[9] Donna Langley, as 

Chairman of the NBCUniversal Studio Group and Chief Content 

Officer since July 2023, oversees film, television, and streaming 

content, coordinating directly with Woodbury’s team on 

franchise strategy.[10] 

The division Woodbury leads was officially rebranded from 

Universal Parks and Resorts to Universal Destinations and 

Experiences in March 2023, a name change that signals 

something real: the business is no longer primarily conceived as 

a set of regional parks but as a destination platform, a network 

of physical environments that competes not just with other 

theme park operators but with every other claim on a family’s 

discretionary vacation budget.[11] 

 

Across Sixth Avenue and down the island, in a different kind of 

boardroom conversation, the same question was being framed 

differently. 

On February 3, 2026, The Walt Disney Company formally 

named Josh D’Amaro as its next CEO, succeeding Bob Iger. 

D’Amaro assumed full operational control at the annual 

shareholders meeting on March 18.[12] He is a 27-year Disney 

veteran whose career ran through the resort operations side of 

the company: parks, hotels, cruise lines, the physical 

infrastructure that generates roughly a third of Disney’s 

revenue. His appointment was not a surprise to anyone who 

had watched the industry closely. What he chose to do on May 6, 
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2026, in his first earnings call as CEO, was somewhat more 

pointed. 

D’Amaro laid out a three-pillar growth plan.[13] The first two 

pillars were unremarkable: content quality, global 

monetization. The third was not. The third pillar centered on 

aggressive deployment of artificial intelligence across five 

distinct corporate divisions: content creation and production, 

global monetization frameworks, workforce productivity, guest-

facing experience personalization, and enterprise back-office 

operations.[14] He described a unified digital ecosystem he called 

“Disney Prime,” a subscription-based super app designed to 

integrate Disney+ streaming, direct-to-consumer commerce, 

and physical resort planning into a single interface capable of 

surfacing customized vacation packages based on a user’s 

streaming history.[15] The whole program, he said, was backed 

by a $60 billion multi-year capital expenditure commitment 

dedicated to expanding Disney’s physical parks, cruise fleet, and 

resort infrastructure.[16] 

The announcement had the tone of a company positioning itself 

for a particular version of the next decade: one in which the 

guest relationship is primarily a data relationship, in which the 

physical park visit is the high-margin transaction at the end of 

an algorithmically optimized acquisition funnel. Disney was not 

shy about this framing. 

Universal’s response to D’Amaro’s announcement was, by 

contrast, operationally quiet on the subject of artificial 

intelligence. The difference in what each company chose to say 

publicly, and in which direction it pointed, is a question this 

book returns to at its close. 
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Two companies, adjacent in competitive geography, diverging in 

strategic self-presentation. That divergence is real, and it 

matters for the competitive structure of the industry over the 

next decade. But it is not the primary question this book is 

trying to answer. 

 

The primary question is older, and stranger. 

How did this parks division, treated as peripheral by five 

consecutive corporate parents, become the structural core of 

what NBCUniversal is now built around? The answer requires 

going back a long way, and it requires understanding something 

that is easy to miss when you look at the current financial 

results: the transformation was not continuous. It was not the 

product of a single brilliant strategic decision or a single 

inspired executive. It was the accumulation of a series of near-

misses, accidents, near-abandonments, and unexpected 

breakthroughs, each one turning on a detail that could easily 

have gone the other way. 

Two specific threads run through this history and are worth 

naming at the outset. 

The first is a moment in 2002, during the worst of Vivendi’s 

debt crisis, when the parks division came close to being sold 

outright. Vivendi, the French utility conglomerate that had 

acquired Seagram and its Universal assets in a $34 billion all-

stock transaction two years earlier, recorded a historic net loss 

of 13.6 billion euros for fiscal year 2001.[20] The parks were 

shopped to private equity firms, including Blackstone. The deal 

did not close. Complex joint-venture agreements with local 

partners in Orlando and Japan made any clean sale structurally 
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difficult.[21] The parks stayed inside the enterprise. That 

accident of structural complexity is part of why they are 

available to be NBCUniversal’s growth engine today. The full 

story of how close it came belongs to a later chapter, but the fact 

of it belongs here: the parks’ survival was not guaranteed, and 

at least once in their history it was genuinely in question. 

The second thread is newer, and it connects the parks’ present 

to a framework that only became legible in retrospect. There is 

a pattern in how Universal’s most consequential commercial 

achievements have been constructed: a particular architecture 

for aligning brand partners, IP holders, theatrical marketing, 

and physical park experiences into a single coordinated system. 

The name this book gives to that architecture is the portal: the 

idea that the park visit, the film release, the promotional 

partnership, and the guest data loop are not separate channels 

but a single passage through which a consumer’s attention and 

spending can be guided in one integrated motion. The portal 

concept is not a marketing slogan Universal uses internally. It is 

an analytical label for something that can be observed in the 

operational data and in the structure of Universal’s most 

successful campaigns. Understanding how it developed, why it 

works, and what it means for the competitive dynamics of the 

entertainment industry is what the chapters that follow are 

designed to explain. 

The Symphony, as this book will ultimately argue, is how the 

portal operates at full scale. That argument belongs to the end 

of this story, not the beginning. For now, it is enough to say that 

the connective tissue exists, that it was built piece by piece over 

decades, and that its existence is the reason the view from 

Thirty Rock looks the way it does in May 2026. 
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To understand how a division that five owners treated as an 

afterthought became an irreplaceable asset, it helps to start by 

understanding what it always was, even when nobody was 

paying close attention. 

The parks were never just parks. They were, from the 

beginning, a particular kind of machine: one that converted the 

intangible value of intellectual property into a physical 

experience people would pay repeatedly to have. The 

mechanism had to be maintained, upgraded, and expanded to 

keep working. But the underlying logic was durable. Intellectual 

property depreciates in value if it sits still; a park gives it a 

reason to move. 

That logic was not obvious to most of the people who owned the 

parks. Under Matsushita, which acquired MCA in 1990 for $6.59 

billion, the division’s annual revenues were approximately $380 

million and its capital expenditures approximately $42 million: 

cautious numbers for a company that had blocked land 

acquisitions and refused to commit to a second theme park gate 

in Florida.[22] The parks were treated as a cyclical, capital-

intensive business that did not align with what a Japanese 

electronics manufacturer thought it was doing in Hollywood. 

The result was stagnation at a moment when the Orlando 

entertainment market was about to become one of the most 

valuable real estate positions in global tourism. 

The Seagram era, which began in April 1995 when Edgar 

Bronfman Jr. acquired an 80 percent stake from Matsushita for 

approximately $5.7 billion, changed the capex posture 

dramatically: parks capital expenditure reached approximately 
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$710 million in 1998 as Islands of Adventure was constructed, 

transforming the Florida site from a single-gate park into a full 

resort.[23] But Seagram’s balance sheet was simultaneously 

strained by the $10.6 billion PolyGram acquisition, and then the 

whole enterprise was absorbed into Vivendi’s expanding 

empire.[24] 

Then came the near-miss. Then came GE. Then came Comcast, 

which looked at the parks division in 2011 and saw something 

every previous owner had undervalued. 

The Comcast era is what produced the financial results visible in 

May 2026. Annual parks capex surged from under $300 million 

in 2011 to over $1.5 billion by 2018, eventually crossing $2.3 

billion in the 2024-2025 construction cycle for Epic Universe.[25] 

That capex produced a park that opened on May 22, 2025, and 

drove quarterly revenue figures that would have been 

inconceivable under any previous ownership structure.[26] 

But the financial results are the effect, not the cause. The cause 

is a set of decisions, relationships, and institutional capabilities 

that were built over decades, often by people who were not sure 

they were building anything permanent. This book traces that 

construction. It follows the ownership chain and the capital 

decisions, yes. But it also follows the creative decisions, the IP 

negotiations, the promotional architectures, and the operational 

innovations that turned a studio tour into a global destination 

platform. 

The view from Thirty Rock, in May 2026, is the view from the 

end of that story. The story begins somewhere else entirely: in 

the specific, surprising, and frequently misunderstood origins of 

the business that now holds the whole enterprise together. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE BOXED LUNCH 
In the spring of 1964, a man named Albert Dorskind stood 

before Lew Wasserman in the executive offices of MCA Inc. and 

made a pitch so modest it almost didn’t qualify as an argument. 

He wanted to run trams through a movie studio back lot. He 

wanted to charge tourists to sit in orange-and-white vehicles 

and stare at facades. He had a feasibility study, a hire-ready 

general manager, and a prototype tram that had already broken 

down once, stranding sixty secretaries on a hillside. Wasserman 

gave him the green light with three conditions: the tour could 

not interfere with production, guests must leave thinking well of 

the studio, and although MCA would charge admission, the 

company would deliver genuine value. No advertising. No 

fanfare. Just a functional test to see whether it was a business or 

not. 

It was a business. It turned out to be the seed of one of the most 

durable entertainment divisions ever assembled. But to 

understand why the tour of 1964 mattered so much, and why it 

had taken nearly forty years to get there, you have to go back to 

a chicken ranch in the San Fernando Valley and a German 

immigrant who understood something about paying customers 

that almost no one else in Hollywood could see. 

The Chicken Ranch 
Carl Laemmle was born in the Bavarian village of Laupheim, 

emigrated to the United States in 1884, and spent the next two 

decades accumulating a series of small business victories before 

stumbling into motion pictures in 1906. He was walking along a 

Chicago street, heard a barker promoting a nickelodeon, paid 

his admission, and recognized immediately that the movies 
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were not a novelty. They were a compulsion. Watching 

audiences cycle in and out of that storefront theater on 

Milwaukee Avenue, Laemmle saw that the demand for film 

could not be fully satisfied. He opened his own nickelodeon 

within weeks.[1] 

By 1909, Laemmle was doing business across the Midwest, 

grossing $10,000 a week. When the New York-based Motion 

Pictures Patents Company tried to impose a two-dollar licensing 

fee on independent operators, Laemmle started his own 

production company and named it with deliberate impishness, 

adopting a cartoon demon as its logo. He was not a man who 

accepted being told what to do. He moved to Southern California 

to escape the trust’s reach, and on June 8, 1912, he and five 

other independent producers merged their interests to form the 

Universal Film Manufacturing Company. The inspiration for the 

name came from a wagon parked beneath his window. 

“Universal Pipe Fittings” was stenciled on its side.[2] 

For the new studio, Laemmle bought a 230-acre working 

chicken ranch in the Lankershim Township of the San Fernando 

Valley, ten miles outside Los Angeles, for $165,000. He broke 

ground in May 1914. By October, the first of five hundred 

employees had reported to work. By year’s end, more than 250 

films had been produced on the site. Laemmle invested five 

million dollars in the facilities: two outdoor stages, eighty 

dressing rooms, a mill, a forge, greenhouses, two restaurants, 

seven artesian wells, six miles of sewage pipe, a fire brigade, a 

library, a school, a hospital, and one of the largest private zoos 

in the world, stocked with thirty lions, ten leopards, elephants, 

monkeys, and horses. He had Universal City incorporated under 

California law. Like other cities, it had its own police 
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department, an omnibus system running on macadamized 

roads, and a spur of the Southern Pacific Railroad.[3] 

Laemmle arranged for a special Santa Fe train to depart Chicago 

on March 7, 1915, carrying “stars and near stars,” with special 

guests Buffalo Bill Cody and Madame Ernestine Schumann-

Heink aboard. When the train arrived at Universal City on 

March 15, more than 20,000 people were waiting. A studio 

press release told them they would see “a whole city where 

everyone is engaged in the making of motion pictures, a fairyland 

where the craziest things in the world happen. A place to think 

about and talk about for the rest of your days.”[4] 

The showmanship extended to disaster. Laemmle staged a fake 

dam break, flooding cowboys and American Indians in a 

controlled rush of water. On the second day of opening 

ceremonies, an aviator named Frank Stites hit an air pocket and 

plunged to his death in front of spectators. The event was 

sufficiently notorious that Thomas Edison himself visited on 

October 27, 1915, and left a congratulatory plaque. Universal 

City was soon known as Chameleon City.[5] 

The Model 
Then Laemmle did something that no other studio operator had 

done and almost none would duplicate for decades. He kept the 

gates open. 

He recognized that the number of people who could actually 

witness the filmmaking process might be small, but those few 

would act, in his phrase, as “an incalculable kind of leaven on the 

whole.” They would go home. They would write letters and talk 

to their neighbors. They would stimulate interest in his films. 

Laemmle had grandstands built overlooking the stages and 
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charged visitors twenty-five cents to watch movies being made. 

Because the films were silent, visitors were encouraged to cheer 

and applaud. There was also a five-cent chicken box lunch 

available. Average attendance reached five hundred people a 

day.[6] 

This was the boxed-lunch model: paid admission to witness a 

working production, with food to keep visitors comfortable and 

applauding, and the expectation that the transaction would 

generate commercial ripple effects far beyond the gate receipts 

themselves. The model was not complicated. It rested on a 

single insight: people would pay to be on the inside of 

something they otherwise could only see on a screen. The studio 

tour was a marketing apparatus dressed as an attraction. 

Laemmle understood that his most valuable visitors were not 

the five hundred people sitting in the grandstands on any given 

day. They were the ambassadors those five hundred would 

become when they returned home. 

The former chicken ranch was so successful that in 1919 

Universal closed its New Jersey production facility and 

consolidated all resources in California. Laemmle was an 

innovator in other domains too. He is credited with creating the 

first movie star, Florence Lawrence, whom he called “the Queen 

of the Screen” and paid the then-astronomical sum of one 

thousand dollars a week. He produced the first film reviewed by 

newspaper drama critics, the first film to cost more than one 

million dollars, and he defined the American horror genre with 

Dracula, Frankenstein, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, and The 

Phantom of the Opera. In 1922, Universal built Stage 28, the 

first soundstage constructed on a structural steel framework set 

in concrete foundations. In 1925, Laemmle produced a 
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promotional film, The City of Stars, featuring a reporter touring 

the facility and watching Universal’s biggest stars at work.[7] 

The back lot was busy. The grandstands were full. The future 

was looking good. 

The Jazz Singer and the Quiet Sign 
Then came Warner Bros. 

In October 1927, audiences saw a film that would end the 

boxed-lunch model before Carl Laemmle fully understood what 

had hit him. The Jazz Singer, released by Warner Bros., was 

part-talkie: synchronized sound, vocal musical numbers, and an 

accompaniment track. The film was a box-office sensation, and 

the industry adapted with characteristic speed. Within months, 

sound production had become the new standard. Studios had to 

control their acoustic environments. Controlling noise meant 

controlling everything within range of a microphone. Visitors 

cheering and applauding from grandstands were suddenly the 

enemy of production.[8] 

At Universal, the grandstands were removed. The studio 

painted a sign on the soundstages in letters fifty feet high: 

“Universal Pictures. Quiet.” The message was aimed at low-flying 

aircraft, but it served equally well as an announcement of policy. 

The public was no longer welcome on set. The zoo was closed. 

The tours ended.[9] 

The boxed-lunch model had survived twelve years. Its structural 

logic, the idea that paying audiences and working productions 

could coexist, had been disproved by a single technological shift. 

Sound film required closed sets. Closed sets required silence. 

Silence and spectators were incompatible. Laemmle had built 

the grandstands on the assumption that the movies would 
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always be silent. When that assumption collapsed, so did 

everything he had built around it. 

By 1936, the problems had compounded beyond the acoustic. 

Laemmle’s studio had struggled financially through the Great 

Depression. His habit of placing relatives in positions of 

responsibility had become a liability. In a stockholder revolt 

that year, Laemmle was forced out of the company he had 

founded. He retired. He died in 1939, at the age of seventy-

two.[10] 

The studio that bore his fingerprints passed to new ownership. 

Decca Records acquired Universal Pictures, Inc. and held it for 

the next quarter century. The grandstands rotted. The chicken 

lunch was forgotten. For thirty-five years, no one paid 

admission to watch movies being made at Universal City. 

The Octopus 
What revived the model was not a creative decision. It was a 

real estate transaction. 

By the late 1950s, the Music Corporation of America was the 

dominant force in the American entertainment industry. 

Dr. Jules Stein had founded MCA in 1924 in Chicago as a booking 

agency for dance bands. He started with one thousand dollars 

and a partner; the firm grossed more than thirty thousand 

dollars in its first year. What Stein built was methodical and 

unflashy: exclusive contracts with artists, one-night stands 

introduced to the dance band business, a Lucky Strike radio 

sponsorship in 1930 that gave MCA artists nationwide 

exposure, and an aggressive acquisitions program that 

eventually gave the agency representation of sixty-five percent 

of the major bands in America. Stein’s corporate culture was 
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deliberately conservative: he hired college-educated men, 

required dark suits and white shirts, prohibited flashy clothes, 

and preached that a talent agent was a businessman, not a 

promoter.[11] 

To help him grow the company, Stein hired Lew Wasserman in 

1936. Wasserman was twenty-three years old, a Cleveland 

theater usher and former publicity director for a local nightclub, 

and he began at sixty dollars a week as the national advertising 

and publicity director. Within two years, Wasserman was 

promoted to vice president. Stein would later describe him as 

“the student who surpassed the teacher.”[12] 

Wasserman was a forbidding presence. Cold and austere, he 

was famous for outbursts that would, in the words of those who 

worked around him, “leave a grown man in a $1,500 suit hugging 

the toilet in fear.”[13] But his capacity for loyalty to those who 

performed was equally notable, and his business instincts were 

operating at a level that regularly surprised even the people 

who worked closely with him. Beginning in 1937, Stein and 

Wasserman signed such clients as Henry Fonda, Greta Garbo, 

Bette Davis, Joan Crawford, Frank Sinatra, and Jack Benny. Then 

Wasserman introduced something no agent had done before: he 

negotiated a percentage of a film’s earnings rather than a 

straight salary for screen stars. The contractual arrangement 

made multiple actors millionaires. By the mid-1940s, MCA was 

said to represent half the movie stars in Hollywood.[14] 

The company expanded into television production in 1949, 

acquired the television rights to Paramount’s pre-1948 film 

library for ten million dollars in 1958, and went public in 1959. 

In the entertainment industry of the early 1960s, MCA had 
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reach across talent representation, music, film, and television. 

And then it had a real estate problem. 

By 1957, MCA’s television production subsidiary, Revue Studios, 

had outgrown its cramped facilities in Studio City. The studio 

needed space. Albert Dorskind, vice president of MCA 

Development Corporation, was assigned to solve it. He 

negotiated the purchase of the Universal International Studios 

lot. “Lew Wasserman was wary of the purchase,” Dorskind later 

said. “I remember him saying when I took him around the lot for 

the first time that real estate in the motion picture business is a 

liability, too much overhead. But we needed the space.”[15] 

MCA bought the Universal Studio lot on December 16, 1958, for 

$11.25 million. What it acquired was 420 acres of land, the 

studio facilities, and one of the largest back lots in Hollywood. In 

a financially elegant arrangement, MCA leased the studio 

facilities back to Universal at one million dollars annually, 

effectively having Universal pay for the cost of being acquired. 

Jules Stein called it “one of the greatest deals Lew ever conceived 

and made for MCA.”[16] 

The Black Tower 
MCA’s growth now worried people beyond Hollywood. In 

November 1961, MCA hired Skidmore, Owings and Merrill to 

design 320,000 square feet of new facilities at Universal City, 

including a new commissary, a bank plaza, and an 

administrative tower. Albert Dorskind called it “one of the 

biggest real estate developments in the history of the San 

Fernando Valley.” The fifteen-story black steel and glass MCA 

Tower opened in 1964 and became known almost immediately 

by two names: the Black Tower, and the Monolith.[17] 
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The tower was symbolic of a larger transformation underway. 

MCA’s next acquisition was Universal Pictures, Inc. itself. Decca 

Records owned the studio and sold out to MCA in 1962. The 

consolidation of talent representation and film production in a 

single company troubled the United States Department of 

Justice, which moved to force MCA to choose between being a 

talent agency and being a film production company. MCA made 

the choice without apparent regret. To satisfy the Justice 

Department’s consent decree, the company divested its talent 

agency and concentrated on feature-film production under the 

Universal Pictures name. The agency business was closed. MCA 

would compensate for the lost revenue by branching into 

nonentertainment fields.[18] 

The consent decree reshaped MCA’s corporate architecture in a 

way that would matter for decades. A company that had derived 

its power from representing artists and packaging talent for 

studios was now a studio itself, with 420 acres of back lot, a 

gleaming headquarters tower, and no particular reason to keep 

that back lot closed to the paying public. 

Albert Dorskind noticed an opportunity one Saturday morning 

at a farmers’ market. 

The Commissary Problem 
Dorskind had been walking through the farmers’ market in the 

Fairfax district of Los Angeles when he watched a Gray Line tour 

bus let visitors off for lunch. The observation connected to a 

problem he was already tracking: the studio commissary was 

losing one hundred thousand dollars a year. He asked himself 

why the Gray Line buses couldn’t drive through the back lot 

first, then drop visitors at the Universal commissary. If he raised 

food prices twenty percent and charged one dollar per person 
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for the back lot tour, he could put the commissary in the black. 

MCA would also make money selling postcards and souvenir 

menus.[19] 

He contacted Tanner Gray Line and made the deal. In 1959 the 

tour was named “dine with the stars” and enhanced with film 

clips and a makeup demonstration. Once again, nearly forty 

years after Laemmle had shut the grandstands, Universal was 

the only studio in Hollywood operating a daily public tour. 

The Gray Line arrangement was a consistent sellout. Dorskind 

became more ambitious. He visited Disneyland and noticed the 

train circling the park and thought about what a dedicated 

studio train, routed to avoid or expose shooting companies as 

conditions allowed, could do. He proposed to Wasserman that 

MCA terminate the Tanner contract and take control of the tour 

entirely. Wasserman was interested but Dr. Jules Stein was not. 

Stein, like most of the Hollywood establishment, was still 

operating under the instinct that had prevailed since The Jazz 

Singer: the public belonged outside the gates. He believed that 

Oscar Levant was right when he said, “Strip away the phony 

tinsel of Hollywood and you’ll find real tinsel.” The magic 

depended on the barrier.[20] 

Dorskind asked for a feasibility study instead. 

Harrison Price 
Harrison “Buzz” Price was the founder of Economic Research 

Associates, and his firm had already done something unusual in 

the history of American entertainment: it had found the location 

for Disneyland. Price was Walt Disney’s site consultant, and he 

had brought the same disciplined economic analysis to more 

than 150 studies for the Disney organization. When Dorskind 
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brought him back to Universal City in 1961 to determine 

whether MCA should get into the industrial tour business, Price 

delivered a document that read like a business case for the 

obvious, but backed it with market research.[21] 

The report found that tourism was Southern California’s third-

largest industry. Surveys showed that visiting a Hollywood 

studio ranked among the things tourists most wanted to do. 

Price examined the competition: Disneyland, which had opened 

in 1955 and which Price described as having “revolutionized 

tourist habits” by offering “a radical change from the 

conventional amusement park, fair, tour or fun zone”; Knott’s 

Berry Farm, built on food quality and California heritage; 

Marineland, “basically an aquarium environment” made unique 

by trained marine mammals. He examined the site’s location: 

adjacent to the Cahuenga Pass, with direct access to the 

Hollywood and Ventura Freeways, within twelve minutes’ 

driving time from downtown Los Angeles. More than 100,000 

cars a day passed the studio on the Hollywood Freeway.[22] 

Price’s conclusions were direct. Universal’s greatest asset was 

an intact and active Hollywood back lot with 561 facades, one of 

the most extensive in Southern California. No other studio was 

offering a comparable tour. Price estimated the market could 

absorb as many as 2.3 million visitors a year, though 

operational constraints within an active production 

environment would cap capacity at 1.5 million. He projected 

800,000 visitors in the first year, rising to 1.2 million by the 

third year.[23] 

The projections proved bullish: the tour drew 428,000 in its 

first full year, 750,000 in its second, 880,000 in its third. The 

tour hit 1.2 million in 1968. But Price’s underlying logic was 



Pg | 23 

sound. As he later reflected, “Universal Studios is the giant that 

woke up some eight years after Disneyland. It effectively and 

aggressively leveraged some sleeping assets: a great location, a 

large interesting site, a great brand name, and a great library of 

intellectual properties.”[24] 

The report also carried a warning. The studio tour would not be 

enough on its own. Static sets grew tedious. The tour needed 

live shows to demonstrate the craft of filmmaking, and those 

shows needed to be reinvested and refreshed continuously. He 

warned specifically about competing with Disneyland’s core 

strength: repeat customers. By 1960, fifty-seven percent of 

Disneyland’s attendance was returning visitors. Universal 

would be more like Marineland, drawing predominantly first-

time tourists and their local friends. That asymmetry would 

shape every strategic decision the tour’s operators made for the 

next two decades.[25] 

A Functional Test 
Wasserman approved the plan, under the three conditions he 

had set for Dorskind. Dorskind asked for four million dollars to 

design trams and build a food court, parking lots, and 

restrooms. He assured his bosses that the various technical 

crafts of the studio could supply the content: art directors, 

special effects experts, props. The studio already had everything 

it needed to create something worth seeing.[26] 

For the general manager, Dorskind turned to Price, who 

recommended Barry Upson. Upson had spent the previous five 

years working on the 1962 Century 21 Exposition in Seattle and 

was looking for his next opportunity. He and Price had met a 

couple of times at the fair. Price recommended him as, in 

Upson’s self-deprecating later recollection, “young and cheap.” 
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Upson’s original task was straightforward: put the tour together 

physically, staff it, operate it, and oversee it.[27] 

The development did not proceed without incident. Dorskind 

and Upson began experimenting with a single two-car tram in 

the spring of 1964. Movie publicist Herb Steinberg drafted the 

first tour script. Bud Dardene from Mini-Bus, Inc., built the 

prototype. The tram had a six-cylinder engine, a manual 

transmission, and seats that faced outward rather than forward. 

When MCA’s secretaries from the tower were invited to take an 

inaugural tour run, the tram left the lower lot, began climbing 

the steep Firehouse Road toward the construction site for the 

new tour center, and broke down. It could not move forward. It 

could not back up. Sixty angry secretaries walked back to their 

offices on the front lot. The six-cylinder engines were replaced 

by a V-8.[28] 

Further tests proved more successful. 

On June 17, 1964, the Universal Studios Tour quietly opened to 

the public. The official grand opening followed on July 15. 

Dorskind and Wasserman would not allow any advertising. 

Barry Upson called the opening “a functional test to see whether 

it was a business or not. Everybody thought it was going to be a 

good business.”[29] 

The opening-day operation was skeletal. Those first guests 

purchased tickets at a trailer parked along Lankershim 

Boulevard. The offices were in a Quonset hut nearby. The staff 

consisted of a ticket seller, two guides, two trams, and two tram 

drivers. Adult admission was $3.50. The three GlamorTrams 

that carried the first visitors were custom-built vehicles 

designed by Disney Imagineer Harper Goff, painted orange and 

white, each carrying sixty-seven visitors. They were called 
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rubber-neckers. MCA stocked the trams with a robust 

drivetrain, having learned from the secretaries. The projections 

called for breaking even at best: Dorskind joked that the first 

three trams had been built with engines interchangeable with 

regular trucks, so that if the idea didn’t work, the engines could 

be repurposed.[30] 

Hedda Hopper’s Column 
Among the first visitors to take the new tour was Hedda 

Hopper, the influential syndicated gossip columnist whose 

readership stretched across the American newspaper 

landscape. Hopper had been a fixture of Hollywood culture for 

decades, and her enthusiastic reviews of films, stars, and 

industry happenings carried genuine commercial weight. She 

took the tour, returned to her office, and wrote a column that 

ran in papers across the country.[31] 

“For years I’ve been howling for the studios to do something for 

millions of tourists who come to our town expecting to see how 

pictures are made,” she wrote. Their only option had been 

“looking at a bunch of footprints in concrete.” She turned the 

argument: “It needn’t have taken a great brain to know that 

giving a movie fan a look inside never-never land could be a 

money making proposition and also generate good will for an 

industry that needs it.”[32] 

Hopper scolded the Hollywood community for having sat, as she 

put it, “on their minds and hands.” The only figure she applauded 

was Walt Disney, who had gone out and built Disneyland, which 

she called “one of the greatest tourist attractions in the world.” 

She noted that it must have given Jules Stein food for thought. 

According to Barry Upson, Hopper’s column was what launched 

the tour in the public mind. The Los Angeles Times’s Philip 
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Scheuer followed with his own piece: “It’s about time, or, better 

late than never.”[33] 

The tour ended its first year with 39,000 visitors. It may have 

lost money in that year, but as Biographer Connie Bruck later 

wrote of Wasserman’s posture toward the enterprise, he was “a 

firm believer in diversification” who had “started to follow 

Disney’s amusement park lead” and was determined to take 

advantage of the 420 acres beneath the Monolith. By 1965, 

attendance had jumped to more than 425,000 visitors. The test 

had returned a result.[34] 

The Boxed Lunch, Reborn 
The question worth sitting with is why the model worked in 

1964 when it had already worked in 1915. The surfaces were 

different: orange trams instead of grandstands, a V-8 engine 

instead of a chicken lunch, a feasibility study from the man who 

found the Disneyland site instead of pure promotional instinct 

from a Bavarian immigrant. But the underlying structure was 

identical. Both versions of the boxed-lunch model rested on the 

same proposition: the process of making movies is interesting 

enough to function as an attraction, and visitors who experience 

it become ambassadors with a commercial value that exceeds 

their admission price. 

What changed between 1915 and 1964 was not the logic. It was 

the context. Laemmle’s model collapsed because sound film 

made the grandstands incompatible with production. 

Dorskind’s model succeeded because the tram route was 

engineered to coexist with production, looping through the back 

lot, stopping at facades, scheduling around active shooting. The 

tour could be rerouted in real time. Guides received shooting 

schedules every day. Tram drivers paused when a celebrity was 
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visible and doubled back when they spotted a shy star ducking 

behind a bungalow. The physical configuration of the attraction 

was designed so that the tour and the studio could operate in 

the same space simultaneously. That was the technical 

breakthrough that Laemmle’s era did not have and did not need, 

because Laemmle’s era had silence.[35] 

The other thing that changed between 1915 and 1964 was Lew 

Wasserman. 

The Dominant Figure 
Wasserman’s role in the 1964 tour was deliberately indirect. He 

approved it. He set its operating principles. He occasionally sat 

in his office on the fifteenth floor of the Black Tower and 

counted the people on the trams below; if the trams were not 

full, he called down to the tour operation to see how many 

drivers and guides were on duty and sent some home. He was 

applying to the tour the same cost discipline he applied to 

everything MCA operated: watch the pennies, and the dollars 

will take care of themselves.[36] 

But Wasserman’s significance to the studio tour was 

architectural rather than operational. It was the organization he 

had built, the company he had steered from a Chicago booking 

agency to the dominant force in Hollywood entertainment, that 

made the 1964 tour possible. Without MCA, no one buys the 

Universal lot in 1958. Without the lot purchase, Revue Studios 

has no production space and no back lot to tour. Without the 

back lot, Dorskind has nothing to show the Gray Line buses. 

Without the Gray Line success, Dorskind has no data to bring to 

Price. Without Price, Dorskind has no feasibility study to show 

Wasserman. Without Wasserman’s approval, the trams never 

run. 
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The chain of causation runs through Wasserman at every link. 

What Wasserman understood, and what he had proven 

repeatedly in his career, was that entertainment was a business 

like any other, and businesses were built on diversification, on 

reducing the volatility of any single revenue stream by adding 

complementary ones. A studio that made movies had boom 

years and bust years, dependent on the success of individual 

films. A studio that also ran a profitable public tour had a 

revenue stream that was not correlated to any given weekend’s 

box office. The tour was a hedge. It was real estate, tourism, and 

brand equity packaged together and positioned as an attraction. 

It was exactly the kind of deal, unglamorous and structural and 

quietly profitable, that Wasserman built his reputation on. 

He would deploy Dorskind and the tour as the first move in 

what would become a much larger game. The 1964 opening was 

the beginning of a revenue stream. Wasserman’s intention was 

that it grow into something more. He handed day-to-day 

responsibility for the tour’s expansion to Dorskind and to the 

team Dorskind assembled. The results of that delegation were 

already visible by the time the Studio Entertainment Center 

opened on July 1, 1965, its ten-acre facility capable of handling 

six to seven thousand visitors per day. Within two years, 

competitors noticed. Warner Bros. opened its back lot to 

visitors in May 1965. MGM allowed third-party tour buses 

through its gates in 1966. Twentieth Century-Fox started a 

walking tour. None matched what Universal had built.[37] 

For Wasserman, the tour was confirmation of a principle he had 

been applying since 1937: find the leverage point, own the 

contractual relationship, and let the asset appreciate. The 

grandstands Laemmle built in 1915 were gone, replaced by 
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trams and GlamorTram contracts and a commissary that was no 

longer losing money. The chicken lunch had been replaced by 

the Flower Drum Café and the Café Madrid and a snack bar at 

Prop Plaza. The basic exchange, your twenty-five cents for a 

glimpse of how the magic is made, had become a $3.50 adult 

ticket attached to a diversified entertainment operation 

generating nearly half a million visitors a year within its first 

full season of operation. 

The boxed-lunch model was back. 

A Name Worth Knowing 
In the fall of 1964, a young lawyer was working in the legal 

department at Revue Studios, the MCA television production 

subsidiary whose space needs had precipitated the original 

acquisition of the Universal lot. His name will surface again 

shortly. For now, the relevant fact is that the institution he had 

joined five years earlier, in 1959, was in the middle of a 

transformation: from talent agency to production studio, from 

commissary liability to tourist operation, from Hollywood 

insider club to publicly accessible brand. The man he would 

come to know well, Lew Wasserman, was engineering that 

transformation from the fifteenth floor of the Black Tower, 

watching trams from his window and calling down when the 

tram count seemed low.[38] 

The tour Dorskind had built was a business. It was about to 

become something larger: a permanent, expanding division of 

the company, with its own general manager in Upson, its own 

economic logic derived from Price’s analysis, its own brand 

identity in the GlamorTrams, and its own advocate in 

Wasserman, who believed in diversification the way other 

Hollywood executives believed in stars. Wasserman would not 
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run the tour himself. He would hand it to the people whose job 

it was to run it and hold them accountable to numbers. That, 

too, was the principle: “Watch the pennies, and the dollars will 

take care of themselves.” 

The tour would follow that instruction for the next sixty years. 
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CHAPTER 2: WASSERMAN’S TOUR 
By the end of 1965, the tour Dorskind had launched the 

previous summer was no longer a functional test. It was a 

business. More than 425,000 people had come through the 

gates in their first full operating season. The GlamorTrams were 

running full. Barry Upson was adding staff and extending hours. 

The commissary that had once bled a hundred thousand dollars 

a year was no longer a liability. Harrison Price’s feasibility 

report, the one that had projected 800,000 visitors in the first 

year and been wrong, had underestimated the rate of growth 

while getting the direction exactly right. The studio tour had 

found its market, and the market, it turned out, had been 

waiting for the studio tour for decades. 

What happened next is the part of the story that business 

schools do not typically teach, because it does not fit the 

template of the decisive pivot or the visionary bet. What 

happened next was that Lew Wasserman did nothing dramatic. 

He watched the trams fill and he watched the revenue 

accumulate and he watched his competitors at Warner 

Bros. and MGM and Twentieth Century-Fox scramble to launch 

their own tours, none of which ever matched what Universal 

had built, and he concluded that he had been right all along. The 

tour was not a gamble. It was a portfolio complement. It was the 

portfolio diversifier: a revenue stream structured to be 

uncorrelated to the volatility of the film and television business, 

drawing on the same physical infrastructure that the core 

business required, and generating returns that were essentially 

indifferent to whether any given film was a hit or a miss on any 

given weekend. 
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That framing was, in retrospect, the intellectual contribution 

that made everything else possible. 

The Pitch That Wasn’t About Disney 
Here is what Albert Dorskind did not do when he went to 

Wasserman in the early 1960s with his farmers’-market idea 

about trams and tipping drivers and a failing commissary. He 

did not tell Wasserman that MCA should compete with 

Disneyland. He did not suggest that Universal could build 

something that would rival the park that Walt Disney had 

opened in Anaheim in 1955. He did not frame the industrial tour 

as an entertainment attraction, or as a leisure destination, or as 

anything that would have required Wasserman to think about 

roller coasters or admission-price benchmarks or theme park 

capital expenditure.[1] 

He told Wasserman it was a real estate problem with a tram-

shaped solution. 

The Universal lot was 420 acres. A meaningful fraction of that 

acreage was the back lot: facades of New York streets and 

European town squares and frontier American settlements, 

permanent sets that cost money to maintain and generated no 

revenue when they were idle. The commissary building existed. 

The roads between sets existed. The studio already had art 

directors and special effects technicians and prop departments, 

the entire technical apparatus of filmmaking, sitting on the 

payroll. All of that infrastructure was fixed overhead. Dorskind’s 

argument was that you could convert fixed overhead into a 

revenue-generating asset by routing tourists through it on 

trams. You did not need to build a theme park. You needed to 

charge admission to something you already owned.[2] 
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Wasserman understood this argument because it was the same 

argument he had been making about the entertainment 

business for thirty years. Buy the asset, control the contractual 

relationship, let the asset appreciate. He had made that 

argument when he negotiated percentage-of-earnings deals for 

his stars instead of flat fees. He had made it when he pushed 

MCA from talent agency into television production. He had 

made it when Dorskind brought him the Universal lot 

acquisition in 1958 and he signed the papers despite his 

misgiving that real estate was overhead rather than leverage. 

Every time he had applied the principle, the outcome had been 

the same: the asset appreciated.[3] 

The tour was not about Disneyland. Dorskind’s pitch was 

deliberately positioned as a complement to Disneyland, not a 

rival. Visitors to Southern California wanted to see Hollywood. 

Disneyland gave them something else entirely: a purpose-built 

fantasy environment with no connection to the production of 

films or television. The Universal tour would give them the 

actual production environment, the real facades, the working 

studio, the craft of the thing. The two were not competing for 

the same experience. They might even be complementary stops 

on the same itinerary. Harrison Price, who had found the 

location for Disneyland, had confirmed this in his feasibility 

study: the Universal tour and Disneyland served different 

visitor motivations. Forty-five minutes up the freeway from 

Anaheim, Universal City was positioned to capture the tourist 

who had already been to Disneyland or who had no particular 

interest in going.[4] 

Wasserman approved. He set three operating conditions: the 

tour could not interfere with production, guests must leave 
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thinking well of the studio, and the company must deliver 

genuine value for the admission price. Those three conditions 

were not aesthetic preferences. They were business logic. The 

first protected the core asset. The second protected the brand. 

The third protected the revenue stream by ensuring that 

visitors went home and told their friends the tour was worth 

attending.[5] 

The tour ran. The numbers climbed. And Wasserman turned his 

attention to other things, because the tour did not require his 

attention. It required competent management and disciplined 

reinvestment, and he had hired people to provide both. What it 

required from Wasserman was something simpler: the 

willingness to see the studio lot as a diversified asset rather 

than a single-use production facility. 

That willingness, applied consistently across thirty years, would 

turn the Universal lot into something no one had initially 

imagined: one of the most visited tourist attractions in the 

United States. 

The Young Lawyer 
In the fall of 1964, just as the tour was completing its first 

season, a young lawyer was working in the legal department of 

Revue Studios, the MCA television production subsidiary whose 

space needs had originally precipitated the purchase of the 

Universal lot six years earlier. He had joined the legal 

department in 1959, while waiting for the results of his 

California bar examination, and he had spent five years learning 

the entertainment business from the inside, watching 

Wasserman operate, observing how MCA structured its deals 

and managed its relationships and deployed its leverage. 
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His name was Sidney Sheinberg.[6] 

Sheinberg was not yet a figure of consequence in the story of the 

Universal tour. The tour, in 1964, was Dorskind’s operation and 

Upson’s management problem. Sheinberg was a lawyer in the 

legal department, attentive and capable, learning the institution. 

But MCA in 1964 was in the middle of a transformation: from 

talent agency to production studio, from commissary liability to 

tourist attraction, from Hollywood insider operation to publicly 

accessible brand. The man Sheinberg was watching from the 

legal department, Lew Wasserman, was engineering that 

transformation from the fifteenth floor of the Black Tower, and 

Sheinberg was taking notes. 

The route from the legal department of Revue Studios to the 

presidency of MCA would take Sheinberg fourteen years. Along 

the way, something else happened that would prove equally 

consequential to the long story of Universal’s parks: he 

discovered a director.[7] 

The Director on the Lot 
The story of Steven Spielberg’s early career at Universal has 

been told many times, in many registers, with varying degrees 

of accuracy. The version that matters for this history is the 

institutional version: not the mythology of the young man who 

talked his way onto the lot and refused to leave, but the specific 

professional relationship between Spielberg and Sheinberg that 

began in the late 1960s and structured the next three decades of 

Universal’s creative strategy. 

Spielberg was, by the late 1960s, beginning to make films and 

television episodes at Universal. Sheinberg was the executive 

who recognized what Spielberg represented, and Sheinberg was 
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the one who extended the institutional support that gave 

Spielberg room to work. The credit that Sheinberg received in 

the industry, repeated widely enough to be treated as settled 

fact, was that he discovered Spielberg. The relationship that 

followed was one of the most consequential executive-director 

partnerships in the history of American film.[8] 

That relationship matters to the parks story for a reason that 

will become fully apparent in the next chapter, when Spielberg’s 

role in the planning and development of Universal Studios 

Florida comes into focus. For now, the relevant fact is simpler: 

Sheinberg understood talent in the way that Wasserman 

understood contracts, which is to say he understood it 

structurally, as a form of institutional capital that had to be 

identified early, protected carefully, and cultivated over time. 

Discovering Spielberg was not a flash of personal intuition. It 

was the application of a professional philosophy to a specific 

person at a specific moment. 

Sheinberg would carry that philosophy with him when, in June 

1973, he became president and chief executive officer of MCA.[9] 

The Succession 
The movement from Wasserman to Sheinberg was not a 

rupture. It was an inheritance. 

The word that Stein and Sheinberg used most often, in later 

accounts of the MCA era, was not “vision” or “strategy” or any of 

the business vocabulary that accumulates around institutional 

transformations. The word they used was “understanding.” 

Sheinberg understood the entertainment business as a system 

of contractual relationships and leverage points. Stein 

understood the parks operation as a system of physical 
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experiences and visitor decisions. Wasserman had built both 

men by giving them room to develop that understanding inside 

the same institution. The result was a leadership configuration 

that combined corporate authority, creative relationships, and 

operational expertise in ways that the tour’s next phase of 

development would require. 

Wasserman did not retire when Sheinberg became president. 

He remained as chairman, and the two men ran MCA in a 

configuration that resembled, in structural terms, the earlier 

configuration of Jules Stein and Wasserman: the founder-figure 

and the operating executive, with clear lines of authority and 

complementary temperaments. Stein had been the methodical 

builder; Wasserman had been the aggressive strategist. 

Wasserman was the architect; Sheinberg was the operator. 

The pairing shaped MCA’s posture toward the studio tour in 

ways that are worth tracing. Wasserman’s instinct was always 

toward the portfolio logic: what does this asset contribute to the 

overall enterprise, and is it being managed at its full potential? 

Sheinberg’s instinct was more operational: who is running this, 

what are the numbers, and what needs to be fixed? Together 

they applied both pressures to the tour operation, and the tour 

responded accordingly. Attendance climbed through the late 

1960s and the 1970s. The tour hit 1.2 million visitors in 1968, 

the year Price had projected it would reach that number. It kept 

going. The Studio Entertainment Center added shows. New 

attractions replaced old ones. The tram route expanded and 

contracted and expanded again as production schedules shifted 

and back-lot sets were built and torn down and rebuilt.[10] 

What drove that growth was not advertising. Wasserman had 

prohibited advertising at the outset, and the prohibition had 
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held, at least in the early years. What drove it was reinvestment. 

The tour operation learned, fairly early, that a static experience 

decays. A visitor who came in 1965 and came back in 1968 

needed to find something new; otherwise the second visit felt 

like a diminishing return on the first, and the ambassador effect 

that made the tour commercially valuable depended on visitors 

going home with a fresh story to tell. Harrison Price had warned 

about this in his feasibility report: the tour needed live shows, 

and those shows needed continuous renewal. The people 

Dorskind and Upson hired took that warning seriously. New 

shows replaced old ones. Stunt demonstrations appeared. 

Special effects sequences were added to the tram route. The 

tour was not a fixed installation; it was a program that was 

updated and extended and occasionally overhauled, running on 

a rough logic that the experience available this year should be 

meaningfully different from the experience available two years 

ago.[18] 

The result was that the tour built a returning audience 

alongside its first-time tourist base. Not at Disneyland’s rate, 

where more than half the visitors in 1960 had been return 

guests, but at a rate that gave the operation a more stable 

revenue baseline than a pure first-time-tourist model would 

have provided. Locals came back. School groups came back. 

People who had visited once on vacation and had relocated to 

the Los Angeles area found reasons to return. The commissary 

that Dorskind had worried about in 1959 was now a destination 

in itself. 

By the end of the 1970s, the Universal Studio Tour had become 

a genuine institution. It was no longer the curiosity that Hedda 

Hopper had reviewed with bemused approval in 1964. It was a 
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destination with its own brand identity, its own loyal visitor 

base, and its own internal economics that bore no resemblance 

to the balance sheet of a marketing department. The tour had 

been sold, in Dorskind’s original pitch to Wasserman, as a 

mechanism for converting fixed overhead into revenue. It had 

become something the pitch had not quite promised: a profit 

center of significant scale, with attendance numbers that put it 

in the company of the most visited attractions in the country. 

In 1981, the numbers made that comparison explicit. 

The Record Year 
The Universal Studio Tour hit an all-time attendance record in 

1981, drawing more than 3.7 million visitors. That figure made 

it the third-most visited tourist attraction in the United States, 

behind only the two Disney parks: Disneyland in Anaheim and 

Walt Disney World’s Magic Kingdom in Florida.[11] 

Pause on that for a moment. In 1964, the tour had opened in a 

trailer on Lankershim Boulevard with a ticket seller, two guides, 

and two trams, and Dorskind had joked that the engines were 

interchangeable with truck parts in case the whole thing didn’t 

work out. Seventeen years later, 3.7 million people were coming 

through every year. The only attractions in the country drawing 

more visitors were the parks that had been designed from the 

ground up as pure leisure destinations by the most 

sophisticated theme park operator in the world. 

The portfolio diversifier had become the third-most visited 

attraction in America without ever being designed as a theme 

park. 

That fact produced, inside MCA, a question that the organization 

would spend the next several decades arguing about: what, 
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exactly, was the Universal Studio Tour? Was it a marketing 

operation that happened to generate revenue? Was it a theme 

park that happened to sit on a working movie lot? Was it a real 

estate asset with an entertainment overlay? Was it a brand 

extension of the film and television business? And whichever of 

those things it was, what did the right strategic response look 

like? 

Wasserman, whose portfolio-diversifier framing had been the 

foundation of the whole enterprise, did not believe the question 

needed a dramatic answer. The tour was profitable. It was 

growing. It was institutionally manageable. His instinct was to 

let it run. Sheinberg was less patient with that posture. 

Sheinberg looked at 3.7 million visitors and saw evidence of a 

much larger opportunity than the one currently being captured. 

The debate between those two positions, settled in 1964 by 

Wasserman’s green light for a modest tram route, was about to 

reopen on much higher stakes. 

It reopened on the afternoon of July 29, 1981, in a bungalow on 

the Universal lot. 

The Paramount Meeting 
The meeting was set up in the bungalow on the Universal lot, 

and the people in the room were Sidney Sheinberg and Jay Stein 

from MCA’s side, and from Paramount Pictures: Barry Diller, the 

chairman, and Arthur Barron, his executive vice president. The 

subject was a Florida joint-venture studio park.[12] 

Jay Stein was, by 1981, the executive most directly responsible 

for the operations and future planning of MCA’s recreation 

division. He had been building the tour from the inside for 

years, working under the organizational structure that Dorskind 
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had established and that Sheinberg had inherited. His presence 

in the room alongside Sheinberg was a signal of how seriously 

MCA was beginning to think about expansion. 

The Florida proposal that was discussed in the Paramount 

bungalow that July afternoon was straightforward in outline: a 

studio-based theme park in Florida, built as a joint venture 

between Universal and Paramount, positioned to compete with 

Walt Disney World in its home market. Florida, by 1981, was 

already the dominant destination in American theme park 

tourism. Disney had transformed the central Florida market 

after Walt Disney World opened in 1971. Epcot Center was 

opening in 1982. Disney had filed plans for a third gate. The 

Southern California studio tour model, which had worked so 

well for Universal in Hollywood, had an obvious counterpart 

opportunity in Florida, where the existing audience was already 

enormous and where Disney was operating without serious 

competition in the studio-entertainment category. 

The meeting ended without a deal. Diller and Barron went back 

to Paramount. Sheinberg and Jay Stein went back to the Black 

Tower. The Florida joint venture did not happen, at least not 

between Universal and Paramount, and at least not in any 

immediate timeframe. What happened instead was a period of 

watching and waiting, while the competitive situation in Florida 

clarified itself in ways that neither party to the July meeting had 

fully anticipated. 

Sheinberg would later describe what happened to the Florida 

concept in terms that made his frustration audible across 

decades. The idea that had been discussed in that bungalow, a 

studio-themed Florida park with the Universal brand at its 

center, eventually emerged as a Disney project. Michael Eisner, 
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who had been at Paramount before moving to Disney in 1984, 

announced the Disney-MGM Studios park on February 7, 1985. 

Sheinberg claimed the idea had originated in the meeting he had 

attended in 1981. The timing and the personnel made the 

accusation pointed, if not conclusive.[13] 

But that is the Chapter 4 story. What the July 1981 meeting 

established, in this chapter’s accounting, is the internal MCA 

dynamic that the record attendance year had generated. The 

organization that had been satisfied with a profitable 

Hollywood tour in 1975 was, by 1981, sitting on 3.7 million 

visitors and actively negotiating with Paramount about Florida. 

The portfolio diversifier was being reconceived as a growth 

platform. The question was what growth meant, and in which 

direction it pointed. 

The direction, for MCA in 1981, pointed in two ways 

simultaneously: south, toward Florida, and west, across the 

Pacific, toward Japan. 

The Japan Proposal 
In 1984, a company called Odeque contacted MCA. Odeque was 

a Japanese railroad and department store conglomerate, and its 

proposal was direct: it would provide land near Tokyo, and the 

two parties would build a Universal-branded theme park on it 

together.[14] 

The proposal arrived during a period when the international 

theme park market was beginning to attract serious attention 

from the major American operators. Disneyland had opened in 

Tokyo in 1983, under a licensing arrangement with the Oriental 

Land Company, and its success had demonstrated that the 

appetite for American theme park experiences extended well 
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beyond American geography. Tokyo Disneyland drew more 

than nine million visitors in its first year. Nine million. The 

Southern California Disneyland, which Price had described in 

his 1961 feasibility report as having “revolutionized tourist 

habits,” was drawing around ten million annually. The Tokyo 

version was approaching parity in its first year of operation. 

Anyone in the American theme park business who had not been 

paying attention to Japan started paying attention very quickly 

after that. 

Sheinberg assigned Biff Gale to lead the Universal response to 

Odeque’s proposal. Gale made three two-week trips to Japan, in 

March, May, and July of 1984, working through the details of 

what a Universal park near Tokyo might look like and what the 

commercial terms of such a partnership might be.[15] 

The trips did not produce a deal. By August 1984, the reason 

had become apparent: Odeque had been using the Universal 

negotiation as leverage in a separate conversation it was having 

with a local Japanese municipality about land that had nothing 

to do with Universal. The MCA proposal was not, for Odeque, 

primarily a business opportunity. It was a negotiating chip. 

When Odeque got what it wanted from the municipality, the 

urgency of its interest in Universal evaporated. Odeque walked 

away. Biff Gale was let go in August 1984.[16] 

The Japan episode was, in isolation, a minor organizational 

setback. It cost MCA six months of executive attention and 

produced nothing. Gale had made six weeks of trips to Tokyo; 

Universal got no park and no partnership and no foothold in the 

Japanese market. 

But the episode was not, in retrospect, minor at all. It was the 

first instance of a pattern that would define the international 
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expansion history of Universal’s parks for the next several 

decades: a promising foreign proposal, a period of intensive 

negotiation, a breakdown in the deal, and a cancellation that left 

Universal without the international presence that the proposal 

had briefly suggested was within reach. Japan in 1984. The 

Florida joint venture with Paramount in 1981. And, further out, 

cancelled projects whose geography and partners and specific 

causes would vary while the underlying structure remained 

identical. MCA would propose, negotiate, invest organizational 

energy, and then watch the deal dissolve, for reasons that were 

sometimes internal and sometimes external and sometimes, as 

with Odeque, a combination of bad faith on the other side and 

insufficient leverage on MCA’s. 

The pattern had started. It would not stop for a long time. 

The Strategic Dispute 
What the record attendance of 1981 and the failed Japan 

proposal of 1984 share, beyond their proximity in the timeline, 

is that both produced the same internal MCA argument, 

conducted at increasing volume and with increasing stakes, 

about what the studio tour was supposed to be. 

The argument had been latent since 1964. Wasserman’s 

portfolio-diversifier framing had resolved it by administrative 

decree: the tour was a revenue complement to the film and 

television business, managed at arm’s length from production, 

operated by specialists, and evaluated on its own financial 

merits. That framing had worked because the tour had 

delivered on its financial promise every year for seventeen 

years. When something works, the argument about what it is 

tends to go quiet. 
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Three-point-seven million visitors in 1981 made the argument 

loud again. 

The people who believed the tour was, at its core, a marketing 

asset for the studio argued that the right response to 3.7 million 

visitors was continued investment in the Hollywood operation: 

better shows, more attractions, a more polished experience, 

deeper integration between the tour content and the films and 

television series that Universal was currently producing. The 

tour’s value, in this view, was inseparable from the Universal 

brand, and the Universal brand was a product of the studio’s 

creative output. The tour should follow the studio, not lead it. 

The people who believed the tour was a business in its own 

right, with its own growth logic, argued for expansion. Not just 

incremental improvement in Hollywood, but new gates, new 

geographies, new formats, a genuine parks division that would 

be evaluated by the standards of the leisure industry rather 

than the standards of a studio marketing department. Three-

point-seven million visitors was not evidence that the current 

model was good enough. It was evidence that the demand was 

there for something much larger, if MCA was willing to build it. 

The Paramount meeting was one expression of the second 

argument. The Odeque contact was another. Both were 

exploratory gestures toward a future in which Universal’s parks 

were not a Hollywood operation that happened to draw visitors, 

but a global parks business that happened to be affiliated with 

Hollywood. 

Sheinberg was temperamentally aligned with expansion. Jay 

Stein, whose operational role gave him the closest view of what 

the tour’s visitors actually wanted, was constitutionally inclined 

toward making things happen, toward building and opening and 
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measuring results. The culture of the tour operation, which 

Upson had established and Stein was intensifying, was a 

builder’s culture: identify the opportunity, design the response, 

execute the plan, count the visitors. Stein had grown up inside 

the operation, had watched the attendance numbers climb 

every year, had seen visitors line up before the ticket windows 

opened and stay until after they closed. He did not think of the 

tour as a marketing vehicle. He thought of it as the beginning of 

something, a proof of concept for a scale of entertainment 

experience that had not yet been attempted under the Universal 

banner. 

The difference between the marketing-vehicle argument and 

the genuine-business argument was not merely philosophical. It 

determined capital allocation. If the tour was marketing, it 

belonged in the studio’s overhead budget, funded at whatever 

level the studio’s marketing department could justify. If the tour 

was a business, it warranted its own capital budgeting process, 

its own growth targets, its own return-on-investment calculus 

evaluated against the leisure industry rather than against the 

cost of a comparable advertising campaign. The two framings 

implied completely different answers to the question of how 

much to invest in expansion, and to the prior question of 

whether expansion was even the right objective. 

Wasserman’s posture was harder to read. He had approved the 

1964 tour as a portfolio complement. He had watched it grow to 

3.7 million visitors and had not announced that the portfolio-

diversifier framing was inadequate to the scale of what the tour 

had become. But he had also not prevented Sheinberg from 

sitting down with Barry Diller in a bungalow to talk about 
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Florida. The chairman was watching. The question was when 

watching would become deciding. 

That decision, deferred in 1981, deferred again in 1984, would 

not remain deferred much longer. But it would take the specific 

pressure of external competition, a competitor building the 

studio park that Universal had been negotiating for years, to 

force MCA to choose. 

The Inheritance 
The Sheinberg era at MCA, which ran from June 1973 and 

continued in partnership with Wasserman through the 1970s 

and 1980s, produced the institutional architecture that the 

parks division would inhabit for the next generation. Two 

elements of that architecture are worth naming here, because 

they recur throughout the chapters that follow. 

The first is the Sheinberg-Stein relationship. Jay Stein was not, 

in organizational terms, Sheinberg’s peer. He ran the recreation 

division, which reported up through the corporate structure to 

Sheinberg and Wasserman. But in functional terms, Stein was 

the person who understood the parks operation at its 

operational depth, the person who knew what the numbers 

meant and what the capacity constraints were and what a 

visitor’s experience of the tour actually felt like at the moment 

of delivery. Sheinberg relied on that understanding. The 

relationship between the executive who controlled the 

corporate resources and the operator who controlled the 

production was the central governance dynamic of Universal’s 

parks for most of the 1970s and 1980s. Its tensions and its 

productive moments both shaped what the parks became.[17] 
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That relationship had a specific texture that mattered to the 

parks. Stein believed in the physical reality of the attraction: the 

sight line, the queue, the show quality, the speed at which a 

broken effect was repaired. Sheinberg believed in the 

contractual and strategic reality of the enterprise: the deal 

structure, the IP relationships, the competitive positioning. The 

two orientations were not in conflict, but they were not 

identical either. What they shared was a conviction that the tour 

was undersized relative to its potential, and that the gap 

between what Universal had built in Hollywood and what it 

could build on a larger canvas was the most important business 

problem on the company’s agenda. Getting Wasserman and the 

corporate board to agree was a different problem entirely, and 

one that neither man had yet solved by the time the Odeque 

contact came and went in 1984. 

The second is the Sheinberg-Spielberg relationship. The director 

that Sheinberg had identified in the late 1960s had, by the 

1980s, become the most commercially successful filmmaker in 

the history of American cinema. Jaws. Close Encounters of the 

Third Kind. Raiders of the Lost Ark. E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial. 

The trajectory from the young director on the Universal lot to 

the director whose films were cultural events was a trajectory 

that Sheinberg had, in some institutional sense, enabled and 

sustained. That relationship was not merely a matter of 

goodwill between two individuals who had known each other 

for fifteen years. It was a structural resource: a relationship 

between Universal’s corporate leadership and the filmmaker 

whose work represented exactly the kind of intellectual 

property that a theme park division could convert into 

attractions. 
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The conversion had not yet happened in any systematic way, as 

of the mid-1980s. But the relationship was in place. The IP 

existed. The precedent of the boxed-lunch model, the 

foundational insight that audiences would pay to be inside the 

thing they had otherwise only seen on a screen, was built into 

the institutional memory of the studio tour operation. And the 

executive who had discovered the director was now running the 

company. 

What that combination would produce is the subject of the next 

chapter. But its origin is here, in the years between 1965 and 

1985, in the gradual accumulation of attendance records and 

failed international proposals and internal strategic arguments 

that turned a modestly profitable industrial tour into the 

organizational and philosophical foundation of a global parks 

business that no one, in the summer of 1964, had imagined they 

were building. 

What Wasserman Built 
Lew Wasserman never called the Universal Studio Tour a theme 

park. He called it a portfolio complement. He described it as a 

revenue stream uncorrelated to the box office, a hedge against 

the inherent volatility of the film and television business, a way 

of generating returns from real estate and infrastructure that 

would otherwise be pure overhead. He was consistent in that 

framing for decades. 

And he was right, in the way that the most useful analytical 

frames are right: not because they capture everything, but 

because they illuminate the part of the structure that matters 

most. The portfolio-diversifier framing told Wasserman what 

the tour was for, and what it was for determined how it was 

managed, and how it was managed determined the specific 
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combination of financial discipline and operational investment 

that allowed the tour to grow from 39,000 visitors in 1964 to 

3.7 million in 1981 without ever being treated as anything other 

than a business with a clear function in a larger portfolio. 

The thing that Wasserman’s framing did not capture, and 

perhaps was not designed to capture, was the cultural dynamic 

of what the tour had become. By 1981, the Universal Studio 

Tour was not merely generating revenue that was uncorrelated 

to the box office. It was generating visits. Millions of visits a 

year. People were experiencing Universal City not as an 

abstraction or a brand on a screen, but as a place they had been, 

where they had ridden a tram through the back lot and watched 

the water part for the Ben-Hur chariot race scene and eaten 

lunch in the same commissary where the actors ate. They were 

going home and telling people about it. The ambassador effect 

that Laemmle had intuited in 1915, the visit that generates 

commercial ripple effects far beyond the gate receipts, was 

operating at a scale that Laemmle could not have imagined. 

Wasserman watched the trams from the fifteenth floor and 

called down when they weren’t full, and he described the tour 

as a portfolio diversifier, and he was right about all of it. He was 

also building something that would outlast his tenure, outlast 

MCA’s independence, outlast the six ownership regimes that 

Universal would pass through between Wasserman’s era and 

the present. He was building the organizational habit of treating 

the studio lot as a diversified asset, the management culture of 

counting visitors and disciplining costs and reinvesting in the 

attraction’s quality, the institutional relationship between the 

parks operation and the creative output of the studio, and the 

strategic posture of looking outward, toward Florida and Japan 
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and wherever else three-point-seven million visitors a year 

suggested that more visitors might be waiting. 

The tour that Dorskind had launched in 1964 was still running. 

It was also, by 1984, in the process of becoming something else: 

not merely a studio tour, but the seedling of an argument about 

what Universal’s parks could be, conducted between Sheinberg 

and Jay Stein and a younger generation of executives who had 

grown up inside the operation and who believed, with the 

conviction of people who had counted the visitors themselves, 

that the demand was there for something much larger than a 

tram route through a back lot. 

Proving that belief would require a competitor to move first. It 

always does. 
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CHAPTER 3: JAY STEIN’S PARK 
In September 1986, Garth Drabinsky walked into the planning 

and development offices at MCA and saw Bob Ward hunched 

over a storyboard. Ward was sketching the Earthquake 

attraction: telephone poles toppling, power lines sparking, 

transformers exploding, a gas main rupturing into flame, then a 

crack splitting the dam and a hundred thousand gallons of 

water surging over the tram. Drabinsky watched the 

presentation, and then he did something that surprised 

everyone in the room. He started jumping.[1] 

“Home run,” he kept yelling. He turned to Sid Sheinberg and 

said, if you don’t do this you’re an idiot. What are you waiting 

for?[2] 

Jay Stein was standing nearby. 

It was a reasonable question. Garth Drabinsky was the CEO of 

Cineplex Odeon, the Canadian movie theater chain that, with 

help from Seagram, had grown into the second-largest in North 

America with 1,818 screens. He had just had lunch with 

Sheinberg in the MCA commissary before wandering down to 

the planning offices. He was charismatic and ferociously 

energetic, and his enthusiasm for the Florida project gave 

Sheinberg and Lew Wasserman something they had needed for 

years: validation from outside the organization. Jay had been 

arguing for Florida since the late 1960s. He had filed reports 

with the Stanford Research Institute, scouted locations from 

Miami to Atlanta, and watched the Paramount meeting of 1981 

come and go without producing a partner. He had watched the 

attendance record of 3.7 million at the Hollywood tour sit on his 

desk like an unanswered question. Drabinsky’s jumping-and-
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yelling act in the planning office was, in a strange way, the 

culmination of almost two decades of effort. Someone credible, 

someone from outside, had finally looked at what Jay’s team had 

built and called it a home run. 

By December 1986, a handshake deal between MCA and 

Cineplex Odeon had been announced at an MCA management 

meeting in Newport Beach.[3] 

Jay thought: we are finally going to build this thing. 

He was right. But before the park opened, he would discover 

that the partner who had validated the project in one 

afternoon’s worth of enthusiasm was in the process of turning 

the whole enterprise into something close to a crisis. 

The Man in the Planning Office 
Jay Stein had been with MCA since October 1959, when he took 

a job in the mailroom at Revue Studios. He had started, as he 

would later describe it, by being the most energetic and helpful 

mail boy Hollywood had ever seen, delivering to offices he had 

memorized by name and asking what else he could do when the 

delivery was done. He worked under Joe Minneci, who costed 

out scripts to the penny, and under Gordon Forbes, the studio 

manager who ran the liaison between production and facilities. 

He had spent years learning the institution from the inside, 

watching how MCA structured its deals and what its leaders 

paid attention to and what they ignored.[4] 

The tour had been running since 1964, and Jay had been 

involved with it since the late 1960s. By 1981, as the Hollywood 

operation hit its attendance record, he was the president of 

MCA Recreation Services, the executive most directly 

responsible for the operations and future planning of the 
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division. He had been running it, in various capacities, for nearly 

two decades. He would run it for nearly three. In the entire 

history of Universal’s parks business, no single individual held 

the equivalent position for anything close to that duration.[5] 

What that tenure produced was not the profile most people 

associate with executive leadership. Jay did not run the division 

through meetings and memos and strategic frameworks. He ran 

it by knowing the count. Early in his career at the tour, standing 

in the lobby watching visitors come through the turnstile, Jay 

had been told by people around him that the count didn’t really 

matter. Business was good. People were lined up. Why fixate on 

the hourly number? 

Jay fixated on the hourly number. 

He fixated on it because the count was the one figure that could 

not be argued with, could not be spun, could not be dressed up 

with context or excuses. The count told you exactly how many 

people had paid to be there and how many had not, and every 

decision that followed from that number was a real decision 

rather than a theoretical one. The lesson he had taken from 

Jules Stein, who counted soiled napkins in Depression-era 

speakeasies to calculate per-capita revenue before negotiating 

with the owners, was that facts were leverage. The person who 

knew the number was always in a stronger position than the 

person who was guessing.[6] 

That philosophy, applied to a parks division for almost thirty 

years, produced a particular kind of institutional discipline. Jay’s 

team did not wait to be told that an attraction was 

underperforming. They knew before anyone else told them, 

because they were counting. They did not accept excuses about 

complexity when deadlines slipped, because complexity was 
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always there and deadlines were still real. And when something 

broke, as things in theme parks frequently did, they did not 

commission a study. They fixed it. 

The Florida project was the largest application of that discipline 

to a single problem in Jay’s career. He had been thinking about it 

since 1969, when he and Terry Winnick had sat in his living 

room collaborating on ideas for what a Florida facility might 

look like, before deciding to focus first on building up the 

Hollywood tour and putting the Florida project on the back 

burner.[7] He had watched the Florida tourist market develop 

around Walt Disney World through the 1970s. He had sat in the 

bungalow meeting with Sheinberg and Barry Diller and Arthur 

Barron of Paramount on July 29, 1981, and watched that 

particular partnership conversation end without a deal. He had 

spent those years doing what frustrated operators do when 

they believe in a project that their organization has not yet 

approved at the level required to build it: he kept looking for the 

partner who would change the calculation. 

Taft Broadcasting came closest. Taft was already operating six 

theme parks, including Canada’s Wonderland and Great 

America in Santa Clara, and they owned Hanna-Barbera 

Productions. Jay went to Cincinnati to meet with Taft’s 

chairman, Charles Mechem. He stayed at Mechem’s house and 

walked him through the plans. Mechem loved them. They 

drafted deal memos. Things were looking up, and then Michael 

Eisner became chairman of Walt Disney Productions in 

September 1984, and the game changed. The Taft executives 

looked at what Disney’s announcement implied about the scale 

of capital required to compete, and walked away. Jay went back 

to looking.[8] 
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He had spent five years, as he would later put it, getting the 

green light contingent on finding a partner and having nothing 

to show for it. 

Five long years, and then Drabinsky started jumping around the 

planning office calling it a home run. 

The Second-Gate Gambit 
The logic that Jay had been arguing for years was not 

complicated, but it required a particular kind of corporate 

courage to act on. Disney’s dominance of the Florida market 

rested on a structural fact: Walt Disney World was not one park. 

It was multiple parks, multiple hotels, and a transportation 

network that made leaving the property inconvenient and 

returning easy. The Magic Kingdom had opened in 1971. Epcot 

Center had opened in 1982. A third gate was being discussed. 

Every additional gate Disney added served the same function: it 

extended the average length of stay, which captured additional 

hotel nights and additional days of food and retail spending, 

which generated returns on the same land that the first gate had 

already justified. Disney was not just building theme parks. 

Disney was building an economic system in which each new 

park made every previous investment more productive. 

The countering strategy, the one Jay had been developing since 

the late 1960s, started from the same observation and arrived 

at the same conclusion by a different route. If Disney’s power 

came from controlling multiple days of a visitor’s itinerary, then 

the only way to compete was to offer a second day. Not a 

supplementary attraction or an alternative restaurant. A full 

second gate, sized and programmed to capture a full day of a 

visitor’s time, built on intellectual property that Disney did not 

control and experiences that Disney could not replicate. 
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That was the second-gate gambit: the strategy of building a 

competing gate specifically designed to split the Florida tourist’s 

itinerary rather than fight Disney for dominance of a single-day 

visit. It did not require Universal to be bigger than Disney, or 

richer, or more established in Florida. It required Universal to 

be good enough to justify a second day. The visitor who came to 

Orlando for five days and spent two at Walt Disney World and 

one at Universal was already a partial victory. The visitor who 

told friends back home that the Universal day had been the best 

day of the trip was a referral engine.[9] 

The strategy had two components that were inseparable. The 

first was geography: Florida was the market, and the 423-acre 

site in Orlando was the location. The second was intellectual 

property: the park’s attractions had to be built on film 

properties that visitors already cared about and that Disney had 

no claim to. That meant Universal’s own library, and it meant 

Spielberg. 

Sheinberg had understood this from the beginning. His 

relationship with Steven Spielberg, which had begun when 

Sheinberg was in the legal department and Spielberg was 

making early films and television at Universal in the late 1960s, 

had by the 1980s produced the most commercially successful 

director in the history of American film. Jaws. Close Encounters 

of the Third Kind. Raiders of the Lost Ark. E.T. the Extra-

Terrestrial. The trajectory from young director to cultural 

event-maker was partly a function of talent and partly a 

function of the institutional support that Sheinberg had 

provided across two decades. The relationship was not merely 

goodwill. It was leverage, in the precise sense that Wasserman 



Pg | 58 

would have understood: a structural asset that could be 

deployed. 

Talks about a formal consulting arrangement began in 1986, 

shortly after Spielberg had been exposed to the King Kong 

audio-animatronic figure under development for the Florida 

park. Sheinberg took the lead. The deal, when it was eventually 

formalized, gave Spielberg creative consultant status across 

future Universal movie theme parks, excluding the pre-existing 

Hollywood site. His name could be used in marketing, subject to 

his approval. In exchange, Spielberg received a percentage of 

the absolute gross revenues of those parks. The exact figure has 

never been disclosed.[10] 

Jay’s reaction to the deal was complicated. He was glad to have 

Spielberg’s creative input and glad to be able to use his name in 

marketing. He understood that Spielberg’s validation of what 

the Recreation Division was trying to do provided the kind of 

comfort to Wasserman and Sheinberg that no internal argument 

from Jay could replicate. He also understood, practically 

speaking, that if the public wanted to believe that Spielberg was 

the creative master behind the attractions at Universal, then 

they should ride that horse. The director’s films gave Jay’s team 

credibility that surpassed anything they could generate 

internally, and Spielberg’s endorsement of a ride concept in 

front of Sheinberg meant something that Jay’s endorsement of 

the same concept had never quite managed to mean on its own. 

The working relationship that followed was respectful and 

productive in a specific way. When the Universal team made 

presentations, Spielberg would almost always approve 

enthusiastically and offer minor adjustments. He had an 

exceptional ability to think three-dimensionally, to step into a 
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concept and identify its weaknesses while it was still a model on 

a table rather than a mechanism in the ground. He was generous 

with his praise. When he endorsed a ride or show, Sheinberg 

noticed. Jay recognized this dynamic early and made a 

deliberate choice: he wanted Spielberg to take as much creative 

credit as Spielberg was willing to accept. The imprimatur of the 

director who had made Jaws and Raiders of the Lost Ark was 

worth more, in the marketplace of institutional confidence, than 

any amount of internal advocacy from the Recreation Division. 

Jay accepted that calculus without resentment. He had been 

watching Wasserman manage the gap between what things 

were worth and how much institutional credit they received for 

thirty years. He understood it as a management tool, not an 

injustice.[36] 

“The day Sid and Lew said we’ll go and we’ll do it with Spielberg,” 

Jay told Orlando Magazine, “all of us knew we’d have to create 

something far more spectacular than we’d ever planned. Far more 

ambitious. Far more costly. Far more sophisticated.”[11] 

The economics were real. Spielberg’s percentage of every penny 

that came into MCA’s parks was, as Jay acknowledged, a 

significant ongoing cost that took a large piece of their profits. 

But Jay had watched the Hollywood tour grow from a few 

thousand visitors to 3.7 million over seventeen years, and he 

understood that the credibility Spielberg brought to the Florida 

project was worth more than the cost of that credibility, if they 

could build something worthy of the name. 

The question, through the mid-1980s, was whether MCA would 

actually build it. Sheinberg’s instinct was always to spread the 

risk with a partner. Wasserman’s was to watch the numbers and 

wait. Jay’s was to build. The dynamic between those three 
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positions had been the central governance tension of the 

Recreation Division for years, and the Paramount meeting of 

1981 had demonstrated what happened when the partnership 

route failed: nothing. A proposal that sat in a drawer waiting for 

the right partner was not a park. 

The years between 1981 and 1986 produced a dispiriting 

catalog of near-partnerships. Jay approached RCA, Taft 

Broadcasting, Lorimar, and the Bass Brothers of Fort Worth, 

among others. The closest call after Taft was Michael Milken, the 

junk bond financier, to whom Jay made a presentation in 1984. 

Milken did not invest in the park. He used the confidential 

information to help casino owner Steve Wynn buy just under 

five percent of MCA’s stock. Wasserman was furious. The 

presentation that was supposed to unlock capital for Florida 

had instead put MCA’s ownership structure at risk. Jay kept 

looking.[37] 

Sheinberg had grown increasingly frustrated with the search. “I 

think there was a kind of feeling,” he reflected, “why is MCA 

looking for a partner if this is so good? Why don’t they do it 

themselves? We had simply decided that we did not want to 

expand into Florida all on our own credit.” The circular logic of 

that position was not lost on Jay. The project was good enough 

to need a partner, but the need for a partner made the project 

look less good. Every potential investor who asked why MCA 

wasn’t doing it alone was reading the institutional hesitation 

correctly. 

Drabinsky’s enthusiasm in the planning office, in September 

1986, changed the calculation. MCA already had a financial 

relationship with Cineplex Odeon: Sheinberg had been 

sufficiently impressed with Drabinsky’s track record at the 
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Beverly Center multiplex, which had become the highest-

grossing theater in Los Angeles, that MCA had taken a 49.7 

percent interest in Cineplex Odeon for $150 million. Drabinsky 

was known in the industry by the nickname “Garth Vader,” a 

reference to his provocative and ruthless personality. But he 

had capital, and he had ambition, and after that afternoon in the 

planning office, he had enthusiasm. Here was a partner. Here 

was the money. Here, finally, was the project.[12] 

The Announcement That Changed the 
Timeline 
The problem was that Jay was no longer racing to beat his own 

internal skeptics. By February 1985, he was racing Disney. 

On February 7, 1985, Michael Eisner stood before Walt Disney 

Productions’ shareholders at the Anaheim Convention Center 

and made headlines. Disney, he announced, would soon start 

construction of a third theme park at Walt Disney World. The 

heart of it would be a real working production studio with two 

sound stages and a working animation studio. He called the 

plans “the most exciting to come out of Walt Disney Imagineering 

in a long time.” He also told the gathering, “We’re definitely doing 

it within a year.”[13] 

The men at MCA were livid. Sheinberg claimed that Eisner had 

taken the idea from the 1981 pitch at Paramount, the meeting 

where Sheinberg himself had sat across from Eisner’s 

predecessor and laid out the case for a Florida studio park. 

Eisner, now running Disney, denied it. Erwin Okun, Disney’s 

senior vice president of corporate communications, said the 

charges were “a totally fabricated fantasy.”[14] 
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The argument about origin would continue for years. What 

mattered for Jay’s planning was simpler and more immediate: 

Disney had announced first, and Disney had the institutional 

capacity to build faster. Eisner wanted his park finished in three 

years. He figured it would take Universal at least four or five 

years to build, even if they found their partner immediately. His 

arithmetic was roughly correct, and he knew it. Eisner also 

reminded potential observers that Disney’s advantages in 

Florida, including the existing land, infrastructure, hotels, 

monorail, and financing relationships, were, in his view, 

insurmountable. He was trying to win the race before it was run 

by convincing the other entrant that the race was already over. 

Jay had been inside the Florida planning process long enough to 

know what Eisner’s announcement meant. It meant that every 

additional month of internal debate, every additional 

negotiation with a potential partner, every additional round of 

Wasserman’s watch-and-wait instincts, was a month in which 

Disney was building and Universal was not. The competitive 

advantage of being first in a new market was not theoretical. In 

a market where visitors planned trips a year or more in 

advance, the park that opened first would be in the hotel 

brochures, the travel agent recommendations, and the tourist 

infrastructure before its competitor broke ground. First was not 

just a bragging right. First was a structural advantage that 

compounded over time. 

The Cineplex partnership was supposed to solve this problem. 

In December 1986, the handshake deal was announced. Tony 

Sauber, the only lawyer for the entire Recreation Division, set to 

work drafting both the Cineplex Odeon agreement and the 

Spielberg consulting deal simultaneously. The formal 
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agreements were enormous. The complexity was real. Sauber 

worked with Jerry Nagin of Rosenfeld, Meyer and Susman to 

manage the legal architecture while keeping the institutional 

summary clear enough for Jay to navigate without getting lost in 

the contingencies.[15] 

Within a week of the handshake, Drabinsky asked to change 

some of the terms. He wanted fifty percent of the management 

fee. He wanted the woman he was traveling with to be included 

on the team. Jay said no to both. The pattern that would define 

the Cineplex partnership for the next two years had announced 

itself in the first seven days. 

The Man Sheinberg Woke Up Next To 
In the accounting of the Cineplex Odeon partnership, Garth 

Drabinsky is not a villain in the stylized sense. He is something 

more precise and more interesting: an operator who 

understood leverage but not limits, who saw the USF project as 

a platform for his own ambitions rather than as a business to be 

built, and whose particular form of recklessness produced a 

specific kind of institutional damage that took Jay’s team 

months to fully understand. 

The mechanism of that damage was Jeff McNair. 

Drabinsky hired McNair to represent Cineplex Odeon’s interests 

in Orlando. McNair had a marketing background and 

Drabinsky’s trust. He was given access to all of the day-to-day 

joint venture information and was invited to all project 

meetings, all financial meetings, all budget meetings, all 

marketing meetings. Full access, full information, full seat at 

every table.[16] 
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What the MCA team soon learned was that McNair was sending 

the information back to Drabinsky in forms that were, at best, 

misinterpreted and, at worst, deliberately distorted. Drabinsky 

would receive McNair’s account of a meeting and would then 

call Wasserman or Sheinberg, telling them what he had been 

told, adding his own interpretation, and most often not verifying 

anything with Jay before the call was made. Jay would then 

receive a call from Sheinberg or Wasserman, alarmed about 

something that McNair had characterized as a crisis, and a witch 

hunt would begin. The team would spend time and energy 

tracking down the source of the alarm, discovering that it had 

originated in a misread of a planning document or a misquoted 

conversation, and then reporting back through the chain while 

Drabinsky’s version of events had already lodged itself in 

Wasserman’s mind.[17] 

McNair, by Jay’s account, always had a grin. He seemed to enjoy 

watching people scramble. 

The result was a fundamental breakdown in the information 

environment around the project. Jay’s team became deeply 

cautious about what they said in any meeting McNair attended, 

not because they had anything to hide, but because anything 

said in front of McNair might arrive at Drabinsky’s desk in a 

form unrecognizable to the person who had said it. The creative 

and planning process, which depended on the ability to float 

ideas before they were fully formed, to argue about design 

choices and budget priorities and attraction concepts without 

every preliminary conversation becoming a negotiating 

position, became constrained. People measured their words. 

They thought twice before raising a problem in a joint meeting 

that they would once have raised freely. 



Pg | 65 

The institutional damage of that constraint is the kind that does 

not show up in meeting minutes or legal filings. It shows up in 

the quality of decisions made under artificial information 

pressure: in the ideas that were never proposed because the 

room did not feel safe, in the problems that were not surfaced 

early because surfacing them risked triggering another 

Drabinsky phone call to Wasserman, in the energy diverted 

from building the park to managing the perception of the 

building. 

Jay wanted to reinvest and build the project to its full potential. 

Drabinsky’s goal was the opposite: extract as much money as 

possible from the project while committing as little capital as 

possible to its construction. Wasserman and Sheinberg had 

been, in Jay’s assessment, taken in by a man with very little 

actual investment capability who was interested primarily in 

how the USF partnership would benefit Cineplex Odeon’s 

financial image. Sheinberg, when he had finally had enough, 

described the situation in a sentence that Jay would repeat for 

the rest of his life: “Lew and I woke up to realize we were in bed 

with a madman.”[18] 

The legal and financial dimensions of the unraveling followed 

their own logic. Drabinsky had built Cineplex Odeon on debt, 

and by early 1989 the debt was catching up with the company. 

In March 1989, Drabinsky sold Cineplex Odeon’s interest in USF 

to the Rank Organisation of Britain for $150 million, extracting 

himself from the project he had called a home run less than 

three years earlier.[19] 

By the end of 1989, Wasserman and Sheinberg had given 

Drabinsky an ultimatum: pay $1.2 billion for MCA’s share of the 

movie theater chain, or be removed. On December 14, 1989, 



Pg | 66 

Drabinsky was out. The park would open not under the MCA-

Cineplex partnership that had been celebrated at Newport 

Beach in December 1986, but under a MCA-Rank arrangement 

that Jay had not chosen and did not particularly want. Over 

time, Rank would prove no better as a creative partner than 

Cineplex Odeon had been: dreary corporate stereotypes with no 

creative strengths, in Jay’s assessment, who insisted on 

inserting their own executives into oversight positions and 

prioritizing short-term cash extraction over the investment the 

park required.[20] 

In 2009, Drabinsky, along with his partner Myron Gottlieb, was 

convicted and sentenced to prison for fraud and forgery in 

connection with the Livent theatrical production company he 

had built after leaving the Cineplex world. He served seventeen 

months before being granted parole.[21] 

The Katzenberg Call and the Suit 
While the Cineplex situation was developing, Disney was 

executing a different kind of pressure campaign. 

In the fall of 1985, Disney had formed a partnership with 

developer James Rouse’s Enterprise Development Company and 

began looking for sites to build family entertainment centers in 

urban locations. They settled on a parcel in Burbank, California, 

and in May 1987, after a negotiation that local watchdogs said 

dramatically undervalued the property, Burbank sold the land 

to Disney for $1 million, on property that critics estimated was 

worth closer to $50 million. MCA officials argued they had been 

denied the chance to bid on the property.[22] 

Then Katzenberg, Disney’s head of production, called Drabinsky 

directly. The subject was simple: Disney would be willing to 



Pg | 67 

drop the Burbank plans if MCA agreed to abandon Florida. Jay 

would later describe the communications as “blackmail tactics.” 

The logic of the offer was transparent enough: if MCA pulled 

back from Florida, Disney would have the studio park market to 

itself. If MCA stayed, the competition would be real and 

expensive for both sides, and Disney would make sure it was 

expensive for MCA in particular by prosecuting its Southern 

California advantage.[23] 

MCA did not abandon Florida. In June 1987, MCA filed suit to 

overturn the Burbank deal, arguing that the development 

agreement was improper. By October 1987, Disney was already 

signaling that the Burbank project was struggling. Internally, 

Disney’s own analysis concluded that they had misunderstood 

the dynamics of translating theme park attractions into a retail 

commercial environment. When Eisner learned in February 

1988 that the cost of the Burbank project had risen to more 

than $618 million, he admitted it might be “a couple of years” 

before they broke ground. On April 8, 1988, Disney formally 

withdrew from the Burbank agreement. Sheinberg, asked for his 

assessment, chose not to gloat. “I don’t want to talk any more 

about anything that we feel toward Disney,” he said. “We love 

everybody. Peace, love, and friendship.”[24] 

The Burbank episode had been, in Jay’s assessment, a red 

herring from the start: a negotiating position dressed up as a 

strategic threat. What it revealed was the competitive anxiety 

on Disney’s side, the recognition that Universal’s Florida project, 

if it actually opened, would be a genuine alternative for visitors 

who might otherwise spend every day of their Orlando trip 

inside the Walt Disney World perimeter. Eisner had described 

Sheinberg and MCA as having “invaded our home turf.” The 
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Burbank maneuver was the attempt to use that home-turf 

advantage as a club. It failed, and the failure cleared the field for 

what Jay had been building toward since 1969. 

Disney-MGM Studios opened on May 1, 1989. It was a 135-acre 

park, smaller than the one Universal had envisioned, with a 

price tag that had grown from an estimated $500 million to 

somewhere above $550 million. Eisner had won the race he had 

announced in 1985. Universal Studios Florida would not open 

for another year.[25] 

Terry Winnick, one of Jay’s vice presidents, visited Disney-MGM 

during the cast member preview days and walked through the 

park with a trained eye. What he found was a park that was 

attempting to recreate the Universal experience in Disney’s 

style. The Monster Sound Theater demonstration was 

essentially identical to a show that had been pitched to Eisner 

when he was at Paramount. Superstar Television was a near-

copy of Universal Studios Hollywood’s Screen Test Theatre. The 

Backstage Studio Tour used trams carrying guests through 

production areas in the same format Universal had pioneered in 

Hollywood. The most identifiable difference, Winnick 

concluded, was structural: at Disney-MGM, the visitor was 

largely a spectator. At Universal, visitors would be participants, 

put inside the films they had come to see rather than adjacent to 

the sets where those films had been made. That distinction, he 

predicted, would give Universal its real competitive edge once 

the word got out.[38] 

The 102-Degree Day 
The story of Universal Studios Florida’s opening day, June 7, 

1990, has become something close to legend in the history of 
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the American theme park industry, not because it was a triumph 

but because it was a catastrophe that succeeded anyway. 

The marketing department had, in the weeks before opening, 

executed one of the largest celebrity mobilizations in the history 

of a theme park launch. A US Airways 737 had been chartered. 

Approximately fifteen private jets had been booked for the 

heavy-hitter guests who would not fly with other stars. A-list 

celebrities were put up at the Villas of Grand Cypress. Jay’s team 

had thrown him a surprise party on one of the soundstages to 

mark his thirtieth anniversary with MCA. Sheinberg submitted a 

videotaped tribute. Wasserman did the same. Spielberg did the 

same. The party, by multiple accounts, was an extremely 

enjoyable and drunken affair.[39] 

Then the park opened. 

The park gave free tickets. That is usually where people start 

the story, and it is the right place to start, because free tickets 

mean something specific in the context of a grand opening: they 

mean that visitors who came that day and found their 

experience not worth the price of admission were given the 

price of admission back as a goodwill gesture, which implies 

that management knew, in real time, that the experience was 

not worth the price. You do not hand out free tickets when 

everything is working.[26] 

It was 102 degrees in Orlando. It was also raining, a 

combination of heat and humidity that the central Florida 

summer delivers with a reliability that you might think would 

factor into opening day planning, if anyone had been in a 

position to think clearly about it. People were angry. Some 

stormed the gates. The park was giving free tickets left and 

right, and the marketing department had already spent the 
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budget and flown in the celebrities and committed to the 

advertising, because in show business, as Jay would say, the 

show always begins on time.[27] 

Many of the rides were not working. Those that were working 

broke down frequently. A few could only be operated with 

teams of people behind the curtain pulling levers by hand, 

which is to say that the mechanical system was not functioning 

and human beings were substituting for it in real time, invisible 

to visitors but very visible to the operations staff who were 

reporting to Jay every hour with updates on which attraction 

was down and which could be kept running through manual 

intervention. 

The biggest fiasco was Jaws. The Jaws ride was the centerpiece 

of the park’s opening lineup, built around the shark that 

Spielberg had made into a cultural icon in 1975. The ride was 

supposed to put visitors in a boat under attack by a mechanical 

shark, surrounded by the sights and sounds of Amity Island. On 

opening day, it did not work. Not partially. Not intermittently. It 

simply did not function as designed, and things were so bad that 

Tom Williams, who Jay had installed as the park’s operating 

chief just before the grand opening, shut the ride down shortly 

after the ceremonies ended. Jay then reached out to United 

Technologies, the American aerospace and defense 

manufacturer whose engineering expertise extended to the 

construction of military submarines, to consult on how to fix a 

mechanism that was failing in ways the original design team 

had not anticipated.[28] 

Kongfrontation, the attraction built around the giant ape that 

had become a signature of the Hollywood tour, and Earthquake, 

the disaster-simulation ride that Drabinsky had watched being 
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sketched in the planning office four years earlier, added to the 

catalog of opening-day difficulties. The park that had taken 

nearly twenty years to move from Jay’s living room sketches to 

a working facility in Orlando was not, on June 7, 1990, working 

in the ways it had been designed to work. 

Jay accepted full responsibility. 

He counted on memories being short, he would later say, citing 

Disneyland’s 1955 opening as the precedent: that opening had 

been broadcast live on national television to the largest 

audience yet assembled for an American broadcast, and the 

chaos of the day had not prevented Disneyland from becoming 

the most visited theme park in the world within a few years. 

You are going to have casualties when you go to war, Jay said. 

He believed, and would continue to believe, that waiting until 

everything was ready was not possible in the physical 

construction of attractions that had never been built before. No 

one in the industry built things twice. Every attraction was 

handcrafted, one of a kind, tested under conditions that did not 

replicate actual operations. “If you let a creative person wait 

until they thought they were ready,” Jay said, “then nothing would 

ever be completed.”[29] 

The park itself, beyond the broken rides, was something that 

visitors had not seen before. Jay had spent years studying 

photographs of Hollywood’s actual movie studios and had 

walked the streets of Hollywood himself, photographing 

buildings he wanted reproduced for the New York and San 

Francisco sections of the park. He had personally selected many 

of the building facades for the park’s front lot, which was 

modeled on Universal City before the MCA Black Tower was 

built. For the New York section, the team had obtained 
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permission to reproduce the facade of Tiffany and Company. 

When Tiffany rescinded approval just before the opening, Jay 

already had the iconic storefront built. He had the name 

changed to I. Stein and Co., in honor of his brother Ira, who 

owned a jewelry store in Brentwood. His standards for 

environmental authenticity extended to the San Francisco pier 

section, where he joked that every building had “the proper 

amount of bird shit.” The Universal Creative team, which Jay had 

formally named in 1989 in recognition of a group that had been 

operating without public credit for years, had placed Jay’s own 

face on the archangel that overlooked Gramercy Park in the 

New York section. They had built a statue of Lew Wasserman in 

which Wasserman’s head sat on Abraham Lincoln’s body, with 

his signature glasses held behind his back in Lincoln’s hand. 

Nobody, the story goes, was brave enough to tell Wasserman.[40] 

The visitor who came to USF on June 7, 1990, and found Jaws 

shut down and Kongfrontation breaking down and the heat at 

102 degrees was nonetheless walking through something that 

Disney-MGM Studios, a mile down the interstate, had not 

attempted: a park designed to make visitors feel they were 

participants in the films they loved, not spectators of the sets 

where those films had been made. Winnick had predicted that 

distinction would be the real competitive edge. He was right. 

He was also operating under financial pressure from 

Wasserman, who had been watching the construction costs 

accumulate on the largest investment in MCA’s history and who 

was anxious to see the start of a return. Missing the summer 

season was not an option that Wasserman was willing to 

consider. The decision to open on June 7, 1990, whatever its 

consequences for the visitor experience on that specific day, 
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was not simply a show-must-go-on principle. It was a financial 

deadline with a very large number attached to it. 

The team that had built the park was still there on June 8, fixing 

things. That is what mattered to Jay. Barry Upson had 

assembled the construction team. Jack McDaniel was executive 

vice president of MCA Recreation Services. Bob Ward ran design 

and planning. Peter Alexander ran shows and special effects. 

Terry Winnick ran special projects. Every one of them was 

prepared, in Jay’s phrase, to roll up their sleeves and fix 

whatever needed fixing. They were proud of what they had 

done, even on a day when what they had done was visibly 

imperfect.[30] 

The park drew six million visitors in its first full year, in what 

was a terrible year for Florida tourism. Eighty percent of guest 

surveys said that Universal Studios Florida was better than 

Disney-MGM Studios. On January 2, 1991, Michael Eisner 

himself was spotted touring Universal Studios Florida, having 

paid for a ticket at the gate.[31] 

The memories were short. 

What Jay Stein’s Park Proved 
The standard reading of Universal Studios Florida’s first year is 

that it proved the park could survive a disastrous opening day, 

which is true but misses the larger argument. The argument the 

park was making, and that the six million visitors in year one 

validated, was about the second-gate gambit itself. 

Disney had every structural advantage. The institutional history. 

The brand recognition. The capital depth. The head start. 

Disney-MGM had opened a full year before Universal Studios 

Florida, in a market where Disney was already operating two 
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additional parks and tens of thousands of hotel rooms, with a 

transportation infrastructure that kept visitors inside the Walt 

Disney World perimeter from arrival to departure. The 

arithmetic of competing in that environment was, on its face, 

absurd. 

Jay had made the bet anyway, and won it by a margin 

substantial enough to alarm the management team at Disney. 

Universal had not merely survived as an alternative. It had 

taken market share. The average Orlando stay was roughly 

three days, and Disney had been planning for visitors to spend 

all three inside their own gates. Universal took one of those 

days, sometimes more. The management at Disney was afraid 

that visitors would skip Epcot and drive to Universal. That fear 

was not theoretical. It was documented, and it was visible in the 

way Disney’s subsequent Florida investment decisions were 

made.[32] 

The underdog who built it anyway. That framing is true as far as 

it goes, and it has the virtue of being accurate to the feeling of 

the operation in those years, the embattled quality of a team 

that believed in the project and built it under budget pressure 

and partner dysfunction and the looming shadow of a 

competitor that had more of everything and had gotten there 

first. But the framing undersells the argument. Jay had not 

stumbled into a market and survived through luck. He had 

analyzed the structure of the market with precision, identified 

the specific mechanism by which Disney’s multi-gate system 

created visitor captivity, and built a park calibrated to break 

that captivity for exactly one day of a visitor’s itinerary. One day 

was all he needed. One day, done well, produced the word-of-
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mouth that brought back the next visitor, and the next. The 

underdog who won. 

Jay Stein outlined the second park concept in a memo to Tony 

Sauber within days of the park’s opening, already planning the 

next stage of expansion. The park that had opened with Jaws not 

working and Kongfrontation breaking down and Earthquake 

requiring manual intervention was not, in Jay’s mind, a finished 

thing. It was the proof of concept that made the next argument 

possible. The second-gate gambit had worked. The visitor who 

had come to Orlando for Disney had discovered that there was a 

second day worth spending, and that second day was 

Universal’s. Now the question was what to build next, and 

where, and how fast.[33] 

The portfolio diversifier had become the second-gate gambit, 

which had become, on the strength of six million visitors in year 

one, the foundation of a global parks strategy that the next 

several chapters will trace through its expansions and 

contractions and transformations. The boxed-lunch model, the 

insight that audiences would pay to be inside the thing they had 

only seen on a screen, had found its fullest expression in a 

Florida park that had cost hundreds of millions of dollars and 

opened with most of its flagship ride not working. 

Jay Stein would run the division for nearly thirty years. The park 

that proved the gambit was only the beginning of what he was 

planning. He had started in the mailroom in October 1959. He 

had spent those decades inside an institution that did not 

always agree with him about what the parks should be or how 

fast they should grow or how much risk was acceptable in 

pursuit of a visitor experience that no one had built before. He 

had watched Wasserman approve and hesitate and approve 
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again. He had watched Sheinberg back him and hedge and 

ultimately back him again. He had watched Drabinsky jump 

around calling everything a home run and then sell his position 

before the park opened. He had watched Disney announce, and 

build, and open, and win the race on the calendar while losing it 

on the scorecard. 

And he had opened the park anyway, on a 102-degree day in 

June, because the show always begins on time. 

The Symphony Bridge: Orlando, 1993 
Three years after the opening day scramble, a different kind of 

result from the Spielberg relationship was becoming visible, one 

that had nothing to do with ride mechanics. 

In 1993, Universal released Jurassic Park. The marketing 

campaign paired with the film contained, inside a fast-food 

partnership that seemed at the time like a routine promotional 

deal, the seed of something much larger. Artist Mark Stutzman 

and design agency art directors from McDonald’s Chicago-based 

agency were flown to Los Angeles under secure conditions to 

read the script and study the practical animatronic sets, 

ensuring the promotional artwork maintained visual fidelity to 

the film. McDonald’s introduced the “Dino Size” meal option, 

promoted through national television commercials featuring 

cinematic dinosaur artwork. Consumer demand for the 

oversized portions was large enough and persistent enough that 

McDonald’s made the sizing permanent, subsequently 

rebranding it as “Supersize.”[34] 

What the Jurassic Park campaign demonstrated was that a 

franchise’s visual identity could be embedded in daily consumer 

behavior through a sufficiently integrated commercial 
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partnership. The studio and its partner had treated the 

franchise as a shared asset rather than a licensed decoration, 

and both sides had benefited. The 1993 campaign was not yet a 

system. It was a data point. What it would eventually become, 

across the promotions and partnership structures of the next 

three decades, is the subject of a later chapter in this book.[35] 
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CHAPTER 4: THE MATSUSHITA 
FREEZE 
In March 1995, a man flew to Japan to buy a movie studio. He 

bypassed the traditional advisory pipeline entirely: no banker-

mediated overtures, no preliminary meetings arranged through 

intermediaries, no structured process of the kind that American 

corporate dealmaking had spent decades constructing precisely 

so that important transactions would never depend on 

something as unpredictable as a single human conversation. He 

went to meet the president of Matsushita Electric Industrial 

Company in Osaka, and he made an offer.[1] 

The man was Edgar Bronfman Jr., the grandson of Samuel 

Bronfman, who had built the Seagram Company Ltd. into the 

most powerful spirits empire in North America. Edgar Jr. had 

inherited a fortune built on Canadian whisky and a company 

that owned, as its single largest asset, a 24 percent stake in the 

DuPont chemical corporation. He had already moved decisively: 

in the months before the Osaka flight, Seagram had sold most of 

that DuPont stake back to DuPont for approximately $8.8 

billion, freeing cash for something entirely different.[2] The 

question Bronfman had answered for himself, before he ever 

got on the plane, was what to buy. He had concluded that the 

answer was entertainment. That MCA, the parent company of 

Universal Pictures, a sprawling music business, and a theme 

parks division, was the vehicle through which a family liquor 

company would acquire a seat at the table in Hollywood. 

The meeting with Yoichi Morishita, Matsushita’s president, 

produced a deal. Seagram would acquire an 80 percent 

controlling stake in MCA for approximately $5.7 billion in cash. 
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Matsushita would retain a 20 percent minority position. The 

agreement was signed, the announcement followed in April 

1995, and the transaction that closed would rename MCA, in 

December 1996, as Universal Studios, Inc.[3] 

What is striking about the Bronfman-Morishita transaction is 

not its outcome but its architecture. Robert S. Wiesenthal, the 

lead media investment banker at Credit Suisse First Boston, 

advised Seagram on the deal.[4] But Bronfman did not wait for 

Wiesenthal to arrange introductions. He did not move through 

the traditional advisory pipeline of preliminary meetings, 

information memoranda, and banker-mediated overtures. He 

flew to Osaka and spoke to the man who controlled the asset. 

This was not incidental. It reflected something about how the 

deal became possible at all: Matsushita wanted out, and the 

most efficient path to an exit ran straight through one 

conversation between two principals. 

Why did Matsushita want out? To understand that, it is 

necessary to go back to November 1990, when Matsushita 

arrived. 

 

The Hardware Company and the 
Content Problem 
The deal that brought Matsushita into the ownership of 

Universal was, by the standards of its era, staggering. 

Matsushita Electric Industrial Company, the Japanese consumer 

electronics giant that manufactured Panasonic and Technics 

products, agreed to acquire MCA Inc. for $6.59 billion in cash, 

paying $66 per share for approximately 97 percent of the 

outstanding shares. The transaction, announced in late 1990 
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after months of secret negotiations, was the largest acquisition 

of an American company by a Japanese firm at that point in 

history.[5] 

The strategic logic was straightforward, even elegant. 

Matsushita made hardware. MCA made content. Sony had 

already purchased Columbia Pictures for this reason: in the 

consumer electronics industry, the hardware makers had come 

to believe that the future belonged to companies that controlled 

both the device and the material that played on it. If Sony could 

pair the Walkman with a music library, if Matsushita could pair 

its VCR technology with a film studio and a music division, the 

competitive advantages would compound across decades. The 

theory was clean. The execution, as it turned out, was not.[6] 

The deal had a broker, and the broker was not a banker. Michael 

Ovitz, the chairman of Creative Artists Agency, had spent the 

1980s transforming CAA from a talent agency into something 

considerably more powerful: a strategic intermediary capable of 

assembling deals, brokering relationships, and advising clients 

that ranged far beyond the film industry’s traditional agency 

clients. Ovitz acted as Matsushita’s primary strategic consultant 

on the MCA acquisition. He handpicked the legal and financial 

advisory teams who would execute the transaction: Lazard 

Frères & Co. for financial advice, and the law firm Shearman & 

Sterling for legal counsel.[7] 

What Ovitz did not control was the post-closing question of who 

had actually earned advisory fees, and the answer produced one 

of the more revealing episodes in the deal’s history. 

Matsushita officials would later tell the New York Times that 

they were shocked by what American bankers expected to be 

paid. The specific dispute concerned Nomura Securities and 
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Wasserstein Perella, who had formed a joint advisory venture 

and publicly claimed both advisory credit and fee entitlements 

for their role in the Matsushita-MCA transaction. Matsushita’s 

position was categorical: Allen & Company was the disclosed 

financial advisor of record, the name that appeared in the 

tender-offer documents, and the only advisor whose 

engagement Matsushita had formally authorized.[8] Nomura-

Wasserstein Perella’s claim of advisory status ran against 

Matsushita’s understanding of how advisory relationships 

worked: engagement meant formal authorization, not informal 

participation in information flows. 

The fee dispute was symptomatic of a deeper governance 

mismatch. American M&A practice had evolved norms around 

informal advisory participation and contingent fee claims that 

were not codified in the same way as manufacturing-sector 

procurement and contracting processes. Matsushita had arrived 

in Hollywood with a formal-authorization framework for 

managing external advisors. Hollywood M&A operated with a 

looser boundary between formal and informal advisory roles. 

Those two frameworks were not reconcilable without friction, 

and the fee dispute was the first place the friction became 

visible. 

 

The Absent Owner 
There is a pattern that recurs across the corporate history of 

Universal’s parks, and it is worth naming precisely because the 

name illuminates the mechanism. Call it the absent owner: the 

condition in which a parent company acquires an asset of 

genuine strategic potential, treats it as peripheral to its actual 

interests, restricts its capital access, and thereby ensures that 
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the potential goes unrealized for exactly as long as the 

ownership lasts. The absent owner is not negligent in any 

straightforward sense. Matsushita was not mismanaging 

Universal; it was simply managing it for an objective the parks 

division did not serve. That is the definition: the owner is 

present on paper and absent in everything that matters to the 

asset’s development. 

The parks tell this story numerically. In 1991, the recreation 

division generated approximately $380 million in revenue. The 

capital expenditures for that same year were approximately $42 

million.[9] For a single-gate park that had opened in June 1990 to 

well-documented opening-year difficulties and had spent its 

first year recovering, $42 million in capex represented a posture 

of stasis. It meant no new major attractions. It meant no second 

gate. It meant no land acquisition in Orlando beyond what was 

already committed. It meant, in the language that park 

operators understood immediately, that the company above 

them had decided the recreation division was not a growth 

asset. 

Jay Stein, who had built Universal Studios Florida from concept 

to opening, understood this with particular frustration. The 

second-gate gambit that had animated his planning through the 

late 1980s was predicated on a simple competitive logic: Disney 

had multiple gates and Universal had one, and the only 

structural way to compete on length of stay, hotel occupancy, 

and per-capita spending was to build a second gate. Stein had 

been arguing for this before USF opened. He continued arguing 

for it after it opened. Matsushita’s answer, year after year, was 

no. Not a refusal accompanied by an alternative vision. Simply 

no: no additional land acquisition in Orlando, no capital 
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commitment to a second theme park gate, no authorization to 

pursue the territorial expansion that competitive logic 

demanded.[10] 

The Matsushita capex posture was, in the language of later 

analysts, “cautious and risk-averse.” That description is accurate 

but incomplete. Caution implies a calculation about risk and 

return. What characterized Matsushita’s approach was 

something more fundamental: the parks were not part of 

Matsushita’s mental model of what it had bought. Matsushita 

had bought film libraries, music catalogs, television production 

capacity, and consumer-content pipelines that would 

theoretically enhance the value of its hardware. The recreation 

division was attached to that purchase the way a garage is 

attached to a house: present, occasionally useful, but not the 

reason anyone made the transaction. 

This is the precise condition that the absent owner describes. 

The owner is there. The checks clear. The operational staff 

remain employed. But the strategic attention that converts a 

good asset into a great one is directed elsewhere, and the asset 

sits in a kind of suspended animation, generating revenue 

without accumulating the infrastructure that would allow it to 

generate significantly more. Universal’s parks in the Matsushita 

era were profitable enough to avoid being sold. They were not 

valuable enough, in Matsushita’s frame of reference, to be 

grown. 

The wider corporate context reinforced this condition. 

Matsushita executives were absorbing criticism at home from 

shareholders and analysts who believed the company had 

dramatically overpaid for MCA. Six-point-five-nine billion 

dollars was a lot of money for a manufacturing company to 
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spend on a Hollywood studio, and the cultural dissonance that 

had surfaced in the advisory-fee dispute was not an isolated 

incident. It was a recurring friction between an organization 

that understood machines, supply chains, and production 

tolerances, and an industry that ran on relationships, creative 

judgments, and deal structures that seemed, to Japanese 

industrial management, almost deliberately opaque. The 

response was to minimize exposure. To hold the asset, let it run, 

and avoid committing additional capital to any expansion that 

would deepen Matsushita’s entanglement with an industry it 

did not fully understand. 

The parks division executives who sat through meetings in 

Osaka, trying to explain why a second gate in Orlando would 

generate returns in excess of the capex required, were 

encountering this misalignment directly. They were arguing in 

the language of theme park economics: per-capita spending, 

length-of-stay uplift, hotel occupancy multipliers, the 

competitive differential against a Disney World that was adding 

gates and hotels at a pace Universal could not match without 

capital. Matsushita’s executives, by most accounts, were not 

hostile to these arguments. They simply were not operating in a 

framework where theme park economics were a primary 

consideration. The hardware-content synergy thesis had not 

produced the results Matsushita’s theorists had expected. The 

content company was harder to manage than anticipated. The 

parks were the least legible part of the content company. They 

sat furthest from the center of Matsushita’s competence and 

furthest from the center of its attention.[11] 
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The Cost of Waiting 
What the parks lost in the Matsushita years was not primarily 

revenue. Universal Studios Florida kept its turnstiles moving. 

Attendance stabilized and grew modestly. The opening-year 

difficulties were addressed and the park recovered its 

operational reputation. What the parks lost was position: the 

competitive distance between Universal and Disney, already 

substantial in 1990, widened across the Matsushita ownership 

period in ways that could not be recaptured quickly. 

Disney was not standing still. Disney’s Animal Kingdom was in 

planning. Disney-MGM Studios, which had opened in 1989 

partly in response to the announced threat of Universal Studios 

Florida, was adding attractions. Walt Disney World’s continuous 

investment model was producing incremental expansions that 

compounded over time into a resort infrastructure that dwarfed 

anything Universal could offer. A family choosing between a 

Disney World vacation and a Universal Studios Florida vacation 

in 1993 or 1994 was choosing between a multi-gate resort 

destination and a single-gate park. The answer most families 

arrived at required no deliberation. 

The land parcels that Matsushita declined to acquire, the 

construction timeline on a second gate that went from 

aspiration to indefinitely deferred, the capital that went 

undeployed: these were not abstract losses. They were the 

foundation of the competitive gap that persisted, and that would 

require the entire Seagram era to begin closing. The absent 

owner, by being absent at precisely the moment when 

Universal’s parks needed a committed capital partner, made the 

subsequent decade of catch-up both necessary and expensive. 
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Stein’s frustration was professional and specific. He had 

designed and delivered a park. He had a plan for what that park 

should become. The plan required a parent company willing to 

treat the parks as an investment rather than a holding. 

Matsushita was not that company. The recreation division’s 

executives were not powerless; they continued to operate 

effectively within the constraints they had been given. But 

constraints that narrow foreclose the kind of strategic initiative 

that actually moves the competitive dial. You cannot build a 

second gate without capital. You cannot acquire land without 

authorization. You cannot compete with a company that is 

investing hundreds of millions of dollars a year by operating on 

a capex budget that leaves no room for structural change.[12] 

The numbers from 1991 tell the story cleanly: $380 million in 

revenue against $42 million in capex produces a ratio that 

explains everything about the Matsushita era’s legacy. A healthy 

capital-reinvestment posture for a growing theme park 

operation typically requires capex well above that level as a 

proportion of revenue. At $42 million on $380 million in 

revenue, the parks division was in maintenance mode. 

Maintenance mode, against a competitor that was building, was 

a strategic retreat dressed as an operational status quo. 

 

The Exit 
By 1994, Matsushita knew what it had. It had an American 

media company that was generating revenue and causing 

friction in roughly equal measure. It had a parks division that 

was profitable but not growing in the ways its executives 

believed it could. It had a film studio that was generating films. 

It had a music company. And it had, increasingly, a set of senior 
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MCA executives who were sufficiently frustrated with 

Matsushita’s hands-off ownership that the company’s ability to 

retain them was becoming a question. 

Lew Wasserman and Sidney Sheinberg, who had built MCA into 

the company Matsushita had purchased, were not suited to the 

subordinate role that acquisition implied. Wasserman was in his 

eighties and had spent sixty years operating as the most 

powerful man in Hollywood. Sheinberg had built and led a 

studio. Neither man had been designed by temperament or 

experience for the role of regional manager within a Japanese 

electronics conglomerate. The cultural distance that had 

showed up in the advisory-fee dispute showed up daily in 

operating decisions, in the pace of approvals, in the structural 

gap between Hollywood’s deal velocity and Osaka’s deliberative 

corporate culture. 

Matsushita’s strategic logic for the original acquisition was also 

fraying. The hardware-content synergy thesis had not produced 

the competitive advantages the company had anticipated. 

Pairing a consumer electronics business with a content library 

had been compelling when stated and considerably less 

compelling when tested against four years of operating reality. 

By 1994, Matsushita was looking, not urgently but genuinely, 

for a path toward some form of exit. The question was not 

whether to sell but how to do it in a way that extracted 

reasonable value from an asset it had acquired at a price the 

market had already questioned. 

The answer arrived in the form of a phone call, and then a flight, 

and then a conversation in Osaka. 
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Bronfman’s Gambit 
Edgar Bronfman Jr. led the Seagram Company, and he was 

operating a business that was, at its core, a beverages empire. 

Seagram owned some of the world’s most recognized spirit 

brands. It also owned, as its largest single financial asset, that 

stake in DuPont. The DuPont stake was reliable, dividend-

paying, and unambitious. Bronfman’s ambition was not 

unambitious. 

The entertainment thesis was not original. Plenty of executives 

in the early 1990s believed that media and entertainment were 

the industries of the future. What was distinctive about 

Bronfman was his method. He decided, rather than proceeding 

through conventional acquisition channels, to call Matsushita 

directly. Then, having established that there was a conversation 

to be had, he flew to Japan to have it.[13] 

This was, by the standards of M&A process, unconventional to 

the point of eccentricity. Large corporate acquisitions in 1995 

operated through thick layers of intermediary infrastructure. 

Investment banks sent exploratory letters. Advisors arranged 

preliminary discussions. Bankers conducted due diligence. 

Lawyers exchanged term sheets. The entire architecture of 

corporate finance had evolved to ensure that consequential 

decisions were buffered by process, vetted by professionals, and 

documented at each stage. Bronfman bypassed most of this 

architecture. He treated the acquisition of an $8 billion 

American media company as something closer to a personal 

negotiation between two men who had decided they could do 

business together. 

This is not to romanticize the approach. Wiesenthal and his 

team at Credit Suisse First Boston provided the financial 
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architecture that made the transaction viable.[14] The deal 

required extensive legal and financial work of exactly the kind 

that conventional advisory pipelines exist to provide. What 

Bronfman skipped was the preliminary stage: the banker-

mediated approach, the formal indication of interest, the 

structured process that would have signaled Seagram’s interest 

to Matsushita through professional intermediaries before the 

principals ever spoke. He started with the principals and 

worked backward to the process. 

Yoichi Morishita, Matsushita’s president, was receptive. The 

company had been holding MCA for four years and had found 

the experience neither comfortable nor particularly rewarding. 

An offer that extracted Matsushita cleanly, at a price that 

allowed the company to characterize the transaction as a 

strategic decision rather than a retreat, was worth hearing. The 

Osaka meeting produced the basis of an agreement. The formal 

announcement in April 1995 confirmed what the Osaka 

conversation had established: Seagram would pay 

approximately $5.7 billion in cash for 80 percent of MCA. 

Matsushita would retain 20 percent, a minority stake that 

preserved some optionality while removing the burden of 

operating responsibility.[15] 

The valuation implied by the transaction was notable. 

Matsushita had paid $6.59 billion for essentially 100 percent of 

MCA in 1990. Five years later, it was selling 80 percent for $5.7 

billion, which implied a total enterprise value of approximately 

$7.13 billion. On those numbers, the company had at least not 

lost ground. But the critics who had said Matsushita overpaid in 

1990 could now argue, with some force, that the appreciation 

had been minimal given the capital tied up for five years and the 
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operational friction absorbed in the interim. The parks division, 

starved of the investment that might have compounded its 

value, was part of what kept the exit price from being 

dramatically higher than the entry price. 

 

What Changed When Seagram Arrived 
The change in the parks’ circumstances after April 1995 was not 

instantaneous. Seagram needed time to understand what it had 

acquired, and the parks were one of several large and complex 

divisions competing for attention. But the directional shift was 

immediate and unmistakable. 

Bronfman did not view the parks the way Matsushita had 

viewed them. Where Matsushita saw a peripheral asset attached 

to the content libraries it actually wanted, Bronfman saw the 

parks as part of a brand ecosystem: a Universal brand that was 

present in film, television, music, and physical destination 

experiences simultaneously. The parks, in this frame, were not a 

distraction from the core business. They were part of what 

made Universal more than a film studio.[16] 

The financial consequences of this reframe materialized in the 

capital expenditure budgets. The $42 million in parks capex 

from 1991 would not survive the Seagram era. By the late 

1990s, Seagram’s Seagram board had approved the 

construction of Islands of Adventure in Orlando, the project that 

would finally deliver the second gate that Jay Stein had been 

arguing for through the entire Matsushita period. Islands of 

Adventure opened in 1999, transforming the Florida site from a 

single-gate park into what became Universal Orlando Resort. 
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The capex required to build it was of an entirely different order 

than anything Matsushita had authorized.[17] 

In December 1996, Seagram renamed MCA “Universal Studios, 

Inc.” The renaming was not merely cosmetic. It was an assertion 

of brand identity: the company was no longer a talent agency’s 

former client, not an industrial conglomerate’s content arm, but 

a studio and a destination whose name was a noun, a brand, and 

a promise. Universal. The thing that Matsushita had bought and 

held and left under-resourced was now, formally, the thing 

Bronfman had decided to build.[18] 

There was, however, a structural problem accumulating on 

Seagram’s balance sheet that would prove consequential. In 

1998, Bronfman made another large acquisition: PolyGram, the 

Dutch music company, for $10.6 billion. This was, by any 

measure, a commitment of extraordinary scale. Seagram was a 

company with the financial resources of a successful spirits 

business, not a media conglomerate with the balance sheet 

depth to absorb successive multi-billion-dollar entertainment 

acquisitions without strain. The PolyGram purchase added 

$10.6 billion in liabilities to a company that had already 

deployed nearly $6 billion acquiring MCA.[19] 

The leverage this created was not immediately catastrophic. But 

it was a structural vulnerability. When Islands of Adventure 

opened in 1999 to attendance that was softer than projected, 

the parks division was operating within a parent whose 

financial flexibility was meaningfully constrained. The free cash 

flow that would have funded aggressive expansion was being 

consumed by debt service on a music acquisition that had been 

designed to create a global music powerhouse and that Vivendi 

would ultimately acquire, along with everything else, in the 
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transaction that would deliver Universal’s next corporate 

parent. 

The Seagram era, despite its genuine commitment to the parks 

and despite its delivery of the second gate that the Matsushita 

era had refused to fund, ended before it could fully deliver the 

competitive transformation it had set in motion. Four and a half 

years is not long enough to build and compound the advantages 

that a decade of underinvestment had eroded. 

 

The Pattern 
The absent owner is not always the same owner. It is a condition 

that can attach to different kinds of principals for different kinds 

of reasons: a parent whose original acquisition thesis did not 

include the parks and therefore never built a framework for 

evaluating what they needed, or a parent that arrived with the 

right intentions but encumbered itself too heavily on too many 

fronts to sustain the commitment. Matsushita’s version was 

structural and cognitive; Seagram’s was financial and temporal. 

Different mechanisms, same result: a parks division whose 

executives understood exactly what the competitive situation 

required and could not get the capital authorization to act on 

that understanding. 

The Bronfman flight to Osaka is the pivot between two 

instances of the pattern. It ended one version of the absent 

owner and began, briefly and imperfectly, a version that at least 

pointed in the right direction. That is the measure of what the 

Matsushita years cost: not four and a half years, but the distance 

between where the parks were in April 1995 and where they 
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would have been if the capex that Seagram eventually 

authorized had arrived four and a half years earlier. 

The plane flew. The meeting happened. The deal closed. The 

parks got their owner. For a while. 
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CHAPTER 5: BRONFMAN’S RESORT 
There is a specific kind of organizational blindness that afflicts 

companies after a long period of deprivation. Resources have 

been rationed for so long, and expectations compressed so 

thoroughly, that when capital finally arrives, the people running 

the operation do not quite know what to do with it. They have 

learned to work around constraints. They have built their entire 

worldview around the premise that there will never be enough. 

Then one day there is plenty, and the old mental models do not 

apply. 

Universal’s parks division entered the Seagram era in exactly 

this condition. Four years under Matsushita had trained every 

institutional instinct toward conservation. The parks had 

generated real revenue, $380 million in 1991 alone, while 

receiving almost nothing back in return: capital expenditures 

that year stood at $42 million, barely enough to maintain 

mechanical systems and keep the buildings from falling into 

disrepair.[1] The executives who survived the freeze were 

operationally skilled and financially cautious, because caution 

had been the only available strategy. They had learned to do a 

great deal with almost nothing. They had optimized for 

austerity. 

When Edgar Bronfman Jr. arrived with ambitions that were, by 

the standards of the previous four years, extravagant, the 

question was not whether the capital was real. It was. The 

question was whether the organization knew how to think big 

again, and whether the parent company would hold still long 

enough to let the logic of the investment play out. 
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Bronfman announced in August 1995 that he planned to spend 

$2.6 billion to transform the Orlando property into a resort. 

Two billion dollars would go to a second theme park. Six 

hundred million dollars would go to four new hotels.[2] The 

number was enormous. It was also, in its underlying 

architecture, a statement of something more fundamental: a 

theory about what a theme park destination actually was, and 

what it needed to become to compete at the level Bronfman 

intended. 

That theory has a name. Call it the resort logic. The proposition 

is simple but its implications are not. A single-gate park, 

however large and however technically sophisticated, is a day 

trip. Guests arrive, spend several hours, exhaust the attraction 

offerings they care about, and leave. Their food and 

merchandise spending goes to the park; their hotel nights go to 

competitors; their second-day choices go to Disney. The resort 

logic says that the real competitive unit in the theme park 

industry is not the individual park but the destination: a cluster 

of gates, hotels, dining, and entertainment retail, all under 

common ownership, designed to hold guests on property from 

the moment of arrival to the moment of departure. Capture two 

nights instead of one, and the guest’s economic contribution 

roughly doubles without a single additional admission ticket. 

Capture three nights, and the arithmetic becomes extraordinary. 

Walt Disney World had understood this for decades. It had been 

built, from its very foundation in 1971, as a destination rather 

than a park, with hotels opening alongside the Magic Kingdom 

and the resort infrastructure growing continuously outward 

across its 27,000 acres. Bronfman had looked at what Disney 

had assembled, and he had decided that Universal would build a 
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version of it too. Not the same version, because Seagram did not 

have Disney’s land reserves or Disney’s brand legacy or Disney’s 

forty years of compound investment. But something structurally 

equivalent: a cluster that could hold a guest for two or three 

days, generate multiple revenue streams from each visit, and 

produce the kind of metrics that would make the parks division 

a genuine driver of the parent company’s financial performance 

rather than a side business that happened to exist. 

The specific theory had been circling inside Universal’s parks 

division since the early 1990s, when Jay Stein first articulated 

something like it in a memo to company attorney Tony Sauber 

outlining Project X, a plan to transform the Florida site into a 

genuine resort on the Disney model. That vision had died in the 

freeze that the absent owner imposed. Bronfman’s arrival 

revived it, and crucially it arrived at a moment when the specific 

ambition Stein had carried was now structurally achievable: 

Universal had assembled enough land, enough intellectual 

properties, and enough operational experience to attempt 

something the industry had never quite produced outside of 

Disney’s own system. 

The Second Gate Takes Shape 
The park that would anchor Bronfman’s resort was conceived 

as a complete reimagination of what a theme park could be. 

Islands of Adventure dropped the studio-tour conceit of 

Universal Studios Florida entirely and committed to pure 

fantasy. Six self-contained lands, each with its own distinct 

visual vocabulary and its own set of intellectual properties, 

organized in a loop around a central lagoon: Jurassic Park at the 

back, Seuss Landing in vivid defiance of the straight line, Marvel 

Super Hero Island with its stainless-steel rails and comic-book 
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geometry, Toon Lagoon in the visual chaos of a hundred 

Sunday-strip characters, Lost Continent in Mediterranean 

rockwork and myth, Port of Entry as the threshold through 

which the whole immersive world opened. 

Ron Bension, who led Universal’s recreation division through 

the mid-1990s, was by Barry Upson’s account the original 

catalyst for the concept. He had sketched the fundamental 

notion of the islands environment on the back of an envelope 

during a flight: a rough diagram from which everything else 

would eventually grow, the essential geometry of 

interconnected immersive zones around a water feature.[3] Phil 

Hettema and the Universal Creative team developed that sketch 

into a $1 billion, 110-acre park that would open with eleven 

rides, fifteen restaurants, and roughly twenty-five food carts. 

Steven Spielberg returned as creative consultant, as he had been 

on Universal Studios Florida, bringing both credibility and a 

specific discipline to the project’s ambitions. 

The intellectual property portfolio was assembled over several 

years of negotiation. The deal with Dr. Seuss Enterprises, in 

particular, required persistence that bordered on obsession. 

Audrey Geisel, president of Dr. Seuss Enterprises, had long 

resisted commercialization and refused to let the characters be 

used in any amusement park. “Mrs. Geisel would not talk to 

anybody,” Hettema said. “She would not take calls. They had 

everybody call her. They had Steven call her and she wouldn’t 

discuss it.” Only when Universal Creative presented a full year’s 

worth of speculative design did she relent, insisting on final 

approval for everything in the resulting deal.[4] 

Marvel Comics was, as Hettema put it, “very obtainable” at the 

time, given the company’s financial difficulties in the mid-1990s. 
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The agreement between Universal and Marvel restricted the 

park rights to east of the Mississippi River, a geographic 

boundary that would become significant decades later when 

Universal and Disney would find themselves on opposite sides 

of a much more complicated corporate landscape.[5] 

The construction process was not smooth. Universal’s team sent 

thousands of change orders to contractors, some of whom 

responded with lawsuits. The complexity of the major 

attractions, particularly the Amazing Adventures of Spider-Man, 

which required synchronizing a motion-base ride vehicle with 

twenty-four projectors, a quarter-mile of track, and 1.5 acres of 

physical sets, pushed vendors to the edge of their technical 

capability. The ride system produced a novel challenge: in a 

standard 3D movie, viewers could stand in one place and 

receive the effect reliably, but the Spider-Man system had to 

adjust constantly to the location of the vehicle on the track, 

meaning that anyone standing still would see a greatly distorted 

image. Making that work at theme park throughput, thousands 

of riders per hour, required engineering disciplines that did not 

previously exist in standardized form.[6] 

Woodbury, who served as a key creative leader on the project, 

described the team’s approach to managing that risk: testing 

had begun in a warehouse in Buffalo, New York, more than two 

years before opening, running the Spider-Man machinery 

through thousands of cycles before the ride was installed in 

Florida. “We ran the heck out of it back there,” he said. Ben 

Lovelace, the ride engineering manager, stated the operational 

imperative plainly: “Part of the goal was making the technology 

as reliable as a Caterpillar tractor. You’re playing with large sums 

of money. If it doesn’t work out, there’s hell to pay.”[7] 
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The lesson from June 1990 haunted every decision. When 

Universal Studios Florida had opened with mechanical failures 

cascading through the park, Tom Williams had faced down 

angry guests outside Earthquake and watched the Orlando 

Sentinel record that guests had “come, stood, and left mad.” 

Nobody intended to repeat that experience. Cathy Nichols, who 

had succeeded Bension as CEO of the Universal Studios 

Recreation Group, said before the opening: “A lot of key players 

were involved. That helps us to avoid it ever occurring again.” 

Mark Woodbury added: “A lot of it lies in making sure the 

technology works. We’ve tackled the tough stuff early in the 

process.”[8] 

Islands of Adventure opened on May 28, 1999.[9] The gates 

opened early because hundreds of guests had lined up before 

dawn. The complex attractions held up. The Eighth Voyage of 

Sindbad and Poseidon’s Fury and Dudley Do-Right’s Ripsaw 

Falls suffered minor problems, but Spider-Man ran, with lines 

staying under forty minutes throughout the day. Steven 

Spielberg stood at the opening ceremony and said: “We want 

people to be dazzled, entertained, and to come back again and 

again and again.”[10] 

Sidney Sheinberg, who had retired after the Seagram takeover 

and had publicly predicted the new ownership’s failure, showed 

up anyway. “When I left,” he said, “if there was any part of MCA I 

missed, it was being part of this theme park. I’ve always taken a 

great deal of pride in taking on Disney, a formidable opponent, 

and being successful.”[11] 

The Seagram board had approved the capital expenditures to 

make all of this happen. The scale of the commitment was 

visible in the numbers: parks division capital expenditures in 
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1998 reached $710 million, the highest figure in the division’s 

history to that point, reflecting the simultaneous construction of 

Islands of Adventure, the CityWalk district, and the broader 

resort infrastructure.[12] 

The attendance results, however, were more difficult than the 

park’s quality warranted. First-year visitors numbered only 3.4 

million, well below internal projections.[13] Part of the problem 

was naming. Bronfman had rebranded the combined Orlando 

property “Universal Studios Escape” to signal its aspirations; the 

name confused consumers and diluted the marketing message. 

Hettema acknowledged the structural failure directly: “People 

could not differentiate Islands of Adventure from Disney because 

of the lack of marketing. People would be going to Disney looking 

for Spider-Man.”[14] 

Michael Eisner, Disney’s CEO, visited Islands of Adventure in 

January 2000, dressed casually, with a security detail, spending 

roughly five hours in the park. When asked about his reaction, 

he said: “While there is cannibalization, it’s still slightly less than 

we expected. We’re OK.”[15] It was a perfectly calibrated piece of 

competitive messaging: Disney’s CEO visiting the rival park and 

announcing, publicly, that he was not worried. Whether or not 

he believed it, it was the right thing to say. 

By February 2000 the property was renamed Universal 

Orlando, a concession to clarity over branding ambition. Ron 

Meyer tried to reframe the shortfall in the most favorable terms 

available: “We just want them for two days instead of one. The 

good news for us is that we don’t need a big piece of Disney. We 

just need a shave.”[16] 

There was a structural explanation for the softer-than-expected 

performance that was not entirely about marketing or naming. 
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Seagram’s balance sheet had been heavily leveraged by the 

$10.6 billion acquisition of PolyGram in 1998, a bet on music 

that consumed enormous capital and restricted the free cash 

flow available to the parks just as they were opening to the 

public.[17] The parks were delivering their most ambitious 

product at the precise moment the parent company had the 

least financial flexibility to support them with sustained 

marketing investment. The logic of the investment required 

years to play out; the balance sheet did not offer years. 

The Man Who Would Stay 
The leadership question had been quietly resolved even before 

the soft opening numbers arrived. Tom Williams had been 

present at Universal Studios Florida since the early days, 

navigating the mechanical failures of 1990, managing the 

recovery through the period that followed, serving as the park 

president who stood in front of angry guests when the 

attractions broke. He was the institutional memory of the parks 

division in Florida and one of the handful of executives whose 

professional careers had been defined by the Orlando property. 

In late 1999, as Islands of Adventure opened and the broader 

resort buildout continued, Williams was elevated to Chairman 

and CEO of Universal Parks and Resorts.[18] 

The timing of that elevation is worth dwelling on. Williams 

assumed leadership of the entire division at the exact moment 

that the resort logic was being stress-tested in practice: the 

capital had been spent, the second gate was open, the 

attendance numbers were softer than expected, and Seagram’s 

balance sheet was straining under the PolyGram debt. What 

Williams would be asked to do, in the years that followed, was 

to hold the division together through conditions that would 
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become progressively more difficult. First there would be the 

Seagram balance-sheet constraints, already visible by the time 

he took the chairman’s seat. Then there would be something 

worse. 

He would steer the division for more than two decades. He 

retired on March 16, 2022, after more than two decades leading 

the division.[19] The arc of that tenure encompasses the Seagram 

expansion, the Vivendi debt crisis, the GE era of disciplined 

capital containment, the Harry Potter negotiations, and the 

opening of Epic Universe in the Comcast era. No single executive 

in the history of the parks division held the position longer or 

navigated more radically different ownership conditions. He 

was there when the parks had nothing, in the Matsushita years. 

He was there when they had everything, in the Comcast era. He 

was there for all of the complicated, leveraged, politically 

fraught years in between. 

The Street That Held the Resort 
Together 
While the park was the anchor, the resort logic required 

infrastructure around it. Guests needed somewhere to eat, 

drink, and spend money after the park closed. They needed a 

reason to stay on property in the evening rather than driving to 

International Drive or back to a Disney hotel. The model for 

what that could look like had already been built, six years 

earlier, on the other side of the country. 

CityWalk Hollywood opened in May 1993, designed by the 

architectural firm Jon Jerde Partnership.[20] Jerde was not a 

theme park designer by training or inclination. He had made his 

reputation at the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics and at Horton 
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Plaza, the urban infill shopping center in the Gaslamp District of 

downtown San Diego. He had been hired by Disney in 1985 to 

design Satellite City for EuroDisney, a disc-shaped city more 

than a mile in diameter, with fifty hotels, spas, a conference 

center, and a canal transportation system. It was never built. 

Having worked for Disney, however, was a credential that got 

Jerde noticed at Universal. 

Jerde understood retail as a social experience rather than a 

commercial one. When Universal commissioned him for 

Hollywood, he articulated his philosophy in terms that were 

more urban-sociological than architectural: “I saw CityWalk as a 

venue for human intercourse. All America is now private. New 

York and San Francisco held on to more foot-driven aspects of 

human interaction, but most of the country has been given over to 

separateness and loneliness.”[21] He wanted to build a corrective 

to that condition. He was adamant about what that correction 

required: “Our enemies are artifice and the ersatz, fake this and 

that, like those theme restaurants. But people reject it. It is 

exceedingly difficult to make sure that what you do isn’t 

exceedingly synthetic and contrived.”[22] 

What Jerde built was a two-block-long street made up of eight 

separate structures with twenty-seven individual building 

facades connecting the park’s front gate to the parking 

structures. He said he wanted to capture the emotional impact 

of Tuscany or North Beach in San Francisco. “CityWalk had to be 

appropriately built on the architectural language of L.A., as 

opposed to New York or Paris,” he said. “And the language of L.A. 

is that there is no language except stucco buildings and layers put 

upon them. So the thematic element is layering.” Juxtaposed 

facades, historic neon signs, towers, and billboards framed the 
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narrow street in what he called “a sequential plan of 

orchestrated events.” The massing of the buildings came from 

computer-compiled traces of local architecture. No single 

building was replicated. Jerde wanted a space that was “self-

consciously designed” yet appeared to have grown organically. 

He called the result a simulacrum: a copy with no original.[23] 

The critics were not universally persuaded. Cultural critic 

Norman Klein called CityWalk “a Victorian-style separation of 

classes in our public life.” Writer Lewis Lapham argued it served 

consumers who “had no intention of going to see the original city 

four miles to the south.” Mike Davis simply concluded: “It fulfills 

our worst prophecies.”[24] Jerde’s response was characteristic: 

“These things are vast consumption machines, but we treat them 

as communal complexes that happen to have shopping in them. 

What we provide is urban glue.”[25] 

The market rendered a verdict that the critics could not. The 

number of locals visiting the Studio Tour increased dramatically 

after CityWalk opened. The visitor mix shifted from roughly 

80% tourists to an even split between tourists and residents.[26] 

The mall turned a struggling Cineplex into one of the most 

successful theaters in Los Angeles. Parking revenues boomed 

with the nearly three million new annual visitors. Lew 

Wasserman, who had spent decades lobbying for a shopping 

and entertainment district at Universal City, was so proud of the 

restaurant receipts that he would pull the tally sheets and show 

them off to visitors.[27] 

Buzz Price, the industry economist who had advised Universal 

since Dorskind’s era, described the structural achievement in 

terms that captured precisely what the resort logic required: 

“Universal City’s hilltop operates as one big mega theme park 
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made up of three paid gates all supported and reinforced by a free 

entry festival marketplace. It is in the same genre as Harborplace 

in Baltimore.”[28] A free-admission entertainment district 

anchored to paid gates was not a distraction from the core 

business; it was an extension of it. It captured spending from 

people who had not purchased park tickets. It generated 

revenue in the evening after the parks had closed. It gave locals 

a reason to visit the property repeatedly, on days when they had 

no intention of riding anything at all. 

This was the template that Bronfman’s team carried to Florida. 

CityWalk Orlando opened in 1999 as part of the resort buildout, 

positioned between the two parks and providing the destination 

with its civic center: not a lobby, not a food court, but a street, 

with all the implications that a street carries for how guests 

behave and how long they stay.[29] The Jerde model would later 

be replicated at Universal Studios Japan and, eventually, at 

Universal Studios Beijing. The architecture was not the point. 

The function was the point: giving the resort a gathering place 

that operated outside park hours and outside park tickets. 

The Hotels and the Length of Stay 
Hotels were the other essential component of the structure. 

Without owned hotel rooms, the resort logic was architecturally 

incomplete. Disney had understood this from the beginning of 

the Walt Disney World project; hotels had opened alongside the 

Magic Kingdom in 1971, and Disney never stopped building 

them. Every room on Disney property was a room that would 

otherwise belong to a competitor. Every amenity in a Disney 

hotel was revenue staying inside the system. Every early-park-

access benefit was a structural incentive to pay the premium of 

staying on property rather than off it. 
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Universal, during the MCA years and the Matsushita years, had 

operated without a meaningful on-site hotel presence. Guests 

who spent the day at Universal Studios Florida were almost 

entirely sleeping somewhere else: at a hotel on International 

Drive, at a Marriott near the airport, at a Hilton that happened 

to be adjacent to a Disney park. They were in the Orlando 

tourism system, spending their nights and their incidental 

dollars in someone else’s infrastructure. 

The Seagram commitment to the resort changed this. As part of 

the $2.6 billion expansion, Universal partnered with Loews 

Hotels to bring on-site rooms to the Orlando property. The 

partnership originated in the resort-buildout era and was 

structured deliberately across distinct price points, creating a 

tiered system that could serve premium guests and budget-

constrained guests and everyone between.[30] The tiering 

mattered not just for market coverage but for the economics of 

the park: guests at higher price points contributed more per 

night, but guests at lower price points filled rooms on off-peak 

nights when premium capacity would otherwise sit empty. A 

destination hotel strategy that targeted only one segment was 

inherently unstable. 

The Loews Hotels partnership gave Universal something it 

needed without requiring Universal to take on the full capital 

risk of hotel ownership. Universal had already stretched its 

balance sheet significantly with the IOA construction and the 

PolyGram acquisition. Taking on billions more in hotel 

construction debt would have been, in the circumstances, 

imprudent. Loews got the guests, a captive market of millions of 

park visitors who needed somewhere to sleep and who had 

been explicitly given reasons, in the form of early park entry 
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and in-hotel booking services, to prefer staying on property. 

Universal got the rooms. The arrangement produced the 

destination’s hotel inventory at a speed that Universal’s own 

balance sheet could not have supported. 

The economics were straightforward even if the structure was 

complex. Every night a guest spent in a Loews hotel adjacent to 

the parks produced park ticket revenue, CityWalk dining 

revenue, and hotel revenue, all within the same network. The 

resort logic had its financial expression in that trifecta. The 

resort had closed the loop that a single gate could never close. 

Osaka 
The domestic buildout was ambitious. But the Seagram era also 

carried a second ambition: taking the Universal brand 

international in a way that had never been successfully 

executed. The Tokyo Bay partnership that Dorskind had 

negotiated in 1984, and which had dissolved under the 

economics of the moment, had demonstrated both the global 

appetite for Universal’s catalog and the structural difficulty of 

executing across cultural and regulatory boundaries. Under 

Bronfman, the company tried again, in a different city, with a 

different partner structure. 

Universal Studios Japan opened on March 31, 2001, under a 

joint-venture structure between Universal, the City of Osaka, 

and various local corporate partners.[31] The park was built at 

genuine scale, translating Universal’s Hollywood-derived ride 

vocabulary into a Japanese context: Jurassic Park, Jaws, E.T. 

Adventure, Back to the Future, Terminator 2, the catalog of 

American popular cinema rendered into physical environments 

in a city that had no existing equivalent destination 

entertainment offering. 
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The ambition was large, and the opening drew significant 

attendance. But the financial structure of the venture was 

strained from the start. High initial construction debt, 

attendance that softened after the opening year’s novelty had 

dissipated, and a series of public relations problems related to 

industrial water compliance combined to produce early 

financial distress that threatened the venture’s long-term 

viability.[32] The park had been built expensively, had not yet 

found a stable operating equilibrium, and was carrying debt 

loads that its early years of revenue could not comfortably 

service. 

The severity of that distress became visible in 2005, when the 

private equity arm of Goldman Sachs stepped in with a capital 

injection of JPY 20 billion, approximately $168.6 million at the 

prevailing exchange rate, in exchange for a 41% diluted equity 

stake.[33] The transaction was, in its bluntest reading, a rescue: 

Goldman was acquiring distressed equity in a park that had 

opened too expensively and had not yet found an operating 

model that justified its debt load. 

What happened under Goldman’s stewardship was a genuine 

strategic transformation. Glenn Gumpel, who served as CEO of 

USJ, shifted the park’s identity away from a strict Hollywood-

movie focus. He introduced local Japanese intellectual 

properties, anime franchises and video game characters, 

alongside the traditional Universal catalog.[34] This was not a 

cosmetic adjustment. It was a fundamental reorientation of the 

park’s value proposition. The assumption embedded in the 

original venture had been that Japanese consumers would 

travel to Osaka to experience an American entertainment 

product in physical form. That assumption was partially correct 
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but not sufficient. What Gumpel discovered was that the park’s 

ceiling was higher if it functioned as a venue for Japanese 

popular culture, with Universal’s Hollywood IP as one powerful 

anchor among several, rather than the only anchor. 

By 2009, Goldman Sachs had enough confidence in the park’s 

recovery trajectory to launch a JPY 107.5 billion tender offer, 

approximately $1.2 billion, to acquire the remaining public 

shares and delist USJ from the Tokyo Stock Exchange’s Mothers 

market.[35] The park that had required a financial rescue four 

years earlier had become, under disciplined operational 

management and an expanded cultural mandate, worth 

acquiring in its entirety. Goldman’s twelve-year investment 

cycle, which would eventually conclude in Comcast’s full 

acquisition, had begun with a diagnosis of distress and would 

end with an asset whose annual attendance had nearly doubled 

and whose EBITDA had more than quadrupled. 

USJ opened on March 31, 2001. That date is important. It falls 

nearly three months after the Vivendi-Seagram merger was 

announced, and five months before the park opened under a 

parent company that was already in financial difficulties it had 

not disclosed at the time of the deal. 

The Merger 
The announcement came in December 2000. Vivendi S.A., a 

French utility and water conglomerate led by CEO Jean-Marie 

Messier, acquired Seagram in a $34 billion all-stock transaction, 

forming Vivendi Universal.[36] 

The number is extraordinary. Thirty-four billion dollars for a 

company that had paid $5.7 billion for 80% of MCA just five 

years earlier. The implied multiple reflected not just Seagram’s 
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core assets but the frothy valuation logic of the moment, a 

period when the convergence of digital media, broadband 

networks, and global entertainment appeared imminent and 

when the companies best positioned to profit from that 

convergence were being priced at levels that assumed the 

convergence would actually arrive on schedule. 

Messier’s theory was coherent in its way. Vivendi had built a 

wireless business in Europe and bought European film and 

television holdings. Universal gave Messier a content library: 

films, music, theme parks, television properties. By combining 

European telecom distribution with American content, Messier 

believed he could build a company that would be positioned to 

dominate the coming age of digital distribution. Theme parks 

were not irrelevant to this vision. They were the physical 

manifestation of the brand, the experiential proof of concept 

that the Universal franchise had meaning beyond the screen. 

But they were not the center of it. The center was the network, 

and the content, and the subscriber relationships. 

Vivendi’s financial advisors in the transaction were Lazard 

Freres and Goldman Sachs. Seagram was advised by Morgan 

Stanley and Allen and Company.[37] These were not naive 

institutions or inexperienced advisors. They were the largest 

and most sophisticated financial intermediaries in the world, 

structuring a transaction that represented, in their collective 

professional judgment, a rational allocation of capital. The 

convergence thesis was not a fringe idea in December 2000. It 

was, briefly, the consensus view of the industry’s most capable 

analytical minds. 

The consensus would not survive contact with reality. Vivendi’s 

debt-fueled acquisition model collapsed within a year. The 
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company recorded a net loss of approximately €13.6 billion for 

fiscal year 2001, a historic loss. The parks, which had just 

completed the most expensive buildout in their history, found 

themselves inside a company lurching toward potential 

bankruptcy. Capital expenditures at the parks division would 

fall from the $710 million of the Seagram expansion peak to $65 

million in 2002, a reduction of roughly 90%.[38] 

Tom Williams, who had assumed the chairman and CEO role at 

Universal Parks and Resorts in late 1999, was now managing a 

severe capital drought. He had taken the position at the moment 

the resort was coming into its own, and within a year he was 

being asked to run the same division with almost no investment 

capital. The market share that Universal had fought so hard to 

capture in Orlando deteriorated as the lack of new attraction 

investment caused attendance to decline. Vivendi explored 

selling the parks division to private equity firms, including 

Blackstone, but debt obligations and the complexity of the joint-

venture agreements with partners in Orlando and Japan made 

any clean transaction structurally difficult.[39] 

The neglected-division problem had arrived. This was not the 

freeze that the absent owner had imposed: Matsushita had 

simply been conservative and culturally distant, declining to 

invest rather than actively destabilizing the enterprise. What 

Vivendi presented was something different: an owner whose 

financial difficulties threatened the stability of the parks as 

going concerns, whose capex freeze was a survival measure 

rather than a strategic judgment, and whose leadership was 

publicly discussing selling the division to whoever would take it. 
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What Had Been Built 
By the time Vivendi acquired Seagram, the resort was physically 

real and competitive: a second gate that critics acknowledged 

had elevated Universal into Disney’s league, a CityWalk district 

providing the civic infrastructure that held guests on property 

after park hours, on-site hotels capturing overnight spend that 

had previously gone to competitors, and Universal Studios 

Japan drawing millions of visitors to Osaka. What the resort had 

not yet been given was time. The resort logic pays off when 

guests have visited once and returned with their families, when 

hotel occupancy has stabilized, when per-capita spending has 

matured. Bronfman’s bet needed years to compound; the 

Vivendi acquisition gave it months. 

Time was the one thing the merger did not provide. 

In December 2000, Vivendi announced that it was acquiring 

Seagram. In March 2001, Universal Studios Japan opened its 

gates in Osaka. By late 2001, Vivendi’s losses had begun to 

accumulate toward the historic figure they would eventually 

reach. The parks that Bronfman had financed, and that Williams 

was running, and that Jon Jerde had designed the civic spine for, 

and that the Loews partnership had filled with hotel rooms, 

were about to enter the most difficult period of their history 

since the mechanical failures of June 1990. 

The difference was that in 1990, the failures were operational 

and correctable. Universal had fixed the Jaws shark, rebuilt the 

Earthquake simulator, stabilized the mechanical systems, and 

turned the park into a profitable and growing business. Those 

failures were embarrassing and expensive, but they were 

problems that the parks division could solve by itself, with 

enough time and enough focus. 
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In 2001, the failure was structural and belonged to an owner 

operating in Paris. That was a different kind of problem entirely. 

The parks had not failed. The logic had not failed. What had 

failed was the assumption that the parent company would 

remain solvent long enough for the investment to mature. The 

resort logic is a patient strategy. It rewards owners who can 

absorb early underperformance and hold through the years 

when the marketing investment begins to compound and the 

per-capita spending metrics improve and the hotel occupancy 

stabilizes. Vivendi was not that kind of owner. The undervalued-

subsidiary dynamic that would now define the division’s next 

several years was not, at its root, a parks problem. It was an 

ownership problem. And that was the one thing that Tom 

Williams, sitting in the chairman’s seat in Orlando, could not fix. 



Pg | 114 

CHAPTER 6: THE ORPHAN ASSET 
In 2005, Glenn Gumpel met with Goldman Sachs’s merchant 

banking division to pitch a restructuring plan for Universal 

Studios Japan. The pitch landed because Goldman had already 

formed a view about Universal Studios Japan that was 

considerably more optimistic than anything the park’s existing 

owners or creditors were willing to articulate. The park was in 

distress. That was not in dispute. Attendance had softened after 

an opening burst that had briefly suggested the project might 

exceed expectations. A series of regulatory embarrassments 

involving industrial water compliance had landed in the 

Japanese press at precisely the wrong moment, the kind of story 

that empties turnstiles in a consumer market where corporate 

reputation is held to exceptionally high standards. The original 

construction debt, taken on to finance a park built at enormous 

speed and considerable ambition on the outskirts of Osaka, 

pressed against revenues that were running well below the 

projections that had justified the investment. The park’s joint-

venture ownership structure, an arrangement stitched together 

from the City of Osaka and a rotating cast of local corporate 

partners, had no natural mechanism for a rescue. What Gumpel 

needed was capital. What Goldman needed was a distressed 

asset with defensible underlying fundamentals and a 

management team that had already diagnosed the problem.[1] 

Those two requirements turned out, in Osaka in 2005, to 

describe the same situation. Goldman’s merchant banking arm 

agreed to inject JPY 20 billion, approximately $168.6 million at 

prevailing exchange rates, in exchange for a 41 percent diluted 

equity stake in the park. The amount was large by the standards 

of the Japanese leisure industry and modest by the standards of 
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what it actually costs to build a theme park. It was not a bailout 

in the conventional sense. Goldman was not writing a check to 

keep the lights on through the next fiscal quarter; it was buying 

into a thesis. The thesis was specific and somewhat 

counterintuitive. Universal Studios Japan had been built for the 

wrong audience, marketed in the wrong language, and 

franchised around the wrong intellectual properties. Fix those 

three things, Goldman believed, and the park was worth 

multiples of its current distressed valuation. The existing 

ownership structure had made it impossible to fix any of them. 

A new capital structure, with Goldman’s merchant banking arm 

sitting as a 41 percent equity partner alongside management, 

would make the fixes possible.[2] 

The meeting between Gumpel and Goldman’s team was not, in 

the conventional narrative sense, a dramatic turning point. 

There was no single moment of revelation, no handshake that 

sealed a visionary future. What it was, more accurately, was the 

culmination of a diagnosis that Gumpel had been developing for 

years and that Goldman had independently been assembling 

from outside the park’s walls. The two diagnoses matched with 

unusual precision. That convergence, as much as anything, is 

what made the deal possible. 

Gumpel had already understood the core problem before 

Goldman’s bankers arrived in Osaka. The park had been 

designed to replicate the Hollywood studio-tour experience on 

Japanese soil. From Los Angeles, from inside Universal’s 

corporate structure, this had seemed strategically coherent. 

Universal’s brand was built on Hollywood. Hollywood was 

globally recognizable. Therefore a Universal park in Japan 

should lead with Hollywood, should package the Back to the 
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Future clock tower and the Jurassic Park water ride and the 

Terminator theater into an experience that Japanese visitors 

would recognize and pay for. The reasoning was impeccable. 

The outcome was tone-deaf. Japanese visitors came once, took 

their photographs, bought their keychains, and went home. The 

park was not giving them a reason to come back. Hollywood IP, 

as packaged in Osaka, was essentially a foreign-language film 

shown without subtitles: visually recognizable, emotionally 

distant, fundamentally addressed to someone else. Repeat 

visitation, the metric on which theme-park economics 

ultimately rest, was not materializing at the levels the business 

model required.[3] 

What Gumpel proposed, and what Goldman’s capital made 

structurally possible, was something the parent company in 

New York would never have approved as a deliberate, top-down 

strategic policy: a pivot toward local Japanese intellectual 

properties. Anime franchises. Video game characters. The dense, 

self-referential, extraordinarily loyal pop-culture ecosystem 

that was specifically and irreducibly Japanese. The Hollywood 

wrapper would stay; the content inside it would change. It was 

not a small bet. It required acknowledging, publicly if implicitly, 

that the original concept had been insufficient, that the brand 

positioning Universal had spent hundreds of millions of dollars 

establishing at Osaka was not enough on its own to sustain a 

growing business. For a company that had been reshuffled 

through four corporate parents in thirteen years, that kind of 

institutional honesty was not easy to find. But Gumpel had it, 

and Goldman’s merchant banking division, which made its 

money by finding value where others had stopped looking, 

recognized it. 
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The fact that this meeting happened at all, that Goldman and 

Gumpel found each other in Osaka in 2005 and agreed on a 

thesis and built a capital structure around it, is remarkable for 

one reason above all others. Three years earlier, Universal’s 

parks had come within a single failed negotiation of being sold 

off entirely. The Osaka meeting happened only because the sale 

did not. 

 

The word that best describes what Universal’s parks became 

between 2001 and 2004 is the orphan asset: a division 

generating cash, technically viable, operationally intact, but 

without a corporate parent willing or able to invest in it at the 

levels required, unable to attract the capital it needed to grow, 

too encumbered by joint-venture complexity to sell cleanly, and 

too geographically dispersed to manage from a single point of 

strategic conviction. The orphan asset is not a failing business. 

That distinction matters enormously. It is a functional business 

in the wrong hands, whose performance is structurally 

constrained not by anything intrinsic to its operations or its 

market position but by the accident of its placement inside 

someone else’s balance sheet. The orphan asset can generate 

cash indefinitely, can even show year-over-year improvements, 

can be run by talented and committed management teams, and 

still never reach its potential. Because potential is not just a 

function of what a business can do. It is a function of what the 

business’s owner will allow it to attempt.[4] 

Universal’s parks fit this description with uncomfortable 

precision during the years between Jean-Marie Messier’s 

collapse and Comcast’s arrival. Tom Williams, who had been 

elevated to Chairman and CEO of Universal Parks and Resorts in 
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late 1999, was running a competent operation. The parks were 

generating revenue. The resort infrastructure in Orlando that 

had been built during the Seagram era was serving its strategic 

purpose: guests were staying longer, spending more per visit, 

booking Universal-owned hotels in addition to park tickets. 

Universal Studios Japan had opened on March 31, 2001, adding 

an international footprint to a division that had previously been 

largely domestic. The business was not broken. What was 

broken was everything above it.[5] 

Understanding how thoroughly broken that was requires 

understanding what Jean-Marie Messier had actually built 

before it came apart. Messier had taken Vivendi S.A., a French 

water-and-utilities conglomerate, and attempted to transform it 

into the defining global media company of the convergence era. 

The logic was the logic of the late 1990s: content and 

distribution would merge, digital networks would connect 

every screen, and the companies that controlled both would 

dominate the new century. Vivendi acquired Canal Plus. It 

moved into European telecom infrastructure. It executed the 

$34 billion all-stock acquisition of Seagram and its Universal 

assets, combining a drinks empire’s entertainment holdings 

with a utilities company’s distribution ambitions in a single 

sweeping transaction. The strategy was audacious in concept 

and lethal in execution. Vivendi had leveraged the combined 

entity into telecom infrastructure at precisely the moment that 

sector imploded. The company recorded a net loss of EUR 13.6 

billion for fiscal year 2001. To understand the scale of that 

figure: it represented one of the largest single-year losses in 

French corporate history, a sum that would have been difficult 

to comprehend even if the company had been trying to lose it. 

The parks, caught in this catastrophe, were collateral damage of 
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a particular kind. Their sin was not underperformance. It was 

that they were real estate inside someone else’s implosion.[6] 

 

The 2002 restructuring placed Vivendi’s American 

entertainment holdings into a newly constituted entity called 

Vivendi Universal Entertainment and brought in Barry Diller as 

its interim CEO. Diller was an experienced operator with a sharp 

instinct for asset management in distress, and the task before 

him was not subtle. VUE had to find a buyer or a merger partner 

before the debt became impossible to service. Diller was not 

there to invest in theme parks. He was there to manage a triage 

operation at industrial scale. 

The immediate question for the parks was whether they would 

survive as part of VUE or be sold separately. Vivendi’s bankers 

ran a process. Private equity firms including Blackstone were 

brought into conversations about the parks division as a 

standalone acquisition. These conversations were serious. 

Blackstone had the capital and the institutional appetite for the 

operational complexity that a multi-park system represented. 

The deal kept getting stuck on structure, and the reason the 

structure was intractable is worth dwelling on, because it 

illuminates something important about the relationship 

between strategic ambition and financial architecture. 

Universal’s domestic parks were entangled in joint-venture 

agreements with Loews Hotels that had been designed, 

deliberately, to deepen guests’ engagement with the Orlando 

campus. Those agreements had created exactly the kind of 

multi-party commitment structure that was rational during the 

expansionist Seagram era and became a near-insurmountable 
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obstacle the moment anyone tried to sell anything cleanly. 

Universal Studios Japan was a patchwork of City of Osaka 

municipal ownership, Japanese corporate partners, and 

Universal’s own equity position, each layer carrying its own 

obligations and consent rights. Any buyer for the parks as a 

whole had to acquire not just the operating assets but the entire 

web of rights, obligations, partnership covenants, and consent 

requirements that surrounded them. There was no path to a 

clean acquisition that could be executed on any timeline that 

Vivendi’s creditors would find acceptable. The complexity that 

the resort logic had built into the Orlando campus specifically to 

extend guests’ length of stay had simultaneously built in exactly 

the kind of structural intricacy that made a clean private-equity 

exit nearly impossible.[7] 

So the parks stayed inside VUE. Not because Vivendi wanted to 

keep them, not because anyone had made a strategic case for 

their retention, but because nobody could figure out how to 

take them off the books without spending more time and money 

than the transaction was worth in the prevailing environment. 

And while the Blackstone negotiations stalled and the 

investment bankers worked through the structural problems 

and the lawyers accumulated billable hours, the capital stopped 

flowing entirely. 

Parks capital expenditure under Vivendi in 2002 fell to 

approximately $65 million across the domestic parks. In 1998, 

during Seagram’s expansionist push toward Islands of 

Adventure’s construction, the equivalent figure had been 

approximately $710 million. The gap between those two 

numbers is almost architectural in its eloquence. A division that 

had been deploying $710 million a year in growth capital was 
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now receiving $65 million to maintain what it already had. 

Williams and his team managed the shortage with the kind of 

professionalism that characterized the parks division through 

every ownership transition: keeping attractions operational, 

maintaining service standards, protecting the guest experience 

as much as possible given the constraints. But there is a limit to 

what operational discipline can accomplish against a near-

complete absence of capital commitment. Orlando’s attendance 

began to soften as the parks had nothing new to offer guests 

who had already been. Disney, which was not facing any 

comparable financial crisis, was not standing still.[8] 

The other consequence of the capital freeze, less immediately 

visible but ultimately more significant, was what it meant for 

the parks’ competitive positioning over the medium term. 

Theme parks are businesses that run on novelty. A guest who 

visited Universal Orlando in 2000 and found Islands of 

Adventure new and spectacular had a reason to return in 2001. 

A guest who returned in 2001 and found exactly the same park, 

with no new major attraction, had a somewhat weaker reason 

to return in 2002. By 2003, the park looked and felt essentially 

identical to what had opened in 1999. The capital drought was 

not just a financial problem. It was a guest-experience problem 

with a compounding structure: each year without major new 

investment made the next year’s attendance numbers slightly 

harder to achieve, and slightly harder attendance numbers 

made the capex justification slightly harder to win from a 

corporate parent that was struggling with more fundamental 

questions about its own survival. 

Williams navigated this without complaint in public and with 

evident frustration in private conversations that would surface 
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years later in industry retrospectives. He had inherited a parks 

division positioned for growth, had watched the capital 

required for that growth evaporate in the wake of a French 

conglomerate’s strategic overreach, and was doing what 

capable operators do in impossible circumstances: managing 

the gap between what the business needed and what the 

business was receiving, one quarter at a time. 

 

On May 12, 2004, General Electric completed the acquisition of 

an 80 percent stake in Vivendi Universal Entertainment for 

approximately $14 billion. GE merged VUE with its television 

network NBC to form NBCUniversal. Vivendi retained a 20 

percent minority stake, receiving its equity interest and a path 

out of the most embarrassing chapter in French corporate 

history. GE was advised by J.P. Morgan. Vivendi had turned to 

Citigroup and Goldman Sachs. The new company was led by Bob 

Wright, Vice Chairman of GE and Chairman and CEO of NBC, 

who had built NBC into the dominant broadcast network of the 

1990s and early 2000s and now found himself presiding over an 

entertainment conglomerate that also, incidentally, operated 

theme parks.[9] 

The press coverage of the transaction was cautiously optimistic 

in the way that press coverage of large corporate transactions 

tends to be: the instability of the Vivendi years was ending, a 

disciplined industrial parent was taking charge, the asset would 

be properly managed. Employees at Universal City reportedly 

arrived to find gift packages assembled in GE’s corporate style, 

with a letter from Wright about imagining the possibilities. The 

gesture was genuine, in the sense that GE was making a real 

commitment to the enterprise. It was also, in a more specific 
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sense, not quite the message that the parks division needed to 

hear. 

What the gift packages did not convey was the precise nature of 

the ownership that had arrived. GE did not buy NBCUniversal 

because it loved theme parks. GE did not, in fact, particularly 

understand theme parks, and there was no reason to expect it 

to. GE under Jeff Immelt was one of the world’s most disciplined 

industrial conglomerates, a company that had built its internal 

culture around the concept of earned returns, around the 

demand that every division justify every dollar of capital 

deployed by demonstrating a return on invested capital that 

met or exceeded the parent company’s hurdle rate. This was not 

an unreasonable framework for managing a manufacturing 

business or a financial-services division. It was a framework 

that had been built for businesses where capital deployment 

followed a relatively predictable path from investment to 

revenue, where the relationship between spending and earning 

was legible within a standard analytical model. Theme parks are 

not those businesses. They are businesses where the 

relationship between capital and revenue is heavily front-

loaded, where the returns to a single major investment 

compound over years and decades rather than quarters, where 

the value of a new attraction is partly measured in attendance it 

generates directly and partly in the positioning effect it has on 

the resort’s overall competitive standing, which is a kind of 

return that does not appear cleanly in an ROIC calculation.[10,11] 

GE’s management of the parks, under Wright and Immelt, was 

not hostile. It was, in the language of corporate ownership, 

hands-off and financially conservative. The parks were a 

distinct segment within NBCUniversal, responsible for their 
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own performance, expected to generate returns without relying 

on parent-company subsidy, and subject to capital allocation 

requests that had to clear the same ROIC hurdle that governed 

GE’s aircraft engines division and GE Capital’s lending portfolio. 

Annual capital expenditure for the domestic parks under GE 

hovered between approximately $150 million and $250 million: 

enough to keep the parks operational, enough to allow for 

incremental attraction additions, nowhere near enough to build 

a major new land or transform the competitive positioning of 

either the Orlando or Hollywood campus. The parks were, 

under GE, tolerated rather than championed. They were kept in 

good repair. They were not believed in.[11] 

Williams understood this. He had navigated four corporate 

parents over the course of his career, and he had developed, 

through that navigation, a precise ability to read the 

institutional signals that each parent transmitted. Under 

Matsushita, the signal had been cultural distance and frozen 

capex: the Japanese electronics manufacturer could not see 

what a Hollywood theme park needed because the cognitive gap 

between its home business and the parks was too wide to 

bridge. Under Seagram, the signal had been genuine 

enthusiasm, the willingness to fund Islands of Adventure and 

commit to the resort logic as a long-term bet on what the 

Orlando campus could become. Under Vivendi, the signal had 

been chaos, followed by the Blackstone conversations, followed 

by a kind of institutional abandonment that left the parks 

managing a capital drought while their parent company tried to 

avoid insolvency. Under GE, the signal was something subtler 

and in some ways harder to work against: not hostility, not 

indifference exactly, but a kind of financial conservatism so 

deeply embedded in the parent company’s culture that it 
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operated as a structural constraint rather than a policy choice. 

GE was not deciding, quarter by quarter, to limit the parks’ 

capital. It was simply being GE, and being GE meant that theme 

parks received the capital allocation that GE’s internal 

framework determined they had earned, which was 

considerably less than what the parks required to fulfill their 

competitive potential.[12] 

The consequence had a particular texture. Williams and his 

team could generate operational improvements within the 

existing footprint. They could optimize staffing, improve food-

and-beverage margins, refine the seasonal event calendar, add 

smaller attractions that could be funded within the annual 

capital envelope. What they could not do, without making a 

capital case that GE’s framework was not built to evaluate 

favorably, was build something transformational. The Harry 

Potter licensing discussions that Williams and Mark Woodbury 

were quietly pursuing through the mid-2000s represented 

exactly this kind of transformational bet: a major, multi-acre, 

multi-hundred-million-dollar commitment to an external 

intellectual property franchise that would require GE to think 

about theme parks in a way GE had not been built to think about 

anything. The discussions progressed despite the constraint, not 

because of it. 

Meanwhile, in Osaka, the orphan-asset dynamic was playing out 

at a different register of distress entirely. 

 

Universal Studios Japan had inherited none of the resort 

infrastructure that made Orlando relatively defensible during a 

capital drought. There were no on-site hotels driving multi-

night stays. There was no CityWalk equivalent driving evening 
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revenue from non-park guests. There was no second gate to 

anchor a multi-day visit. There was a single park, a substantial 

construction debt load, a joint-venture structure assembled 

from parties that had not anticipated either the opening-year 

compliance crisis or the ongoing financial pressure, and above 

the park, the worst possible combination: a parent company in 

the middle of its own GE transition that had neither the capital 

nor the institutional bandwidth to devote to a struggling park in 

Japan.[13] 

The water-compliance story deserves a moment of context. 

Japanese consumer markets are not particularly forgiving of 

corporate misconduct in the environmental sphere; the cultural 

weight of corporate responsibility runs deep, and public 

disclosure of regulatory violations creates the kind of 

reputational damage that is unusually deep-rooted and slow to 

repair. When USJ’s water compliance issues became public, the 

timing could not have been worse: the park was already dealing 

with attendance softness after its opening surge, and the press 

coverage of the regulatory story compounded an already fragile 

guest-confidence environment. Guests who might have been 

persuaded to return on the strength of a marketing campaign 

had new reasons to stay home. The financial pressure that 

resulted was real and immediate.[14] 

Gumpel’s position, managing this park during these years, was 

genuinely difficult in a way that the financial figures alone do 

not fully convey. He was running a business that was too large 

and too prominent to fail quietly. Osaka had made significant 

commitments, including infrastructure, land, and municipal 

partnership, on the assumption that Universal Studios Japan 

would become a major tourism asset for the region. Letting the 
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park collapse would not simply have been a corporate failure. It 

would have been a significant embarrassment for the City of 

Osaka and for everyone who had staked their credibility on the 

park’s success. At the same time, the park’s capital structure 

made a self-funded rescue effectively impossible. The 

construction debt had to be serviced. Operating costs were fixed 

in ways that park attendance cannot easily flex around. And the 

parent company’s own financial situation, even after the GE 

transaction stabilized VUE’s governance, did not create any 

obvious path to a major capital injection in Osaka. 

What happened next is a case study in the difference between a 

distressed asset and a destroyed one. A distressed asset has 

underlying value that its current capital structure and 

ownership arrangement are preventing from being realized. A 

destroyed asset has no underlying value to realize: the market 

has moved on, the product is obsolete, the brand is damaged 

beyond repair. Gumpel and the Goldman merchant banking 

team arrived, independently, at the same conclusion about USJ: 

it was distressed, not destroyed. The park’s fundamental 

infrastructure was sound. Osaka was a large city with a 

substantial domestic and international tourism base. Universal 

was a globally recognizable brand. The rides, while no longer 

new, were competently operated and technically capable. The 

problem was not the physical asset. The problem was the 

strategy that surrounded it. 

Goldman’s JPY 20 billion injection in 2005 bought both the 

equity stake and something harder to price: the institutional 

alignment that allowed Gumpel to execute a pivot that no one 

inside Universal’s corporate hierarchy would have approved as 

explicit policy. Universal Parks’ parent in New York could not 
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have endorsed, as a formal strategic decision, a wholesale shift 

away from Hollywood IP in one of its international parks. That 

would have looked, from the outside, like an admission that the 

Universal brand was insufficient in Japan, which was not a 

message the company wanted to send to any market. But 

Goldman’s merchant banking arm, sitting as a 41 percent equity 

partner with its own performance horizon and its own return 

targets, had every incentive to support whatever management 

strategy was most likely to produce the value creation Goldman 

had underwritten. The capital structure created the freedom 

that the corporate hierarchy could not have formally granted.[15] 

The pivot began incrementally, which is how successful pivots 

almost always begin: not with a press release or a strategic 

declaration but with a series of individual decisions that 

collectively moved the park in a new direction. USJ began 

licensing relationships with Japanese anime studios. Manga and 

video game characters arrived in the park alongside the existing 

Universal Hollywood properties. Marketing that had been 

oriented around the glamour of Hollywood production began to 

address itself, with increasing directness, to the specific 

pleasures of Japanese pop culture: the density of the fan 

communities, the depth of the character attachments, the way 

Japanese IP fandoms organized around franchises with a loyalty 

that had no real equivalent in Western entertainment markets. 

The park was not abandoning the Universal brand. It was 

translating it: keeping the Hollywood wrapper in place while 

changing the content inside it to address a Japanese audience on 

its own terms rather than on Universal’s.[16] 

Attendance began to respond. The recovery was not dramatic in 

any single quarter; it was directional and consistent in the way 
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that genuine strategic improvements tend to be, rather than 

sudden in the way that marketing campaigns tend to promise. 

Guests who had come once for the Hollywood experience, taken 

their photographs, and gone home began returning for 

franchises they actually cared about, franchises that spoke to 

them in the emotional language of their own culture. The per-

visit economics started to improve as guests lingered longer, 

spent more, and came back more frequently. The business 

model began to function as designed. By the end of Goldman’s 

investment horizon, the numbers told a story that was almost 

improbable in hindsight: annual attendance nearly doubling to 

approximately 15 million visitors; EBITDA more than 

quadrupling to JPY 70 billion from the distressed levels 

Goldman had stepped into a decade earlier.[17] 

Goldman capitalized on the recovery with characteristic timing. 

In 2009, the firm launched a JPY 107.5 billion tender offer, 

approximately $1.2 billion, to acquire the remaining public 

shares in USJ and take the park fully private by delisting it from 

the Tokyo Stock Exchange’s Mothers market. The tender offer 

was, simultaneously, a vote of confidence in the turnaround and 

a move to consolidate Goldman’s position before the park’s 

demonstrated growth attracted other buyers at higher 

valuations. It worked on both counts: Goldman controlled the 

asset at a valuation that still reflected significant upside 

potential, and the delisting removed the quarterly-earnings 

pressure of public-market reporting, giving management the 

freedom to invest in growth without having to explain every 

capital decision to public shareholders.[18] 

The arc of Goldman’s 12-year involvement in USJ is, at its core, a 

demonstration of what the orphan-asset analysis predicts: that 
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the constraint on Universal Studios Japan was not intrinsic to 

the park but structural, a function of who owned it and on what 

terms. Under the original joint-venture structure, with a 

distressed corporate parent and a capital stack designed for a 

different environment, the park could not execute the strategy 

that its market required. Under Goldman’s ownership, with 

aligned capital and a management team given genuine freedom 

to act on its diagnosis, the park could and did. The park was the 

same park. The market was the same market. The difference 

was the owner. 

 

Back in Orlando and Hollywood, the GE era was producing its 

own quieter evolution, one that would not become fully legible 

until years later when it could be seen in context. The constraint 

of limited capex under a financially conservative parent had 

created an unusual pressure on the parks division: find revenue 

growth inside the existing footprint, without new capital. New 

major attractions were expensive and slow to win approval. 

New hotels required capital commitments that GE’s framework 

was not structured to reward. The large bets, like the Harry 

Potter licensing discussions, were proceeding on their own 

timeline and through their own internal logic, outside the 

ordinary capex approval process. 

What the parks could do, with minimal capital outlay, was 

coordinate IP more intelligently across the experiences they 

already offered. Merchandise programs tied to film release 

windows appeared in park gift shops at the same moment that 

theatrical marketing campaigns were hitting their peak. 

Seasonal events designed around Universal Pictures franchises 

drew guests back during periods that had historically been 
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slow. Food-and-beverage limited-time offerings aligned with 

film themes in ways that created a sense of novelty without 

requiring new construction. None of these initiatives required a 

board presentation or a capital committee approval. They 

required coordination: the parks operation communicating with 

the studio’s marketing calendar, the merchandise teams 

working across divisional lines, the seasonal programming 

scheduled in awareness of what Universal Pictures was 

releasing and when.[19] 

The individual initiatives were modest. Collectively, across 

multiple parks and multiple fiscal years, they were building 

something more significant than any single initiative suggested: 

a practice, a habit of coordination, a recognition that the parks 

and the studio were not simply related entities operating in 

parallel but parts of a single machine that worked better when 

they moved together. No one had named this practice. It was not 

the subject of a strategy document or an executive initiative. It 

was operating below the level of strategic declaration, driven by 

middle managers who could see the efficiency gain and by a 

financial environment that rewarded any revenue growth that 

did not require capital approval. The connective tissue between 

the studio and the parks was being assembled, one coordinated 

campaign at a time, in the quiet of a capital drought. 

What that connective tissue would eventually become, what it 

would be called, what it would do to Universal’s revenue curves 

when it was finally systematized and fully resourced under an 

owner who believed in what it could produce: those questions 

belong to a later chapter in this book, when the pieces are in 

different hands and the pattern becomes visible from a 

sufficient distance. For now, it is enough to note that it started 
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in these lean years, in the space between what the parks needed 

and what they were receiving, driven by people who had no 

other options and who were, without knowing it, inventing 

something.[20] 

 

On June 1, 2008, a fire broke out on the Universal Studios 

Hollywood backlot, destroying portions of Courthouse Square, 

the King Kong attraction, and New York Street before it was 

contained.[21] 

The fire was one of several misfortunes that accumulated in the 

parks during the GE era, all of them absorbed because the 

underlying operations were sound and the management team 

experienced. But the cumulative effect of years of limited capital 

investment was becoming visible in the parks’ competitive 

position. Disney, which had emerged from its own mid-decade 

financial difficulties with its capital commitment intact, had 

been investing in its parks in ways that Universal, under GE’s 

ROIC discipline, could not match. The attendance gap between 

Disney’s Orlando parks and Universal’s, which had narrowed 

somewhat during the Seagram era, was widening again. The 

parks kept running. They kept generating cash. In the context of 

GE’s internal performance frameworks, they kept meeting their 

targets. But the targets they were meeting were the targets of a 

well-managed peripheral asset, not the targets of a business 

reaching its potential. 

The structural constraint was ownership. The right kind of 

asset. The wrong kind of parent. 
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There is a pattern in Universal’s corporate history that the 

orphan-asset framework illuminates with unusual clarity, and it 

is worth sitting with it for a moment before the chapter moves 

to its resolution. The pattern is not that Universal’s successive 

corporate parents were incompetent. They were not. 

Matsushita was a world-class manufacturer that had simply 

bought a business it was not equipped to develop. Seagram was 

a family company with genuine creative ambition that had 

borrowed more money, in more directions, than its balance 

sheet could sustain. Vivendi was an overreaching conglomerate 

that paid the inevitable price of overreach. GE was a supremely 

disciplined industrial enterprise whose disciplines were 

calibrated for businesses that looked nothing like theme parks. 

None of these failures was about the parks themselves.[22] 

The orphan-asset problem, in Universal’s case, had four distinct 

flavors. Matsushita’s was cultural: the parent company could 

not see what the asset needed because the cognitive distance 

between a Japanese electronics manufacturer and a Hollywood 

theme park was too wide to bridge. Seagram’s was financial: the 

parent believed in the asset genuinely but had encumbered 

itself too heavily on too many fronts to support it through the 

capital-intensive period when Islands of Adventure’s 

investment was supposed to pay off. Vivendi’s was catastrophic 

and structural: the parent was in genuine existential distress 

and the asset came within a failed negotiation of being sold to 

private equity at distressed prices. GE’s was philosophical: the 

parent was financially capable but constitutionally disinclined 

to treat the parks as a strategic growth driver rather than a 

yield-generating peripheral. 
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Four failure modes. One recurring structure. The orphan asset, 

at its core, is not a story about bad owners. It is a story about 

the mismatch between what an asset requires and what any 

particular owner is positioned, motivated, and constituted to 

provide. Universal’s parks needed a parent who understood that 

theme parks were not peripheral cash generators but brand-

equity machines with compounding returns, businesses that 

rewarded long-term capital commitment in ways that showed 

up in the P&L only years after the money was spent. They 

needed someone who looked at the parks and saw not a yield-

generating asset class but a platform: a place where the 

franchise relationships, the guest experiences, and the resort 

economics could compound together over decades into 

something whose value was not visible in any single year’s ROIC 

calculation. 

That owner had not yet arrived. It was announced in December 

2009. 

 

On December 3, 2009, Comcast Corporation announced an 

agreement to acquire a 51 percent controlling interest in 

NBCUniversal from General Electric for $6.5 billion in cash and 

programming assets. In tandem, GE agreed to buy out Vivendi’s 

remaining 20 percent minority stake for $5.8 billion, clearing 

the structural complexity that the 2004 joint venture had 

created and creating the clean ownership structure that the 

Blackstone conversations in 2002 had been unable to produce. 

The announcement named Brian Roberts, Comcast’s chairman 

and chief executive, and Steve Burke, who was designated as 

CEO of the new NBCUniversal. The transaction was expected to 

close in early 2011, pending regulatory review.[23,24] 
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The press coverage treated it as a media deal, which in terms of 

the asset’s revenue profile it overwhelmingly was. A cable 

company acquiring a broadcast network and a film studio, 

assembling a vertically integrated content-and-distribution 

machine that could compete in the emerging streaming 

environment. The parks were mentioned when they were 

mentioned at all as one of the asset classes in the portfolio, the 

kind of footnote that gets a paragraph in a transaction story 

before the analysis moves on to the cable network synergies 

and the broadcast ratings implications. 

The parks analysts paid attention to one thing, and it was not 

the financial structure or the regulatory timeline. It was the 

designated leadership. Steve Burke, named as the incoming CEO 

of the new NBCUniversal, brought an orientation toward the 

parks that GE’s industrial framework had never possessed. 

Burke understood that theme parks were not capital-intensive 

cyclical assets subject to quarterly ROIC discipline. They were 

brand machines with compounding returns, destinations that 

anchored family vacation decisions for years at a time, 

businesses that rewarded long-term capital commitment with 

long-term revenue growth in ways that showed up gradually 

rather than immediately. The gap between that mental model 

and GE’s financial model was the gap between the previous 

decade and the next one. To anyone who understood what the 

parks had been living through, it was the entire ballgame.[25] 

The transaction would close on January 28, 2011. Between the 

announcement in December 2009 and that closing date, the 

parks continued to operate under GE’s framework, generating 

their cash, meeting their ROIC targets, being well-managed in all 

the ways that well-managed assets are well-managed when 
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their potential is being left unrealized. The Harry Potter land at 

Islands of Adventure, green-lit despite the capital discipline of 

the GE era, was in the final stages of construction and would 

open in June 2010, a harbinger of what became possible when 

Universal committed to a single transformational bet despite its 

structural constraints. That opening, months before the 

Comcast transaction closed, would demonstrate at a scale 

impossible to misread what a theme park could do when it was 

given a franchise worth believing in and the capital required to 

execute it properly. Islands of Adventure attendance surged 30 

percent in a single year. 

The structural question that had defined Universal’s parks for 

nearly two decades, the question of whether the parks would 

ever find an owner capable of believing in what they could 

become, had been answered. The next chapter was about to 

begin. 

In Osaka, Goldman Sachs had already demonstrated the 

template. Capital plus aligned ownership plus a management 

team with a clear diagnosis of what the business actually 

needed: those three things, combined, had taken a distressed 

park on the edge of collapse and produced one of the most 

successful turnarounds in the history of the themed 

entertainment industry. Attendance nearly doubled. EBITDA 

quadrupled. The asset that had been described, accurately, as 

orphaned was now healthy, growing, and generating returns 

that would eventually justify a full acquisition at a valuation that 

vindicated Goldman’s original thesis many times over. 

The question, as Comcast prepared to close its deal and Burke 

prepared to walk into NBCUniversal’s corporate structure and 

Williams prepared to brief a new set of owners on what the 
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parks had been trying to accomplish for the better part of a 

decade, was whether the new parent would recognize what the 

Goldman investment in Osaka had proven. That Universal’s 

parks, given the right owner and the right capital and the right 

conviction, were not a peripheral asset to be tolerated and 

managed for yield. 

They were the business. 
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CHAPTER 7: THE CONTIGUOUS LAND 
The deal that made Hogsmeade possible was struck nearly four 

years before the park opened. Consider the room first. It is 

October 2006, and inside some conference space orbiting the 

Walt Disney Company, two sides of a negotiation are seated at a 

table with a large amount of money and a larger amount of 

institutional prestige on the line. The people on one side 

represent an intellectual property that has, in the preceding 

nine years, produced seven novels, hundreds of millions of 

copies sold across more than sixty languages, and a film 

franchise whose first four installments have collectively earned 

several billion dollars at the worldwide box office. The 

custodian of that property has not arrived alone. She has 

brought a legal team. They are there to evaluate any proposed 

agreement for the specific purpose of determining whether it 

would give her enough control over what gets built to make the 

agreement worth signing. This is not a detail. It is the entire 

logic of her presence. She did not come to negotiate the size of a 

check. She came to negotiate whether the thing that would be 

built would actually resemble the thing she created. 

The people on the other side of the table are not junior people. 

They are experienced, accomplished executives who have built 

careers in the complex business of licensing intellectual 

property within a demanding creative environment. They hold 

some of the most envied titles in the global entertainment 

industry. They represent the most admired entertainment 

brand in the world, a company that has built, over the course of 

more than seventy years, a portfolio of physical entertainment 

assets whose combination of scale, consistency, and quality has 

no parallel anywhere in the industry. They have prepared for 
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this meeting. They have internal design documents. They have 

financial models. They have the full creative resources of Walt 

Disney Imagineering behind them, an internal design 

organization whose work has defined what the theme park is as 

an art form. They have every reason to believe that the weight 

of all of this, brought to bear on a negotiation about where to 

build a theme park attraction, is more than enough to close the 

deal. 

The proposal they present is what a disciplined, capital-

conscious organization produces when it applies its proven 

internal design methodology to a new franchise. The proposal is 

sensible. It is thoughtful. It reflects the genuine competence and 

institutional experience of the people who made it. There is a 

single attraction at the center of it: an interactive dark ride, 

positioned inside an existing expansion corner of the 

Fantasyland area at Magic Kingdom in Orlando. The ride system 

is built on a platform similar to Toy Story Mania, already a 

proven performer and popular with a broad family 

demographic. There is a small retail outlet adjacent to the 

attraction, carrying appropriate themed merchandise. There is a 

quick-service dining location. These are the right components 

for a franchise-extension attraction. They are how you add an IP 

to a park without disrupting the park’s overall design grammar. 

The people who made this proposal knew what they were 

doing. 

But there are also refusals, and the refusals are where the 

proposal becomes interesting. 

There will not be a standalone Hogwarts Castle. Walt Disney 

Imagineering, whose authority over the physical design 

language of the parks is the product of decades of deliberate 
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institutional construction, has concluded that a second 

prominent castle anywhere in Magic Kingdom would disrupt 

the park’s skyline. It would, more pointedly, compete with 

Cinderella Castle, the visual anchor of the park and one of the 

most recognizable structures in the world of themed 

entertainment. This is not a preference. It is a structural 

argument rooted in the logic of park design, in the specific 

visual grammar that Magic Kingdom has maintained since 1971, 

in the conviction that the park’s identity is inseparable from its 

iconic skyline. Imagineering was built to defend exactly these 

kinds of judgments. That is its institutional purpose. 

There will also be no creative veto power granted to the IP 

owner over food, beverage, and merchandise. Standard Disney 

consumer products will be sold in the retail outlet. Coca-Cola 

beverages will be available in the dining location. These are not 

arbitrary choices. Disney’s sponsor and licensing relationships 

are economically load-bearing; the company’s beverage 

agreements alone represent meaningful revenue lines, and 

granting any external partner the right to override them would 

create a precedent with consequences that extend far beyond 

any single deal. And there will be no general creative approval 

authority extended to an outside party over the operational 

decisions of the parks. That is not how Disney operates any of 

its parks. It is not how Disney has ever operated any of its parks. 

The person on the other side of the table listened to all of this. 

She had, in fact, already signed a non-binding Letter of Intent 

with Disney granting preliminary development rights, which 

means she had committed enough to receive a formal design 

proposal, had reviewed what that proposal contained, and had 
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concluded that what it contained was not workable. She tore up 

the Letter of Intent and walked away.[1] 

Now the identifiers. The proposal came from Jay Rasulo, 

chairman of Walt Disney Parks and Resorts, and Al Weiss, 

president of Worldwide Operations: two of the most capable 

executives the global theme park industry had produced in the 

preceding two decades. The person who rejected it was J.K. 

Rowling. The date was October 2006.[1] 

It is worth pausing on Rasulo at some length, because the 

history of this deal has sometimes reduced him to a cautionary 

footnote, and that reading is unfair to the man and, more 

importantly, unhelpful to understanding what actually 

happened. Rasulo was not making a mistake born of 

incompetence. He was not failing to understand Rowling’s 

requirements. He understood them clearly enough to bring a 

detailed proposal that acknowledged them. He was, rather, 

executing exactly what the Disney internal system was designed 

to produce, and the Disney internal system was designed to 

produce that output for reasons that were entirely rational 

within the institution’s own organizational logic. 

Walt Disney Imagineering’s authority over the physical parks 

was not a bureaucratic accident. It had been constructed over 

decades by people who understood, from painful experience, 

what happened when single-IP considerations were allowed to 

override the unified design judgment of the parks. The rule that 

no external intellectual property could supersede 

Imagineering’s authority over the visual grammar of a park 

existed because previous departures from it had produced 

results Disney found embarrassing. The insistence on corporate 

beverage and merchandise standards existed because those 
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standards were financially load-bearing in ways that were not 

negotiable without reorganizing how the parks generated 

revenue. The refusal to build a second castle was rooted in a 

theory of park design that had been validated over more than 

forty years of operating the most successful theme parks in the 

world. None of this was arbitrary. All of it reflected the 

accumulated institutional wisdom of an organization that had 

built the most valuable portfolio of physical entertainment 

assets in human history. 

The problem was that this accumulated wisdom, however 

internally rational, was incompatible with what Rowling 

required. And what Rowling required was not unreasonable. 

She had spent a decade building a fictional world of 

extraordinary specificity. Hogsmeade had a particular 

architecture: crooked medieval storefronts, rooflines weighted 

with snow in certain scenes, a specific relationship between the 

buildings and the castle above them on the hill. The Three 

Broomsticks served specific things. Ollivanders was a specific 

kind of shop, with specific contents, organized according to a 

specific internal logic. Hogwarts was not a generic castle. It was 

a precisely imagined place that millions of readers had 

internalized in remarkable detail before any film had been 

made. She had spent a decade enforcing the rules of that world 

through every licensing decision she made. A dark ride inside 

Fantasyland with Coca-Cola in the gift shop was not Hogsmeade. 

It was a Disney attraction featuring Harry Potter imagery, and 

those are not the same thing. They are not the same thing in any 

commercially, aesthetically, or legally relevant sense. 

Rasulo offered what Disney could offer. Rowling needed 

something Disney’s organizational structure was not built to 
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produce. The institutional logic that had protected Disney’s 

parks from countless bad decisions over the course of decades 

happened, on this particular occasion, to prevent a good one. 

She tore up the Letter of Intent and left. The question that 

follows is not why Rasulo failed. The question is who was 

positioned to succeed where Disney could not.[1] 

Universal Seizes the Opportunity 
Tom Williams had been running Universal Parks and Resorts 

since the late 1990s, guiding the asset through a sequence of 

ownership transitions that would have worn out most 

executives: Seagram, then Vivendi, then the GE era that 

introduced the orphan asset years, when the parks existed as a 

self-contained operating unit inside a conglomerate that 

regarded them as a steady revenue source and a periodic 

management headache rather than a strategic priority. Through 

all of it, Williams had kept the team intact, kept the parks open, 

kept planning the future. He had presided over the opening of 

Islands of Adventure in 1999, the development of the resort 

hotels, and the years of GE-era capex constraint, when annual 

capital spending across the domestic parks was held between 

$150 million and $250 million, sized to produce self-funded 

returns without parent-company debt. The constraint had not 

paralyzed Williams’s team. It had forced them to be creative 

about what they could offer to attract the right deal.[1,2] 

Mark Woodbury was, by October 2006, president of Universal 

Creative, the internal design and engineering division 

responsible for every physical experience the company built. 

Woodbury had been involved with Universal Orlando’s spatial 

development since the earliest Islands of Adventure planning 

sessions, nearly a decade earlier. He understood the parks as 
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spatial problems with economic consequences. He knew what a 

multi-acre land commitment looked like from a design 

perspective, what it cost to build to that standard, what it 

required from an operational standpoint, and what it could 

produce in attendance and revenue terms when executed 

correctly. When Williams and Woodbury learned that the 

Disney-Rowling talks had collapsed, they understood 

immediately what it meant and moved with the specificity the 

situation required.[2,3] 

Universal’s counter-offer to J.K. Rowling and to Warner Bros., 

which held the Harry Potter film rights and would negotiate on 

that basis, differed from Disney’s proposal in every dimension 

that had mattered in the breakdown of the earlier conversation. 

The differences were not incremental. They were structural. 

First: absolute creative veto power. Rowling would have final 

approval authority over every design element within the land. 

Every architectural detail. Every retail item for sale within the 

land’s boundaries. Every food item. Every beverage. Not 

advisory input. Not consultation rights. Final authority. If she 

determined that an element was inconsistent with the world 

she had created, it would not appear. The contract would reflect 

that authority explicitly and enforce it legally. 

Second: the land itself. Universal committed to transforming a 

significant multi-acre portion of Islands of Adventure into a fully 

dedicated, physically immersive wizarding environment. Not a 

corner of an existing themed area. Not a dark ride with adjacent 

merchandise. A land. The commitment was to devote the 

necessary acreage to creating a place that operated by the rules 

of a fictional world, from the moment a guest crossed its 
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entrance to the moment they left. The scale of the commitment 

was not cosmetic. It was the whole bet. 

Third: what would not be there. Universal agreed explicitly that 

no corporate sponsorship, no standard park branding, no non-

canonical merchandise would cross the boundary of that land. 

Standard Universal beverage contracts, standard park signage, 

the visual vocabulary of the larger resort: all of it would stop at 

the land’s edge. Inside, the rules of the wizarding world applied. 

Outside, Universal’s normal operating environment applied. The 

boundary between those two conditions would be physically 

maintained and legally guaranteed.[1,2] 

This was the concept that unlocked the deal. The land would be 

the contiguous land: a physically continuous, internally coherent 

space with a single governing aesthetic, governed entirely by 

the rules of the source fiction. Once inside it, a guest would 

encounter nothing that reminded them they were in a theme 

park. No roller coaster track from an adjacent area visible above 

the rooflines. No exit signage in corporate typefaces. No 

merchandise from any franchise other than the one governing 

this specific geography. Not an approximation of immersion but 

actual immersion, maintained by the physical design of the 

space and the contractual terms of the license agreement 

simultaneously. A closed system. A world inside a world. 

The organizational question is worth dwelling on, because it 

goes directly to why Universal could offer what Disney could 

not. The surface answer is that Universal Creative answered to 

Tom Williams, and Tom Williams had the authority to make a 

deal that bound Universal Creative to the terms of that deal. The 

decision to offer creative veto to an external IP owner was a 

decision that required someone at the top of the parks 
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organization to commit organizational authority and have the 

institutional credibility to make that commitment stick. 

Williams could make that commitment. Disney Imagineering 

answered to a design authority that the company had spent 

decades structuring specifically to be insulated from precisely 

this kind of external pressure. That insulation was a feature, not 

a bug. It had served Disney’s parks extraordinarily well. On this 

specific negotiation, in October 2006, it was the thing that 

prevented the deal. 

There is something worth appreciating in the counterintuitive 

structure of this situation. The organization that was more 

flexible, more willing to yield design authority to an external 

party, was not the organization with fewer resources or less 

design competence. It was the organization that had been, for 

years, the underfunded, understaffed, capex-constrained 

subsidiary of a series of owners who were not especially 

interested in theme parks as a strategic priority. The 

organizational flexibility that Williams could offer was partly a 

function of the GE era’s constraints: a company that cannot 

simply outspend its competitor has to outstructure it. Universal 

could not offer Disney’s resources. It offered governance 

instead.[1,2] 

On May 31, 2007, Warner Bros. Consumer Products and 

Universal City Development Partners, Ltd. signed the definitive 

theme park license agreement. Warner Bros. held the film rights 

and negotiated on that basis. Rowling retained her creative 

approval authority directly under the terms of the agreement. 

The deal’s terms were restrictive by the standards of theme 

park licenses: an annual base license fee, tiered royalties 

calculated against gross revenues from merchandise, food, 
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beverage, and tickets associated with the Harry Potter lands, 

and approval rights over every retail item sold within the land’s 

boundaries. Canonical beverages only inside the land. No Coca-

Cola. Butterbeer instead, which Universal did not yet know how 

to make and would have to develop specifically for this purpose. 

The agreement required Universal to build custom 

manufacturing and distribution capacity to support these 

requirements. It did.[1,2] 

The financial constraint of the GE era had made the deal more 

likely than it might otherwise have been. Because Universal 

could not simply outspend Disney, it had developed a 

disposition toward creative solutions that pure financial weight 

does not require. What it offered Rowling was not money. What 

it offered was a different organizational architecture: one that 

could accommodate an external creative authority as a principal 

in the design process rather than as a consultant to be managed. 

Stuart Craig and the Physical Build 
Signing the agreement was the straightforward part. Building 

what the agreement described was harder, and it was harder in 

a specific way: the fiction was precise enough that the people 

who would be designing the physical environment needed to 

know not just what Hogsmeade looked like in a general sense 

but what it looked like in particular, from particular angles, in 

particular light conditions, with particular relationships 

between specific structures. A general knowledge of Harry 

Potter was not sufficient for this task. A deep familiarity with 

the films was closer, but even that was not quite enough, 

because the films had been built by specific people who had 

made specific decisions about what to build and how to build it, 

and those decisions were not all visible in the finished frames. 
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Stuart Craig was an Academy Award-winning production 

designer by the time Universal Creative engaged him as a design 

collaborator on Hogsmeade. His credits included the Harry 

Potter film series from the first entry through the final film: a 

run of a decade during which he had designed, at full scale, 

Diagon Alley, the interior of Hogwarts Castle, the village of 

Hogsmeade, the Great Hall, and every significant physical 

environment in the wizarding world as Rowling had conceived 

it for the page and as the films had interpreted it for the screen. 

He knew what the Three Broomsticks looked like from a specific 

angle in specific light because he had built it. He knew the 

proportions of the Hogsmeade storefronts because he had 

designed them. He knew what had to be exactly right and what 

could be adapted for a guest-facing environment that needed to 

handle thousands of visitors per day, in Florida’s climate, 

without structural deterioration, without the visual degradation 

that production sets accumulate after long use. He knew the 

things that needed to be known, and no one else on the planet 

knew them the same way.[3] 

Universal Creative converted 20 acres of Islands of Adventure’s 

Lost Continent land into Hogsmeade. The Lost Continent had 

operated as a mythological adventure area organized around a 

pastiche of ancient civilizations: griffins and Poseidon and 

vaguely Mediterranean architecture, the kind of theming that 

the original Islands of Adventure had deployed across several of 

its lands when it opened in 1999. It was not failing exactly, but it 

was also not producing the attendance performance that the 

newer, IP-driven lands in the park were producing. Twenty 

acres was a substantial commitment. It was not a corner of an 

existing land. It was a neighborhood: a place with room for 

multiple shops, multiple dining options, an anchor attraction the 
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size of Hogwarts Castle, and the sightline control necessary to 

make the immersive concept physically work.[2,3] 

The architectural challenge Craig and Universal Creative faced 

was one that any designer working at theme park scale 

encounters: buildings in a park environment cannot always 

achieve the height they need to appear at, because structural 

requirements, cost considerations, and the physical constraints 

of a guest-facing environment all press against the kind of 

construction that a full-scale medieval castle or village would 

require. The solution was optical technique: forced perspective, 

angled facades, rooflines and dormer windows calibrated to 

create the impression of height and depth and density that the 

physical structures did not actually achieve. The buildings in 

Hogsmeade needed to appear taller than they were, more 

organic, more irregular, more burdened by accumulated 

weather and centuries of habitation. The technique for 

achieving this was not new. Walt Disney himself had applied 

forced perspective to Cinderella Castle in 1971, using scale 

reduction toward the upper reaches of the structure to make it 

appear larger than its actual 189-foot height. 

What distinguished the Hogsmeade application was the degree 

of fidelity it was required to achieve. The reference material was 

not general medieval European architecture, drawn from a 

broad survey of sources and synthesized into a plausible fantasy 

village. The reference material was a specific, extensively 

documented fictional place that had been rendered in 

extraordinary detail across multiple films, that millions of 

visitors had internalized as a visual reality, and that some of 

those visitors knew well enough to notice if a roofline was 

wrong. The optical techniques had to achieve not just plausible 
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vertical impression but recognizable accuracy. Stuart Craig, who 

had built the reference material, was positioned to verify 

whether that accuracy had been achieved.[3] 

The sightlines were the element that required the most 

painstaking spatial engineering and the one that most directly 

embodied the promise the contract with Rowling had made. The 

contiguous land concept demanded that once a guest crossed 

into Hogsmeade, no non-canonical visual element would appear 

anywhere within their line of sight. Not the track of an adjacent 

roller coaster visible above a roofline. Not the upper floors of a 

park hotel visible over the boundary of the land. Not the color or 

typography or visual signature of any element belonging to the 

broader Universal park environment. The design team worked 

through every point within the land’s footprint, mapping the 

sightlines from each of those points, identifying what was 

visible from where, and then either screening those elements 

through architectural features, vegetation, or grade changes, or 

adjusting the routing and layout to prevent the intrusion from 

occurring. This was detailed, iterative spatial engineering. It had 

to be correct from every point a guest might occupy, including 

points close to the land’s boundary, including elevated positions 

within the land, including the approach to the Hogwarts Castle 

entrance, from which the skyline above and around the castle 

needed to be clear of anything that did not belong there. 

The sightline work was also the most direct physical 

embodiment of what the contract had promised. Every piece of 

roller coaster track that would have been visible from within 

Hogsmeade and had to be screened represented the contract’s 

guarantee made concrete in steel and timber and landscaping. 

The land was not immersive by aesthetic aspiration. It was 
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immersive by engineering requirement, enforced by legal 

obligation, and verified by a designer who had built the fictional 

version of the place and would know immediately if the physical 

version was wrong.[3] 

The land’s primary attraction presented a separate engineering 

challenge of considerable interest. Harry Potter and the 

Forbidden Journey was designed to simulate the experience of 

being aloft on a broomstick alongside Harry Potter across the 

Hogwarts grounds, through the chaos of a Quidditch match, past 

Dementors, and above the lake. That experience required 

movement in multiple axes simultaneously, in a compact 

building footprint, at throughput rates that would serve a high-

volume attraction without guests waiting for unreasonable 

durations. No conventional roller coaster could produce the 

sensation of flight in those dimensions. No conventional dark 

ride could achieve the spatial variety that the sequence 

required. Universal Creative’s engineering solution was a 

customized KUKA RoboCoaster arm: an industrial robotic 

system developed originally for automotive manufacturing 

applications, adapted to carry a four-passenger vehicle along an 

omnidirectional scenic track while the arm itself moved the 

vehicle through pitch, roll, and yaw in synchronization with the 

track’s direction of travel. The vehicle passed through massive 

hemispherical projection screens displaying high-resolution 

film sequences, through physical sets constructed at full scale, 

and past pneumatic animatronic figures. The result was an 

attraction that used industrial robotics to simulate flight in a 

building, with the projected environment providing the spatial 

context that the physical building could not. The engineering 

was novel. The experience it produced was, by the accounts of 
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the guests who rode it and the industry figures who studied it, 

genuinely unlike anything that had existed before.[3,4] 

The design philosophy governing every element of the land was 

total immersion, and the distinction between immersion and 

theming, which the team understood as a functional design 

principle rather than as a marketing claim, was central to how 

every decision was made. Theming, in the older vocabulary of 

park design, means applying a visual treatment to a space in 

order to suggest a context: a frontier context, an ancient Egypt 

context, a science fiction context. The themed elements exist 

within a space that fundamentally belongs to the park and to the 

guest’s understanding of being in a park. Immersion means 

something structurally different. It means constructing a space 

that admits no visual or sensory evidence of any context other 

than the one being created. The wands at Ollivanders were 

screen-accurate. The food at the Three Broomsticks was 

adapted from the specific descriptions in the books and films. 

The architectural details in the village were cross-referenced 

against the film production design documentation that Craig 

brought to the collaboration, verified against the visual record 

he had spent a decade creating. The land was designed so that a 

person who knew the books well enough would walk into it and 

recognize it, not as an approximation of Hogsmeade, but as 

Hogsmeade itself rendered in durable guest-safe materials. The 

aspiration was not to suggest Hogsmeade. The aspiration was to 

be it.[1,3] 

Construction of Hogsmeade ran from 2008 through early 2010. 

The work proceeded while the GE era capex ceiling was 

nominally still in effect across the rest of the parks, which meant 

the Harry Potter project required internal prioritization that 
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displaced other potential investments. Williams and his team 

had concluded, based on the attendance data from the park 

history they understood and the analysis of what the franchise 

represented, that the trade was worth making. The data that 

would arrive in 2010 would confirm that judgment by a margin 

that surprised even the people who had made it. 

Opening Day and the Attendance Jump 
On June 18, 2010, the Wizarding World of Harry Potter: 

Hogsmeade officially opened at Islands of Adventure. The 

opening had been staged carefully, with media previews 

generating coverage across every platform that reached the 

franchise’s audience, which was, practically speaking, every 

platform. The books had sold several hundred million copies 

worldwide across more than sixty languages. The film series 

was among the highest-grossing in the history of Hollywood, 

with the franchise not yet complete. The audience that cared 

about this opening was not a niche community. It was a 

significant fraction of the global entertainment-consuming 

public, distributed across age groups and geographic regions in 

proportions that few intellectual properties could match.[1,2] 

The attendance data that followed the June 18 opening belong 

permanently to the record of what is possible in this industry. 

According to the Theme Entertainment Association and AECOM 

Theme Index, which is the industry standard measurement for 

attendance at major theme parks and the source that aligned 

across all subsequent analysis of this particular event, Islands of 

Adventure recorded annual attendance of 4,567,000 visitors in 

2009. In 2010, the year Hogsmeade opened, that figure climbed 

to 5,949,000. The year-over-year increase was 30.2 percent. The 

net single-year gain was 1,382,000 additional guests. To 
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appreciate the scale of what this represents: in the theme park 

industry, a 5 percent attendance increase in a non-opening year 

constitutes a strong result. A 10 percent increase in a year with 

a significant new attraction is considered an excellent outcome. 

Thirty point two percent in a single year, driven by a single land, 

was not a strong result or an excellent outcome. It was a rupture 

in the competitive landscape of the industry.[1,2,4] 

What the number proved mattered as much as what the number 

was. The 30.2 percent increase was not evidence that Harry 

Potter was a popular intellectual property. Everyone already 

knew that. Harry Potter’s popularity was the single most 

thoroughly documented fact in the entertainment industry in 

2010. What the attendance number proved was that the specific 

form of the experience produced the response. Universal had 

built attractions based on popular intellectual properties before. 

It had built rides based on Jurassic Park, Spider-Man, The 

Mummy, and Terminator, among others, without producing 

anything resembling a 30 percent single-year attendance surge. 

The difference between those attractions and the Wizarding 

World of Harry Potter was not the underlying strength of the 

intellectual property. The difference was the form. A contiguous 

immersive land, governed by a single aesthetic, accessible in its 

entirety from a single entrance, without visual interruption by 

the larger park environment, without commercial elements that 

violated the source fiction’s rules, without any sensory evidence 

that there was a theme park surrounding it: that form produced 

a response that a single attraction could not approach and that a 

lightly themed area could not replicate. The TEA/AECOM data 

made that argument in the most empirically direct way 

available to a commercial enterprise. It was not a qualitative 

assertion about design philosophy. It was a count of human 
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beings choosing to go to a specific place because of what that 

place had become.[2,4] 

Per-capita spending within the land confirmed the economic 

logic from a second direction simultaneously. Ollivanders, the 

wand shop, sold interactive wands at price points well above 

what a typical theme park merchandise location commanded, 

and guests purchased them in volumes that made the item a 

significant revenue line within the land’s overall economics. 

Butterbeer, the canonical wizarding beverage that Universal 

had invested considerable effort in developing a proprietary 

formula to produce, became a primary driver in the food and 

beverage segment from the first weeks of operation. Both items 

were high-margin and exclusive to the land: they could not be 

purchased anywhere else in the park, anywhere else in the 

resort, or anywhere else in the world in an authentic licensed 

form. The contract clause that had prohibited standard 

corporate beverages inside the land’s boundaries, which had 

represented a constraint on Universal’s operational flexibility at 

the time the license was signed, turned out to be an economic 

mechanism. It forced Universal to develop products that guests 

could only acquire by visiting the land specifically, at price 

points that the exclusivity of the item justified, in quantities 

driven by the emotional logic of the visit itself. The guest who 

had spent two hours inside Hogsmeade and bought an 

interactive wand at Ollivanders was not purchasing a theme 

park souvenir. The guest was bringing home an artifact from a 

place they had been, a place with a specific name and a specific 

inventory and a specific set of rules about what belonged 

there.[1,2] 
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The per-capita spending increase that accompanied the 

attendance surge was sharp, in the language the source data 

use, though precise per-capita figures were not publicly 

disaggregated from the broader park financial results. What was 

visible was that Islands of Adventure’s revenue performance 

moved commensurately with the attendance increase: the 30.2 

percent gain in guests was accompanied by revenue growth that 

reflected the higher-margin spending profile of the new land, 

meaning that the combination of more guests spending more 

per visit produced a financial result that significantly exceeded 

what the attendance figure alone would suggest. The 

mechanism the contiguous land format had unlocked was not 

just attendance. It was the economic amplification of attendance 

through exclusivity and canonical authenticity enforced by 

contractual obligation.[2,4] 

Universal Studios Florida, the neighboring park connected to 

Islands of Adventure by the resort complex but housing its own 

separate gate, also recorded a 6 percent attendance increase in 

2010 despite Hogsmeade being located entirely within Islands 

of Adventure. Six percent is a modest number on its own terms. 

In context, it reflected the resort-level demand lift that a 

compelling new experience at one park produces across the 

entire destination: guests who traveled specifically to visit 

Hogsmeade extended their stays across the resort, visited the 

neighboring park, occupied hotel rooms at higher rates than the 

preceding year. The hotel occupancy implications, while not 

separately reported in publicly available data, pointed in the 

same direction as every other metric from that year. A single 

well-executed immersive land had lifted the economics of an 

entire multi-park resort.[4] 
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What the executives in the industry who were watching 

carefully were trying to determine by the end of 2010 was 

whether the Hogsmeade result was specific to the Harry Potter 

franchise or whether it pointed toward a form that would work 

at comparable scale for other properties. The honest answer, at 

that moment, was that no one yet knew. What was clear was 

that the form had worked at a scale that no comparable 

investment had achieved before. That clarity was sufficient to 

send a signal that every major operator in the industry received 

and began to act on. 

Disney’s Reactive Investments 
The signal reached Walt Disney World before the dust of the 

June 18 opening had settled. Orlando is not a large geography. 

The distance between Islands of Adventure and Magic Kingdom 

is a matter of a few miles and a travel-planning decision. In the 

competitive arithmetic of Orlando tourism, Universal’s 30.2 

percent attendance jump at Islands of Adventure in 2010 was 

not an abstraction. It was a count of visitors who had chosen to 

go somewhere that was not Disney, or who had extended their 

Orlando stays specifically to go somewhere that Disney did not 

offer. A result of that magnitude, concentrated in a single year, 

in a single market, is not the kind of event a well-managed 

competitor ignores.[1,2] 

The New Fantasyland expansion at Magic Kingdom was the first 

visible response. Disney announced and built a major capital 

reinvestment program at Magic Kingdom that was understood 

in the industry, and in the considerable body of theme park 

media that covers these companies with genuine analytical 

seriousness, as a direct reaction to the result Universal had 

produced. The New Fantasyland added new family attractions, 
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expanded the dining and retail footprint within the Fantasyland 

area, and deepened the park’s engagement with the franchises 

that defined its core identity. Disney was not, at this stage, 

building a contiguous immersive land in the structural sense 

that Universal had demonstrated. Not yet. But the New 

Fantasyland acknowledged, in the language of capital allocation, 

that something in the competitive environment had shifted and 

that Magic Kingdom needed to respond.[1,2] 

The more revealing response came several years later, and it 

came in a form that left very little ambiguity about what lesson 

had been absorbed. Pandora: The World of Avatar opened at 

Disney’s Animal Kingdom in May 2017. The project cost 

approximately $500 million. The land was built around James 

Cameron’s Avatar franchise, which Disney had acquired 

exclusive worldwide theme park rights to, a decision that 

industry observers have consistently interpreted, at least in 

part, as a move to prevent any competitor from acquiring the 

rights to the first film’s extraordinary box office results and 

building around them. Pandora was Disney’s first genuine 

attempt to build a contiguous immersive land in the structural 

sense that Universal had demonstrated with Hogsmeade: 

dedicated acreage with a defined boundary, a single governing 

aesthetic derived from a single source property, canonical food 

and beverage offerings, clean sightlines eliminating visual 

intrusion from outside the land, attractions designed around the 

assumption that guests would inhabit the world of the fiction 

rather than simply observe it. The execution was technically 

accomplished. The Na’vi River Journey attraction and Flight of 

Passage were both significant engineering achievements. The 

decision to build Pandora at all was, in the most direct 
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competitive sense, a consequence of what had opened at Islands 

of Adventure on June 18, 2010.[1,2] 

Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge was announced in 2015 with an 

estimated cost of approximately $1 billion. The project was built 

simultaneously at two sites: Disneyland in California and 

Disney’s Hollywood Studios in Orlando. Both opened in 2019. 

The land was organized around the Star Wars universe, and 

every element of the physical environment was derived from 

that franchise’s narrative geography. Guests arriving in Galaxy’s 

Edge were entering a Star Wars environment, not visiting a Star 

Wars ride. The food, the shops, the language of the employees 

were all drawn from the fiction. The sightlines inside the land 

excluded any visual evidence of the surrounding park. The 

design principles were, point by point, the design principles that 

had governed the construction of Hogsmeade: contiguous, 

immersive, single-aesthetic, canonical, closed. Galaxy’s Edge 

was Disney’s clearest possible statement that its organizational 

system had, in the years since Jay Rasulo’s October 2006 

meeting with J.K. Rowling, found a way to authorize, at a scale of 

approximately $1 billion and at two parks simultaneously, the 

thing it had been structurally unable to authorize in that 

meeting. The organization that had refused to grant creative 

veto to an external IP owner had spent the better part of a 

decade learning to build the kind of environment that a 

commitment to creative veto makes possible.[1,2] 

The competitive sequence from Hogsmeade in 2010 to Pandora 

in 2017 to Galaxy’s Edge in 2019 documents something more 

consequential than two companies trading investment 

announcements in a well-covered industry. It documents a 

redefinition of what a theme park land is understood to be. 
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Before June 18, 2010, a land was a collection of attractions 

organized around a common theme, with the attractions as the 

primary draw and the theming as context and backdrop. After 

2010, as the Hogsmeade data became part of the industry’s 

common understanding of what a well-executed investment 

could produce, the operating assumption began to shift. The 

land itself was the attraction. The contiguous immersive 

environment was the draw. The individual rides were 

components of that environment rather than its purpose. 

Universal had not invented every element of that idea: the 

ambition to create immersive fictional environments existed in 

themed entertainment before 2010, and some practitioners had 

moved toward it. But Universal had assembled those elements, 

combined them with an organizational commitment and a 

contractual framework that made the immersion real rather 

than aspirational, and produced a result so quantitatively clear 

that the entire industry was compelled to respond. The 

TEA/AECOM data from a single year at a single park in Orlando 

had changed what the industry believed a themed 

entertainment investment was supposed to do. 

The cost to Disney of the organizational constraints that 

prevented the Rowling deal in 2006 is not a number that can be 

calculated with any precision, because counterfactuals resist 

exact valuation. What is calculable is that Disney spent 

approximately $500 million on Pandora and approximately $1 

billion on Galaxy’s Edge, in both cases constructing 

environments organized around the same design principles that 

Rowling’s requirements had articulated in 2006 and that 

Universal had agreed to honor. Whether those investments 

would have happened eventually regardless, or whether the 

scale and urgency of the spending was materially accelerated by 
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competitive pressure from the Hogsmeade result, is the kind of 

question that does not receive clean answers in any industry. 

The sequence, however, is not ambiguous. The New 

Fantasyland, the $500 million Pandora, the $1 billion Galaxy’s 

Edge: these followed Hogsmeade in the competitive record. Jay 

Rasulo had not made an error in 2006. He had executed his 

organization’s logic correctly. That logic had produced a result 

that cost his organization, in reactive capital over the following 

decade, something in the vicinity of $1.5 billion in investments 

that would not have been necessary if a different organizational 

architecture had been available to him in October 2006.[1,2] 

The Coordination Required 
The Harry Potter deal required something that the years of 

constrained ownership had not previously forced Universal to 

demonstrate at this scale: the ability to coordinate across its 

own internal organizational boundaries in a sustained and 

consequential way, over a multi-year timeline, with the terms of 

that coordination legally enforceable by an external party who 

held contractual veto authority. The license negotiation itself 

required Williams and Woodbury to commit resources and 

organizational authority that, in a strictly siloed structure, 

neither could have offered without extensive corporate 

consultation. The construction of Hogsmeade required 

Universal Creative to work not just with its own internal team 

but with an external designer whose judgment Rowling’s 

contract had effectively elevated above Universal Creative’s own 

judgment in matters of canonical accuracy. The food and 

beverage requirements demanded that Universal’s operations 

team develop products from scratch, using specifications 

derived from a work of fiction, treating those specifications as 



Pg | 162 

legally binding commercial commitments. The merchandise 

agreement required Universal’s retail operations to substitute 

entire standard product categories with custom-developed 

items that did not yet exist and had to be manufactured to 

tolerances that no existing supply chain was configured to meet. 

Across all of these workstreams simultaneously, the deal 

functioned only because someone at the center of the 

organization held both the authority and the will to coordinate 

between them. That someone was Tom Williams, operating 

within a corporate structure that, under GE’s ownership, had 

maintained the parks as a self-contained operating unit with 

genuine organizational coherence. GE’s hands-off style, which 

had frustrated Williams for years in the capex dimension, had 

preserved the organizational integrity that made cross-

functional coordination feasible. The absence of deep corporate 

involvement in daily operational decisions meant that Williams 

could commit his organization to something novel without 

navigating multiple layers of approval each time a new decision 

was required by the construction process. 

The Rowling deal thus produced not just a land but a working 

model: a template for how Universal’s parks division could 

organize itself to deliver something that required simultaneous 

contributions from creative design, park operations, legal 

structure, retail development, food and beverage production, 

and senior leadership, all governed by an external creative 

authority holding contractual veto power over the outcome. 

That template had not existed in this form before. Its 

components were familiar individually. The specific 

architecture of coordinating them under external creative 

authority, on a multi-year timeline, at this scale, with this degree 
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of contractual specificity, was new. The pattern would be used 

again. It would be extended, formalized, and eventually named. 

What is visible here, in the construction documents and the 

license agreement and the sightline maps of Hogsmeade, is the 

pattern’s origin point. The alignment of creative, operational, 

legal, retail, food service, and executive authority that would 

later become something systematic first became legible as a 

pattern, rather than as improvisation under pressure, in the 

building of a 20-acre wizarding village in Orlando between 2008 

and 2010. 

The land opened on June 18, 2010. The attendance figures 

arrived where they arrived. The industry watched. And inside 

Universal, the people who had built it began to understand that 

the way they had built it was, in its own right, something new. 
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CHAPTER 8: THE SECOND GATE 
REBORN 
The problem with success, in the theme park business, is that it 

makes your failures harder to ignore. 

Before June 18, 2010, Universal Orlando Resort had a story it 

could tell about itself. Two parks, a hotel corridor, a dining and 

entertainment complex, a resort that had taken twenty years 

and multiple corporate parents to assemble but that had, at 

least, been assembled. Islands of Adventure had its thrill rides. 

Universal Studios Florida had its film-based attractions. Guests 

came, spent money, left. The resort was not dominant in the 

Orlando market, had never seriously challenged Walt Disney 

World for the top position, but it was a functioning piece of the 

destination travel landscape. The gap between Universal and 

Disney was understood by everyone, tolerated by most, and 

discussed with a kind of resigned familiarity in every industry 

analysis that touched on the subject. 

Then Hogsmeade opened, and the IOA attendance surge of 30.2 

percent made the gap visible in a new way. Not the gap between 

Universal and Disney, which had always been there. The gap 

between Islands of Adventure and the park across the road. 

The problem had not gone away. It had simply been hidden, for 

a while, behind a more comfortable mediocrity. When both 

parks were moderately successful and no one was paying 

particular attention, the asymmetry between them was easy to 

overlook. After the Wizarding World opened at IOA, the 

asymmetry became a structural diagnosis. Guests came to 

Hogsmeade from two hours away. They came from two time 

zones away. They drove down from Georgia, flew in from Texas, 
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booked hotels they would not otherwise have considered. They 

came for a specific place within a specific park. They came, they 

experienced Hogsmeade, and a significant portion of them left. 

Not because USF had nothing to offer. Because USF did not have 

what they had come for. The park that had been intended, in 

1990, as the anchor of a multi-day resort experience was 

functioning as a transit point between Hogsmeade and the 

parking lot. 

This is the economics of the single-anchor resort, and it is not 

subtle. A hotel with one excellent restaurant and one mediocre 

restaurant does not generate two restaurants’ worth of dinner 

reservations. It generates most of one restaurant’s worth of 

reservations, with the inferior option serving whatever 

overflow the excellent option cannot accommodate. The 

excellent restaurant sets the standard for the hotel. The 

mediocre one makes guests wish they had found a hotel where 

both restaurants were worth visiting. A two-park resort with 

one park drawing the guests and one park drawing the overflow 

operates by exactly the same logic. The stronger gate sets the 

standard for the resort. The weaker gate reminds guests that 

they have already gotten what they came for. 

The solution had to be more than a new attraction. A new 

attraction at USF would have been something to add to the 

brochure. It would have given travel agents another checkbox to 

include in their packages, given travel writers another 

paragraph to file, given families another argument for extending 

their trip by half a day. This was not nothing. But it was not 

what the situation required. What the situation required was a 

reason to visit USF that was not available at IOA. Not a 

comparable reason. Not an equivalent reason. A specific, 
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irreplaceable, unavoidable reason. The kind of reason that made 

the choice between visiting both parks or visiting one feel like a 

choice between a complete experience and an incomplete one. 

Universal Creative already had that reason in development. It 

was called the second-gate gambit, and the version of it that was 

now being designed would be more literal, more operational, 

and more economically precise than anyone who had used that 

phrase in 1990 could have imagined. The answer was a second 

wizarding land. And the mechanism that would bind it to the 

first was an instrument the theme park industry had never 

before attempted to use as a revenue architecture. 

Universal had a legacy problem. The problem was about to be 

solved by building a train. 

Demolishing Amity 
The decision to demolish the Amity area at Universal Studios 

Florida was made in 2011, and it was, in strictly operational 

terms, a statement about the direction of the company’s 

investment that no press release could have matched for 

clarity.[1] 

The Jaws attraction had been part of USF since 1990: a boat ride 

through a lagoon, with a great white shark surfacing at 

choreographed intervals alongside the vessel, that had been 

operating in one form or another for more than two decades. It 

had become one of those fixtures that guests included in their 

trip plans the way they included the Bates Motel facade on the 

studio tour: not because it was the primary reason for the visit, 

but because it had been there long enough to feel like part of the 

furniture, a familiar landmark in a park where the familiar had 

begun to feel like a ceiling on what the park could become. A 
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guidebook published in the Orlando market shortly before the 

demolition noted, with the dry economy that guidebook writers 

use when trying not to be sentimental, that Bruce the shark had 

been relocated to a nearby bar for use as an iconic photo 

opportunity after the ride was bulldozed.[2] That sentence, 

about a prop shark ending up behind a drink counter, is a more 

complete summary of what Universal was doing than almost 

anything else written about the decision. This was not a closing. 

It was a reclamation. The ground that had been Amity was being 

cleared to build something new. 

The design challenge facing Universal Creative and Stuart Craig, 

the Academy Award-winning production designer who had 

collaborated with Universal on Hogsmeade and who continued 

that collaboration into the Diagon Alley phase, was genuinely 

difficult in a way that had nothing to do with engineering.[3] The 

engineering on a project of this scale is always difficult. The 

design problem was something more fundamental: how do you 

build a second immersive wizarding environment, adjacent to 

the first one in the same resort, that does not feel like a copy of 

the first one? 

The surface answer is that Hogsmeade and Diagon Alley are 

different places in the source material, and they are. Hogsmeade 

is a Scottish village. It exists in proximity to Hogwarts, defined 

by its relationship to the school, characterized by the rural, cold, 

slightly austere atmosphere of the Scottish Highlands. Diagon 

Alley is London. It is urban, dense, commercially busy, hidden 

within an ordinary London street scene behind a disguised 

entrance in a pub called the Leaky Cauldron. The spatial and 

architectural grammar of the two environments is 

fundamentally different. One is outdoor and panoramic, 
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organized around sightlines toward the Hogwarts Castle 

silhouette. The other is interior and enclosed, organized around 

the experience of moving through narrow streets with tall 

building facades pressing in on both sides. 

This distinction, which seems obvious when stated plainly, was 

not easy to translate into a physical space that would hold up 

under the scrutiny of guests who had visited Hogsmeade and 

were now, perhaps, slightly skeptical that the second wizarding 

land could be as convincing as the first. The solution that Craig 

and Universal Creative developed was to double down on the 

spatial logic of each environment rather than finding a middle 

ground between them. Hogsmeade had used height and vertical 

orientation to create a sense of scale and expansiveness despite 

its relatively compact footprint. Diagon Alley worked in the 

opposite direction: tight, narrow, enclosed, with the building 

facades so close and so tall that the sky above the alley was 

reduced to a narrow strip. The approach to the area required 

passing through a recreation of a London streetscape, complete 

with a King’s Cross station facade and the surrounding 

architectural texture of a working Victorian city, before 

reaching the hidden entrance. The transition was not a gradual 

shift in atmosphere but a threshold crossing: one moment the 

guest was in USF’s ambient environment, the next they were 

somewhere else entirely. 

Within Diagon Alley itself, Universal Creative extended the 

environment through branching geography. Horizont Alley and 

Carkitt Market gave the land a layered spatial structure that 

rewarded wandering rather than linear progression.[4] The 

retail environment replicated the canonical shops: Weasleys’ 

Wizard Wheezes, the apothecary, Borgin and Burkes tucked 
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down Knockturn Alley for guests willing to find it, Ollivanders in 

a second location. The dining concept took a different character 

from Hogsmeade’s Three Broomsticks, which operated as a 

great hall-style cafeteria consistent with a school adjacent to a 

village. The Leaky Cauldron offered a British pub environment 

organized around the logic of an urban tavern rather than a 

communal dining hall.[5] The same canonical-only rules that had 

governed Hogsmeade governed Diagon Alley: no standard 

corporate soft drinks, no non-canonical merchandise, no 

branding from the wider Universal or NBCUniversal ecosystem. 

The closed-system logic that the contiguous land had established 

at IOA was applied equally here. 

The anchor attraction, Harry Potter and the Escape from 

Gringotts, combined a roller coaster track with simulator 

technology and three-dimensional projection screens, layering 

physical motion against digital storytelling in a configuration 

that had technical antecedents in the Forbidden Journey at IOA 

but extended the approach in scale and ambition.[6] The queue 

line ran through a full recreation of Gringotts Bank’s marble 

lobby, with rows of goblin animatronics working at their 

ledgers and the full architectural vocabulary of the fictional 

institution realized in physical materials. The physical scale of 

the queue was not incidental to the experience of the attraction. 

It was the argument that the land’s design was making: this is a 

place, not a ride with waiting area attached. The ride lasted 

approximately four and a half minutes. The queue could occupy 

a guest for considerably longer, and was designed to be worth it. 

The scale of the construction on the former Amity site 

represented a substantial commitment to USF’s transformation. 

For more than two decades, the park had received investments 
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that were calibrated to maintain the existing product rather 

than to alter its fundamental character. New attractions arrived; 

older attractions were updated or replaced; the park’s 

infrastructure was maintained at a professional standard. None 

of those investments had attempted to alter what USF 

fundamentally was: a movie-themed park with a collection of 

individually compelling attractions organized around a broadly 

defined studio aesthetic. Diagon Alley was not that kind of 

investment. It was a statement about which park was now being 

treated as worth the same level of creative and financial 

commitment that had, for the past four years, been reserved for 

the side of the resort where the castle was. 

The Hogwarts Express 
Between Diagon Alley at Universal Studios Florida and 

Hogsmeade at Islands of Adventure lay the ordinary geography 

of an Orlando resort corridor: parking structures, service access 

roads, the strip of International Drive, the physical 

infrastructure that accumulates around any large tourist 

destination after decades of development. In the world of the 

Harry Potter books and films, this distance is occupied by a 

fictional geography: the journey between London’s King’s Cross 

station and Hogsmeade station in the Scottish Highlands, 

traveled aboard the Hogwarts Express, a scarlet steam 

locomotive whose departure from Platform 9 and 3/4 is one of 

the most widely recognized images in the franchise’s visual 

canon. The train carries students between the magical world of 

the school and the ordinary world of London, serving as a literal 

and symbolic threshold between the two. 

Universal Creative decided to build it. 
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Not as a prop. Not as a static display, the way a retired aircraft 

becomes an exhibit outside an aviation museum. As a 

functioning railway system connecting two theme park gates 

across a mile of Florida real estate. What emerged from that 

decision was the gate connector: a physical link between two 

separate park entrances that transformed the resort from a 

collection of adjacent products into a single integrated 

experience.[7] 

The Hogwarts Express, as constructed at Universal Orlando 

Resort, is a broad-gauge railway operating between Hogsmeade 

station at Islands of Adventure and King’s Cross station at 

Universal Studios Florida. The train runs in both directions. The 

carriages replicate the interior atmosphere of the source 

material: compartmentalized, upholstered, lit in the amber-and-

warm-wood register of the film production design. The journey 

takes approximately four minutes. 

The engineering innovation that made the Hogwarts Express 

genuinely unprecedented in the theme park industry was not 

the railway. Amusement parks have operated railways for as 

long as there have been amusement parks. The innovation was 

what happened inside the compartments during the four-

minute journey. Each compartment is fitted with windows that 

function as synchronized digital projection surfaces. The 

projections display scenes calibrated to the direction of travel: 

for guests riding from King’s Cross to Hogsmeade, a journey 

through a London depot, across a viaduct, through the Scottish 

countryside. For guests riding in the opposite direction, a return 

journey through the highlands toward the city. The projection 

surfaces are linked to the physical motion of the train: when the 

train accelerates, the window scenes accelerate. When it curves, 
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the visible landscape curves. Figures appear in adjacent virtual 

carriages, on platforms as the train passes, alongside the tracks 

as the speed increases.[8] The effect, for guests seated in an 

enclosed compartment with no competing visual information 

from the actual Florida landscape outside, is a sustained four-

minute fiction of geographic travel between two locations 

separated, in the world of the source material, by the entire 

length of Great Britain. The guest boards in London and exits in 

the Scottish Highlands, or vice versa. The projection system 

makes that journey feel real in a way that no static scenery 

could approach. 

The more commercially consequential design decision was this: 

the two rides are not the same ride. The journey from King’s 

Cross to Hogsmeade presents different window scenes, different 

narrative events, different characters glimpsed through the 

projections than the journey from Hogsmeade to King’s Cross.[9] 

A guest who rides the Hogwarts Express in one direction and 

then walks back to the station to ride it in the other direction 

will encounter a different experience. This is not incidental to 

the design. It is the design’s central operational logic, because 

the implication is that both directions are worth taking, which 

means both parks are worth visiting, which means any guest 

who wants the complete Hogwarts Express experience is 

making an argument for spending meaningful time in both 

parks. 

To board the Hogwarts Express in either direction, a guest must 

hold a Park-to-Park ticket: the multi-gate admission product 

that Universal had always offered as an option but had 

previously had no compelling operational reason to require.[10] 

A single-park ticket allows access to one gate. A Park-to-Park 
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ticket, which carries a meaningfully higher price point than the 

single-park alternative, allows access to both gates and, 

critically, to the train.[11] This is not a preference or a 

recommendation. It is an operational hard rule. A guest at 

Hogsmeade station holding a single-park IOA ticket is 

redirected. There is no workaround available, no flexibility 

applied based on circumstance, no mechanism for resolving the 

situation without either purchasing a Park-to-Park upgrade or 

accepting that the train cannot be boarded. 

The economic logic embedded in this requirement was not 

complicated, but it was more elegant than it might at first 

appear. Before July 8, 2014, a guest who wanted the optimal 

Wizarding World experience had a straightforward choice: buy 

a ticket to IOA, spend the day in Hogsmeade, go home satisfied. 

The second gate was optional for anyone whose primary 

interest was Harry Potter. After July 8, 2014, the optimal 

Wizarding World experience was no longer available in one 

park. Diagon Alley had content that Hogsmeade did not have: 

Escape from Gringotts, the Leaky Cauldron, Horizont Alley, 

Carkitt Market, the full London streetscape approach. 

Hogsmeade had content that Diagon Alley did not have: 

Forbidden Journey, the Three Broomsticks, the full Hogwarts 

Castle interior. And the connective tissue between them was a 

ride that could only be accessed with the more expensive ticket. 

Universal had not simply added a second wizarding land. It had 

restructured the product architecture so that the two lands 

were each insufficient without the other, and the only path to 

experiencing both was through the premium ticket. 

The effect on ticket yield was immediate and structural. The 

Park-to-Park requirement created a conversion pressure that 
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had never previously existed at Universal Orlando Resort. 

Families who had planned a one-park visit to Hogsmeade were, 

at the train station, making a real-time calculation about 

whether to pay for the upgrade or forgo the experience. Many 

paid. The economics of that calculation favored Universal on 

multiple dimensions: higher per-ticket revenue from the Park-

to-Park product itself, higher per-capita spending from guests 

now present in two parks rather than one, and extended length-

of-stay effects from guests discovering that a two-park day was 

more easily justified as a two-night stay.[12] Universal’s on-site 

hotel inventory was the most direct beneficiary of the length-of-

stay extension. A guest who had planned to stay one night and 

drive home found that the math of the two-park experience 

suggested staying two nights instead. 

This is what distinguishes the gate connector from every other 

inter-park transportation system in the industry’s history. Walt 

Disney World operates a monorail system connecting Magic 

Kingdom, EPCOT, and the Disney resort hotels. The monorail is 

convenient, efficient, and a recognized feature of the resort. 

Riding it requires nothing more than base admission to the 

destination parks. The connectivity it provides is a service 

amenity. What Universal built with the Hogwarts Express was a 

connectivity product whose use required a specific premium 

ticket, making the connection itself a revenue mechanism rather 

than a service feature. The two parks were now a single 

consumable. The price of consuming them in full was the Park-

to-Park price. And the most culturally resonant ride system 

Universal had ever built, the one that guests specifically wanted 

to photograph, to experience, to describe to people who had not 

yet visited, was the enforcement mechanism for the premium 

purchase. 
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The industry had no established precedent for using a ride’s 

operating requirement as a ticket-architecture tool at this scale. 

Theme parks had always treated rides as things guests used 

after purchasing admission, not as instruments that determined 

which admission product a guest needed to purchase. The 

relationship between the ride and the ticket had always been 

one-directional: buy the ticket, ride the ride. The Hogwarts 

Express inverted that relationship. The ride determined the 

ticket. The experience guests most wanted to have was the 

mechanism that enforced the purchase Universal most wanted 

them to make. There was no coercion in this arrangement. 

There was no deception. The train was genuinely worth riding. 

Both wizarding lands were genuinely worth visiting. The Park-

to-Park ticket genuinely provided access to a more complete 

experience than the single-park alternative. Every element of 

the proposition was honest. What was new was the structural 

elegance of embedding a revenue architecture inside the most 

emotionally compelling physical element of the resort. 

Universal had built a railway and, in doing so, had built a new 

commercial logic for what a multi-gate resort could be. 

July 8, 2014 
The Wizarding World of Harry Potter: Diagon Alley opened at 

Universal Studios Florida on July 8, 2014.[13] 

The financial summary of that fiscal year, reviewed in full in the 

chapter that follows, tells the story in the compressed grammar 

of SEC filings. Universal’s parks segment recorded revenue of 

$2,626 million in 2014, adjusted EBITDA of $1,024 million, and 

capital expenditures of $590 million.[14] These figures represent 

the entire parks portfolio, domestic and international, not 

Diagon Alley in isolation. Diagon Alley and the Hogwarts 
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Express were the signature events of the year, and the Park-to-

Park ticket conversion the train had driven was visible in the 

revenue and yield numbers well before fiscal year accounting 

closed. 

What the July 2014 opening resolved was a problem that was, at 

that point, precisely twenty-four years old. Universal Studios 

Florida had been designed, from its earliest planning stages 

under Jay Stein, as the anchor of a multi-day resort. The park’s 

physical relationship to the hotel corridor on the southern end 

of the property, its eventual integration with CityWalk, its 

positioning within the Universal Orlando Resort infrastructure, 

all of it assumed a guest who was arriving for multiple days, 

visiting both gates, spending money across the full resort 

ecosystem. That assumption, which was the foundational 

commercial premise of the second-gate gambit, had not reliably 

materialized. USF was a professionally run park with a credible 

attraction lineup, and it drew its own visitors, but it was not the 

primary reason most people flew to Orlando and rented a car 

and checked into a hotel near International Drive. IOA had 

Harry Potter. Before July 2014, USF had everything else. 

After July 8, 2014, USF had a different Harry Potter. Not more 

Harry Potter of the same kind, which would have diluted the 

experience rather than extending it. A Harry Potter rooted in a 

distinct fictional geography, built from different source material, 

operating under a different spatial logic, with its own anchor 

attraction and its own retail and dining culture. The two 

wizarding worlds did not replicate each other. They completed 

each other. And the Hogwarts Express guaranteed that any 

guest who wanted both needed to spend meaningful time in 

both parks, which meant buying the ticket that covered both, 
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which meant the Park-to-Park product was no longer an 

optional upgrade for the dedicated visitor but the baseline 

requirement for the complete one. 

The single-gate length-of-stay problem that had shadowed USF 

since 1990 was not mitigated by Diagon Alley. It was 

structurally eliminated. The elimination was not achieved 

through volume of content, through adding enough to USF that 

guests had practical reasons to stay longer. It was achieved 

through architecture: an operational requirement embedded in 

the physical infrastructure of the most desirable ride that made 

the two-park visit the natural default rather than the deliberate 

choice of a particularly enthusiastic guest. 

Jay Stein had understood in 1990 that a resort needed both 

gates to function as a system. What had not been available in 

1990 was a mechanism to enforce that systemness. The content 

he had assembled for USF was good enough to justify a visit. It 

was not powerful enough to require one. Diagon Alley, 

combined with the Hogwarts Express and its Park-to-Park 

requirement, produced the mechanism. The train did not just 

connect two parks. It made separation from one of them feel 

like an incomplete decision. 

Universal Studios Florida was, at last, the destination park it had 

been meant to be when the gates opened twenty-four years 

earlier. 

The Competitive Signal 
Disney’s response to Diagon Alley did not begin on July 8, 2014. 

It had begun years earlier, as the scale of the Wizarding World’s 

impact on the Orlando market became clear in the attendance 

and yield data following Hogsmeade’s 2010 opening. The 
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reactive investment cycle that followed the Potter effect was 

already underway when Diagon Alley opened; the opening 

added force to a response already in motion, rather than 

initiating a new one. 

The New Fantasyland expansion at Magic Kingdom had 

represented Disney’s first major capital answer to the 

competitive pressure Universal had created. The expansion, 

which had proceeded in phases through the early 2010s, 

focused on the oldest section of the Magic Kingdom: the area 

adjacent to Fantasyland that had remained largely unchanged 

since the park’s 1971 opening.[15] The investment added new 

rides, character experiences, and retail and dining offerings in a 

section of the park that catered specifically to the younger-child 

demographic, the same demographic that Disney had always 

regarded as its most protected market position. The specific 

sourcing on the New Fantasyland initial opening date is partial; 

the expansion proceeded in phases, and the December 2012 

date for the first major phase opening reflects the available 

record with appropriate precision.[15] What is not partial is the 

strategic intent: Disney was spending capital to reinforce its 

family-market anchor position in direct response to the 

disruption Universal had introduced. 

The pattern that Chapter 7 traced at length, the Disney reactive 

investment sequence from Fantasyland through Pandora and 

toward Galaxy’s Edge, does not need to be reconstructed here. 

What the completion of Diagon Alley added to that competitive 

picture was a specific new argument that Disney’s planning 

teams had to absorb: the argument was not just about what 

kind of immersive environment to build, but about how to 

structure the relationship between the environments once built. 
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Hogsmeade had established the immersive-land standard. It 

demonstrated that guests would travel specifically for an 

environment of sufficient quality and canonical fidelity, that the 

volume of spending inside such an environment was 

dramatically higher than in a conventional park zone, and that 

the competitive advantage of the approach was not easily 

replicated without equivalent creative discipline and capital 

commitment. Disney had absorbed that lesson and was 

responding. Galaxy’s Edge, announced in 2015 as a $1 billion 

investment to be built simultaneously at Disneyland and 

Disney’s Hollywood Studios, was the large-scale 

acknowledgment that the immersive-land standard had become 

the industry benchmark.[16] 

What Diagon Alley added was a different lesson, and it was one 

that the Galaxy’s Edge announcement did not fully address. The 

lesson was about the relationship between gates, not about the 

quality of individual gates. Universal had not merely built an 

excellent second wizarding land. It had engineered a two-park 

product whose component parts were each necessary rather 

than individually sufficient. Diagon Alley needed Hogsmeade 

because the train ran one way. Hogsmeade needed Diagon Alley 

because the train ran the other. The incompleteness of either 

park without the other was not a design limitation. It was the 

design. 

Disney’s four-park Walt Disney World had always operated on 

an assumption of abundance: enough parks, enough hotels, 

enough dining and entertainment and evening programming, 

that the full resort could hold guests for seven or eight nights 

without requiring any specific park to justify any other specific 

park’s visit. This was a proven model. It had worked for 
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decades. It had produced the largest and most financially 

successful theme park resort in history. But it had never 

produced a product in which visiting one park was structurally 

incomplete without visiting a second park, in which the 

connection between gates was not a convenient service but an 

operational requirement embedded in the experience guests 

most wanted. 

The Galaxy’s Edge announcement confirmed that Disney 

understood the standard had changed and was willing to 

commit resources at the scale required to meet it. What it left 

unanswered, in 2015, was whether Disney would develop a 

structural relationship between its parks of the kind that 

Universal had built between USF and IOA: a relationship where 

the connector itself was the revenue mechanism, not merely the 

service. 

That was the new competitive question Diagon Alley had 

introduced. The immersive land was now the baseline; after 

Hogsmeade, after Pandora, after Galaxy’s Edge, no serious 

competitor could claim otherwise. The connective architecture 

between immersive lands, the operational and economic 

engineering that transformed a collection of individual gates 

into an integrated resort system, was the frontier. And 

Universal, with a train and a ticket requirement, had reached it 

first. 

The Symphony in Waiting 
The two-park logic that the Hogwarts Express had made 

operational on July 8, 2014, proved something that could be 

stated clearly enough in hindsight: two gates connected by a 

mandatory cross-park product do not generate twice the 

revenue of one gate. They generate more than twice the 
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revenue, because the structure of the mandatory connection 

transforms the visit in ways that no amount of additional 

content at a single gate can replicate. Ticket yield lifts. Length-

of-stay extends. Hotel occupancy follows length-of-stay. Per-

capita spending in both parks increases as guests who have 

already committed to the Park-to-Park purchase feel the 

psychological economics of a sunk cost working in Universal’s 

favor. The whole, structured as a system rather than as a 

collection of adjacent products, produces outcomes that none of 

its individual components could have generated independently. 

This is not, in its abstract form, a complicated idea. It is a 

version of a principle that appears in systems design, in 

manufacturing logistics, in the economics of platform 

businesses: the value of a network of connected nodes is not the 

sum of the individual nodes’ values. It is something larger, 

produced by the connections themselves. What Universal had 

done with the Hogwarts Express was translate that abstract 

principle into a concrete operational form in the theme park 

industry, where no one had previously attempted it at this scale 

or with this degree of explicit commercial design. 

The pattern that Diagon Alley and the Hogwarts Express had 

revealed was not simply about Harry Potter. It was not simply 

about the specific creative disciplines that had made the two 

wizarding lands convincing enough to require the Park-to-Park 

commitment from guests. It was about the underlying 

architecture of how discrete resort products could be connected 

to produce outcomes that exceeded the sum of their parts. The 

wizarding world had been the proof of concept. The principle 

that the proof of concept had demonstrated was applicable to a 

geometry larger than two parks. 
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Universal’s planning teams were already thinking about that 

geometry. The capital acceleration that Comcast’s full 

ownership commitment had enabled, visible in the financial 

tables from 2011 onward, was not simply a program of adding 

individual attractions to existing parks. It was a program of 

building the physical and commercial infrastructure of a resort 

system. Hotels at multiple price points, added in sequence to 

expand the total on-property room inventory. A water park 

positioned as a third gate to justify three-day ticket packages. 

The expansion of CityWalk as a dining and entertainment node 

that extended the guest’s daily engagement beyond park 

operating hours. Each element of this infrastructure expansion 

made the resort more cohesive as a system, more capable of 

holding guests on property for longer durations, more effective 

at generating yield from every hour of the guest’s visit. 

The Hogwarts Express had shown how to do this between two 

parks through a single physical connector. The question, as the 

planning horizon extended past 2014, was whether the same 

principle could operate at a larger scale: more parks, more 

hotels, more connective mechanisms, a resort architecture so 

internally cohercing that the individual gates were each 

necessary components of a system too large and too integrated 

to consume in a single visit. The answer to that question would 

take years more to design, to finance, to build, and to open. Its 

evidence would accumulate gradually, in capital allocation 

decisions and land acquisition announcements and project 

reveals that pointed in a consistent direction without yet 

resolving into a complete picture. 

In July 2014, the picture was not yet complete. What was visible, 

on the morning of July 8, was the more immediate truth: that a 
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problem twenty-four years in the making had been solved, not 

by the accumulation of enough content to justify a visit, but by 

the construction of a connection that made the visit structurally 

necessary. The instruments of the larger framework were being 

built and tuned. The symphony, when it arrived, would be 

played on them. 
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CHAPTER 9: ROBERTS WALKS IN 

The Closing Papers 
The gate connector and everything that accompanied it had 

been financed by a transaction that closed three and a half years 

before Diagon Alley opened. The document ran to hundreds of 

pages, as these transactions always do, and on January 28, 2011, 

Brian Roberts and Steve Burke signed them.[1] With those 

signatures, Comcast Corporation acquired a 51 percent 

controlling interest in NBCUniversal from General Electric, 

completing a transaction that had been announced fourteen 

months earlier, in December 2009, and that had moved through 

regulatory review for more than a year while the two sides 

finalized the operational terms of what would become one of 

the more consequential media ownership transfers of the 

decade. 

The mechanics of the deal were, in their way, elegant. Comcast 

contributed $6.5 billion in cash and programming assets to 

acquire its controlling stake. In tandem, in a simultaneous but 

separate transaction, GE bought out Vivendi’s remaining 20 

percent minority interest in NBCUniversal for $5.8 billion, 

clearing from the structure a passive stakeholder that had been 

a vestigial remnant of the 2004 GE-Vivendi joint venture and 

that had no strategic role in the new ownership 

arrangement.[1,2] The two buyouts together, Comcast taking 

control and GE clearing the Vivendi overhang, rationalized the 

structure into a clean bilateral relationship: Comcast owned 51 

percent and operated the company; GE owned 49 percent and 

held a financial stake with a contractual exit path. 
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The advisory roster on both sides of the transaction was 

substantial, which was appropriate given the scale of the assets 

changing hands. Morgan Stanley served as Comcast’s lead 

financial advisor, supported by UBS and Bank of America Merrill 

Lynch, with Davis Polk and Wardwell and Willkie Farr and 

Gallagher handling the legal work. GE’s advisors included J.P. 

Morgan as lead, alongside Goldman Sachs and Citigroup, with 

Weil, Gotshal and Manges providing legal counsel.[1] Three 

bulge-bracket advisory banks on the sell side was a signal of 

seriousness: this was not a routine division transfer. It was the 

transfer of NBC, Universal Pictures, CNBC, Bravo, Telemundo, 

Universal Studios Hollywood, Universal Orlando Resort, and 

every brand and revenue stream attached to any of those 

names. 

The deal’s total enterprise value was approximately $28 billion, 

a number that in retrospect appears to have underestimated 

what the asset would become under its new owner, though no 

acquisition price is ever set with retrospect in mind. What the 

price reflected, at the time, was a set of businesses that had 

been held by a company, GE, whose culture and organizational 

priorities had consistently treated them as a managed portfolio 

rather than a strategic core. GE was an industrial conglomerate 

with strict capital allocation disciplines, demanding that each 

division justify its capex from internally generated cash and 

meet return thresholds set by corporate finance standards 

designed for turbines and jet engines. Those disciplines, applied 

to theme parks, produced exactly the result one would expect: 

profitable, stable, under-invested parks that generated 

consistent returns without ever achieving their structural 

potential. 
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30 Rockefeller Plaza, the historic headquarters of NBC since its 

construction in 1933, was now the nerve center of a company 

with a different theory of the business.[1] The building’s 

institutional weight, its decades of broadcast history, its 

centrality to the media industry’s geography, mattered less on 

January 28, 2011, than the strategic intentions of the two 

executives who had signed the papers. Roberts and Burke 

walked out of those closing ceremonies as the operators of one 

of the most recognizable media and entertainment portfolios in 

the world. What they intended to do with it would define the 

next decade of the theme park industry. 

The GE-era parks had generated cash. They had operated well. 

They had maintained their position in the competitive 

landscape. They had built the Wizarding World of Harry Potter 

at Islands of Adventure in 2010, though that project had been 

conceived and contracted before GE’s capex discipline had been 

fully applied to the parks’ investment budget, and its attendance 

impact, the roughly 30 percent jump at IOA that was covered in 

the prior chapter’s treatment, was already visible in the data by 

closing day. What they had not done was expand. No new gates. 

No new land strategies. No structural acceleration. The capex 

had hovered, flat, between $150 million and $250 million 

annually across the domestic parks for the duration of the GE 

ownership.[1] 

That was about to change. 

Burke’s Mandate and the Concept 
Steve Burke’s appointment as NBCUniversal CEO on closing day 

was not incidental to the parks story. It was the parks story, at 

least in its opening phase. Burke arrived at NBCUniversal with 

an operating understanding of destination entertainment that 
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no GE executive had been required to develop.[1] He understood 

the mechanics: the relationship between new attraction cadence 

and attendance growth, the economics of extended resort stays, 

the return profile of high-quality themed land investments 

when executed well. He understood, in short, that the parks’ 

profit margins were not a ceiling but a floor, and that the 

distance between the floor and the ceiling was a function of 

investment discipline. 

He said so, clearly, upon taking the CEO role. Comcast would 

invest aggressively to “build a new attraction every single year” 

in both Orlando and Hollywood.[1] This was not a generic pledge 

of commitment. It was a structural promise: one new attraction 

per year, per park, as a sustained minimum cadence. If that 

cadence was held, the parks would be materially different 

within five years. If it was held for a decade, the parks would be 

structurally transformed. 

The structural argument behind that promise was the high-ROIC 

unlock. 

A theme park is a peculiar financial asset. Fixed costs are high 

and essentially non-negotiable: the land, the infrastructure, the 

staffing, the maintenance of existing rides, the security, the 

retail and food-service operations. Marginal costs per additional 

visitor are, by comparison, relatively low once the park is 

operating. Revenue per visitor, on the other hand, is highly 

sensitive to the quality and freshness of the experience. Visitors 

return to parks that have changed; they stop returning to parks 

that haven’t. The practical consequence is that consistent 

investment in new attractions is not a competitive luxury or a 

guest-relations expense. It is the mechanism by which a theme 

park maintains and grows its revenue per visitor, its total 
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attendance, and therefore its margin. The investment is 

inseparable from the return. 

Every prior Universal owner had understood this at an abstract 

level. What they had failed to do, each for different structural 

reasons, was execute on it consistently over a long enough 

period to let the cycle complete itself. The orphan asset and the 

absent owner describe, from different angles, the same 

underlying failure: an ownership structure whose incentives or 

capital constraints prevented the cycle from running. Comcast’s 

incentives did not carry that failure forward. Burke’s mandate 

was precise because the logic was precise: identify the highest-

return projects, fund them, build them, and then identify the 

next generation while the first generation was still being built. 

What distinguished this mandate from its predecessors was not 

ambition. Prior owners had, at various moments, expressed 

ambitious plans for the parks. What distinguished it was the 

institutional capacity to execute. Comcast was a cable 

infrastructure company, and cable infrastructure companies 

have a capital allocation culture built around exactly the kind of 

patient, long-horizon spending that theme parks require. You 

build the infrastructure, you wait for the returns to accumulate, 

you reinvest the returns, you extend the infrastructure. The 

mental model that runs a fiber network buildout transfers, with 

surprisingly little adaptation, to a theme park expansion 

program. The companies are different; the financial logic is the 

same. 

This was the counterintuitive proposition of the Comcast 

acquisition: the best thing that had ever happened to Universal’s 

parks was being bought by a cable company. Not a studio. Not a 

hardware manufacturer. Not a spirits conglomerate. A cable 
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company, with a cable company’s patience and a cable 

company’s capital discipline and a cable company’s instinct that 

the right response to a high-return infrastructure asset is to 

invest more in it, not to extract from it. 

The analogy is not perfect, because no analogy is. Cable 

infrastructure and theme park infrastructure have different 

design lives, different maintenance profiles, different regulatory 

environments, and different customer relationships. But the 

underlying capital logic shares its essential structure: high 

upfront costs, long payback periods, recurring cash flows once 

the investment is productive, and sustained competitive 

advantage for owners who keep investing over the owners who 

stop. Comcast had learned this logic over twenty years of 

building and maintaining cable networks. It applied the lesson 

to theme parks with a directness that suggested institutional 

rather than incidental understanding. The parks were 

infrastructure. Comcast knew how to think about infrastructure. 

The fit was not accidental; it was structural. 

The Accelerated Buyout 
The initial 51 percent stake gave Comcast operational control 

but not full ownership. GE retained 49 percent. The original 

transaction structure had included a contractual mechanism for 

Comcast to acquire GE’s remaining interest over a multi-year 

timeline, and the conventional assumption, widely held at the 

time of the January 2011 closing, was that this option would be 

exercised on a schedule measured in years, perhaps toward the 

middle or end of the decade. The two years between the initial 

closing and the accelerated buyout were years in which 

Comcast operated NBCUniversal and watched the results of the 

early investments accumulate. The Wizarding World of Harry 
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Potter at Islands of Adventure, which had opened in June 2010, 

was driving the attendance numbers that Burke had expected 

from high-quality IP investment. Diagon Alley was moving from 

concept to construction. The parks were performing at the level 

that Comcast’s investment thesis had predicted. 

It was not exercised on the original schedule. 

On March 19, 2013, Comcast exercised its buyout option more 

than two years earlier than observers had expected, acquiring 

GE’s remaining 49 percent stake for $16.7 billion in cash and 

assets.[1,2] The transaction valued NBCUniversal at roughly $34 

billion in total enterprise value, a premium to what the implied 

valuation had been at the time of the initial 2011 closing, and a 

reflection of what the properties had already begun to 

demonstrate under Comcast’s initial two years of operation.[2] 

GE, for its part, exited a set of assets it had never been culturally 

suited to manage. Comcast, for its part, converted its controlling 

stake into sole ownership and eliminated the governance 

structure of a joint venture that had, even if only at the margins, 

introduced friction into major capital decisions. 

The strategic significance of the accelerated buyout was 

structural rather than symbolic. As long as GE retained 49 

percent, every major investment decision existed within the 

context of a governance arrangement that included a financial 

partner with fundamentally different incentives. GE was not a 

long-term owner of NBCUniversal; it was a seller managing its 

exit timeline. Its interest in the joint venture was financial, not 

strategic. It wanted the value to be preserved through the exit 

window; it had no stake in the value growing beyond what the 

exit price had already captured. This structural misalignment 

was not a crisis, but it was a friction cost: the constant presence 
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of a counterparty whose time horizon and strategic interest 

diverged from the operator’s. 

The accelerated buyout eliminated that friction entirely. As of 

March 19, 2013, Comcast was the sole owner of NBCUniversal, 

and the parks that sat within it, and it could allocate capital 

across those parks with the single-minded focus of an owner 

whose institutional interests were completely aligned with 

long-term investment. Not partly aligned. Not aligned in theory 

but constrained by quarterly earnings pressure from a 

conglomerate partner. Completely aligned. For the first time in 

the modern history of the parks, there was a single owner with 

a single set of incentives, and those incentives pointed in the 

direction of the most aggressive sustained investment program 

the parks had ever received. 

The implications were practical and immediate. Investment 

decisions that might have required extended governance 

discussions under the joint venture structure could now be 

made unilaterally by Comcast’s leadership team. Projects that 

were contingent on GE’s continued support, or that required 

GE’s buy-in to an extended investment timeline, could now be 

approved on Comcast’s own capital allocation calendar. The 

machine that would produce the capex ramp of 2014 through 

2018 was fully assembled, with no minority partner’s brake on 

the accelerator, as of the spring of 2013. 

The Capex Ramp 
To understand what the Comcast era meant in practice, the 

numbers need to be read in sequence and in context. 

The GE era had produced a specific and consistent capex 

posture: parks capital expenditures hovering between $150 
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million and $250 million annually across the domestic 

properties, year after year, with modest variation but no 

structural trend in either direction.[1] This was the flat line, 

steady enough to maintain the parks and replace aging 

attractions, insufficient to change their competitive positioning, 

their gate structure, or the strategic footprint of the resort. GE’s 

parks were profitable. They were well-operated. They were, by 

the standard of the asset class, underinvested. The gap between 

the return profile that the parks’ underlying economics implied 

and the capex that GE was willing to commit was, in retrospect, 

a strategic opportunity waiting for an owner willing to close it. 

In the 2011 transition year, as the Comcast management team 

was installed and the new capital allocation process was being 

built, parks capex moved to approximately $285 million.[1] This 

was not yet the ramp. It was the first step above the GE floor, 

reflecting the initial acceleration of projects that had been in 

planning, most notably the development work on Diagon Alley, 

the second Wizarding World land, which was already past 

concept approval and moving toward construction. The $285 

million was the baseline of the new era, not its expression. 

By 2014, with Diagon Alley fully under construction and the 

hotel development program expanding, parks capex had 

reached $590 million.[1] By 2015, the year of the initial USJ 

majority stake acquisition, $845 million.[1] By 2016, with the 

Wizarding World Hollywood opening and the Wet ’n Wild 

closure freeing land for resort development, capex had crossed 

$1 billion for the first time, reaching $1,120 million.[1] By 2017, 

$1,380 million. By 2018, $1,722 million.[1] 

This was a compound acceleration, not a step change followed 

by a plateau. Each year’s figure is meaningfully larger than the 
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prior year’s. The investment is growing faster than the revenue 

it produces, which is precisely what a rational owner does when 

the return profile of incremental investment exceeds the cost of 

capital. Comcast was not spending because it had an 

entertainment company’s instinct to build things. It was 

spending because the returns justified the spending, and the 

returns justified the spending because Comcast was committing 

to the kind of high-quality projects that actually generate 

attendance growth. 

The EBITDA that accompanied this capex acceleration 

confirmed the thesis. Parks segment adjusted EBITDA went 

from $1,024 million in 2014 to $2,204 million in 2016 to $2,380 

million in 2017 to $2,442 million in 2018.[1] Revenue grew from 

$2,626 million in 2014 to $5,681 million in 2018.[1] The parks 

more than doubled their revenue and more than doubled their 

EBITDA in four years, during a period when their capital 

expenditures were also more than doubling. The margins held 

even as the absolute investment level rose sharply. This is the 

signature of the high-ROIC unlock operating at scale: each round 

of investment generates sufficient additional EBITDA to justify 

the next round, the returns compound, and the business grows 

in size without losing its fundamental profitability. 

The discipline was not accidental. Steve Burke, in earnings calls 

and investor presentations during this period, framed the parks’ 

investment program explicitly in the vocabulary of returns on 

invested capital, citing the parks’ high-ROIC profile as the 

justification for continued acceleration and describing specific 

categories of investment, new themed lands, international 

consolidation, hotel expansion, as having attractive return 

profiles that warranted prioritized capital allocation.[2] 
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Comcast’s capital committee was not approving theme park 

investments because someone in the organization loved theme 

parks. It was approving them because the return profile of 

specific high-quality projects was compelling when analyzed 

with the same rigor the company applied to infrastructure 

decisions in its cable business. 

The discipline extended to project selection. Not every 

conceivable investment was approved. The investments that 

were approved shared a common profile: high immersion, 

strong intellectual property foundations, clear demand thesis, 

measurable attendance lift expected. Diagon Alley, which 

opened in 2014 and drove the 2014-2015 attendance surge at 

Universal Orlando. Wizarding World Hollywood, which lifted 

the Hollywood park’s attendance by more than 1.3 million 

guests in a single year. Volcano Bay, which added a third gate 

and extended average guest stays on property. USJ attractions 

including the Wizarding World and the developing Super 

Nintendo World. Each investment was individually 

underwritten for return. The result was a portfolio of projects 

that, taken together, produced the capex ramp’s EBITDA 

consequence. 

The table of parks segment financial results from 2014 through 

2018 is worth reading as a unit, because the aggregate story it 

tells is different from any single year’s data point. In 2014, the 

parks generated $1,024 million in adjusted EBITDA on $2,626 

million in revenue, a margin of approximately 39 percent, on 

capex of $590 million.[1] In 2018, the parks generated $2,442 

million in adjusted EBITDA on $5,681 million in revenue, a 

margin of approximately 43 percent, on capex of $1,722 

million.[1] Revenue had more than doubled. EBITDA had more 
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than doubled. The EBITDA margin had expanded, not 

contracted, despite the doubling of the capital program. This is 

the finding that matters most: the capex was not diluting 

returns. It was expanding them. Every dollar invested in high-

ROIC projects was generating more than a dollar of incremental 

margin over the period. The compounding was visible in the 

data, year by year, in the way that the relationship between 

investment and return is almost never visible in corporate 

financial statements because the investment cycle is almost 

never disciplined enough to let it appear. 

The hotel expansion that accompanied the ride investment 

followed the same logic. More hotel rooms on the Universal 

Orlando campus meant more guests who woke up on Universal 

property, whose morning decision about where to spend the 

day was made standing in a Universal hotel lobby. The multi-

year hotel buildout, adding Sapphire Falls Resort in 2016, 

Aventura Hotel in 2018, and continuing expansions across the 

value segment, was not independent of the gate and attraction 

strategy. It was structurally integrated with it: each new hotel 

room was a fraction of an additional park visit, and each 

additional park visit was a unit of the EBITDA machine. The 

resort was being built as a system, not as a collection of 

individual assets. 

Volcano Bay 
The most direct illustration of how the high-ROIC unlock 

changed the structural shape of the Universal Orlando resort 

was not a new ride or a new themed land. It was a new gate. 

Volcano Bay opened on May 25, 2017, as a 30-acre water theme 

park constructed on the Universal Orlando campus, positioned 

as a third park adjacent to the two existing theme park gates.[1] 
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The park’s central architectural feature was a 200-foot artificial 

volcano named Krakatau, a piece of environmental design 

scaled to be visible from outside the resort property, from the 

road approaching the campus, from the hotel towers 

overlooking the site.[1] A 200-foot volcano visible from the 

highway is not incidental. It is a marketing asset in the most 

literal sense: a structure large enough to communicate the 

park’s existence to drivers who are not yet on the property, 

before they have seen a single advertisement or opened a single 

app. 

The operational technology at the core of the Volcano Bay 

experience was the TapuTapu wearable band, a wearable device 

that guests used to join virtual queues for slides and attractions 

from anywhere in the park, without standing in a physical 

line.[1] The economic logic of this technology was direct: a guest 

who is not standing in a queue is a guest who is available to eat, 

drink, and purchase merchandise. Physical queue time at a 

water park is dead time for per-capita spending; virtual queue 

time is not. By distributing guest time across the park rather 

than concentrating it at the physical entrance points of 

individual attractions, TapuTapu shifted the per-guest 

economics of a typical water park visit in the direction of higher 

spending. The experience improved for the guest and the unit 

economics improved for the operator simultaneously, which is 

the profile of a well-designed technology investment in the 

hospitality sector. 

Volcano Bay was branded explicitly and deliberately as a “third 

theme park gate” rather than a water park, a distinction that 

was economically meaningful rather than merely semantic.[1] A 

water park in the conventional sense is a day-use facility: guests 
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arrive, spend the day, and leave. A “third theme park gate,” as a 

marketed concept paired with three-day ticket packages, is 

something different: it is an instrument of resort economics 

designed to give the third day of a three-day vacation a 

destination that justifies staying on property rather than 

departing. Guests who purchase three-day packages that 

include Volcano Bay spend three nights in on-site hotels, three 

days’ worth of on-property meals and merchandise, and three 

days’ worth of experience spending, versus two nights and two 

days for a visitor without a third-gate incentive. The 

incremental revenue per stay from a three-day versus two-day 

visitor is not the additional gate admission alone. It is the full 

resort economics of an additional day: room, food, retail, 

transportation from the hotel shuttle to the parks and back. 

No prior Universal owner had built a new gate from scratch. 

Islands of Adventure had opened in 1999, under Seagram’s 

capital, and in the eighteen years between that opening and 

Volcano Bay, through the GE era and the early Comcast years, no 

new gate had been built. Comcast built one within six years of 

acquiring the company. This was the structural difference made 

concrete: not an incremental improvement to an existing park, 

but a new addition to the resort’s fundamental architecture, the 

kind of capital commitment that changes what a resort is rather 

than merely improving what it already was. 

The contiguous land assembled through earlier real estate 

decisions now had a third activation. The campus was growing 

in the direction that the original resort planners had imagined 

decades earlier but that prior owners had never funded. 
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Wizarding World Hollywood 
The Orlando story is central to the Comcast era, but it is not the 

only data point in the argument. The argument also runs 

through Hollywood, where the conditions for the capex thesis 

are harder and the proof correspondingly more useful. 

Universal Studios Hollywood cannot expand horizontally. The 

park is constrained by active film studio facilities on its borders, 

by the steep hills that define its terrain, and by the residential 

neighborhoods of Toluca Lake and Studio City that abut the 

property’s edges. It is subject to noise ordinances, height 

restrictions, and municipal zoning codes that do not apply to a 

resort campus with Orlando’s land buffer. It is, by the physical 

facts of its location, a park that must operate at high intensity on 

a compact footprint rather than expanding its acreage in 

response to growing demand.[1] 

Within these constraints, Comcast made its investment, and 

what happened next was instructive. 

The Wizarding World of Harry Potter opened at Universal 

Studios Hollywood on April 7, 2016.[1,2] The park’s standalone 

attendance trajectory, compiled across years from historical 

data, stated the case in numbers. In 2010, Universal Studios 

Hollywood drew approximately 5,040,000 guests, a figure that 

reflected the post-recession softness in the market and a park 

that had not received a major transformative investment in 

several years.[1] In 2016, the year that Hogsmeade opened on 

the Hollywood Upper Lot, the park drew approximately 

8,086,000 guests, representing an increase of over 1.3 million 

guests from a base that had been essentially flat for most of the 

preceding decade.[1] 
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This was not a gradual, multi-year trend. It was a single-year 

step change, and it happened in the year that the high-quality 

investment landed. The attendance lift tracked the investment 

as precisely as a controlled experiment could be expected to 

track its variable. 

The parks segment financial results for 2016 captured the 

Hollywood effect alongside the continuing Orlando expansion. 

Segment revenue reached $4,947 million; adjusted EBITDA 

reached $2,204 million.[1] These figures reflected the combined 

portfolio: Orlando continuing its Diagon Alley-era growth, 

Hollywood making its single largest jump in years, and USJ 

beginning to contribute following the November 2015 majority 

stake acquisition. But the Hollywood number deserved specific 

attention as a proof of concept about the portability of the 

investment thesis. 

Universal Creative had built Hogsmeade at Universal Studios 

Hollywood on a site with far less physical room than 

Hogsmeade at Islands of Adventure in Orlando. The constraints 

forced design choices that compressed the same immersive 

logic into a smaller spatial footprint: canonical food offerings, 

canonical retail, restricted sightlines from outside the land, the 

closed-system design that isolated the guest from the rest of the 

park. The implementation differed in scale. The principle was 

identical. 

What the Hollywood attendance data demonstrated was that 

the principle transferred. A smaller implementation of the same 

immersive concept, on a constrained site with no room for 

horizontal expansion, produced nearly the same magnitude of 

attendance response. The returns on invested capital in 

Hollywood were not diluted by the site’s physical limitations. 
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They were, in their way, amplified by them: a compact 

investment on an expensive urban site produced an attendance 

lift that justified the investment at the same order of magnitude 

as Orlando’s more expansive projects. This is what the 

contiguous land concept implies about park economics: it is not 

acreage that drives returns, it is quality of investment deployed 

on whatever footprint is available. 

The Hollywood proof also rebutted an implicit assumption of 

the GE era: that Orlando was the parks business and everything 

else was peripheral. Comcast was running the portfolio as a 

portfolio, with every park expected to receive investment 

calibrated to its own return profile. Hollywood’s return profile, 

on the evidence of the 2016 Potter opening, was excellent. The 

park would continue to receive targeted investments precisely 

because the evidence of high-ROIC projects at the Hollywood 

site had been validated. 

USJ: The Final Consolidation 
The international dimension of the Comcast capex story had its 

own narrative arc, running from financial distress through 

private equity rescue through Comcast’s incremental 

acquisition and finally to the complete consolidation that closed 

the orphan-asset chapter at Universal Studios Japan. 

USJ had opened in Osaka in March 2001 under a joint venture 

structure involving the City of Osaka and various private 

investors, with Universal licensing its brand and attractions. 

The park’s early years were marked by financial difficulties: 

high construction debt, sensitivity to macroeconomic conditions 

in Japan, and operational challenges that depressed returns 

below what the initial investment thesis had assumed.[1,2] The 

early-2000s Japanese economic environment was not conducive 
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to aggressive consumer spending on destination entertainment, 

and the park, which had been conceived partly as a way to bring 

Hollywood’s cultural currency to Japanese audiences, faced the 

cultural friction that any transplanted entertainment concept 

encounters before it learns to speak in the language of its host 

market. Goldman Sachs’s private equity arm entered in 2005, 

injecting JPY 20 billion, approximately $168.6 million, in 

exchange for approximately a 41 percent diluted stake, and 

effectively taking on the role of a turnaround sponsor for an 

asset that needed both capital and operational leadership.[1,2] 

Under Glenn Gumpel, who served as the park’s CEO during the 

turnaround and recovery years, USJ executed a strategic 

reorientation that proved to be among the more consequential 

management decisions in the history of any Universal property. 

Gumpel shifted the park’s programming strategy away from a 

strict Hollywood movie IP focus, which had limited the park’s 

cultural resonance in Japan, and toward Japanese pop culture 

properties: anime, video games, local franchises that had deep 

native audiences and that positioned USJ as a destination for 

Japanese visitors rather than an import from Hollywood that 

happened to be located in Osaka.[1] The results of this 

reorientation were substantial. Annual attendance grew toward 

approximately 15 million visitors. EBITDA expanded 

significantly over the Goldman investment period. The park 

became one of the highest-performing theme park properties in 

the world. 

In 2009, Goldman Sachs launched a tender offer worth 

approximately $1.2 billion, JPY 107.5 billion, to increase its 

stake and delist USJ from the Tokyo Stock Exchange’s Mothers 
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market, taking full private-equity control over an asset that had 

demonstrated the dimensions of its potential.[1,2] 

By the time Comcast moved to acquire the park, additional 

private equity partners including MBK Partners had joined the 

ownership structure, and the park was operating as a high-

performing private asset generating returns for its financial 

sponsors. In November 2015, Comcast acquired a 51 percent 

majority stake in USJ for $1.5 billion, giving the park a total 

enterprise value of approximately $6.2 billion at the time of that 

transaction.[1] Operational control followed. Comcast was now 

running the park while its financial sponsors retained their 

minority stakes. 

The dynamic of a controlling operator with minority financial-

sponsor partners is structurally familiar from many industries. 

It works well enough for a finite period. But it introduces the 

same governance friction that had characterized the GE era at 

the NBCUniversal level: an operator whose time horizon runs to 

decades sharing governance with partners whose time horizon 

runs to exit. Goldman, MBK, and Owl Creek Asset Management 

had finite fund lives and exit obligations. Their incentive 

structure was oriented toward maximizing the value of their 

stake at sale, not toward the multi-decade capital program that 

Comcast had in mind for USJ. 

On February 28, 2017, Comcast resolved the friction with a 

single transaction: the acquisition of the remaining 49 percent 

minority ownership from Goldman Sachs, MBK Partners, Owl 

Creek Asset Management, and Glenn Gumpel, paying JPY 254.8 

billion, approximately $2.3 billion, to take the park to 100 

percent Comcast ownership.[1] The transaction was covered in 

detail by Bloomberg, which framed it explicitly as evidence of 
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Comcast’s conviction that the parks were a core long-term 

growth business rather than a financial asset to be managed 

toward exit.[2] 

The 2017 parks segment results incorporated the financial 

contribution of the newly consolidated USJ alongside the 

Volcano Bay opening and the continuing Orlando and 

Hollywood growth. Segment revenue reached $5,443 million; 

adjusted EBITDA reached $2,380 million.[1] The portfolio was 

now genuinely global: two fully controlled domestic parks, a 

fully controlled Japanese park, and Singapore operating under a 

licensing arrangement with Genting Group. The parks generated 

nearly $2.4 billion in EBITDA in a single year, from a base that 

had been generating just over $1 billion five years earlier. 

The Gumpel exit as part of the February 2017 transaction 

marked the close of a specific chapter in USJ’s history. The park 

had passed through multiple ownership structures over sixteen 

years: a joint venture partner managing its municipal and 

private stakes at opening, a private equity turnaround sponsor 

managing its investment through the Goldman rescue and the 

subsequent recovery, a consortium of minority holders with 

different time horizons and different fund life expectations. 

Each structure had served a purpose in the park’s history. The 

Goldman era had funded the turnaround and created the 

conditions for the park’s operational excellence. But each of 

those structures had also imposed governance constraints on 

the park’s ability to commit to the kind of long-term capital 

program that Comcast intended to run. Under Comcast’s full 

ownership, USJ was no longer a financial asset being managed 

toward a transaction. It was a core property, funded 

accordingly, on the same investment cadence as Orlando and 
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Hollywood. The same machine that had produced the capex 

ramp in the United States was now running in Japan, with the 

same logic and the same commitment to project-level ROIC 

discipline. 

The international consolidation, taken together, changed the 

scale of what Comcast owned. In 2011, the parks segment was 

primarily an Orlando story with a Hollywood supporting role. 

By early 2017, it was a genuinely global portfolio: two fully 

controlled domestic parks, a fully controlled Japanese park 

drawing tens of millions of visitors annually, and Singapore 

operating under license with Genting Group. The parks were no 

longer a domestic American business with some international 

exposure. They were a global portfolio of high-performing 

destination entertainment assets, each individually capable of 

generating hundreds of millions of dollars of annual EBITDA, 

each receiving investment on a timeline set by its own return 

profile rather than by its parent company’s competing 

priorities. 

The Symphony Bridge 
The properties that Comcast had assembled by early 2017, all 

now under full or majority ownership, were not just theme 

parks. They were theme parks owned by a company that also 

owned the film studio creating the intellectual properties 

licensed to those parks, the broadcast network distributing 

content to the audiences those parks marketed to, the cable 

channels whose programming informed the franchises those 

parks were building, and a streaming platform that was 

becoming another distribution layer for the same content. 

Vertical integration in media had been theorized and attempted 

before. Every prior Universal parent had articulated some 
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version of the integrated content-and-distribution thesis: 

Matsushita envisioned pairing consumer electronics hardware 

with entertainment software; Seagram paired beverages with 

studio assets; Vivendi paired European telecom networks with 

Hollywood content; GE paired an industrial conglomerate with a 

broadcast network. Each articulation shared a structural failure. 

The assets were assembled, the thesis was stated, and then the 

execution did not follow, because the parent company’s 

financial model, its culture, its capital allocation priorities, was 

fundamentally incompatible with what the content and parks 

assets actually required. 

Comcast was different in a way that was financial rather than 

philosophical. A cable infrastructure company’s economic 

model, its tolerance for long-horizon capital deployment, its 

comfort with infrastructure spending that pays back over 

decades, its discipline around ROIC thresholds on physical 

assets, translated directly into what Universal’s parks required. 

The cable and the park were not natural complements in a 

product sense. They were natural complements in a capital 

sense. The same financial logic that governed network buildouts 

governed theme park expansions, and Comcast had two decades 

of experience applying that logic at scale. 

What the full ownership of the parks, combined with the studio, 

the broadcast network, and the cable channels, created was a 

structure in which all of these assets could, in principle, be 

coordinated under a single strategic framework. The parks 

could be built around IP that the studio was developing. The 

studio could greenlight projects with park applications in view. 

The broadcast network and streaming service could distribute 

content that built audiences for the parks. The parks could 
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function as physical manifestations of the studio’s franchises, 

which functioned as marketing investments for the franchises 

themselves. The logic of the system was visible in the data, in 

the attendance lifts that followed IP investments, in the revenue 

growth that tracked the capex program, in the EBITDA 

expansion that rewarded each successive round of high-ROIC 

projects. 

This coordination logic did not yet have a name. It was 

operating, but it had not been articulated as a framework, had 

not been given a label, had not been presented as a system with 

its own architecture and principles. The conditions for that 

articulation had been assembled: a single owner with aligned 

incentives across content creation, content distribution, and 

physical experience. What the system would be called, and how 

the logic would be made explicit, was still being worked out. 

What came next, in the parks’ development and in the wider 

organization’s strategic thinking, followed directly from these 

structural conditions. The machine was running. The name 

would come later. 

The Growth Engine 
By the time the February 2017 USJ buyout closed and Volcano 

Bay opened that spring, Universal’s parks segment had 

undergone a structural transformation that the financial data 

stated plainly but that the scale of the change could obscure. 

Consider the starting point. At the GE-era’s characteristic capex 

level of $150 to $250 million annually, the parks were being 

maintained. Profitable maintenance, well-executed 

maintenance, but maintenance nonetheless. The structural 

shape of the business: two domestic parks, a passive stake in a 

Japanese park, a flat capex line, predictable but modest EBITDA 
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growth, was essentially what GE had inherited and what it 

intended to hand off. 

Consider the ending point. By 2017 and 2018, the parks were 

investing $1.3 to $1.7 billion per year, generating $2.3 to $2.4 

billion per year in adjusted EBITDA, operating three fully 

controlled parks in two countries, with hotel capacity that had 

expanded substantially and attendance figures at both the 

Hollywood and Orlando parks that were running significantly 

ahead of their pre-Comcast baselines.[1] The parks segment was 

generating a rapidly growing share of NBCUniversal’s total 

consolidated adjusted EBITDA, from properties that had once 

been treated as a peripheral division of a conglomerate with 

more important things to manage. 

The pattern of absent owners was not merely interrupted. It 

was reversed. The capex ramp, the accelerated buyout, the USJ 

consolidation, the Volcano Bay gate addition, the Hollywood 

attendance lift from the Potter opening: each of these events 

was a consequence of a single structural fact. For the first time 

in the modern history of Universal’s parks, the owner’s 

incentives were completely aligned with the parks’ long-term 

growth. The owner’s financial model rewarded long-horizon 

capital deployment. The owner’s governance structure was 

clean: no minority partners with different time horizons, no 

conglomerate logic pulling capital toward other priorities, no 

exit agenda operating in the background of every major 

investment decision. 

The question of why no prior owner had managed this is not, in 

retrospect, a question about executive competence or strategic 

vision. Each prior ownership era had executives with 

competence and vision. Matsushita’s executives were capable 
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managers who had built one of the world’s largest consumer 

electronics companies. Seagram’s leadership understood 

entertainment. GE’s executives were trained in capital 

discipline. The question is structural, not personal. The 

ownership regimes that preceded Comcast were all, in different 

ways, misaligned with what the parks’ investment cycle 

required. Either the parent’s financial model was incompatible 

with long-horizon infrastructure investment, or the governance 

structure introduced friction costs that slowed decision-making, 

or the parent’s strategic priorities placed the parks somewhere 

in the middle of a portfolio that had other things to worry about. 

Comcast resolved all three problems simultaneously: financial 

model alignment, governance clarity, and strategic centrality. 

That combination had never existed before for Universal’s parks 

in their full modern form. It produced the compound 

investment cycle that the financial data of 2011 through 2018 

describes. 

The 2018 capex figure of $1,722 million, the highest in the 

parks’ history to that point, was not the peak of the program. It 

was an intermediate point on a trajectory that was still rising.[1] 

The Epic Universe master plan, the project that would become 

the parks’ most ambitious undertaking since Islands of 

Adventure, was already in the planning stages by 2018, with 

land acquisition in Orlando being approved in that same fiscal 

year. What would come next, the Nintendo partnership’s full 

expression at Epic Universe, the next generation of the resort 

strategy, followed directly from the structural conditions that 

Roberts and Burke had spent seven years building and 

executing. 
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The parks were no longer anyone’s peripheral asset. They were 

the growth engine of a company that had figured out, through 

seven years of consistent execution, that the theme park 

business rewarded exactly the kind of owner Comcast happened 

to be. The unlock had happened. The returns were documented. 

The next chapter of the investment was already being drawn. 

The land in Orlando that Comcast approved for acquisition in 

2018 was not being acquired for immediate use. It was being 

held for a project that would not open for years. That is the 

timeline of the high-ROIC unlock operating at full expression: 

investments approved in 2018 for a park that would not 

generate its first dollar of attendance revenue until 2025. The 

patience that cable infrastructure companies develop by 

necessity, the willingness to spend in year one for returns that 

arrive in year seven, was the very same patience that the most 

ambitious expansion in Universal’s history required. Roberts 

had walked in on January 28, 2011. The doors he was opening 

would take more than a decade to swing fully wide. But they 

were opening, steadily, one capex cycle at a time, in a direction 

that no prior owner had managed to hold for long enough to 

matter. 
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CHAPTER 10: THE NINTENDO 
DECADE 

The Meeting in Kyoto 
The year is 2014. Mark Woodbury has flown from Orlando to 

Japan, not to Osaka where Universal Studios Japan was already 

running and profitable, but to Kyoto, the old imperial capital, 

the city of temples and careful craft. He is there to meet Shigeru 

Miyamoto.[1] 

Miyamoto is Nintendo’s legendary game designer, the creator of 

Super Mario Bros., Donkey Kong, and The Legend of Zelda, a 

figure whose games had shaped the childhood of nearly every 

person alive who had grown up with a video game console. He is 

not a licensing executive. He is not a business development 

officer dispatched by the Kyoto headquarters to negotiate 

contract terms. He is the artist himself, and the fact that 

Woodbury is meeting with Miyamoto directly, rather than with 

some layer of Nintendo’s commercial intermediaries, tells you 

everything about what kind of deal this is going to be.[1] 

The Harry Potter experience had taught Universal something 

essential about how external IP partnerships work when they 

go right: the licensor has to be a creative partner, not merely a 

signature on a royalty agreement. J.K. Rowling had insisted on 

absolute creative veto power, and Universal had granted it, and 

what came out the other side was Hogsmeade and Diagon Alley, 

environments of such fidelity to the source material that guests 

stood in line for hours just to walk through them, never mind 

the rides. The lesson was not complicated: give the creator 

control and you get something the creator actually cares about. 

You get authenticity that cannot be faked, and authenticity, in 



Pg | 211 

the theme park business, is the rarest and most durable 

competitive advantage available.[1] 

Woodbury was applying the same logic to Nintendo. If Universal 

was going to build Super Mario World inside its parks, it needed 

to build it in a way that Miyamoto recognized, a way that felt 

right to the people who had spent decades playing these games 

and who would notice instantly if the geometry was wrong, if 

the colors were off, if the block placements broke the internal 

spatial logic of the classic titles. And the only way to get that was 

to work directly with Miyamoto.[1] 

The negotiation in Kyoto covered an enormous amount of 

ground. Nintendo’s intellectual property catalog is not one 

franchise but dozens: Super Mario, Donkey Kong, The Legend of 

Zelda, Metroid, Pikmin, Splatoon, and more. The deal that 

emerged was a multi-decade, global licensing agreement 

granting Universal the exclusive worldwide theme park rights 

to Nintendo’s entire gaming catalog.[1] Not a single title. Not a 

single park. The entire catalog, globally, across every Universal 

park on earth, for multiple decades. 

That breadth is what makes the deal structurally different from 

anything Universal had signed before. The Harry Potter 

arrangement covered a single franchise across specific parks. 

The Nintendo deal covered an entire universe of intellectual 

property, with the capacity to populate multiple lands across 

multiple continents with distinct franchises drawn from the 

same license. It was, from the day it was signed, a franchise 

architecture rather than a franchise agreement. 

And Miyamoto, once the deal was in place, did not hand the 

project to subordinates and return to designing games. He took 

a direct, hands-on role in the design and engineering process, 
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collaborating closely with Universal Creative to ensure that 

physical set scales, color values, and interactive block 

placements precisely matched the spatial layouts of the classic 

Super Mario games.[1] That last detail is worth pausing on. Block 

placements. The specific arrangement of question-mark blocks 

and brick blocks and pipe exits, the relationship between 

ground level and platform level, the geometry of the world as it 

existed inside a two-dimensional game cartridge from 1985. 

Miyamoto was insisting that the three-dimensional physical 

park environment be a faithful translation of the two-

dimensional game space, not an interpretation or a Hollywood 

studio’s idea of what Mario’s world might look like at full scale, 

but the actual proportional logic of the game itself. This is the 

kind of creative control that produces something guests feel 

without being able to articulate. They step into Super Nintendo 

World and the proportions are right. The colors are right. The 

whole space vibrates with a coherent internal logic, because the 

man who designed the original internal logic approved every 

deviation from it. 

The deal required cash payments directly to Nintendo’s 

headquarters in Kyoto.[1] Universal’s internal franchises, the 

Minions and the Jurassic World dinosaurs, are licensed 

internally at transfer prices that wash out at the parent 

company level. Nintendo was external capital leaving 

Universal’s balance sheet. That made it structurally similar to 

the Harry Potter arrangement, another external licensor 

receiving a continuous royalty on revenues generated by its 

intellectual property inside Universal parks. And like Harry 

Potter, the external cost was worth bearing because the asset 

was irreplaceable. No internal franchise in Universal’s catalog 

could have produced Super Nintendo World. The characters 
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were too culturally specific to Nintendo, too beloved, too 

globally recognizable across generations, to be replicated or 

replaced. 

The uniqueness of Mario as a cultural property deserves a brief 

accounting. Nintendo’s gaming catalog had, by 2014, 

accumulated decades of audience development across multiple 

generations. Parents who had grown up with Nintendo’s games 

were, by the time the Kyoto negotiations concluded, bringing 

their own children to theme parks. The franchise had achieved 

something that even Harry Potter could not claim in the same 

way: genuine multigenerational saturation, a property 

recognized in households that had never read a fantasy novel 

and had no particular relationship with British literature or 

boarding school mythology. The Mario franchise crossed 

language, culture, and income brackets in a way that few 

entertainment properties in history had managed. A Nintendo 

land built with the care and fidelity that Miyamoto would accept 

was not competing for the tourist who already loved Universal’s 

parks. It was recruiting an entirely new category of visitor who 

had previously had no particular reason to choose Universal 

over a competing destination. 

That recruitment argument was central to the deal’s internal 

logic. Universal Creative had demonstrated with Harry Potter 

that a sufficiently immersive external IP land could produce a 

30.2 percent attendance surge in a single year. The Harry Potter 

guest was not primarily the existing Universal guest. Many of 

them were visitors who had no strong preference between 

Universal and Disney, or who had previously preferred Disney, 

and who chose Universal because Universal had something 

Disney could not offer. Nintendo would do the same thing with a 
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different audience segment. The game-playing world, the 

household that had grown up with consoles and cartridges and 

controllers, was not perfectly overlapping with the reading-and-

cinema world that Harry Potter captured. Nintendo and Harry 

Potter together covered more demographic territory than either 

could have alone. 

The Second Franchise 
The Harry Potter deal, finalized in 2007 and opened to the 

public in 2010, had proved the model: take a beloved external 

IP, give the creator absolute creative control, build the 

environment with genuine fidelity, and watch what happens to 

attendance. What happened to attendance was a 30.2 percent 

surge at Islands of Adventure in the single year the Wizarding 

World of Harry Potter opened.[1] The model worked. The 

question was whether it was repeatable. Whether Harry Potter 

was a one-time event or the first instance of a pattern. 

The Nintendo deal, negotiated a decade later, answered that 

question. Nintendo was the second franchise: the second 

external IP partnership structured at the scale and with the 

creative integrity that the Harry Potter deal had pioneered, the 

second proof that Universal could attract and execute the 

world’s most valuable entertainment properties, and the second 

proof that the external licensor model, properly executed, was 

not a financial drain but a structural multiplier. 

The phrase “second franchise” matters because it carries a thesis 

inside it. One data point is a success story. Two data points are a 

strategy. Harry Potter showed that Universal could disrupt the 

theme park competitive equilibrium with a single external IP 

deal. Nintendo showed that the disruption was not accidental 

and was not dependent on the specific properties of the 
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wizarding franchise. It was a repeatable capability, a structural 

advantage built into how Universal Creative approached 

external partnerships. The ability to negotiate with and deliver 

for Miyamoto was the same ability that had negotiated with and 

delivered for Rowling. The muscle had been built during the 

Potter years. Nintendo was the proof that the muscle still 

worked. 

The deal also connected directly to the high-ROIC unlock. When 

Comcast acquired full control of NBCUniversal and unleashed 

the capital that had been constrained under GE, the strategic 

question was not simply where to spend money but what to 

spend it on. External IP deals of the Nintendo scale required 

capital discipline: you had to pay the licensor, you had to build 

to the licensor’s exacting specifications, and you had to accept 

lower near-term margins in exchange for a long-term 

attendance multiplication effect. The internal analysis that 

justified the Nintendo deal was the same logic that justified the 

Harry Potter expansions: immersive external IP commands a 

per-capita premium and an attendance uplift that no internally 

generated attraction can match at comparable investment 

levels. The Nintendo deal was, in this sense, a direct application 

of the financial reasoning that had been validated in Orlando 

between 2010 and 2014. 

Unlike the Harry Potter arrangement, which had been 

structured before the operational and financial patterns of the 

external franchise model were fully understood, the Nintendo 

deal was negotiated with a decade of evidence in hand. 

Universal knew what the royalty structure would cost. It knew 

what the construction requirements would be. It knew what the 

attendance effects looked like in the first year and the third year 
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and the fifth year. It was negotiated, from the beginning, as an 

integrated franchise: not a single park, not a single opening, but 

a global system of lands that would be built out over a decade 

across multiple continents, each adapted to the specific physical 

constraints of its host park while maintaining the canonical 

fidelity that Miyamoto demanded. The Nintendo decade, as it 

would come to be called, was already implicit in the structure of 

the 2014 agreement. 

Super Nintendo World: The First Land, 
Osaka, March 2021 
The first physical proof of the Nintendo deal arrived in Japan, 

not in the United States. Universal Studios Japan in Osaka had 

been the site of the first major post-Comcast acquisition outside 

North America, and it was the natural location for the inaugural 

Super Nintendo World, partly because of USJ’s established 

relationship with Japanese pop-culture intellectual property, 

partly because of the geographic proximity to Nintendo’s Kyoto 

headquarters, and partly because a Japanese audience for a 

Nintendo land required no translation, no cultural adjustment, 

no explanation of why these characters mattered. 

The design and construction investment exceeded JPY 60 

billion.[1] That is a number that requires context: it is a 

substantial capital commitment by any measure for a themed 

land within an existing park, not a standalone park but a land 

within a park, a defined zone within the larger Universal Studios 

Japan footprint. The investment reflected the construction 

requirements of what Miyamoto had specified: a multi-layered 

vertical environment with tight physical scale and high 

verticality, replicating the density and complexity of the game 
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worlds, with interactive elements embedded throughout 

requiring precision engineering. 

The land was ready in 2020, then not ready. COVID-19 

intervened. The park, like every theme park on earth, closed, 

and the opening of Super Nintendo World was delayed. When it 

finally opened on March 18, 2021, it debuted into a Japan still 

managing pandemic protocols, with attendance restrictions and 

mask requirements that limited the initial experience.[1] But the 

land was open. Guests walked through the pipe entrance and 

into Mushroom Kingdom. The blocks were in the right places. 

The colors were correct. Miyamoto had approved it. 

The physical design was unlike anything Universal Creative had 

built before. The multi-layered vertical layout stacked activity 

across multiple levels simultaneously: guests could be playing 

interactive challenges on one level while Mario Kart vehicles 

tracked across a course overhead while other guests walked 

through environments above and below. The density was 

intentional and canonical; this is how Mario games work, with 

platforms above platforms, with secrets in the walls, with the 

world extending in directions you did not expect. Universal 

Creative had translated the vertical logic of the game into 

physical architecture. 

The land featured a primary anchor attraction built on the 

Mario Kart franchise. Mario Kart: Bowser’s Challenge used a 

combination of physical environments and digital effects to 

place guests inside a kart race lifted from the game, completing 

laps against Bowser’s forces while physical scenery and digital 

overlays combined into an experience that required the guest to 

track both layers simultaneously. The attraction was not a 

passive dark ride. It demanded active participation: steering, 
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aiming, scoring. This was the core design philosophy that 

Miyamoto had brought to the project. Nintendo’s games require 

you to do something. The theme park equivalent had to require 

you to do something too. 

The Multi-layered vertical architecture also introduced the 

Super Star Challenge system, a series of interactive tasks 

distributed throughout the land, each requiring a guest to locate 

a target, deploy the Power-Up Band, and earn a point. These 

challenges were not sideline activities. They were the primary 

mode of engagement for guests who were not queuing for 

attractions. The land was engineered so that the experience of 

moving through the space, absent any queue, was itself a game. 

Miyamoto had insisted on this. An environment that was only 

beautiful to look at was a set. An environment that responded to 

what you did in it was a game. Super Nintendo World was a 

game. 

And then there was the Power-Up Band. 

Super Nintendo World: Hollywood, 
February 2023 
The second Super Nintendo World opened at Universal Studios 

Hollywood on February 17, 2023.[1] Hollywood is the 

constrained park. It occupies a hillside in Los Angeles, hemmed 

in by studio buildings, residential neighborhoods, and municipal 

zoning codes that prevent the kind of horizontal expansion 

available in Orlando or Osaka. Universal Creative had spent 

years understanding how to build within the Lower Lot’s 

specific physical envelope, repurposing active soundstages, 

relocating production facilities, engineering within a footprint 

that did not forgive waste. 
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Super Nintendo World Hollywood was a compact adaptation of 

the Osaka original.[1] It fit into the Lower Lot’s geometry 

without reproducing the full spatial complexity of USJ’s version, 

but it maintained the canonical fidelity that Miyamoto required. 

The colors were correct. The block placements were correct. 

The interactive elements worked. Attendance at Universal 

Studios Hollywood in the year of the Nintendo launch reached 

9,300,000 guests, compared to 8,086,000 in the year of the 

Wizarding World’s Hollywood debut in 2016.[1] The attendance 

pattern tracked what Potter had done seven years earlier in 

Orlando: external franchise IP opened at an existing park, 

attendance surges, per-capita spending rises, the investment 

thesis is validated. 

Hollywood’s Super Nintendo World demonstrated something 

specific about the Nintendo franchise that the Harry Potter 

parallel does not fully capture. Potter’s Wizarding World lands 

were designed for a specific spatial condition: contiguous, multi-

acre environments with clean sightlines, isolated from the 

surrounding park. That design philosophy required significant 

physical space and was difficult to compress. Nintendo’s world, 

by contrast, was engineered with vertical density from the 

beginning, as a direct consequence of Miyamoto’s insistence on 

game-accurate spatial logic. The games are dense and vertical. 

The land is dense and vertical. That density translated 

surprisingly well into constrained footprints. Hollywood proved 

that the franchise could replicate across different park 

geometries, which meant that the multi-decade global 

agreement was not merely aspirational. It was executable. 

The Hollywood opening also demonstrated something about the 

Nintendo franchise’s capacity for cross-channel coordination. 
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The parks license had been structured from the beginning to 

integrate with Nintendo’s broader commercial presence, not 

merely to place a themed land inside an existing park. This kind 

of coordination between a Universal Destinations land and 

Nintendo’s wider franchise ecosystem was precisely what the 

deal’s integrated structure had been designed to produce. 

Nintendo, despite being an external licensor, had been woven 

into the same coordination framework that Universal applied to 

its owned franchises. 

Technology as Architecture: The 
Power-Up Band 
There is a piece of the Nintendo deal that does not appear in the 

attendance figures or the construction budgets but that, with 

hindsight, looks like the most consequential infrastructure 

Universal has built in the past decade. It is called the Power-Up 

Band. 

The Power-Up Band is a physical, silicone wristband, available 

for purchase upon entry to Super Nintendo World, sized to the 

guest’s wrist and styled after the game’s visual vocabulary: a 

round face displaying a character icon, bright colors, the kind of 

thing that looks at home on the wrist of someone who grew up 

playing Nintendo. It is sold separately from park admission. 

Roughly speaking, it is a souvenir that happens to be a 

sophisticated piece of technology.[2] 

The technology is NFC: near-field communication, the same 

short-range radio standard used in contactless credit card 

payments and key fobs. The Power-Up Band uses ambient 

radiofrequency technology to transmit a randomized 

identification number to environmental receivers located 
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throughout the land’s interactive Key Challenges.[2] That 

sentence is worth unpacking. The land contains a distributed 

network of receivers. The band communicates with those 

receivers when brought into proximity. The communication 

triggers a response from the physical environment. 

In practice: a guest walks up to a question-mark block mounted 

on a wall. The block is instrumented. The guest raises their 

wrist with the Power-Up Band toward a specific target on the 

block. A tap registers. The block lights up. A digital sound effect 

plays. A point is awarded to the guest’s in-game score, stored 

not on the band itself but in Universal’s backend game database, 

linked to the user’s account through the guest’s mobile app via 

QR code scanning.[2] 

No personal metadata is stored directly on the band. The band 

carries only a randomized identification number. The game 

state, the accumulated coins, the challenge rankings, the 

progress toward the boss battle, lives in the database, linked to 

the mobile app, accessible to the guest and to Universal’s 

systems simultaneously.[2] The local physical environment 

reacts to the guest’s presence while the data resides elsewhere, 

in a backend architecture that can process it, display it, and use 

it to shape what happens next. 

The boss battle at the end of the Key Challenges sequence is not 

a passive experience. It is an earned one: guests who have 

collected the requisite keys by completing challenges 

throughout the land unlock access to a physical-digital 

confrontation with Bowser’s army, mediated by the band and 

the app, tracked in real time, resolved with a score that is 

meaningful because it reflects what the guest actually did that 

day in the land. The transformation the band accomplishes is 
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not incidental. It transforms the guest from passive observer 

into active player.[1,2] 

Now consider what Universal has actually built here, stripped of 

the Nintendo theming. 

Universal has built a distributed network of sensors embedded 

in a physical environment. It has put a data-transmitting 

wearable on the wrists of its guests. It has linked that wearable 

to a mobile application that stores individual guest state. It has 

created a system in which the physical environment reacts in 

real time to the presence and activity of individual guests, and in 

which that individual guest’s in-park behavior is captured, 

stored, and processed in a backend database that can be queried 

at any moment. 

That infrastructure exists. It is running today at Universal 

Studios Japan, Universal Studios Hollywood, and Epic Universe. 

It was built for game mechanics, because the application was a 

Mario game and the game needed a physical expression, and 

Miyamoto wanted guests to feel like they were inside the game 

rather than looking at a recreation of it. The architecture was 

designed to serve those creative requirements. But the 

architecture is the architecture, independent of the application 

running on top of it. 

The architectural question that follows is what else might run 

on top of it. 

Universal is not currently deploying AI-driven personalization 

in its parks. The sourced record as of 2026 contains no evidence 

of LLM-powered characters, no evidence of machine-learning 

personalization engines serving individual guests at scale, no 

evidence of AI systems using in-park behavioral data to modify 
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a guest’s experience in real time.[3] What Universal has built is 

the plumbing, not the water. The NFC receiver network is the 

plumbing. The mobile app backend is the plumbing. The 

individual guest-state database is the plumbing. 

When the personalization layer eventually arrives, it will need 

exactly this infrastructure. It will need to know where 

individual guests are, what they have done, what their current 

state is, and it will need to communicate that state back into the 

physical environment in real time. The Power-Up Band system 

does all of those things, right now, for game mechanics. The 

logic that makes it useful for game mechanics is identical to the 

logic that would make it useful for AI-driven personalization. 

Universal built it for Miyamoto. The architecture arrived before 

the application that will eventually run on it. 

This is not unique in the history of technology infrastructure. 

Railroads built for freight later carried passengers. Phone 

networks built for voice later carried data. The infrastructure 

tends to outlast the original application and find new uses as the 

applications change. The Power-Up Band system is the theme 

park equivalent: physical-digital infrastructure built for a 

specific purpose, durable enough to serve purposes not yet 

defined, already installed at scale across three continents. 

Epic Universe: The Announcement and 
the COVID Arc 
On August 1, 2019, Universal announced Epic Universe.[1] The 

announcement described a new theme park, the first new major 

American theme park in decades, to be built on a tract of land 

south of the existing Universal Orlando Resort. The projected 

opening date was 2023. 
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The financial scale was substantial. Financial analysis of 

Comcast’s capital expenditure patterns in the years leading to 

Epic Universe’s opening suggests a total development cost, 

including the three integrated hotels, road infrastructure, and 

land preparation, of approximately five and a half to six billion 

dollars.[1] That is a capital commitment of a magnitude that few 

entertainment companies have undertaken in the modern era, a 

number that reflects not just the construction of themed lands 

but the full resort infrastructure required to support a new 

multi-day destination. 

The August 2019 announcement landed well. Universal had the 

land, purchased in 2018. It had the partner agreements. It had 

the architectural plans. The parks division was generating 

record revenues and EBITDA: segment revenue in fiscal year 

2019 reached 5.928 billion dollars, with adjusted EBITDA of 

2.455 billion dollars, and capital expenditures of 1.910 billion 

dollars, the most aggressive investment posture the division 

had ever maintained.[1] Comcast had the capital and the appetite 

to spend it. The parks division had demonstrated the returns. 

Epic Universe was the logical culmination of the investment 

thesis that had been building since the Comcast acquisition 

closed in 2011: if the parks generate high margins on invested 

capital, invest more capital. 

The land that Epic Universe would occupy sat south of the 

existing Universal Orlando complex, separated from Islands of 

Adventure and Universal Studios Florida by the International 

Drive corridor. Universal had been assembling the parcels since 

2018, a land acquisition process that required the patience and 

strategic discipline of a company that knew what it wanted to 

build before the public knew the land was being assembled. The 
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site, at full build-out, would accommodate not just the theme 

park itself but three new hotels, a road infrastructure network 

connecting to the highway system, and the resort support 

infrastructure that transforms a theme park into a destination 

rather than a day trip. The plan assumed that guests would 

arrive and stay. The Helios Grand Hotel, embedded directly 

within Celestial Park’s hub architecture, was designed so that 

hotel guests could walk from their room into the park without 

leaving the resort campus. The integration between 

accommodation and attraction was more complete in Epic 

Universe’s design than in anything Universal had previously 

built. 

Then COVID-19 arrived. 

In March 2020, Universal Studios Florida and Islands of 

Adventure closed. Universal Studios Hollywood closed. 

International parks followed. The revenue collapse was 

immediate and severe: segment revenues fell by 69 percent in 

the full fiscal year 2020, to 1.82 billion dollars, producing an 

operating cash flow loss of 541 million dollars.[1] The parks 

division that had been generating record performance became a 

division generating record losses, in a single year, because of an 

event no financial model had anticipated. 

In July 2020, Comcast suspended construction on Epic Universe 

to preserve capital.[1] The decision was operationally rational. 

With parks closed or operating at severely reduced capacity, 

with no visibility on when normal operations would resume, 

committing billions of dollars to a new park that could not open 

until conditions normalized was a capital allocation problem. 

The correct decision was to stop the construction clock, 

preserve liquidity, and wait. 
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The discipline that decision required should not be understated. 

Epic Universe was not a minor project that could be paused 

without consequences. It was the largest capital commitment in 

Universal’s history, involving contracts with thousands of 

construction workers, vendors, equipment suppliers, and design 

firms. Pausing construction meant renegotiating schedules, 

managing contractual obligations, and accepting cost increases 

when construction eventually resumed, because supply chain 

conditions would be different, inflation would have moved, and 

the workforce would need to be reassembled. The pause was 

expensive. It was also correct. 

Construction resumed in April 2021, nine months after the 

suspension.[1] The recovery period, starting in late 2021, was 

remarkably swift. Domestic travel demand rebounded faster 

than almost any analyst had forecast, driven by consumers who 

had accumulated savings during the pandemic period and who 

had specific destinations they had been prevented from visiting. 

Universal’s existing parks posted historic revenue and adjusted 

EBITDA highs in fiscal years 2022 and 2023, providing the 

financial justification to recommit to Epic Universe’s full scope 

without scaling back the ambition of the original design. The 

pause had cost time and money. It had not cost the vision. 

Post-pandemic supply chain challenges and inflation increased 

the project’s total cost beyond the original estimates. The 

construction timeline pushed the opening from the projected 

2023 date to May 22, 2025. The two-year delay was visible in 

the final capital expenditure figures: the “Content and 

Experiences” segment of Comcast’s reported capital spending 

surged to over 1.3 billion dollars annually in 2023 and 2024 as 

the construction super-cycle peaked.[1] 



Pg | 227 

The financial data records the shape of the crisis cleanly. 

Segment revenues in 2020 fell to 1.820 billion dollars, with an 

adjusted EBITDA loss of 541 million dollars.[1] In 2021, as parks 

reopened and the recovery began, revenues rebounded to 5.051 

billion dollars. In 2022, driven by the domestic “revenge travel” 

surge, the division posted revenue of 7.522 billion dollars and 

adjusted EBITDA of 2.710 billion dollars: not just a recovery but 

a new record, a performance that exceeded the pre-pandemic 

peak and validated the decision to resume Epic Universe 

without scaling back the vision.[1] The pause had been expensive 

in terms of delay and construction cost escalation. The recovery 

had been faster and stronger than the worst-case models 

anticipated. 

The COVID arc, traced from the August 2019 announcement 

through the July 2020 suspension through the April 2021 

resumption through the May 2025 opening, is the arc of a 

company that had the discipline to pause and the confidence to 

resume without flinching. The pause was a response to 

conditions. The resumption was a bet on the structural 

durability of destination leisure. Both decisions were correct. 

May 22, 2025: Epic Universe Opens 
The first guests walked through Epic Universe on May 22, 

2025.[1] They entered through Celestial Park, the central hub of 

the resort, a departure from the traditional theme park model 

that places commercial retail and ticketing operations at the 

front of the guest experience. Celestial Park was designed as a 

public garden: acres of rolling landscape, waterways, fine 

dining, and open sky, with the four themed lands accessed 

through stone-girded portals at the park’s perimeter. The 

design placed negative space at the center, which was 
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counterintuitive. Theme parks are normally designed to 

maximize the commercial density of every square foot. Epic 

Universe put the garden in the middle and the attractions at the 

edges, and the garden was the attraction. 

The park debuted sold out. Universal’s operations team had 

implemented a controlled capacity strategy: single-day ticket 

sales were limited, multi-day bundles were required, and guest 

entry was managed to prevent the opening-day crowding that 

had characterized the debuts of major new parks and lands in 

the past. The controlled capacity kept wait times low, averaging 

under 25 minutes for primary roller coasters and 45 minutes 

for the Mario Kart attraction.[1] These numbers are 

operationally significant: a major new park on opening day, 

running at low wait times, is a park that has been built with 

sufficient capacity to absorb demand at scale. 

The four themed lands arrayed around Celestial Park 

represented a portfolio of intellectual property that Universal 

had assembled over multiple decades of external licensing and 

internal franchise development. Super Nintendo World 

anchored the east side of the park, the culmination of the Kyoto 

negotiations from 2014, now at its largest and most complete 

expression. Where the Osaka and Hollywood versions had 

centered on the Mario Kart franchise, Epic Universe’s version 

expanded into a second distinct sub-land built around the 

Donkey Kong Country franchise, adding Mine-Cart Madness as a 

second anchor attraction alongside Mario Kart: Bowser’s 

Challenge. The two adjacent lands together gave the Nintendo 

franchise a physical footprint and a capacity breadth that no 

single anchor ride could have provided, and the Power-Up Band 

system ran across both, tracking individual guest scores in real 
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time through the same NFC receiver network that had debuted 

in Osaka four years earlier.[1] Dark Universe brought Universal’s 

Classic Monsters franchise, dormant as a theme park identity for 

years, into a dedicated land anchored by a single ride of 

unprecedented mechanical ambition. How to Train Your 

Dragon’s Isle of Berk translated DreamWorks Animation’s 

Viking franchise into a lakeside environment with live shows 

and coaster attractions. The Wizarding World of Harry Potter’s 

Ministry of Magic brought the franchise’s fourth major land to 

life, set in the world of the Fantastic Beasts films and the core 

Harry Potter narrative’s late period, distinct from the 

Hogsmeade and Diagon Alley environments that guests already 

knew.[1] 

Epic Universe was the first new major American theme park in 

over two decades. That fact had been in the press materials 

since the 2019 announcement, deployed as a headline, but it 

understated the actual significance of what had been built. A 

new American theme park is not just a collection of rides and 

themed environments. It is a resort infrastructure: hotels, 

restaurants, transit connections, parking capacity, staff training, 

operational logistics systems. Epic Universe included three 

integrated hotels adjacent to the park site, road infrastructure 

connecting to the broader Orlando resort corridor, and a design 

philosophy that assumed guests would spend multiple days 

rather than a single day. The Helios Grand Hotel sat directly 

within the Celestial Park hub, with dedicated entry gates into 

the park for hotel guests, a design choice that collapsed the 

boundary between the resort and the park into a single 

continuous experience. By late 2025, the Universal Orlando 

Resort total room inventory had reached over 11,000 rooms.[1] 
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The critical and public reception was positive. The 

environmental detail of Celestial Park drew particular praise, as 

did the scale of the Isle of Berk’s live show production and the 

immersive completeness of the Dark Universe land. Some 

industry observers noted that the smaller lands felt capacity-

constrained once guests moved beyond the primary attractions, 

a function of the physics of themed land design: the attraction 

anchors draw the crowds, and if the secondary experiences 

cannot absorb the overflow, the experience outside the ride 

queue feels thin. This is a solvable problem, one that Harry 

Potter’s lands had also encountered in their early years before 

secondary retail and experience layers were added. 

Mike Cavanagh, President of Comcast and chief executive of 

NBCUniversal, framed Epic Universe’s market effect in 

subsequent earnings commentary with the precision of an 

executive who had watched the attendance and per-capita data 

arrive in real time: the goal, he noted, was to move Universal 

Orlando toward a week-long vacation type of experience, and 

what the opening period demonstrated was that Epic Universe 

was driving higher per-capita spending and attendance across 

the entirety of Universal Orlando, not just at the new park but at 

the existing parks that anchored the resort.[3] The effect that 

Harry Potter had produced at Islands of Adventure in 2010, the 

halo attendance lift that pulled guests into the adjacent park as 

well as the new land, was operating at the resort scale. Epic 

Universe lifted the whole property. 

But the headline fact was the opening itself. Epic Universe 

existed. It was open. It was sold out. And it contained the third 

Super Nintendo World. 
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Monsters Unchained: The Frankenstein 
Experiment 
Dark Universe opened May 22, 2025, alongside the rest of Epic 

Universe, and its anchor attraction, Monsters Unchained: The 

Frankenstein Experiment, was built to specifications that had 

never been attempted at scale in a commercial theme park 

environment.[2] 

The ride system is a high-speed KUKA robotic arm vehicle 

mounted on a busbar track.[2] KUKA is a German industrial 

robotics company, the manufacturer of the same class of high-

speed robotic arm systems used in automotive manufacturing 

plants for welding, painting, and component assembly. 

Universal Creative had used KUKA technology before, in the ride 

system for Harry Potter and the Forbidden Journey, where a 

RoboCoaster arm carrying four passengers moved through a 

hybrid track-and-screen environment simulating flight. 

Monsters Unchained pushed the same fundamental architecture 

harder: higher speed, more violent acceleration, a ride profile 

designed to produce the visceral intensity appropriate to a land 

built around creatures that are genuinely frightening. 

The busbar track system carries electrical power to the ride 

vehicle continuously along the track length, eliminating the 

battery weight limitations that constrain some trackless ride 

systems and allowing the KUKA arm to sustain its full range of 

motion throughout the entire ride path. The vehicle moves 

through physical sets that blend seamlessly with projection 

mapping, transitioning between physical environments and 

digital extensions in ways that are difficult to parse in real time 

at ride speed.[2] 
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The fourteen animatronic figures built for Monsters Unchained 

represent the current high-water mark of physical animatronic 

engineering in the theme park industry.[2] Universal Creative 

designed these figures to achieve kinetic speed and acceleration 

that had been previously impossible on traditional pneumatic or 

hydraulic animatronic platforms. The figures do not stand in 

place and gesture. They move: they lunge, they swipe, they 

react, they occupy physical space with a violence of motion that 

reads as genuine threat at ride speed and proximity. 

The headlining figure is Frankenstein’s Monster, positioned in 

the attraction’s secondary pre-show. The Monster stands nine 

feet tall and weighs over 800 pounds.[2] Those dimensions are 

not approximations. They are engineering specifications, the 

dimensions required to achieve the visual impact the designers 

intended at the spatial distance of a pre-show viewing 

environment. A figure that stands nine feet tall and weighs 800 

pounds is not a prop. It is a machine, built to move with enough 

authority that the weight and height read as physical danger 

even to a guest who knows intellectually that they are in a 

theme park. 

These figures are animatronics and robotics. They are not AI-

driven. The source record is explicit on this point: public 

descriptions of the Dark Universe animatronics consistently 

emphasize speed, realism, and advanced mechanical 

engineering, without describing the figures as AI-powered or 

autonomously decision-making.[3] The figures execute pre-

programmed motion sequences with extreme physical 

precision, coordinated with the ride system’s position and 

speed through integrated show control systems. The innovation 

is mechanical and electromechanical, not computational. 
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Universal Creative’s achievement in Dark Universe is the 

achievement of getting industrial robotics to perform with the 

speed and intensity of a manufactured threat, not the 

achievement of getting an AI system to generate behavior in real 

time. 

This distinction is important for understanding what Universal’s 

strategy actually is. The industry in 2025 and 2026 was full of 

discussion about AI-driven animatronics, about large language 

model characters who could hold conversations with guests, 

about the future of physical-digital character interaction. Disney 

was pursuing some of these directions aggressively, with its 

BDX droid platforms using reinforcement learning models to 

achieve dynamic locomotion in public spaces. Universal’s 

approach in Dark Universe was categorically different: invest 

the engineering budget in making physical animatronics faster, 

larger, more kinetically intense, more physically present, rather 

than more computationally sophisticated. The Frankenstein’s 

Monster at 800 pounds is not trying to hold a conversation. It is 

trying to terrify you. That is a deliberate strategic choice, and it 

is the right choice for the application. 

The ride experience was not limited to the Frankenstein’s 

Monster pre-show figure. The fourteen animatronic figures 

depicted Universal Classic Monsters, each engineered to the 

same kinetic performance standard: Dracula, the Wolf Man, and 

others, each built to move with a speed and violence of motion 

that the pre-KUKA era of pneumatic and hydraulic animatronics 

could not achieve. The figures did not supplement a screen-and-

projection experience. They were the experience. Universal 

Creative had made the deliberate design choice that the primary 

sensory impact of Monsters Unchained would come from 
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physical presence rather than digital immersion, a choice that 

ran counter to the industry’s prevailing assumption that screens 

and projection mapping offered the most cost-efficient path to 

immersive intensity. The ride argued otherwise, with fourteen 

figures and an 800-pound headliner as its evidence.[2] 

The attraction also introduced an engineering patent that 

pointed toward potential future applications: Universal filed 

documentation in May 2026 describing a mechatronic concept 

designed to bring small, animated physical creatures into direct 

contact with ride vehicles, using controlled magnetic or vacuum 

systems to allow creature figures to physically climb onto the 

exterior surfaces of the vehicle itself, bringing them within 

centimeters of riders.[2] The patent described a conceptual 

capability, not a deployed product. But it illustrated the 

direction of Universal Creative’s mechanical imagination: not 

toward AI-driven adaptive behavior, but toward more 

aggressive, more physically intimate, more kinetically 

surprising forms of physical encounter between guest and 

creature. 

Monsters Unchained: The Frankenstein Experiment won 

Amusement Today’s 2025 Golden Ticket Award for Best Dark 

Ride and the 2026 Thea Award for Outstanding Achievement in 

an Attraction.[2] Those awards represent industry consensus 

that the ride is the best of its kind in the world. The KUKA 

busbar system, the fourteen animatronic figures, the 

Frankenstein’s Monster at nine feet and 800 pounds: this is the 

mechatronic high-water mark of Universal’s physical-first 

strategy, the proof that engineering invested in the physical 

rather than the computational can produce experiences that the 

industry recognizes as exceptional. 
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The Symphony Bridge 
The Nintendo deal, negotiated in Kyoto in 2014, was structured 

from its inception as an integrated franchise rather than a 

single-park license. Universal had learned from the Harry Potter 

years what an integrated franchise looked like operationally: 

lands in multiple parks on multiple continents, each adapted to 

its host park’s constraints, each maintaining canonical fidelity to 

the source material, each generating a share of royalties flowing 

back to the licensor while the multiplied attendance effect 

generated returns to the parks operator that the royalty cost 

could not extinguish. The Harry Potter arrangement had been 

pioneered in a period before all of those operational patterns 

were fully understood. Nintendo was negotiated with the full 

operational playbook available. 

The result was a franchise architecture coordinated from the 

beginning across parks: USJ first, then Hollywood, then Epic 

Universe. Beyond the parks, the Nintendo arrangement also 

intersected with the animated Mario movie released by 

Illumination, the Universal Pictures animation studio, in 2023, 

creating promotional alignment between the film’s theatrical 

release and the Hollywood Super Nintendo World opening in 

the same year. The parks, the film, the consumer products, the 

licensing: the different channels reinforced each other in ways 

that an ad hoc single-park deal could not have produced. 

A system was taking shape across Universal’s operations during 

this decade, something more integrated than a portfolio of 

separate deals, something with a name that had not yet been 

publicly articulated. The Nintendo partnership, coordinated 

from Kyoto through Osaka through Hollywood through Orlando 

over eleven years, was one of its clearest expressions. What that 
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system was called, and what it fully encompassed, is the subject 

of the next chapter. 

The Architecture of a Decade 
Count what the Nintendo decade produced. Negotiations 

concluded in Kyoto in 2014. Super Nintendo World opened at 

Universal Studios Japan in March 2021, after a construction 

investment exceeding JPY 60 billion, after a COVID delay that 

held back an already-complete land for months. Super Nintendo 

World opened at Universal Studios Hollywood in February 

2023, in a compact vertical adaptation of the Osaka original, 

proving the franchise’s replicability across constrained 

footprints. Super Nintendo World opened at Epic Universe on 

May 22, 2025, the largest and most complete expression of the 

franchise, containing both the Mario Kart and the Donkey Kong 

Country experiences within a multi-IP land of unprecedented 

scale. 

Three lands. Three continents. One license. That is the material 

output of the 2014 Kyoto negotiation, the physical inventory of 

what Woodbury and Miyamoto agreed to build across eleven 

years. USJ, then Hollywood, then Epic Universe: each opening a 

demonstration of the deal’s global architecture, each an 

adaptation of the canonical Miyamoto-approved environment to 

a specific park’s physical and cultural constraints, each 

generating the attendance and per-capita return that justified 

the royalty payments flowing to Kyoto. 

But the inventory is not the whole argument. The whole 

argument is that the Nintendo decade produced something 

beyond the attractions: it produced the Power-Up Band 

infrastructure, the distributed NFC receiver network embedded 

in physical environments across three parks, the mobile app 
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backend carrying individual guest state, the architecture that 

currently serves game mechanics and that is structurally ready 

for whatever personalization layer arrives next. It produced 

Epic Universe, the first new major American theme park in over 

two decades, built on the financial confidence generated by the 

Harry Potter years and by Comcast’s willingness to deploy 

capital against proven return patterns. It produced Monsters 

Unchained’s fourteen animatronic figures as the current high-

water mark of physical engineering in themed entertainment. 

And it proved the replicability of the second franchise. Harry 

Potter had proved the external IP model. Nintendo proved it 

again. Two proofs make a strategy, not a coincidence. 

Universal’s ability to negotiate with external IP owners who 

demand creative control, to build to the exacting specifications 

those creators impose, and to generate the attendance and per-

capita multiplier that justifies the royalty cost and the 

construction investment: this is a structural capability, not a 

lucky sequence of licensing deals. 

The Nintendo decade ends with Epic Universe open and sold 

out, with Super Nintendo World running on three continents, 

with the Power-Up Band infrastructure in place, and with the 

portfolio positioned for whatever decade comes next. The 

second franchise proved the model was repeatable. The 

architecture proved it was designed for more than it was 

currently being asked to do. 

The chapter that follows is about how all of it fits together. 
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CHAPTER 11: THE PORTFOLIO SORT 
On the morning of November 20, 2024, Mike Cavanagh gathered 

his executive committee at 30 Rockefeller Plaza in New York 

City to finalize the structural details of a corporate 

reorganization that had been building momentum for the better 

part of two years.[1] The building had housed NBC’s 

headquarters since its construction in 1933, and the rooms on 

its upper floors had witnessed enough corporate 

transformations to fill a separate book. GE and Vivendi 

Universal Entertainment had formed NBC Universal in 2004, 

with Comcast acquiring the company in 2011. It had bought the 

remaining stake in 2013. It had watched the cable networks that 

came bundled with the broadcaster generate reliable 

subscription income across the first decade of its ownership, 

and then watched that income begin its slow, inexorable decline 

as cord-cutting accelerated and linear television’s structural 

position deteriorated season by season. Today’s business, 

however, was not about managing a decline. It was about 

completing a separation. 

Comcast was preparing to announce the creation of a new, 

publicly traded media company through a tax-free spin-off of a 

select portfolio of NBCUniversal’s cable television networks.[2] 

The transaction had been structured carefully, as any operation 

of this scale and regulatory complexity required. A spin-off 

rather than a sale, because a sale would generate a taxable gain 

of enormous magnitude. A select portfolio rather than all of the 

cable assets, because NBC, Peacock, and Bravo were being 

retained. The choice of which assets to keep and which to 

separate was itself a statement, a public declaration about 
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which businesses Comcast believed had futures worth investing 

in and which had run their course as core holdings. 

The assets designated for the spin-off were not trivial. USA 

Network, CNBC, MSNBC, Oxygen, E!, SYFY, and Golf Channel 

would leave NBCUniversal’s books, along with digital properties 

including Fandango, Rotten Tomatoes, and GolfNow.[3] Taken 

together, these were channels and platforms that had once 

constituted the majority of NBCUniversal’s revenue base: the 

stable, recurring subscription income that had made the media 

conglomerate model seem so durable in the 1990s and early 

2000s. At the time of the original NBC acquisition, cable 

networks were the jewel of the deal. Now they were the portion 

being handed to someone else. 

The leadership designations for the new entity were already 

settled. Mark Lazarus, then serving as Chairman of 

NBCUniversal Media Group, would become chief executive 

officer of the newly independent company. Anand Kini, then 

serving as chief financial officer of NBCUniversal, would 

transition to serve as CFO and COO of the new company.[3] 

Inside Comcast’s planning processes, the vehicle had been 

codenamed Versant. The name itself suggested fluency, the 

ability to move through something, though in the planning 

documents the more common designation was simply SpinCo, a 

neutral working label for a company being removed from one of 

the largest media conglomerates in the world. 

What remained with NBCUniversal after the separation was the 

more interesting list. NBC and Peacock, the broadcast network 

and its streaming counterpart. The Universal Filmed 

Entertainment Group, home to Universal Pictures and the studio 

system under Donna Langley’s chairmanship. And Universal 
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Destinations and Experiences, the theme parks division under 

Mark Woodbury’s leadership that had, for the fiscal year just 

concluded, generated $7.45 billion in revenue and $2.37 billion 

in adjusted EBITDA, representing nearly 40 percent of 

NBCUniversal’s total consolidated adjusted EBITDA from 

roughly 18 percent of its total revenue.[4] The parks were 

generating outsized cash flow relative to their revenue 

contribution. The margins hovered between 30 and 40 percent 

adjusted EBITDA. Cable networks, even healthy ones, rarely 

sustained those numbers. 

Cavanagh, who had assumed direct operational control of 

NBCUniversal following executive transitions in 2023 and who 

reported to Comcast Chairman and CEO Brian L. Roberts, had 

been framing the parks division’s position in precisely these 

terms across earnings calls and investor communications for 

months.[5] The cable networks faced structural headwinds from 

cord-cutting that no amount of operational discipline could fully 

offset. The theme parks generated cash at margins that cable 

had once only approached in its peak years, produced no cord-

cutting analog in any scenario anyone could model, and were in 

the early phases of the most aggressive capacity expansion in 

the division’s history. The Versant announcement was, in its 

structural logic, a statement about what NBCUniversal had 

decided it was: a company organized around content creation, 

streaming distribution, and physical destinations, with 

everything else redistributed elsewhere. 

The parks’ financial contribution sharpened the case 

considerably. For the fiscal year ended December 31, 2024, the 

theme parks segment had contributed nearly 40 percent of 

NBCUniversal’s total consolidated adjusted EBITDA while 
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generating roughly 18 percent of total revenue: a ratio that no 

cable network in the portfolio could match.[4] The parks’ 

margins were structural rather than cyclical, reflecting the 

compounding effect of years of capital investment in immersive, 

high-throughput attractions that guests returned to repeatedly. 

A guest who had visited the Wizarding World of Harry Potter 

once had a demonstrated propensity to return for Diagon Alley 

when it opened, and for the Ministry of Magic at Epic Universe 

after that. The parks generated recurring visitation without 

requiring the content refresh cycles that kept cable channels 

perpetually dependent on programming budgets. The structural 

case for keeping the parks and separating the cable assets was, 

by November 2024, essentially self-evident in the numbers. 

The executive committee meeting at 30 Rock was the 

culmination of a sorting process, not the beginning of one. The 

parks had spent the better part of three decades working their 

way from the margins of one corporate owner after another 

toward the center of the one that finally understood what they 

were worth. November 20, 2024 was the moment when the 

corporate org chart caught up with the financial reality that had 

been legible in the numbers for years. 

 

The Meaning of Versant 
Versant became a standalone company effective January 2, 

2026.[6] That date, unglamorous and administratively precise, 

marked the formal completion of the transaction: the cable 

networks were out, the parks were in, and the entity now called 

NBCUniversal was organized explicitly around film, streaming, 

and physical destinations. Cavanagh said publicly that post-

Versant, Comcast would continue to invest heavily in Universal 
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Destinations and Experiences, citing Epic Universe’s strong 

performance and the pipeline of new projects as justification.[6] 

The investment case for the parks was no longer being made by 

implication. 

The named concept that the Cavanagh decision produced is not 

easily reduced to a single transaction. What happened at 30 

Rock in November 2024, and what completed itself on January 

2, 2026, was the portfolio sort: the process by which a 

conglomerate with too many assets in too many states of 

structural health separated those assets into distinct vehicles, 

allocated capital accordingly, and allowed each vehicle to be 

understood on its own terms. The sort itself is a management 

act. What made this particular sort interesting was what it said 

about the division that remained when the sorting was finished. 

Universal Destinations and Experiences had been a peripheral 

asset under Matsushita, spending the early 1990s starved of 

capital while a Japanese electronics giant struggled to 

understand what it had purchased along with MCA. It had been 

a portfolio diversifier under Seagram, useful primarily as 

evidence that Edgar Bronfman Jr. had converted the family 

beverages business into something that deserved to sit 

alongside Universal Pictures and PolyGram. It had nearly been 

sold under Vivendi when Jean-Marie Messier’s debt-fueled 

acquisition model collapsed and the parks were categorized as a 

non-strategic asset. Under GE, the parks received hands-off 

stewardship from executives who viewed cyclical, capital-

intensive theme park businesses as fundamentally misaligned 

with GE’s manufacturing and financial services competencies, 

releasing capital only when projects could demonstrate 
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immediate return on invested capital without parent-company 

debt. 

All of that history has already been traced through the named 

concepts that organized it: the absent owner, the portfolio 

diversifier, the resort logic, the orphan asset, the high-ROIC 

unlock. Each concept captured a distinct phase of the division’s 

relationship with its corporate parents. Each parent 

relationship ended, and the next began, and the parks continued 

to generate cash through every transition, waiting for an owner 

that would treat them as a core holding rather than a financial 

instrument. 

What the Versant spin-off established was a simpler and more 

direct claim. With cable gone, the remaining NBCUniversal was 

film plus streaming plus parks. The division that had spent 

decades as a supporting character in someone else’s corporate 

strategy was now one of three verticals around which the 

company was explicitly and publicly constructed. The portfolio 

sort was complete. The logic it had clarified also set the stage for 

something larger, an operational architecture that had been 

building beneath the corporate structure for years, and that 

would only become fully visible in the chapter that follows this 

one. 

 

The Woodbury Transition 
The man running Universal Destinations and Experiences when 

the Versant announcement landed was Mark Woodbury, and 

understanding his path to the chairmanship requires 

understanding what the parks division had accumulated under 
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Comcast’s ownership and what kind of institutional knowledge 

it needed at the top.[7] 

Tom Williams had guided Universal Parks and Resorts for more 

than three decades, a tenure so long that it predated the 

Comcast era entirely and stretched back through the GE 

acquisition, the Vivendi crisis, the Seagram years, and the MCA 

period. He had been elevated to Chairman and CEO of Universal 

Parks and Resorts in the late 1990s, a moment when the parks 

were still struggling to find their footing financially. He had 

managed the capital drought of the Vivendi years when the 

parent company was rationing cash across the entire portfolio 

and the parks’ market share in Orlando was deteriorating for 

lack of new ride investment. He had navigated the GE era’s strict 

return-on-capital demands, learning to structure proposals that 

could clear a committee that treated theme park capex as a last 

resort rather than a strategic tool. And he had watched Comcast 

arrive in 2011 with a fundamentally different posture, one 

willing to invest at scale once the financial model of the Harry 

Potter lands had demonstrated what the parks were capable of 

producing. In November 2021, Universal announced that 

Williams would retire effective March 16, 2022, after thirty-

three years of service to the division.[8] 

Mark Woodbury succeeded Williams as Chairman and Chief 

Executive Officer on March 16, 2022, the same date Williams’s 

retirement took effect.[8] The succession was notable not only 

for its orderliness but for what Woodbury represented as a 

selection. He had joined the recreation division in the late 

1980s, during the development of Universal Studios Florida, the 

park that opened in June 1990 and established Universal as a 

serious competitor in the Orlando market. He had risen through 
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Universal Creative, the internal design and engineering division, 

and had been named its President in 2001. In that role, he had 

overseen the master planning of Universal Studios Japan, 

Islands of Adventure, and Universal Studios Beijing. He had 

championed an approach his team called “experiential 

immersion”: not rides added to a theme park, but environments 

so complete in their physical construction that guests were 

transported directly into the worlds of the films they had grown 

up watching.[9] 

Most consequentially, Woodbury had led the creative side of the 

Harry Potter negotiations. When J.K. Rowling walked away from 

Disney’s conservative proposal in 2006 and Universal stepped 

forward, the offer that Universal structured was Woodbury’s 

creation: absolute creative veto power for Rowling over every 

element of the environment, a fully dedicated contiguous 

section converting 20 acres of Islands of Adventure’s Lost 

Continent, and a prohibition on any corporate sponsorship or 

non-canonical merchandise within the land’s boundaries. No 

Coca-Cola. No generic toys. No attractions inserted without 

Rowling’s approval. That agreement, signed on May 31, 2007, 

and what it produced in the decade that followed, changed the 

competitive dynamics of the global theme park industry in ways 

that every subsequent chapter of this book has traced.[10] 

The same philosophy at larger scale drove the Nintendo 

partnership, negotiated beginning in 2014 with Nintendo’s 

legendary game designer Shigeru Miyamoto, and the 

construction of Epic Universe, the third theme park at Universal 

Orlando announced in August 2019 that opened on May 22, 

2025. Woodbury had been the central creative figure through 

each of those milestones. When he became chairman, he 
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brought with him not just the institutional memory of those 

negotiations but the specific design philosophy that had 

produced them. 

Universal Creative’s own leadership transitioned in parallel. 

Mike Hightower succeeded Woodbury as President of Universal 

Creative in January 2022, having served as Vice President of 

Project Management during the construction of several 

domestic and international parks. Thierry Coup, who had 

served as Senior Vice President and Chief Creative Officer and 

who had been the primary creative lead on attractions including 

The Amazing Adventures of Spider-Man and Harry Potter and 

the Forbidden Journey, retired in early 2023 after a long tenure 

during which he had been the visible public spokesperson for 

the creative direction of the parks.[9] In July 2023, Universal 

hired Maggie Murphy, a former Principal and Co-Managing 

Director of Gensler New York, to lead Universal Creative under 

Woodbury’s direct oversight, a hire that signaled a deliberate 

integration of large-scale commercial architecture and urban 

planning methodology into what had historically been a theme-

park-specific design discipline.[9] 

In March 2023, Comcast formalized the rebranding that had 

been implicit in the division’s strategic direction for years: 

Universal Parks and Resorts became Universal Destinations and 

Experiences, a name change that reflected a mandate to expand 

beyond traditional theme park resorts into formats that could 

reach guests in geographies and demographic segments the 

Orlando-and-Hollywood model could not efficiently serve.[11] 

Woodbury’s reporting line, directly to Cavanagh rather than 

through intermediate television and film distribution 

hierarchies, represented a structural elevation of the parks to 
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peer status with the studio and media groups: not a subsidiary 

business contributing to a media conglomerate’s diversification, 

but a core vertical operating alongside the film studio and the 

streaming platform on equal footing. 

 

Three New Parks 
The rebranding carried operational content. Universal 

Destinations and Experiences under Woodbury was not simply 

administering the existing portfolio of full-scale destination 

resorts. It was building entirely new formats for entirely 

different market contexts. 

The first of the three major new concepts addressed the 

youngest demographic Universal had historically underserved. 

Universal Kids Resort in Frisco, Texas, was announced in 

January 2023 with a target opening in late 2026.[12] The park 

would occupy 97 acres in the Dallas-Fort Worth metropolitan 

area, a market with a family-age population large enough to 

support a regional destination park without requiring guests to 

fly to Florida. The design was explicitly calibrated for young 

children: themed lands, interactive play areas, low-to-moderate 

thrill levels, and a 300-room family-focused hotel positioned to 

capture overnight stays from families driving in from within a 

few hours.[12] 

The IP anchoring the park reflected a calculation about where 

the Illumination and DreamWorks Animation catalogues had 

their strongest purchase with guests under ten: Gabby’s 

Dollhouse, Trolls, Shrek and Puss in Boots, Jurassic World Camp 

Cretaceous, SpongeBob SquarePants, and Despicable Me. These 

were properties whose primary audiences had not yet aged into 
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the experience of wanting to be terrified by a roller coaster or 

immersed in a fantasy world that required them to recognize 

film references from a decade before their birth.[13] The Frisco 

concept represented a departure from Universal’s traditional 

identity as a thrill-ride destination for teenagers and adults, and 

a deliberate attempt to cultivate the next generation of 

Universal guests before Disney’s far larger family-oriented 

portfolio made that relationship permanent. Construction began 

in November 2023, with estimated costs around $550 million, 

and opening timelines pointed to late 2026.[13] 

The strategic logic of a dedicated children’s park, separated 

from the thrill-ride infrastructure of the full-scale resorts, 

addressed a structural problem in Universal’s guest 

development model. A family visiting Universal Orlando with 

children under seven was navigating a park designed primarily 

for guests considerably older. The signature attractions in the 

Wizarding World required a height minimum. The major 

coasters required a height minimum. Even many of the second-

tier attractions were calibrated for guests who could handle 

moderate motion and disorientation. A family with very young 

children was, at Universal’s existing parks, a family that had 

arrived at the wrong address. Frisco was designed to be the 

right address: a place where the youngest guests could have a 

version of the Universal experience that was built for them 

rather than tolerated by them, and where the parents 

accompanying those guests would form the association between 

Universal and genuinely satisfying family entertainment that 

would persist when the children aged into the full parks. 

The second concept addressed a different underserved format: 

year-round horror entertainment without a full resort build. 
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Universal Horror Unleashed in Las Vegas was located at Area15, 

the immersive entertainment venue that had established itself 

as a destination for experience-oriented adults in Nevada. The 

attraction occupied 110,000 square feet of indoor space and 

was designed to operate year-round, drawing on intellectual 

property from Universal’s Halloween Horror Nights franchise 

and Classic Monsters catalog.[14] 

The logic was clean. Halloween Horror Nights had run at 

Universal Orlando for decades, and had demonstrated with 

considerable reliability that a significant portion of the park-

going population would pay meaningfully for controlled, 

curated fear experiences, returning year after year for new 

iterations of the format. The problem with Halloween Horror 

Nights was its seasonality: a roughly two-month window in the 

fall during which the format operated, and then nothing for the 

remaining ten months. Universal Horror Unleashed extracted 

the core thesis from its seasonal, single-park context and 

applied it to a permanently operating facility in a city whose 

entire economy was organized around adult entertainment 

spending. A guest who flew to Las Vegas for a weekend could 

absorb a horror experience the way a guest at a theme park 

could not: without the park infrastructure, without children in 

the group, without the scheduling friction that made a five-hour 

horror event incompatible with a family day at Islands of 

Adventure. Universal Horror Unleashed opened in 2025.[15] 

The third concept was the most consequential in geographic 

terms and the longest in timeline. Universal Studios Great 

Britain, announced in late 2023, was sited on a 480-acre former 

brickworks site in Kempston Hardwick, a community in 

Bedford, approximately 50 miles north of London.[16] The 
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European market had been, by any measure, the largest 

underserved geography in Universal’s international footprint. 

Disney had operated Disneyland Paris since 1992, accumulating 

decades of brand presence in the European market and 

establishing Marne-la-Vallée as a destination for European 

families who did not need to fly to Florida to access the Disney 

experience. Universal had no European presence. A European 

market of hundreds of millions of consumers with high 

disposable income and strong appetites for theme park 

entertainment had been generating attendance for the 

competition without Universal having a single gate on the 

continent. 

A park of the scale contemplated at Bedford, comparable in 

ambition to Orlando and Osaka, required patience that other 

formats did not. The project received its Special Development 

Order planning approval from the UK Secretary of State for 

Housing, Communities and Local Government on December 15, 

2025, with the order becoming effective January 12, 2026.[16] 

Groundworks and site clearance were scheduled for the second 

quarter of 2026. Major infrastructure construction was targeted 

for the fourth quarter of 2026. The resort included plans for a 

new railway station at Wixams with direct links to London St 

Pancras, a connection that would allow day-trippers from the 

capital to reach the site without a car. The target opening date 

was 2031, meaning the project would require the better part of 

a decade from planning approval to guest admission.[16] 

Destination park construction at this scale always does. 

Together, the three concepts described a company actively 

testing the outer boundaries of what a themed entertainment 

operator could be. A regional family park targeting guests under 
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ten in the Dallas-Fort Worth metropolitan area. A year-round 

indoor horror venue in an adult entertainment market with no 

season. A full-scale European destination resort on a former 

industrial site in the English Midlands. None of them resembled 

Universal’s existing footprint. All of them used Universal’s IP 

catalogues as their organizing logic, and all of them addressed 

markets where some version of the Universal offer had never 

previously existed. 

 

The Map That Did Not Close 
Before those three concepts, there were other maps that did not 

complete. Universal’s international expansion generated as 

many cancelled projects as it did operating parks, and the 

geography of the failures tells a consistent story about the gap 

between site selection and execution in markets shaped by 

forces outside any park operator’s control. 

Dubailand was the most vivid of the near-misses. Announced in 

2007 in partnership with Tatweer, a member of Dubai Holding, 

the project had sufficient forward momentum to break ground 

and begin constructing a gate. The physical evidence of 

commitment existed in the desert: earthwork had been moved, 

a structure had begun to take shape.[17] Then, in late 2008, the 

Dubai debt crisis arrived. The sovereign and corporate 

borrowing structures that had financed the emirate’s expansion 

across a decade collapsed into restructuring, and Tatweer’s 

parent entity went with them. The project was paused in late 

2008 and officially cancelled in 2016, after eight years in 

suspension during which no realistic path to completion had 

materialized.[17] 
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Universal Studios South Korea followed a different arc to the 

same endpoint. Proposed in the mid-2000s in partnership with 

a consortium led by Lotte Group and K-Water, a government-

related entity that oversaw the bidding process, the project 

spent a decade navigating land acquisition disputes, zoning 

gridlocks, and disagreements among consortium partners.[17] 

The Korean market was large and wealthy, the appetite for 

theme park entertainment was documented, and the 

consortium included partners with the financial capacity to fund 

construction. None of that resolved the underlying structural 

problem, which was that the consortium could not reach 

agreement on land rights. The effective cancellation came in 

2017, after years in which no firm construction timeline had 

ever been established.[17] 

The Moscow proposal, structured in 2012 with A101 Group as 

an indoor theme park development under the name Galactica 

Park, did not survive the 2014 imposition of international 

economic sanctions following Russia’s annexation of Crimea. 

The project was put on hold and ultimately abandoned.[17] 

Universal Studios India, evaluated during the late 2000s and 

early 2010s in partnership with developers including DLF, 

never advanced beyond preliminary feasibility: India’s 

fragmented land acquisition laws, prohibitive tariff structures, 

and the absence of municipal rail infrastructure in the targeted 

markets defeated the proposal before it could reach structural 

commitment.[17] 

The pattern was consistent. Universal could identify markets 

and identify partners. It could not control the political and 

financial environments in which those partners operated. 

Dubailand required a solvent Dubai Holding. South Korea 
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required a functioning land consortium capable of resolving 

competing claims on a specific site. Moscow required an 

absence of geopolitical disruption of a kind that no project 

planner in 2012 was incorporating into feasibility models. India 

required infrastructure its cities had not yet built. When any of 

those conditions failed, the project failed with it, regardless of 

what the attendance projections showed. 

What the cancelled projects revealed, collectively, was 

something beyond the ordinary difficulty of international 

development. Theme parks at the scale Universal builds are not 

just large construction projects. They are infrastructure bets on 

the stability of political and financial conditions over a horizon 

of ten to twenty years. A park announced in 2007 would not 

open until 2011 or 2012 at the earliest. A park that needed to 

finance itself against a local partner’s balance sheet was 

exposed to whatever happened to that balance sheet across the 

entire development timeline. Universal’s cancelled projects 

were not primarily failures of concept or execution; they were 

failures of the underlying conditions that made large-scale 

construction economically rational in the first place. The map of 

what was not built is, in that sense, a catalogue of political and 

economic events that Universal could not have predicted when 

it signed the initial partnership agreements. 

What Universal could control, and demonstrably did control, 

was the internal structure of the ventures it actually built. 

 

Beijing: The Structure That Worked 
Universal Studios Beijing opened on September 20, 2021, in 

Tongzhou District, after nearly two decades of negotiation, 
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regulatory approval, and state-managed construction that 

included building through the height of the COVID-19 pandemic 

in a country with some of the most stringent quarantine 

requirements in the world.[18] 

The ownership structure of the resort was designed with the 

precision that a project of this political complexity required. The 

joint venture, Beijing International Resort Co., Ltd., was 

organized across two distinct corporate entities with 

deliberately different ownership proportions in each. 

The construction and ownership company was split 70 percent 

to BSH Investment and 30 percent to Comcast NBCUniversal. 

BSH Investment consisted of five state-owned enterprises, 

including Beijing Tourism Group. The Chinese state, in other 

words, owned the real estate and the physical assets. The land 

and the structures sitting on it belonged to the government-

controlled consortium.[18] 

The management and operations company was split in the 

reverse configuration: 70 percent to Comcast NBCUniversal and 

30 percent to BSH Investment. Universal controlled day-to-day 

operations. The state retained majority ownership of the 

physical development while Universal retained majority 

authority over how the park was run, staffed, programmed, and 

positioned in the market.[18] 

The financing was similarly routed through Chinese state capital 

structures. The resort secured RMB 26.6 billion, approximately 

$4.2 billion, in non-recourse project financing from a syndicate 

of nine state-owned Chinese banks led by the Agricultural Bank 

of China. BNP Paribas served as the exclusive financial advisor 

to the Chinese sponsors beginning in 2007, when the project’s 

financing structure was first being assembled.[18] Construction 
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took place across 169 hectares in Tongzhou District, requiring 

strict quarantine protocols and state-managed labor 

deployment during the pandemic construction phase. The park 

opened on schedule with lands including the first fully indoor 

Kung Fu Panda Land of Awesomeness and Transformers: 

Metrobase, which featured a partnership with state-owned 

insurer China Life.[18] 

The dual-structure approach resolved a fundamental problem 

that had defeated other Western operators seeking large-scale 

entertainment development in China. The Chinese state’s 

expectation of controlling physical assets on Chinese soil 

conflicted with Universal’s requirement to maintain brand 

quality and operational standards across its parks globally. A 

park that allowed the local partner to override operational 

decisions would, over time, diverge from the Universal standard 

in ways that damaged the brand regardless of geography. A park 

that gave Universal unilateral control of physical assets would 

fail to secure the Chinese state-enterprise participation that 

made the financing structure viable. By separating ownership 

from management and distributing majority positions in each 

entity through opposite parties, the joint venture gave both 

sides the specific interest they required. Universal had full 

operational authority. BSH had majority ownership of the 

physical development. Neither side was required to trust the 

other’s stewardship of their core concern, because the structure 

protected both mechanically rather than depending on 

goodwill. The Beijing model was the clearest expression of what 

Universal had learned from two decades of international 

expansion: that the structure of a deal determined its durability 

more reliably than the intentions of the parties signing it. 
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The Technology That Did Not 
Announce Itself 
If there is one domain in which Universal Destinations and 

Experiences has most consistently diverged from the 

communications posture of its major competitor, it is the 

territory of artificial intelligence and advanced technology 

deployments. Walt Disney Parks and Resorts, under Disney CEO 

Josh D’Amaro, has made AI a central element of its public 

narrative with a consistency and directness that has become a 

defining characteristic of the company’s investor 

communications. D’Amaro has publicly described Disney as 

harnessing AI to “reduce the complexities around planning and 

booking a trip and trying to make that whole experience 

specifically tailored to what our guests want most.”[19] CFO Hugh 

Johnston described AI being used for “precision labor demand 

forecasting across our theme parks,” a specific operational 

application discussed in public on earnings calls.[19] Disney’s 

2026 disclosures explicitly identified opportunities for AI across 

five areas of the business, including guest and consumer 

experiences and workforce productivity in theme parks.[19] In 

December 2025, the company announced a three-year 

partnership with OpenAI licensing more than 200 characters for 

text-to-image and text-to-video experiences inside ChatGPT and 

Sora; that deal subsequently collapsed in March 2026, offering a 

cautionary illustration of how quickly AI partnership 

announcements could unravel.[20] 

Universal’s public communications on technology operate in a 

fundamentally different register. Mark Woodbury, describing 
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Epic Universe at the Bank of America Media, Communications, 

and Entertainment conference in 2023, called it “the most 

technologically-advanced park we’ve ever done” and confirmed 

that facial recognition and photo validation technology would 

be deployed at entry across the resort, along with next-

generation robotics and drones, “all the way through to the guest 

experience” to create “a very frictionless experience throughout 

your visit.”[21] The description was operationally focused. The 

word “AI” barely appeared in Woodbury’s public remarks. What 

he was describing was not a strategic posture toward artificial 

intelligence but a set of specific technologies performing specific 

functions in specific locations. 

That framing was not rhetorical evasion. It reflected how 

Universal had actually built its technology infrastructure: one 

operational system at a time, each one motivated by a specific 

guest experience or operational efficiency problem, without a 

unifying platform narrative or a communications apparatus 

designed to extract maximum investor relations value from 

each deployment. 

Photo Validation facial recognition launched at Islands of 

Adventure in October 2023, rolling out as an entry verification 

mechanism: a guest’s face was captured and used to verify 

admission, eliminating the need to scan a physical ticket on re-

entry to the park.[22] Optional at launch, the system was 

described by the parks as a faster entry method rather than a 

biometric surveillance program. By April 2026, the scope had 

expanded substantially. Photo Validation was confirmed as the 

mechanism behind “Effortless Entry” through the individual 

themed portals of Epic Universe, tied to Virtual Line return 

times, meaning face scans were being used to control access not 
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only at the park’s outer gates but at the entrances to individual 

themed worlds and at some attraction lockers inside those 

worlds.[23] The system had migrated from the boundary of the 

resort into its interior architecture, extending biometric 

verification from a single point of entry to a distributed access-

control layer throughout the park. 

Universal Studios Japan had been running facial recognition for 

annual passholder verification since 2007, nearly two decades 

before the Orlando deployments. NEC, which supplied the 

technology, described USJ as a long-standing customer: its facial 

recognition system had been used approximately a million 

times a year to verify annual passholders at the park’s gates, 

reducing congestion and completing each verification in less 

than a second.[24] That figure, a million annual scans, had 

accumulated across the better part of two decades without a 

single public announcement about an AI strategy at the park. 

The technology ran as a ticketing mechanism, documented in 

NEC’s case study materials but generating essentially no public 

narrative about Universal’s approach to technology. It worked. 

It was invisible. No investor communications quoted it as 

evidence of anything. 

Universal Studios Beijing took the approach furthest in its 

original conception. Under a partnership with Alibaba, the 

resort deployed facial recognition described at launch as 

covering “everything we do in the park”: admission verification, 

express access control, hotel check-in, room access, and in-park 

payments through face-linked accounts connected to Alipay.[25] 

The biometric layer was not limited to the entry gate or any 

single touchpoint; it ran through the full guest journey from 

arrival at the resort to hotel checkout. Payment, access, and 
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identity verification operated as a single continuous system 

across the resort’s physical footprint, eliminating the wallet and 

the physical key as required objects for moving through the 

guest experience. 

The predictive maintenance deployment at Universal Orlando 

illustrated the operational framing in a different domain. A 

Microsoft case study documented Universal Destinations and 

Experiences using Azure Data Explorer for predictive 

maintenance on the Villain-Con Minion Blast attraction. Caesar 

Esperanza, Universal’s Senior Director of Business Analytics and 

Industrial Engineering, was quoted explaining that the system 

was used “to identify potential downtimes before they ever 

happen,” and that the deployment had reduced labor hours on 

related work orders by 66 percent.[26] The same Azure toolset 

supported broader analytics across the division: Esperanza 

noted that other departments could use Azure tools “for things 

like revenue management and labor,” indicating that the 

infrastructure supporting the Minion Blast case study was 

connected to wider operational optimization work, though the 

specifics of those broader applications were not publicly 

detailed.[26] 

Universal Pay, the division’s contactless payment protocol, 

completed the picture of a company that had assembled a 

substantial and varied technology infrastructure across its 

parks by deploying specific, operationally motivated systems 

rather than constructing a unified AI platform and then 

publicizing it as a strategic initiative.[27] Express Pass pricing 

already responded dynamically to real-time and seasonal 

demand metrics, scaling from a baseline of $119.99 to more 

than $319.99 during peak periods.[28] The pricing algorithm was 
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behavioral in intent: self-regulate queue lengths, ensure that 

premium-paying guests achieved rapid onboarding, and 

maximize ancillary revenue, all without any public framing of 

the underlying system as an AI-driven capability. 

What Universal had built, taken together, was this: facial 

recognition running at three major parks across three 

continents, processing millions of guest verifications annually; 

predictive analytics reducing unscheduled attraction downtime 

and labor costs at documented rates; contactless payment 

protocols eliminating friction from retail and dining 

transactions across the resort; and dynamic pricing algorithms 

adjusting the cost of premium access in real time. The company 

had accomplished this without a single public declaration of an 

AI strategy for theme parks, without a partnership 

announcement with a major AI platform, and without a 

D’Amaro-style communications campaign attributing 

operational improvements to machine learning. 

Disney’s AI-forward stance had generated attention, 

investment-community interest, and narrative momentum in 

financial markets. It had also generated scrutiny. Disneyland’s 

full operational rollout of facial recognition at its Anaheim 

entrance gates in late April 2026 attracted immediate pushback 

from privacy advocates, including the Electronic Frontier 

Foundation, which argued that Disney’s “optional” framing 

engineered consent through the systematic inconvenience of 

slower manual verification lanes during peak entry rushes.[29] 

Universal’s operational quietness had attracted neither the 

investor credit nor the privacy criticism. Whether that 

constituted strategic wisdom or merely a different theory of 
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what communications are for remained, as of the time of this 

writing, genuinely unresolved. 

What can be said with certainty is that by the time Versant 

completed, Universal Destinations and Experiences was running 

facial recognition for entry and access control across three 

parks on three continents, using predictive analytics to reduce 

attraction downtime by 66 percent on a documented attraction, 

and processing guest transactions biometrically at its newest 

international park, all without a single public announcement of 

an AI strategy having organized any of it. The technology was 

operational. The brand narrative was silent. 

There is a structural argument for the Universal approach that 

goes beyond communications preference. A company that 

announces an AI strategy invites scrutiny of that strategy from 

investors, regulators, privacy advocates, and the press. It 

commits itself to delivering on the announced capabilities 

within a timeframe that public expectations make binding in 

ways that internally motivated timelines do not. It exposes itself 

to the comparison problem: every disclosed AI application 

becomes the baseline from which the next announcement must 

advance. Universal, by declining to narrate its technology 

deployments as a strategic program, retained the operational 

flexibility to deploy systems when they were ready, expand 

them when operational results justified expansion, and revise 

them when problems emerged, without any of those decisions 

becoming a public accountability moment. Whether that 

freedom was worth the investor-relations cost of not claiming 

credit for what had been built was a judgment Cavanagh and 

Woodbury had apparently made in a particular direction. The 

silence was not accidental. 
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Symphony Bridge 
The Versant spin-off made visible at the corporate level 

something that had been building operationally beneath the 

surface for years. With cable gone, NBCUniversal’s remaining 

structure mapped onto three verticals: film, streaming, and 

parks. These were precisely the three domains that an 

operational coordination architecture, described in detail in the 

chapter that follows, had been built to align. Film franchises 

generated the intellectual property and the cultural context. 

Streaming extended the relationship between guests and those 

franchises into the rhythms of daily life at home. Parks 

converted that relationship into the highest-margin physical 

experience in the company’s portfolio. 

The three verticals were not parallel businesses that happened 

to share a parent company. They were, by 2026, components of 

a coordinated system: one whose logic had been visible in 

specific operational decisions and inter-divisional agreements 

for years, but whose full architecture had not been publicly 

named or described. The corporate restructuring that Cavanagh 

finalized at 30 Rock on November 20, 2024 made the logic 

explicit in the annual report. The operational reality had been 

taking shape beneath that structure, in scheduling rooms and 

creative review sessions and technology infrastructure 

decisions, for considerably longer. The portfolio sort named the 

arrangement. What it arranged will require one more chapter to 

fully describe. 
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The Shape of What Remained 
The portfolio sort was, in the end, a clarification of something 

that had already happened in the financial statements. It did not 

create the parks division’s importance to Comcast; that 

importance had been demonstrated in the EBITDA figures for 

years, in the margins that stabilized the conglomerate through 

cable’s secular decline, in the capital commitments that had 

continued through a pandemic that forced the simultaneous 

closure of every park in the portfolio. What November 20, 2024, 

and January 2, 2026, accomplished was the removal of the 

organizational complexity that had historically obscured the 

division’s centrality. A media conglomerate with cable 

networks, a broadcast network, a streaming platform, a film 

studio, and a theme park division looks like a diversified 

portfolio in which any component might be central. A company 

with a film studio, a streaming platform, and a theme park 

division looks like something more specifically organized. 

Mark Woodbury, now Chairman and CEO of Universal 

Destinations and Experiences with a reporting line directly to 

Cavanagh, was overseeing a division that had opened three new 

formats in three years, had secured the first permanent 

European planning approval in Universal’s history, had 

deployed biometric entry systems across multiple continents, 

and had recently opened Epic Universe on May 22, 2025 (a 

project estimated at $5.5 to $6 billion in construction cost). The 

high-ROIC unlock that had defined Comcast’s approach to the 

parks since the Roberts-Burke era of the early 2010s had 

produced, by 2026, not just a profitable parks division but a 

company built around parks as one of its three organizing 

pillars. 
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The second franchise had arrived at Epic Universe, and with it 

the physical infrastructure for something that had no precise 

precedent in the industry’s history: a park system coordinated 

with a film studio and a streaming platform at the level of 

creative development, scheduling, promotional architecture, 

and operational technology. That coordination had a name. It 

had not been publicly announced. The next chapter explains 

what it was and how it had been assembled. 
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CHAPTER 12: THE SYMPHONY 
The question on the table at 30 Rockefeller Plaza was 

deceptively simple: how do you get a blue-chip consumer brand 

to give away a Universal Epic Universe vacation without 

charging Universal anything for the marketing? 

Ron Cohen, Vice President of Global Promotions at Universal 

Destinations and Experiences, had been working through the 

answer for months.[1] His remit covered Universal’s parks 

promotional partnership initiatives on a global basis, with staff 

across offices in New York, Los Angeles, London, São Paulo, and 

Toronto: a genuinely global operation, and the New York hub at 

30 Rock placed the team inside the same building as the 

NBCUniversal corporate and media functions that the parks 

division was now formally coordinated with under the post-

Versant structure. His team, including Nicole Avella and other 

senior partnership managers, had developed a model for the 

new park that inverted the conventional economics of a 

promotional sponsorship.[2] In the standard arrangement, a 

brand paid a fee to associate its name with a studio or a park; 

the fee covered the license, the branding rights, the access to 

talent and imagery that the partnership required. Universal 

charged the fee. The brand paid it. The transaction was 

understood on both sides as a purchase of marketing 

infrastructure. The fee created a relationship, but it also created 

a filter: only brands with marketing budgets large enough to 

absorb the sponsorship cost could participate, which kept the 

potential partner universe smaller than it needed to be. 

The Epic Universe model did not work that way. Under the 

framework Cohen’s team developed, brands ran co-branded 

sweepstakes on their own consumer channels. They promoted 
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the sweepstakes through their own media, reached their own 

customers with their own creative, and provided the prize: a 

VIP vacation package to Universal Epic Universe, Universal’s 

newest theme park, which opened on May 22, 2025. Universal 

charged no licensing fee. Universal charged no sponsorship fee. 

The brand paid nothing to Universal and received, in return, a 

high-value prize that its customers wanted, a promotional 

activation that drove retail engagement, and an association with 

a destination that every consumer in North America had been 

reading about since the groundbreaking. 

Universal received, in return, marketing distributed through the 

brand’s owned channels to the brand’s existing customer base, 

amplifying the park’s reach without spending a dollar on the 

amplification. The sweep promoted the park to audiences the 

park’s own paid media would not have reached, through a 

brand that those audiences already trusted, inside a 

promotional context that felt organic to the brand’s retail 

environment rather than like an advertisement for a theme 

park. 

The logic was elegant in its symmetry. The brand got the prize. 

Universal got the reach. Nobody paid a fee. The barrier to entry 

was low enough that blue-chip partners who had never 

participated in a Universal promotional arrangement before 

were willing to run the program. A consumer packaged goods 

brand, a beverage company, a regional retail chain: 

organizations that would not have appeared on the short list for 

a conventional Universal Destinations and Experiences 

sponsorship because their marketing budgets were calibrated 

to a different scale could now participate on terms that fit their 

existing promotional infrastructure. The promotional reach was 
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wide enough that the zero-fee cost was more than offset by 

what the distribution returned. The logic was clean, the 

execution was replicable, and Cohen’s team could structure the 

same framework across dozens of partners with a relatively 

small core team operating out of the 30 Rock floor where 

Universal Destinations and Experiences maintained its New 

York presence.[3] 

This model had a name inside the organization. It was called the 

zero-fee partnership model, and it was, in the language of the 

promotional industry, an innovation. But to understand why it 

was an innovation, and why it had appeared at this particular 

moment and in this particular organization, requires going back 

thirty-one years, to a fast-food chain in Chicago, a movie about 

dinosaurs, and an artist flown across the country under what 

the press releases of the era described as secure conditions. 

The Jurassic Summer 
In 1993, the promotional team at Universal Pictures arranged 

for Mark Stutzman, an artist working with McDonald’s Chicago-

based agency, to be flown to Los Angeles under secure 

conditions. The destination was the set of Jurassic Park.[4] 

The process reflected where the industry was. Promotions in 

the early 1990s ran through a small number of high-volume 

partnerships, primarily fast-food chains, whose national 

advertising budgets and distribution networks could cover a 

film’s audience efficiently. McDonald’s was the dominant 

partner for this kind of campaign: it had the locations, the 

customers, the marketing machinery, and the production 

pipeline to turn a licensing agreement into a national presence 

in a compressed timeline. The relationship between Universal 

and McDonald’s had developed, specifically, through an earlier 
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project on Tim Burton’s Batman, which had established the 

working dynamic between the studio and the Chicago-based 

agency: rapid turnaround, high production volume, tight 

intellectual property controls maintained by the studio 

throughout the creative process.[4] 

Stutzman and the McDonald’s agency team were shown the 

script. They studied the practical animatronic sets that Steven 

Spielberg’s production had constructed. The controls were not 

excessive caution; they were the conditions under which 

Universal was willing to grant the access the campaign required. 

The visual fidelity of the promotional materials to the finished 

film mattered because the film’s success depended on the 

dinosaurs looking like something that had never been seen 

before, and anything that compromised that visual impact 

before the theatrical release would undermine the thing the 

campaign was supposed to amplify. 

McDonald’s introduced the Dino-Size meal. Extra-large portions, 

promoted through national television commercials featuring the 

film’s cinematic dinosaur artwork. The consumer demand for 

the format was not what McDonald’s had anticipated. It was 

substantially larger. The demand proved persistent. McDonald’s 

made the supersized portion format a permanent fixture of its 

menu, rebranding it as Supersize: a product line that would run 

for years, originated by a promotional campaign built around a 

summer film about a dinosaur theme park.[4] 

The 1993 campaign was, by the standards of its era, a success. It 

was not, by the standards of what Universal would build over 

the following three decades, a strategy. It was a transaction: 

studio intellectual property licensed to a fast-food chain for the 

duration of a theatrical window, promotional materials 
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produced on a tight timeline, television commercials run, meals 

sold, window closed. When Jurassic Park left theaters, the 

promotional campaign ended with it. The commercial 

arrangement was complete. Nothing had been built that would 

persist into the next fiscal year, let alone the next franchise 

installment. 

The executives who built what came next understood the 

difference. They had lived through the transactional era, and 

they knew what it produced and what it could not. The Jurassic 

Park campaign was a proof of concept for a particular kind of 

partnership, one where a studio’s IP and a consumer brand’s 

distribution network could create value for both parties 

simultaneously. What it was not was evidence that a studio 

should organize its entire promotional function around 

maximizing the number of such partnerships, coordinating 

them with each other, designing them as components of a single 

integrated system rather than as independent bilateral 

agreements that happened to run in parallel. That 

organizational conclusion required a different kind of thinking, 

and a different kind of executive, than the transactional model 

had needed or produced. 

The Promotions Supervisor 
David O’Connor joined Universal Pictures in 1997 as a 

promotions supervisor in the consumer products group.[5] 

The consumer products group was not where a studio’s 

strategic priorities were discussed. It was where deals were 

done after those priorities had been set. Consumer products 

licensing in the 1990s was downstream of everything else: the 

filmmakers made the movie, the theatrical marketing team built 

the campaign, the distribution team planned the release, and the 
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consumer products group worked the windows that opened 

after the major decisions were complete. Licensing was a 

revenue stream, not a strategic function. The supervisor 

coordinated the paperwork and the brand approvals and the 

royalty schedules and the retail agreements. The work was real 

and the revenue mattered, but the position was not where 

institutional power resided. 

O’Connor spent eleven years in that structure, working his way 

through it as the structure itself was beginning to change. By 

2008, the accumulation of complexity in Universal’s 

promotional arrangements had grown to a point where the 

decentralized model was producing inefficiencies that 

management recognized as structural. Multiple divisions were 

coordinating with the same external partners through separate 

channels. Theatrical marketing, home entertainment, and 

consumer products were each managing their own partner 

relationships without coordinating the schedule, the creative, or 

the strategic rationale with the other two. A brand partner could 

be receiving three separate pitches from three separate 

Universal teams and discovering the overlap only when it tried 

to schedule the activations. 

In August 2008, Universal created a new position. O’Connor was 

promoted to Senior Vice President of Brand Management and 

Marketing Services, reporting to Adam Fogelson, then 

marketing and distribution president at Universal Pictures. The 

mandate was explicit: work with filmmakers, studio executives, 

and third-party partner companies to maintain marketing 

consistency across theatrical releases.[5] The word that 

mattered in that mandate was “consistency.” The problem was 

not the absence of promotional partnerships. The problem was 
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the absence of coordination among them. O’Connor’s new role 

was a structural intervention, not a creative one. 

What O’Connor brought to the position, developed across 

eleven years of working in the transactional environment, was a 

precise understanding of where the transactional model failed. 

He had seen what happened when a film’s promotional partners 

were selected independently of each other, when the fast-food 

chain was signed before the consumer packaged goods partner 

knew what the fast-food chain was planning, when the retail 

activation launched a week after the film opened instead of a 

week before. He had watched promotional value leak from 

campaigns that would have been significantly more effective if 

the partners had been coordinated: if the fast-food chain and 

the toy retailer and the consumer packaged goods company had 

agreed on a shared creative brief, a shared launch date, a shared 

visual identity that reinforced the film’s look rather than each 

brand deploying its own creative interpretation of a licensing 

agreement that required only a logo and a copyright notice. The 

SVP role gave him the authority to coordinate them. He began 

building the organizational infrastructure to do it 

systematically. 

The challenge was not persuading brand partners that 

coordination was in their interest. Most of them could see 

immediately that a campaign in which all of a film’s major 

partners launched simultaneously, in compatible visual 

registers, with promotional windows aligned to the theatrical 

calendar, would generate more consumer awareness than 

campaigns that trickled out on the individual schedules of 

seventeen separate marketing departments. The challenge was 

building a Universal-side organization with the capacity to 
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manage that coordination across multiple partners 

simultaneously, across multiple films per year, without losing 

the brand-specific customization that made each partnership 

valuable to each individual partner. A brand running a PetSmart 

store-takeover for an animated movie about pets had different 

creative needs and different retail constraints than a brand 

running a broadband campaign in the European market for the 

same film. The coordination infrastructure had to be 

sophisticated enough to hold both simultaneously. O’Connor’s 

contribution, over the decade that followed his 2008 promotion, 

was building that infrastructure and demonstrating that it could 

scale. 

Universal Partnerships and Licensing 
In 2009, Universal created Universal Partnerships and 

Licensing, known internally as UP&L.[6] 

The creation of UP&L was the first structural consolidation. 

Stephanie Sperber, who became Executive Vice President and 

later President of the division, was charged with integrating 

global consumer product licensing, theatrical and home 

entertainment promotions, and corporate alliances under a 

single administrative structure. The senior leadership that took 

shape around Sperber included Amy Taylor as Senior Vice 

President of North American promotions, O’Connor as Senior 

Vice President of brand management and marketing services, 

and Stephanie Testa as Vice President of corporate 

sponsorships.[6] 

The division’s operational mandate went beyond coordination. 

UP&L was tasked with transforming the licensing programs 

from passive secondary revenue streams into active marketing 

vehicles. In the prior structure, a consumer product license was 
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primarily a royalty agreement: the brand manufactured a 

product with a Universal character or logo, paid a royalty on 

sales, and the transaction was economically complete. The 

marketing value of that product on store shelves, the way it 

extended the film’s presence into daily consumer life, the way it 

kept the property in front of audiences between theatrical 

releases, was not being systematically captured or amplified. 

UP&L’s mandate was to treat each licensing agreement as a 

promotional instrument, not just a financial one. 

This reorientation required a different relationship with the 

retail environment. Instead of licensing products and letting the 

manufacturing partner handle placement, Universal began 

coordinating the retail strategy across multiple licensees 

simultaneously. Timing, placement, promotional signage, the 

specific retail environments where products appeared: these 

became variables that UP&L managed actively rather than 

leaving to individual licensees to resolve independently. The 

shift was, operationally, the difference between publishing a 

book and managing a distribution network. The licensing 

function had been in the publishing business. UP&L was 

building a distribution network. 

By 2013, the framework had demonstrated results. The 

campaign for Despicable Me 2, coordinated through UP&L’s 

centralized structure, was successful enough to prompt 

NBCUniversal to expand Sperber’s mandate beyond the film 

division. The expanded role integrated consumer products and 

licensing across the entire NBCUniversal portfolio, including 

properties from NBC Entertainment and the children’s cable 

network Sprout.[6] Television properties, cable properties, and 

theatrical properties were now being managed through the 
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same licensing and promotions infrastructure. The 2015 slate 

tested the expanded apparatus at scale: Pitch Perfect 2, Jurassic 

World, Minions, and Fast and Furious 7 were not four separate 

promotional campaigns managed through four separate 

organizations. They were four activations within a coordinated 

annual plan. 

The results confirmed what the structural logic had predicted. 

Coordinated campaigns reached more consumers, through 

more retail environments, with more consistent messaging, at 

lower per-impression cost than campaigns managed through 

independent channels. The evidence was in the data. It was also, 

less quantifiably, in the shift in how Universal’s major brand 

partners began thinking about the relationship. A partner that 

had once thought about a Universal deal in terms of a single 

film’s theatrical window was now thinking about it in terms of 

an annual relationship with a studio that had a consistent slate, 

a consistent promotional philosophy, and a consistent 

organizational interlocutor. 

The infrastructure was accumulating. The name had not arrived 

yet. 

What was accumulating alongside the organizational 

infrastructure was something less tangible but equally 

consequential: a different kind of relationship between 

Universal and its major brand partners. In the transactional 

model, a partner’s relationship with Universal was defined by 

the deal: a single film, a single licensing agreement, a specific 

promotional window with a beginning and an end. The 

partner’s marketing team would be engaged for the duration of 

the theatrical campaign and then would move on to the next 
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project in its promotional calendar. Universal was one vendor 

among many. The relationship had no continuity between films. 

The UP&L model, because it was managed through a persistent 

organizational structure with consistent senior leadership, 

created the conditions for continuity. A brand that had worked 

with Amy Taylor’s North American promotions team on one 

film could expect to be working with the same team on the next. 

The institutional knowledge of how that brand’s marketing 

organization worked, what its retail constraints were, what 

creative approach had generated consumer engagement in the 

prior campaign, did not have to be rebuilt from scratch each 

time. It accumulated inside the Universal-side organization, 

becoming competitive infrastructure: the reason a brand with a 

choice between multiple studio promotional opportunities 

might prefer to work with Universal was not just the quality of 

the property but the quality of the organization managing the 

relationship. That preference was worth something. It was not 

an intangible. It was a structural advantage that showed up in 

partner retention rates and in the willingness of established 

partners to commit to campaigns earlier in the development 

cycle, when the creative stakes were higher and the uncertainty 

greater. 

The Secret Life of the Partnership 
Machine 
By 2016, the corporate strategy had evolved from 

administrative coordination to something more deliberately 

designed. The name arrived that year: Symphony.[7] 

O’Connor had moved through the organizational hierarchy by 

2016 to the title of Executive Vice President of Franchise 
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Management and Brand Strategy, with responsibility for the 

promotional architecture that had been assembling since 2008. 

The Symphony was the name given to the framework that now 

governed how Universal leveraged its promotional 

partnerships, and the scale of what the framework could 

produce was visible in the campaign that launched the same 

year as its formalization. 

The Secret Life of Pets opened in July 2016. The promotional 

campaign around it was, at the time, one of the most elaborately 

coordinated in the studio’s history. Nearly 100 partners 

worldwide participated in the activation.[8] 

The list of partners alone communicated what had been built. 

McDonald’s, as it had been for Jurassic Park twenty-three years 

earlier, was there: but now McDonald’s was one element of a 

campaign that also included PetSmart, General Mills, Procter 

and Gamble, Mott’s, J.M. Smucker, GoPro, Chrysler, Bazooka 

Candy Brands, and Sky Broadband, among others. PetSmart 

executed a store-takeover across 1,400 North American 

locations, including custom television commercials and 

dedicated digital content developed for the film’s specific retail 

context. GoPro co-produced an immersive custom-animated 

short featuring the film’s characters in extreme-adventure 

scenarios, distributed through GoPro’s specialized digital 

influencer network. In Europe, Sky Broadband developed its 

own television commercials linking broadband reliability to the 

film’s narrative themes, running across cinema, radio, and out-

of-home platforms.[8] 

The partnership from twenty-three years earlier, with a single 

fast-food chain and a Chicago-based agency, had produced a 

supersized meal option. The partnership structure of 2016 
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produced a national pet-supply-chain takeover, a custom 

animated short, an automotive integration, a European 

broadband campaign, and roughly ninety-five other 

simultaneous activations coordinated through a single studio-

side organization. The 1993 campaign and the 2016 campaign 

shared the basic structure of a studio licensing its property to 

consumer brands for promotional purposes. They were not the 

same thing. 

David O’Connor was quoted in the campaign’s press materials 

as Executive Vice President, Worldwide Promotions and Brand 

Marketing, Universal Pictures. Gail Harrison, President of 

Marketing and Branding for Illumination Entertainment, 

described how the campaign had been designed to extend the 

film’s premise, what pets do when their owners are away, 

authentically into real-world brand contexts and retail 

environments.[8] The creative coherence of the campaign, the 

way each partnership reinforced the same central idea rather 

than simply borrowing the film’s logo for visibility, was not 

accidental. It was a product of the coordination infrastructure 

that had been building for seven years. 

The promotional value of the campaign, as disclosed in the 

press release the studio issued, was close to $400 million.[8] 

That figure represented what the promotional media generated 

by the campaign’s partners would have cost Universal to 

purchase through paid advertising. It was not revenue. It was 

displacement of marketing expenditure: the dollar value of 

awareness and audience reach that Universal obtained from its 

brand partners in exchange for the promotional license, rather 

than spending from its own marketing budget to reach the same 

audiences through conventional channels. 
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The architecture was working at a scale the 1993 model could 

not have produced. 

The Merger That Closed the Loop 
In 2018, Michael Moses was promoted to worldwide marketing 

president at Universal Pictures, with Dwight Caines hired as co-

president of marketing.[9] The theatrical marketing organization 

and the promotional infrastructure were now both being led by 

executives who had been hired into a structure where the 

Symphony framework was already operating. The promotional 

apparatus was not something the new theatrical marketing 

leadership was building from scratch; it was something they 

were inheriting and extending. 

Then, in September 2022, the final structural move was made. 

Universal Brand Development, the consumer products division 

inside Universal Filmed Entertainment Group, was merged into 

Universal Parks and Resorts, which was subsequently 

rebranded as Universal Destinations and Experiences. The 

resulting entity, Universal Products and Experiences, or UP&E, 

brought theatrical consumer products together with theme park 

merchandise and retail operations inside a single administrative 

structure.[7] 

The significance of the merger was not administrative. It was 

strategic. The franchise monetization loop, the mechanism by 

which a film property generated revenue across theatrical 

release, consumer product licensing, retail activation, and 

physical park experience, had previously involved two 

separately managed organizational units. The film side of 

Universal managed the theatrical and licensing dimensions of a 

franchise. The parks side managed the physical experience 

dimension. The two sides coordinated, as they had since the 
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earliest days of Jurassic Park and the rides built around its 

intellectual property. But coordination between two 

organizations has friction costs that coordination within a single 

organization does not. 

The UP&E merger eliminated the organizational boundary. A 

franchise property that was in theatrical development was now, 

from the beginning of that development process, also in parks-

and-retail development. The decisions about what a franchise’s 

consumer product line would look like, which retail 

environments it would occupy, what the physical park 

experience would contain, were now being made inside a single 

organizational structure by people who reported to the same 

senior leadership. The franchise loop, which had been closing 

over thirty years of incremental coordination, was now 

architecturally closed. The machine that had been assembling 

since 1997 had its final structural component in place. 

O’Connor’s title by this point reflected the scope of what had 

been built: Chief Brand Officer of Universal Entertainment, 

responsible for franchise strategy, brand development, and 

strategic alliances across the studio’s global portfolio of 

intellectual properties. 

July 2023 
In July 2023, Mike Cavanagh, who had been appointed President 

of Comcast Corporation and had taken direct operational 

responsibility for NBCUniversal following the reorganization of 

that year, announced the elevation of Donna Langley to 

Chairman of the NBCUniversal Studio Group and Chief Content 

Officer.[10] Cavanagh’s reorganization memo, as reported in the 

trade coverage of the announcement, praised Langley for “bold 
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content, impactful marketing and business model innovation” and 

for creating a framework for a modern studio.[10] 

The characterization was precise. The business model 

innovation Cavanagh was describing, without naming it 

specifically, was the operational architecture that O’Connor and 

Sperber and the organization they had built had spent fifteen 

years constructing. Bold content meant the films and franchises. 

Impactful marketing meant the Symphony framework and the 

promotional ecosystem surrounding those franchises. Business 

model innovation meant the structural transformation from 

transactional licensing to the integrated, coordinated, multi-

platform apparatus that UP&E represented. 

Langley had the organizational authority to resource that 

apparatus and to commit the studio’s most valuable creative 

properties to it. The reorganization that placed her at the head 

of NBCUniversal’s content operations concentrated that 

authority at a level that had not previously existed in a single 

executive role. Under the prior structure, the coordination of 

content, marketing, and physical experience required alignment 

across multiple separate leadership structures. Under 

Cavanagh’s reorganization, the alignment could be driven from 

the top of a single structure. 

The conditions were in place. What came next demonstrated 

what those conditions made possible. 

The Langley appointment was also a signal about what kind of 

studio Universal intended to be. The business model innovation 

that Cavanagh credited her with was not a set of financial 

engineering maneuvers applied after the creative product had 

been determined. It was a theory of how content, marketing, 

and physical experience should be integrated from the 
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beginning of the development process. A film property that was 

designed from its inception as a franchise, with parks 

applications, consumer product categories, and multi-platform 

promotional partnerships built into the creative brief, would 

generate more lifetime value than a film property that was 

conceived purely as a theatrical release and then adapted for 

other channels after the fact. The Illumination model, which had 

demonstrated this logic across the Despicable Me and Minions 

franchises, was the template. The question was whether 

Universal could apply it systematically across its entire 

theatrical slate, not just its animated properties. The 

organizational structure that Cavanagh’s reorganization 

produced made that application possible in a way it had not 

been before. Langley, reporting directly to Cavanagh with 

authority over the entire NBCUniversal content operation, could 

make it happen. 

Four Hundred and Fifty Partners 
The promotional campaign for Wicked, which opened in 

November 2024, was the largest in Hollywood history.[11] 

The production of Wicked was still underway in London when 

the architecture of its promotional campaign began to take 

shape. David O’Connor and his brand management team hosted 

what they called the Wicked Fair during principal photography: 

a presentation for more than 200 global licensing, media, digital, 

and promotional partners that brought them onto the physical 

sets, showed them the production design, and established the 

synchronized long-term product and marketing roadmap that 

would govern the campaign from production through the 

theatrical release and well into the promotional cycle that 

followed it.[11] 
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Two hundred partners at the Wicked Fair. The final campaign 

involved approximately 400 to 450 brand collaborations 

worldwide.[12] 

Jill Brody, Executive Vice President of Global Partnership 

Marketing at Universal Pictures, was the primary lead on the 

campaign’s partner architecture.[13] The scale of what she and 

her team assembled had no direct precedent in the history of 

theatrical promotional campaigns. 

Amazon built an “Oz on Amazon” brand store, ran exclusive 

Prime screenings, created custom Alexa themes, and organized 

a Twitch charity stream tied to the film’s themes. Procter and 

Gamble deployed what the company described as the largest 

film promotion in its history: nine core P&G brands, including 

Gain, Secret, Olay, Febreze, Swiffer, Dawn, Cascade, and Crest, all 

integrated with co-branded packaging and national television 

spots. Target carried more than 150 exclusive items, including 

premium apparel designed by the film’s costume designer Paul 

Tazewell, Stanley drinkware, and custom vinyl records. Dunkin’ 

Donuts ran a 360-degree global campaign featuring themed 

menu items, Wicked Green Matcha and Wicked Pink Refresher, 

collectible tins, and television commercials starring the film’s 

leads Cynthia Erivo and Jonathan Bailey. Pernod Ricard and 

Absolut Vodka mounted a national co-branded campaign with 

themed cocktail kits and digital out-of-home takeovers in major 

transit hubs. Swarovski, Mattel, LEGO, Béis luggage, Pottery 

Barn, Ines Di Santo bridal: the campaign reached from mass-

market retail to luxury fashion to home furnishings.[11] 

NBC, Peacock, Telemundo, and Sky coordinated a behind-the-

scenes special that was broadcast to more than 40 international 

broadcasters simultaneously. Xfinity and Sky ran a 
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synchronized holiday campaign featuring Erivo and Ariana 

Grande. The Comcast and NBCUniversal corporate ecosystem, 

linear television networks, streaming service, 

telecommunications, theme parks, was not a set of channels that 

the campaign accessed independently. It was the infrastructure 

through which the campaign ran.[11] 

The promotional media value generated by this campaign was 

approximately $350 million.[12] 

To understand what that number means as an industry 

benchmark, consider what preceded it. Sony’s Spider-Man: No 

Way Home, which had held the prior record, had generated 

approximately $220 million in promotional media value. Disney 

and Marvel’s Avengers: Endgame had generated approximately 

$200 million. James Cameron’s Avatar: The Way of Water had 

generated approximately $170 million.[12] These were not small 

campaigns. They were three of the most successful promotional 

partnerships in the recent history of Hollywood. Wicked 

produced a promotional media value 59 percent above the 

Spider-Man record and more than twice the Avatar figure. 

The difference between the 1993 Jurassic Park campaign and 

the 2024 Wicked campaign is not primarily a difference in scale, 

though the scale is dramatic. It is a difference in architecture. 

The 1993 campaign was a transaction: a single partner, a single 

promotional window, a discrete beginning and end. The 2024 

campaign was a system: hundreds of partners coordinated 

through a single organizational framework, each activation 

timed and positioned within a synchronized global calendar, 

each brand’s creative integrated with the others through a 

shared visual and narrative language, the entire apparatus 

running across theatrical, retail, streaming, broadcast, and 
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physical experience simultaneously. The Symphony did not 

simply add more partners to the Jurassic Park model. It replaced 

the model with something structurally different. 

The Wicked Fair during principal photography was itself an 

architectural statement. Bringing 200 partners to the London 

set before the film had finished shooting, before the theatrical 

campaign had formally begun, before any partner’s marketing 

team had produced a single piece of promotional creative, was a 

declaration that the campaign’s coordination would start at the 

point of production rather than at the point of release. The 

partners were not being invited to license a finished product. 

They were being invited into the creative process as 

participants in a long-term roadmap. The synchronized launch 

of the campaign, months later, was the consequence of that 

early alignment. Partners who had seen the sets, absorbed the 

visual language of the production design, and aligned their 

creative development to the same roadmap did not need to be 

coordinated at the last minute. They had been coordinating for 

the entire duration of the production. The Wicked Fair was the 

first meeting of an organization that would not formally 

disperse until the film’s promotional cycle was complete, 

months after the theatrical release. 

The Return to 30 Rock 
Which brings the account back to the 30 Rockefeller Plaza floor 

where Ron Cohen’s team was working through the zero-fee 

model for Epic Universe. 

The zero-fee partnership model was not a departure from the 

Symphony framework. It was its extension into a new category: 

the physical destination. The logic was identical to the logic 

governing the film-side promotional campaigns. A brand 
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partner received access to a high-value Universal asset, in this 

case not a theatrical property but a vacation experience at a 

park that had opened to enormous demand, and provided in 

return not a licensing fee but distribution: promotional reach 

through the brand’s own channels to the brand’s own 

customers, reaching audiences who would not necessarily have 

been in Universal’s direct marketing flow.[2] 

The zero-fee structure lowered the barrier of entry specifically 

for partners who would have balked at a conventional 

sponsorship fee. A brand that might not have a marketing 

budget sized for a traditional Universal Destinations and 

Experiences partnership arrangement could run a sweepstakes 

campaign, provide VIP vacation packages as prizes, and 

generate the engagement and customer attention that came 

with offering a prize that its customers genuinely wanted. The 

cost to the brand was the prize package itself. The cost to 

Universal was the hotel room and the park admission: assets 

whose marginal cost was significantly below their retail value, 

and whose promotional value in the hands of a partner’s 

marketing campaign was substantially above what Universal 

would have obtained by running the same sweepstakes through 

its own channels. 

Cohen’s role, as Vice President of Global Promotions for 

Universal Destinations and Experiences, was credited as the 

architect of the model.[2] Nicole Avella and the other senior 

partnership managers on the team executed the framework 

across the partner roster, structuring each sweepstake program 

to fit the specific brand’s customer base, promotional calendar, 

and retail context. The New York base made operational sense: 

30 Rock was the hub of NBCUniversal’s corporate 
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infrastructure, the building where the organizational 

relationships between the parks, the studio, and the broadcast 

division were closest to the surface, where the coordination that 

the Symphony framework required could happen most 

efficiently. 

The UDX Global Promotions function had been listed in industry 

directories with roles that ran from Vice President of Global 

Promotions to Director of Global Promotions to Senior Manager, 

Symphony and Global Promotions: the word Symphony 

appearing directly in the job title, an internal label that 

described not just a marketing program but a cross-divisional 

operational philosophy for which the position existed.[14] 

That word in the job title is the detail worth holding. The 

individual running sweepstakes programs for Epic Universe 

partners, the person coordinating co-branded promotional 

campaigns with brands that sold consumer packaged goods or 

beverages or travel services, was doing so under a job 

description that explicitly referenced the same framework that 

governed the Wicked campaign at Universal Pictures, that 

governed the Secret Life of Pets campaign in 2016, that had been 

building across organizational structure and promotional 

capacity since David O’Connor had arrived as a promotions 

supervisor in a consumer products group in 1997. 

The machine was one machine. It ran on two tracks. 

What made this coherence possible was the organizational 

depth that the Symphony framework had built over twenty-five 

years. The film-side Global Promotions team and the parks-side 

Global Promotions team were separate organizational units 

with different senior leadership and different operational 

mandates: the film team coordinated campaigns for theatrical 
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releases; the parks team developed partnership programs for 

physical destinations. But they operated within the same 

conceptual architecture, used the same language, pursued the 

same structural logic. A Senior Manager, Symphony and Global 

Promotions at Universal Destinations and Experiences was 

working from the same operational playbook as a Global 

Partnership Marketing Manager at Universal Pictures, even 

though the two were working for different divisions on different 

products. The framework had become institutional. It was no 

longer dependent on any individual executive’s presence in any 

particular role. It was embedded in the job descriptions, the 

operational processes, the partner relationships, and the 

organizational memory of an apparatus that had been running 

long enough to have accumulated decades of institutional 

knowledge about what worked and what did not. 

What the System Became 
From the opening of the book, the story of Universal 

Destinations and Experiences has been the story of a division 

that corporate owners kept treating as peripheral. Matsushita 

blocked the land acquisitions. Vivendi froze the capex. GE 

demanded ROIC thresholds that constrained ambition to what 

the existing parks could self-fund. The division that had the 

most specific and demonstrable relationship between 

investment and return, the clearest conversion mechanism 

between IP and physical experience and consumer spending, 

spent most of its history being managed by owners whose 

financial logic was not built for what the parks required. 

The high-ROIC unlock of the Comcast era, the second franchise at 

Epic Universe, the portfolio sort that isolated the parks as one of 

three NBCUniversal pillars after the Versant spin-off: these were 
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the structural events that resolved the ownership problem. But 

they were events in the parks’ own development. They describe 

what happened to the physical assets when the ownership 

conditions finally aligned. 

The Symphony is the other half of the story. It describes what 

happened simultaneously on the content side: a parallel 

institutional transformation, quieter than the theme park 

expansions, less visible to the analysts studying attendance 

figures and capex commitments, but no less structurally 

consequential. 

The promotional partnerships that Universal Pictures manages 

are not marketing decoration. They are infrastructure: a system 

for extending the reach of a film property across every 

consumer environment simultaneously, for monetizing 

franchise value across retail, broadcast, streaming, and physical 

experience within a single coordinated campaign, for building 

brand partner relationships that persist across multiple 

franchise installments rather than expiring with the theatrical 

window. The transformation from the 1993 McDonald’s 

arrangement to the 2024 Wicked campaign required the same 

kind of patient institutional construction that the 

transformation from Matsushita’s blocked land acquisitions to 

Epic Universe’s opening day required. Both took roughly three 

decades. Both required the gradual accumulation of 

organizational capability against a structural logic that was 

clear from the beginning but whose full expression had to be 

built one increment at a time. 

The result, as of 2026, is this: a franchise management 

architecture centered at 30 Rock and Universal City, with global 

offices in Los Angeles, London, São Paulo, and Toronto, 



Pg | 289 

managed across the entire Comcast NBCUniversal corporate 

ecosystem. Capable of deploying 400 brand partners 

simultaneously around a single theatrical release. Capable of 

running zero-fee sweepstakes programs through brand 

channels for the benefit of a physical theme park, using vacation 

packages as promotional currency that costs Universal close to 

nothing at the margin and generates distribution worth 

considerably more. Capable of coordinating behind-the-scenes 

specials across 40 international broadcasters and a streaming 

service and a cable network and a linear broadcast network in a 

single synchronized operation. Capable of hosting 200 partners 

on a London film set before the movie is finished, establishing a 

shared creative brief that will govern hundreds of separate 

marketing activations months later, when the film opens. The 

architecture is sophisticated because the problem it solves is 

sophisticated: how do you take a franchise property and extract 

its full commercial value across every consumer environment it 

can reach, without diluting the property in the process? The 

Symphony’s answer is coordination at scale, beginning early in 

the development cycle and continuing through the entire 

promotional window, driven by a single organizational 

framework that governs both the film marketing and the parks 

marketing through a shared operational philosophy. 

The film studio, the streaming platform, and the parks: this is 

what the portfolio sort arranged. The Symphony is the 

operational layer that coordinates all three. The parks division 

was once described internally, in the language of the acquisition 

memos and the capex-frozen annual reports, as an asset. The 

promotional apparatus that O’Connor and Sperber and Brody 

and Cohen built over three decades, from a promotions 

supervisor’s desk in the consumer products group to a Vice 
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President’s floor at 30 Rock, is what converts assets into a 

system. A system organized around the insight that had been 

visible since Mark Stutzman was flown to Los Angeles under 

secure conditions in 1993: that a franchise property is worth 

more, to everyone who participates in its commercial 

ecosystem, when all of its promotional energy is pointed in the 

same direction at the same time. 

The machine was running. The name was Symphony. What 

came next would depend on whether the operational 

infrastructure, the franchise coordination capability, the 

physical parks, the streaming platform, and the promotional 

architecture could hold together under whatever structural and 

competitive pressures the entertainment industry generated in 

the years ahead. 

The parks were the physical anchor of the system. The films 

were the creative engine that gave the physical anchor its value. 

The promotional architecture was the mechanism that 

converted creative value into commercial reach at the scale a 

global franchise required. Strip any one of those three 

components out and the system degrades. Keep them 

integrated, keep them coordinated, keep the promotional 

energy pointed in the same direction at the same time: that was 

the insight that had been visible since 1993 and that had taken 

thirty years and several organizational architectures to fully 

operationalize. 

The book’s last chapter takes that question from the 

boardrooms and the capex tables to a more fundamental level: 

what the entire enterprise is ultimately for, and whether the 

answer to that question still requires a human being on the 

other side of the gate. 
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EPILOGUE: THE HUMAN QUESTION 

What NBCUniversal Is After Versant 
On the morning of January 2, 2026, the cable networks left. 

Versant became a standalone company that day, and the assets 

it took with it were a recognizable roster: USA Network, CNBC, 

MSNBC, Oxygen, E!, SYFY, Golf Channel, Fandango, Rotten 

Tomatoes, GolfNow.[1] What remained inside NBCUniversal was, 

by design, the part that was growing. NBC broadcast. NBC 

Sports. Telemundo. Bravo. Peacock. Universal Pictures and 

Television Studios. And, occupying the structural center of the 

reorganized enterprise, the full theme parks division: Universal 

Destinations and Experiences. 

From the executive suites at 30 Rockefeller Plaza in May 2026, 

the shape of the company is now legible in a way it was not five 

years earlier. Mike Cavanagh serves as Co-CEO of Comcast 

Corporation and President and CEO of NBCUniversal. Mark 

Woodbury leads Universal Destinations and Experiences as 

Chairman and CEO, reporting directly to Cavanagh; that 

reporting line, which bypasses intermediate media and film 

hierarchies, is not merely an organizational convenience.[2] It is 

a statement about where the weight of the enterprise now sits. 

The parks division generated approximately 40 percent of 

NBCUniversal’s total adjusted EBITDA in 2024, while 

comprising roughly 18 percent of its total consolidated 

revenue.[3] No other segment comes close to that margin 

contribution. Film and television studios are strategically 

essential and creatively central. Peacock is the company’s 

streaming bet. But the parks are the cash engine. They are the 

reason the reorganized NBCUniversal balance sheet looks the 
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way it does, and they are the reason the Versant separation was 

structurally possible at all: the high-margin, physically 

irreplaceable assets stayed on one side of the ledger and carried 

the weight. 

This book has traced the long, non-linear construction of that 

outcome across thirteen preceding chapters, following the 

ownership transitions and strategic decisions that ran from the 

portal through the boxed-lunch model, the portfolio diversifier, 

the second-gate gambit, the absent owner, the resort logic, the 

orphan asset, the contiguous land, the gate connector, the high-

ROIC unlock, the second franchise, the portfolio sort, and finally 

the Symphony and the zero-fee partnership model. 

All of that history converges on the same building. The view 

from Thirty Rock, in May 2026, is the view from the end of that 

construction project. 

The parks division did not arrive at this position through a 

single decisive act. It arrived through the accumulation of 

decisions made across six distinct ownership regimes, each of 

which assigned the parks a different strategic priority and a 

different capital budget. What those regimes shared, across 

their differences in strategy and appetite, was an inability to see 

the parks for what they actually were: a high-margin, physically 

irreplaceable machine for converting intellectual property into 

repeatable guest spending. The owners who saw that most 

clearly, and funded it most aggressively, produced the results 

that are visible in May 2026. 

The question is what gets built next. 
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The D’Amaro Inflection 
On February 3, 2026, The Walt Disney Company formally 

named Josh D’Amaro its next CEO.[4] He is a 27-year Disney 

veteran, and his career ran through the operational 

infrastructure of the company: parks, hotels, cruise lines, the 

physical layer that has historically generated a substantial share 

of Disney’s total revenue. He assumed full operational control at 

the annual shareholders meeting on March 18, 2026.[5] 

On May 6, 2026, in his first earnings call as CEO, D’Amaro 

outlined a three-pillar growth plan.[6] The third pillar centered 

on the aggressive deployment of artificial intelligence across 

five corporate divisions: content creation and production, global 

monetization frameworks, workforce productivity, guest-facing 

experience personalization, and enterprise back-office 

operations. He described a unified digital ecosystem called 

Disney Prime, a subscription-based super app designed to 

integrate Disney+ streaming, direct-to-consumer commerce, 

and physical resort planning into a single interface. “We see a 

significant opportunity to make it easier for families to plan their 

trip to optimize all the time with us, and to personalize their 

experience,” D’Amaro said on that call.[7] Disney CFO Hugh 

Johnston described the company using artificial intelligence for 

“precision labor demand forecasting across our theme parks.”[8] 

The entire program is backed by a $60 billion multi-year capital 

expenditure commitment dedicated to expanding Disney’s 

physical parks, cruise fleet, and resort infrastructure over the 

decade.[9] 

That is one version of the next chapter in the themed 

entertainment industry: an algorithmic guest relationship, in 

which the park visit is the high-margin transaction at the end of 
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an AI-optimized acquisition funnel, and in which a single app 

captures a guest’s preferences from the moment they start 

streaming a Disney film through to the moment they exit the 

park gate. The logic is coherent. The capital behind it is real. 

The same period also produced a cautionary scene about the 

distance between announced AI ambition and operational 

reality. 

In December 2025, Disney and OpenAI announced a 

blockbuster three-year partnership, built around the integration 

of OpenAI’s Sora text-to-video platform.[10] The reported terms 

of the deal involved approximately $1 billion and the licensing 

of more than 200 Disney characters for AI-generated video 

experiences on Disney+.[11] It was framed as a landmark 

content-technology alliance. 

Three months later, in March 2026, the partnership 

collapsed.[12] Disney’s technical teams had learned through 

industry channels that OpenAI was quietly retiring the Sora 

platform. OpenAI’s computational support costs had ballooned 

six-fold over eighteen months, leading to a projected $14 billion 

corporate loss for 2026; the energy-intensive platform was no 

longer commercially sustainable, and Disney exited the 

agreement to protect its creative assets.[13] 

The Sora collapse did not invalidate Disney’s broader AI 

strategy. The company’s deployments in labor forecasting, 

personalization, and operational analytics are separate 

initiatives with separate technology partners and separate risk 

profiles. But the episode illustrated something that the theme 

park industry has encountered repeatedly in its history: the gap 

between a technology’s promise and its operational maturity is 
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wide, and the companies that close that gap fastest are not 

always the ones that announce the largest partnerships. 

The regional park sector produced a parallel lesson on a smaller 

scale. In the fourth quarter of 2025, Six Flags Entertainment 

Corporation reported a sharp 13 percent decline in quarterly 

attendance.[14] S&P Global Ratings attributed the contraction in 

part to pricing missteps, noting that the company had 

implemented insufficiently localized pricing models that 

produced abrupt, volatile mid-season price fluctuations and 

customer confusion regarding pass benefits.[15] The algorithmic 

pricing engine had been poorly calibrated for regional market 

conditions. The consequence was measurable: guests did not 

come. 

Dynamic pricing is not inherently miscalibrated. Universal and 

Disney both use demand-responsive pricing effectively. The Six 

Flags result is a specific operational failure, not a category 

failure. But it illustrates the constraint that runs through every 

AI application in a physical leisure environment: the system is 

interacting with people who have alternatives, and who notice 

when something feels wrong. An algorithm that optimizes yield 

without accounting for how that optimization lands in the guest 

experience has not been fully designed. 

Which is, at some level, precisely the point Page Thompson was 

making in Orlando in May 2026. 

Page Thompson at TEA INSPIRE: The 
Closing Thesis 
The Themed Entertainment Association holds its INSPIRE 

conference annually, and the May 2026 edition, in Orlando, 

convened a “State of the Industry” panel that included executives 



Pg | 297 

from Disney, Lionsgate, and several of the industry’s major 

design and operational organizations.[16] Page Thompson, 

President of New Ventures at Universal Destinations and 

Experiences, was among the panelists. 

The topic of artificial intelligence was unavoidable. D’Amaro had 

delivered his earnings call just days earlier. The Sora collapse 

was still being processed by the industry press. The question of 

where AI belonged in the themed entertainment guest 

experience was, in May 2026, not an abstract technology 

question; it was a strategic positioning question, and everyone 

on the panel had a position. 

Thompson’s position, documented in the panel record, was 

stated with a directness that did not require elaboration: “The 

human aspect of what we do is what draws people in. There’s no 

substitute for human interaction.”[17] 

The context of that statement matters considerably. Thompson 

was not speaking as a skeptic of technology. Universal 

Destinations and Experiences, the organization she represents, 

is among the most technologically sophisticated operators in 

the global themed entertainment industry. The frictionless 

entry systems, the ambient wearable architecture, the 

predictive maintenance platforms: these are not the 

deployments of a company hedging against technology. They 

are the deployments of a company that has made deliberate 

choices about where technology should operate and where it 

should not. It was not a dismissal of artificial intelligence as a 

category. Universal was, as of May 2026, operating biometric 

photo-validation entry at its Orlando parks and at Epic 

Universe, where facial recognition controls access to individual 

themed lands through the portals that define the park’s spatial 
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architecture.[18] The company was deploying Power-Up Bands 

across its Nintendo lands, an ambient radio-frequency 

architecture that links physical interactive challenges to a 

backend game database, creating a data layer that tracks guest 

engagement in real time.[19] It had documented deployments of 

predictive analytics for ride maintenance optimization, 

including the Villain-Con Minion Blast attraction at Universal 

Orlando, where Azure Data Explorer tools reduced labor hours 

on related work orders by 66 percent.[20] The technology 

footprint at Universal is substantial and growing. 

What Universal had not done, as of May 2026, was deploy large 

language model-driven characters in day-to-day park 

operations at any of its locations. The finding, documented 

across the trade press and official communications, is 

unambiguous: no LLM-powered interactive character is 

operating at scale in any Universal park.[21] No senior Universal 

Creative leader had offered an on-record endorsement of 

generative AI in design or character development.[22] The 

company’s public posture, from Mark Woodbury on technology-

as-frictionless-entry down to Thompson’s panel statement, 

consistently places AI in the operational and logistical layer of 

the business, and keeps it away from the guest-facing moment. 

That distinction is the axis on which the human question turns. 

The human question is not whether artificial intelligence 

belongs in a theme park. It clearly does, in the ways Universal 

has already deployed it: maintenance prediction, access 

management, data collection, operational analytics. The 

question is whether it belongs in the guest-facing layer, the 

moment of encounter between a visitor and the experience that 

defines why they came. The question is whether an 
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algorithmically generated character interaction, a generative AI 

narrative voice, a language model wearing the costume of a 

beloved IP figure, can deliver what a skilled human performer 

or a precisely engineered animatronic delivers: the sense that 

something alive is meeting you where you are. 

Thompson’s answer at TEA INSPIRE was not a permanent no. It 

was a description of where the value currently resides. The 

human aspect draws people in. The interaction cannot be 

substituted. That is an observation about 2026, made by 

someone with direct operational knowledge of what guests 

respond to and what they do not. 

It is also, in the context of this book’s argument, the most 

precise statement of what Universal’s commercial success has 

always depended on. The portal concept, traced across thirteen 

chapters, is fundamentally about creating the conditions for a 

specific kind of human experience: the encounter with a 

physical world built around intellectual property that a guest 

already loves, experienced in a way that cannot be reproduced 

at home, through a screen, or by any other means. The 

technology has always served that encounter. The question is 

how far the technology can go before it starts to substitute for it 

rather than support it. 

That question does not have an answer in May 2026. It is, 

precisely, still a question. 

The Next Portal 
Universal’s position in May 2026 is a choice. 

It is tempting to read the company’s human-first public posture 

as a capacity constraint: as if Universal has not yet built the 

technology to deploy AI-powered characters at scale, and is 
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framing that limitation as a philosophy. The evidence does not 

support that reading. The technology infrastructure that 

Universal has built and deployed demonstrates sophisticated 

capability. NFC wearables that create ambient data layers across 

entire themed lands. Biometric entry systems that process 

thousands of guests per hour through facial recognition portals. 

Predictive analytics that catch ride component failures before 

they occur. Contactless payment architectures that reduce 

transaction friction throughout a park day.[23] This is not the 

infrastructure of a company that lacks technical sophistication. 

It is the infrastructure of a company that has built a platform 

and chosen, deliberately, where to stop. 

The stopping point, as of May 2026, is the guest-facing moment. 

The animatronics in the Dark Universe land at Epic Universe, 

the ones that move with the kinetic violence and mechanical 

speed that drove the Thea Award win and the Golden Ticket 

recognition, are not AI-driven conversational agents.[24] They 

are extraordinarily sophisticated mechanical and show-control 

systems, designed by Universal Creative, engineered to deliver a 

specific physical and emotional effect. The choice to build them 

that way, rather than as adaptive language-model characters, is 

a design choice. The choice to keep human performers as the 

primary mode of character interaction is an operational choice. 

The choice to frame all of that publicly through Thompson’s 

statement at TEA INSPIRE is a communications choice. 

These choices compound into a strategic position. Whether that 

position holds in its current form across the next decade is a 

question for the leadership team that will make the decisions 

this book cannot yet see. 
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The technology architecture Universal has built is what 

researchers in adjacent fields call AI-ready: a physical layer of 

sensors, biometrics, contactless systems, and predictive 

analytics that can accommodate AI-driven personalization in 

the guest-facing layer when the decision is made to add it. The 

Power-Up Band system, which the book traced through its 

origins in Super Nintendo World Japan and its expansion 

through Hollywood and Epic Universe, is a data architecture 

that knows where guests are, what they have done, and what 

they have engaged with. Plugging a personalization layer into 

that system is not technically distant from what the system 

already does. The question is not whether the capability exists. 

The question is when, and in what form, the company chooses 

to activate it. 

Josh D’Amaro’s Disney is already moving in that direction. The 

Disney Prime super app, backed by $60 billion in capital, 

represents a bet that the guest relationship can be made into a 

continuous data relationship, and that optimizing the physical 

visit through AI-driven personalization is a source of 

competitive advantage that compounds over time. That bet may 

prove correct. The $60 billion is real, and D’Amaro’s plan 

commits to deploying it aggressively across parks, cruise, and 

resort infrastructure over the coming decade. 

Universal’s answer, as communicated through Thompson at 

TEA INSPIRE, is that the guest is not primarily a data object. The 

guest is a person looking for an encounter that cannot be 

engineered into existence by an algorithm, however 

sophisticated. The park works because something irreducibly 

human is in the room. 



Pg | 302 

That answer also carries a financial argument. Universal’s parks 

have driven industry-leading per-capita spending growth and 

margin performance throughout the Comcast era, and they have 

done so by investing in the quality and scale of the physical 

experience rather than in the optimization of the data 

relationship. The Wizarding World of Harry Potter, as this book 

described, did not succeed because it personalized the guest 

journey; it succeeded because it built a physical world so 

immersive that guests felt they had stepped through a door in 

reality. The portal worked because the destination on the other 

side was worth arriving at. The technology served the 

destination. The destination was not in service of the 

technology. 

That distinction is the through-line. From the boxed-lunch 

model of the early studio tour years, through the second-gate 

gambit that created a destination resort, through the orphan-

asset era of the Harry Potter negotiation, through the Symphony 

that aligned every commercial lever the company controls, the 

consistent operational logic has been: build something people 

cannot get anywhere else, and the economics will follow. The 

technology serves the irreducible physical encounter. Not the 

other way around. 

What Page Thompson said in Orlando in May 2026, in the 

context of a panel about artificial intelligence, is a restatement 

of that logic for a new competitive moment. The human aspect 

draws people in. There is no substitute. 

Whether that remains true as AI capabilities improve, as 

generative character systems become more sophisticated, and 

as the industry learns more about what guests will accept and 

what they will not, is the central open question in the themed 
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entertainment industry in 2026. Universal’s leadership will 

make decisions about it. So will Disney’s, and Merlin’s, and 

every other operator building the next generation of physical 

experiences. 

This book ends at the threshold of those decisions. The portal, 

as the prologue named it, was always about the passage 

between one kind of experience and another: the moment when 

intellectual property stops being something you watch and 

becomes something you inhabit. Every version of that passage 

that Universal has built, from the first studio tour through the 

Wizarding World through Epic Universe and its biometric land 

portals, has depended on the presence of something that felt 

alive on the other side. 

The portal is open. The question is what comes through it. 
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APPENDIX G: ENDNOTES 
Superscript numbers in square brackets in the body text refer to 

the per-chapter endnotes below. 

Prologue: The View from Thirty Rock 
1. 30 Rockefeller Plaza as NBC headquarters since 1933: 

Perplexity - Universal Studios Theme Parks, 1990–

2026, Section 2.3: “NBC has been a tenant at 30 

Rockefeller Plaza in New York since 1933, using the 

building as the home of NBC’s radio, later television 

operations.” Also: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 2: 

“30 Rockefeller Plaza in New York City, which has served 

as the headquarters of NBC since its construction in 

1933.” 

2. November 20, 2024 Comcast spin-off announcement: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 2: “On November 20, 

2024, Comcast announced its intention to create a new, 

publicly traded media company through a tax-free spin-

off of a select portfolio of NBCUniversal’s cable television 

networks.” 

3. Versant designated assets: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 2: “The assets designated for the spin-off include 

USA Network, CNBC, MSNBC, Oxygen, E!, SYFY, and Golf 

Channel, alongside digital properties such as Fandango, 

Rotten Tomatoes, and GolfNow.” 

4. Mark Lazarus and Anand Kini roles at Versant: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 2: “Mark Lazarus, the current 

Chairman of NBCUniversal Media Group, will serve as the 

CEO of SpinCo, and Anand Kini, the current CFO of 
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NBCUniversal, will transition to serve as its CFO and 

COO.” 

5. Versant effective date January 2, 2026: Registry, 

Chapter 1 section: “effective January 2, 2026.” 

6. NBCUniversal retained assets post-Versant: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 2: “The spin-off leaves 

NBCUniversal with its high-growth, IP-rich core assets: 

the NBC broadcast network, NBC Sports, Telemundo, 

Bravo, the Peacock streaming platform, Universal 

Pictures and Television Studios, and the entire theme 

parks division (UDX).” 

7. Q3 2025 UDX quarterly revenue and EBITDA: Perplexity 

- Universal Studios Theme Parks, Section 2.5: “quarterly 

parks revenue rose to roughly $2.3 billion in Q2 2025 (up 

about 18–19 percent year-over-year) and about $2.7–2.9 

billion in Q3–Q4 2025, with segment EBITDA surpassing 

$1 billion in a single quarter for the first time.” 

8. UDX share of NBCUniversal EBITDA and revenue in 

2024: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 2: 

“NBCUniversal’s Theme Parks segment generated $7.45 

billion in revenue and $2.37 billion in Adjusted EBITDA. 

This performance represents approximately 18% of 

NBCUniversal’s total consolidated revenue and nearly 

40% of its total consolidated Adjusted EBITDA.” 

9. Cavanagh and Woodbury roles and reporting line: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 2: “Under Cavanagh, 

the theme parks division: officially rebranded as 

Universal Destinations & Experiences (UDX) in March 

2023: is led by Mark Woodbury, who serves as Chairman 
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and Chief Executive Officer. Woodbury reporting directly 

to Cavanagh represents a vital structural shift: it 

bypasses intermediate television and film distribution 

hierarchies.” 

10. Donna Langley title and role: Perplexity - Universal 

Global Promotions, Group A, Item 3: “Dame Donna 

Langley-Shamshiri is Chair of Universal Pictures and 

Universal Filmed Entertainment Group and, following a 

2023 NBCUniversal reorganization, also Chair of 

NBCUniversal Studio Group and Chief Content Officer… 

named Chairman, NBCUniversal Studio Group & Chief 

Content Officer in July 2023.” 

11. UDX rebrand March 2023: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 2: “officially rebranded as Universal Destinations 

& Experiences (UDX) in March 2023.” 

12. D’Amaro named Disney CEO February 3, 2026; full 

control March 18, 2026: Gemini - The Algorithmic 

Theme Park, Section 5: “Josh D’Amaro was formally 

named CEO of The Walt Disney Company on February 3, 

2026, assuming full control of the entertainment giant at 

the annual shareholders meeting on March 18, 2026.” 

13. D’Amaro first earnings call as CEO May 6, 2026: Gemini 

- The Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 5: “In his initial 

letter to shareholders and subsequent Q2 2026 earnings 

call on May 6, 2026, D’Amaro outlined a three-pillar 

growth plan.” 

14. D’Amaro three-pillar strategy AI pillar detail: Gemini - 

The Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 5: “The third pillar 

focuses explicitly on the aggressive deployment of 
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advanced technologies, with AI designated as a primary 

operational tool across five corporate divisions: content 

creation and production, global monetization 

frameworks, workforce productivity optimization, guest-

facing experience personalization, and enterprise back-

office operations.” 

15. Disney Prime Super App: Gemini - The Algorithmic 

Theme Park, Section 5: “Disney is actively planning a 

massive, unified digital ecosystem colloquially dubbed 

‘Disney Prime’ or the ‘Disney Super App’. This 

subscription-based mobile architecture aims to integrate 

the Disney+ streaming platform, direct-to-consumer e-

commerce, and physical resort planning systems… into a 

single, seamless digital interface. By analyzing a user’s 

streaming history on Disney+, the central AI engine can 

dynamically surface customized, high-margin vacation 

packages.” 

16. $60 billion multi-year capex commitment: Gemini - The 

Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 5: “This digital push is 

backed by a massive, multi-year $60 billion capital 

expenditure commitment dedicated to expanding Disney’s 

physical theme parks, cruise fleet, and resort experiences 

over the decade.” 

17. Page Thompson TEA INSPIRE quote: Perplexity - 

Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, 

Section C4: “‘The human aspect of what we do is what 

draws people in. There’s no substitute for human 

interaction.’ – Page Thompson, President, New Ventures, 

Universal Destinations & Experiences, discussing AI and 

technology’s role at the TEA INSPIRE panel.” 
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18. Universal technology deployments : biometric entry, 

Power-Up Bands, predictive analytics: Perplexity - 

Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, 

Sections A3, A4: Photo Validation Facial Recognition at 

Universal Orlando and Epic Universe; Power-Up Band 

architecture at Super Nintendo World; Azure Data 

Explorer for predictive maintenance on Villain-Con 

Minion Blast with 66% reduction in labor hours on 

related work orders. 

19. Woodbury on Epic Universe as most technologically 

advanced park: Perplexity - Universal, Comcast, and 

NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, Section C3: “‘[Epic Universe 

is] the most technologically-advanced park we’ve ever 

done,’ with facial recognition/photo validation and next-

generation robotics and drones.” Epic Universe opened 

May 22, 2025: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Executive 

Summary. 

20. Vivendi net loss EUR 13.6 billion fiscal year 2001: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: “The company 

recorded a historic net loss of €13.6 billion for the fiscal 

year 2001.” 

21. Vivendi shopping parks to Blackstone; deal stalled by 

joint-venture complexity: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 1: “Vivendi shopped the parks division to private 

equity firms, including Blackstone, but debt obligations 

and complex joint-venture agreements with local 

partners in Orlando and Japan stalled any clean sale.” 

22. Matsushita era parks financials: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 1 financial table: Matsushita Era (1991) 
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parks division revenue $380 million, capex $42 million, 

posture “Highly Restrictive: Blocked land acquisitions 

and multi-gate expansion plans in Florida.” 

23. Seagram acquisition price and parks capex: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 1: Seagram acquired 80% 

from Matsushita for approximately $5.7 billion; 

Seagram Era (1998) capex $710 million. Perplexity - 

Universal Studios Theme Parks, Section 1.2: “Seagram 

Co. Ltd.… would acquire 80 percent of MCA from 

Matsushita for $5.7 billion in cash.” 

24. PolyGram acquisition: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 1: “Seagram’s balance sheet subsequently 

leveraged by PolyGram acquisition 1998 ($10.6 billion).” 

25. Comcast parks capex trajectory: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 1: “Annual capex for the parks segment 

surged from under $300 million in 2011 to over $1.5 

billion by 2018. This spending eventually crossed $2.3 

billion in the 2024–2025 construction super-cycle for Epic 

Universe.” 

26. Epic Universe opened May 22, 2025: Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Executive Summary: “the May 22, 2025, 

grand opening of Epic Universe in Orlando.” 

Chapter 1: The Boxed Lunch 
1. Sam Gennawey, Universal versus Disney: The Unofficial 

Guide to American Theme Parks’ Greatest Rivalry (Keen 

Communications, 2015), Chapter 1: “Pulling Back the 

Curtain.” Laemmle nickelodeon discovery, Chicago, 

1906. 
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2. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Laemmle 

founding of Universal Film Manufacturing Company, 

June 8, 1912; Universal Pipe Fittings name origin. 

3. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Taylor 

Ranch purchase March 1914; 230 acres; $165,000 

purchase price; groundbreaking May 1914; 500 

employees by October 1914; $5 million investment; 

studio facilities description. 

4. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Santa Fe 

train departure March 7, 1915; arrival March 15; 20,000 

attendees; studio press release quoted. 

5. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Fake dam 

break; Frank Stites aviator death; Edison visit October 

27, 1915; Chameleon City designation. 

6. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. 

Grandstands; 25-cent admission; 5-cent chicken box 

lunch; 500 visitors per day average; Laemmle’s “leaven” 

quote. 

7. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Florence 

Lawrence “Queen of the Screen”; Traffic in Souls 1913; 

Foolish Wives 1922 cost; horror genre films; Stage 28 

construction 1922; The City of Stars 1925. 

8. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. The Jazz 

Singer, Warner Bros., October 1927; synchronized 

sound; “part-talkie” description; studios adapting to 

sound. 

9. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Universal 

grandstands removed; “Universal Pictures. Quiet.” sign 
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in 50-foot letters; zoo closed; studio tours ended. Note: 

the source records the sign text with an em-dash 

between “Universal Pictures” and “Quiet”; the dash has 

been rendered as a period here per manuscript style 

rules. 

10. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Laemmle 

forced out in stockholder revolt 1936; died 1939 at age 

72. Decca Records ownership of Universal Pictures, Inc. 

11. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1: “The 

Octopus” section. Jules Stein founding MCA 1924; $1,000 

investment; $30,000 first-year gross; exclusive 

contracts; one-night stands; Lucky Strike 1930; 65% of 

major bands by mid-1930s. 

12. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. 

Wasserman hired 1936 at 23; $60 per week; promoted 

to vice president within two years; Stein quote: “the 

student who surpassed the teacher.” 

13. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. 

Wasserman’s management style; “leave a grown man in 

a $1,500 suit hugging the toilet in fear” quote attributed 

to MCA associates as reported by Gennawey. 

14. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Fonda, 

Garbo, Davis, Crawford, Sinatra, Benny signings from 

1937; Wasserman first agent to negotiate percentage of 

movie earnings; MCA representing half of Hollywood’s 

movie stars by mid-1940s. 

15. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Revue 

Studios space needs; Dorskind assigned to negotiate 
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Universal lot purchase; Dorskind and Wasserman 

walkthrough quote. 

16. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. MCA 

purchase of Universal lot December 16, 1958; $11.25 

million; 420 acres; leaseback to Universal at $1 million 

annually; Jules Stein “greatest deals” quote. 

17. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Skidmore, 

Owings and Merrill commissioned November 1961; 

320,000 square feet; Dorskind “biggest real estate 

development” quote; 15-story Black Tower/Monolith 

opened 1964. 

18. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. Decca 

Records sold Universal Pictures to MCA 1962; DOJ 

consent decree; MCA divested talent agency; 

concentrated on feature-film production under 

Universal Pictures name; branched into 

nonentertainment fields. 

19. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2: “The 

Industrial Tour.” Dorskind at Fairfax farmers’ market; 

commissary losing $100,000/year; Gray Line bus 

observation; 20% food price increase; $1 per person 

tour charge; postcards and souvenir menus. 

20. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Gray Line 

“dine with the stars” tour named 1959; Dorskind’s 

Disneyland visit and train idea; Stein opposition; Oscar 

Levant “phony tinsel” quote. 

21. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Price 

founding Economic Research Associates; ERA studies 
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for Disney; Dorskind commissioned ERA feasibility 

study 1961. 

22. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. ERA 

report findings: tourism as Southern California’s third-

largest industry; Disneyland “revolutionized tourist 

habits” quote from Price; Knott’s and Marineland 

comparisons; freeway access; 100,000 cars per day on 

Hollywood Freeway. 

23. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. 561 

facades on back lot; no competing studio tour; market 

potential up to 2.3 million visitors; operational cap at 

1.5 million; 800,000 projected first year; 1.2 million 

projected third year. 

24. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Actual 

attendance: 428,000 first full year, 750,000 second year, 

880,000 third year, 1.2 million in 1968; Price “giant that 

woke up” quote. 

25. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. ERA 

warning: static sets inadequate; live shows required; 

continuous reinvestment needed; repeat customers: 

57% at Disneyland vs. ~30% at Marineland; Universal 

would be more like Marineland. 

26. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Dorskind 

sought $4 million; three operating principles from 

Wasserman: no interference with production, guests 

leave thinking well of studio, deliver top dollar value. 

27. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Upson 

background: 1962 Century 21 Exposition Seattle; met 
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Price at fair; Price recommendation to Dorskind; Upson 

“young and cheap” quote. 

28. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Single 

two-car prototype tram spring 1964; Herb Steinberg 

drafted first script; Bud Dardene/Mini-Bus Inc. built 

prototype; six-cylinder engine; outward-facing seats; 

secretaries’ inaugural tour breakdown on Firehouse 

Road; V-8 replacement. 

29. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Quiet 

opening June 17, 1964; official grand opening July 15, 

1964; no advertising; Upson “functional test” quote. 

30. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Ticket 

trailer on Lankershim Boulevard; Quonset hut offices; 

opening-day staff: one ticket seller, two guides, two 

trams, two drivers; $3.50 adult admission; Harper Goff 

GlamorTram design; orange and white paint; 67 visitors 

per tram (“rubber-neckers”); Dorskind interchangeable-

engines joke. 

31. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Hedda 

Hopper as early visitor; syndicated gossip columnist. 

32. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Hopper 

column quotes: “howling for the studios to do 

something”; “footprints in concrete”; “giving a movie fan 

a look inside never-never land could be a money making 

proposition and also generate good will for an industry 

that needs it.” 

33. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Hopper 

“on their minds and hands”; Walt Disney/Disneyland 



Pg | 315 

applauded; Jules Stein “food for thought”; Upson 

crediting column for launching tour’s public reputation; 

Philip Scheuer/Los Angeles Times “better late than 

never.” 

34. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. First-year 

attendance 39,000; possible first-year financial loss; 

Connie Bruck/Wasserman biography on diversification 

and tour; 1965 attendance 425,000. 

35. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Tram 

route engineering to coexist with production; guides 

received shooting schedules; route adjusted in real time 

around active filming. 

36. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. 

Wasserman watching trams from Black Tower 15th 

floor; calling down if trams not full; reducing 

guide/driver staffing accordingly. 

37. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Studio 

Entertainment Center opened July 1, 1965; 10-acre 

facility; 6,000–7,000 visitors per day capacity; $5 

million construction cost. Warner Bros. back lot opened 

May 1965; MGM third-party tours 1966 (100,000 

visitors within two years); Twentieth Century-Fox 

walking tour with $50 VIP option (lasted until 1968). 

38. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1 and 

Chapter 2 contextual reference. The young lawyer in 

MCA’s legal department in 1959 is introduced in 

Chapter 3 of this book. 
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Chapter 2: Wasserman’s Tour 
1. Sam Gennawey, Universal versus Disney: The Unofficial 

Guide to American Theme Parks’ Greatest Rivalry (Keen 

Communications, 2014), Chapter 2: “The Industrial 

Tour.” Dorskind’s pitch to Wasserman framed as 

commissary problem and back-lot real estate 

opportunity; no competitive positioning against 

Disneyland. 

2. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. 

Dorskind’s proposal: tour existing back-lot 

infrastructure; convert fixed overhead into revenue; $4 

million requested for trams, food court, parking, and 

restrooms. 

3. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 1. 

Wasserman’s career pattern: percentage-of-earnings 

deals for stars; MCA move into television production; 

Universal lot acquisition December 1958 for $11.25 

million with Wasserman’s initial reluctance noted by 

Dorskind. 

4. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Price 

feasibility study 1961: Disneyland characterized as 

having “revolutionized tourist habits”; price compared 

Universal’s back lot to Disneyland, Knott’s Berry Farm, 

Marineland as distinct visitor motivations; 100,000 

cars/day on Hollywood Freeway within 12 minutes of 

studio. 

5. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. 

Wasserman’s three operating conditions: no 

interference with production; guests leave thinking well 



Pg | 317 

of studio; deliver genuine value. Dorskind’s assurance 

that studio technical departments could supply content. 

6. Sam Gennawey, JayBangs: How Jay Stein, MCA, and 

Universal Invented the Modern Theme Park and Beat 

Disney at Its Own Game (Theme Park Press, 2016), 

Chapter One: “Becoming an MCA Man.” Sheinberg joined 

MCA 1959, waiting for California bar examination 

results, joining the legal department of Revue Studios. 

7. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter One. Sheinberg’s career 

trajectory from Revue Studios legal department to MCA 

leadership; observed Wasserman’s management style 

from within the institution. 

8. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter One. Sheinberg credited 

with discovering director Steven Spielberg; Spielberg’s 

early career at Universal dated to the late 1960s; 

Sheinberg-Spielberg professional relationship 

established during this period. 

9. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter One. Sheinberg became 

president and CEO of MCA in June 1973. 

10. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. 

Attendance trajectory: 428,000 first full year; 750,000 

second year; 880,000 third year; 1.2 million in 1968. 

Studio Entertainment Center opened July 1, 1965; 10-

acre facility; 6,000-7,000 visitors per day capacity. 

Competitors: Warner Bros. back lot opened May 1965; 

MGM tours 1966; Twentieth Century-Fox walking tour. 

11. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 2. Price 

feasibility report warning on static sets: tour required 
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live shows to demonstrate filmmaking craft; continuous 

reinvestment required; repeat customer analysis: 57% 

of Disneyland’s 1960 attendance was returning visitors; 

Universal expected to draw predominantly first-time 

tourists, more like Marineland. 

12. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 5: “The 

Sunshine State.” Universal Studio Tour all-time 

attendance record in 1981: more than 3.7 million 

visitors; third-most visited tourist attraction in the 

United States after the two Disney parks. 

13. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Chapter 5. July 29, 

1981 meeting: bungalow on the Universal lot; attendees 

Sidney Sheinberg and Jay Stein from Universal; Barry 

Diller (Paramount chairman) and Arthur Barron 

(executive vice president); subject was a Florida joint-

venture studio park. 

14. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Preface. Sheinberg’s 

claim that Eisner stole the idea he heard at the “1981 

pitch at Paramount.” Disney-MGM Studios announced 

by Michael Eisner on February 7, 1985. 

15. Gennawey, JayBangs, international expansion sections. 

In 1984, Odeque, a Japanese railroad and department 

store conglomerate, contacted MCA with an offer to 

provide land near Tokyo and partner to build a 

Universal theme park. 

16. Gennawey, JayBangs, international expansion sections. 

Sheinberg assigned Biff Gale to lead negotiations; three 

two-week trips to Japan in March, May, and July 1984. 
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17. Gennawey, JayBangs, international expansion sections. 

Odeque walked away; they had been using the Universal 

negotiation as leverage with a local municipality for 

other land purposes. Gale let go in August 1984. 

18. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter One and subsequent 

chapters. Jay Stein as operational leader of MCA 

Recreation Services; Sheinberg-Stein relationship as 

central governance dynamic of Universal’s parks in the 

1970s and 1980s. 

Chapter 3: Jay Stein’s Park 
1. Sam Gennawey, JayBangs: How Jay Stein, MCA, and 

Universal Invented the Modern Theme Park and Beat 

Disney at Its Own Game (Theme Park Press, 2016), 

Chapter Six: “Universal Studios Florida: Take Two.” Bob 

Ward recalled Drabinsky: “He said this is the greatest 

thing going. He was actually jumping around.” He kept 

yelling “home run” and turned to Sheinberg and said, 

“Sid, if you don’t do this you’re an idiot. What are you 

waiting for?” 

2. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Six. Direct quotation from 

Bob Ward’s recollection of the September 1986 

planning office visit. 

3. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Six. “In December 1986, a 

handshake deal between MCA and Cineplex Odeon was 

announced at a MCA management meeting in Newport 

Beach.” 

4. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter One: “Becoming an MCA 

Man.” Jay Stein began in the MCA mailroom in October 
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1959; worked under Joe Minneci costing out scripts; 

worked under Gordon Forbes as studio liaison between 

production and facilities. 

5. Gennawey, JayBangs, Introduction. “Jay was in charge of 

the Universal Studios theme parks for almost 30 years.” 

Jay Stein described as “president of MCA Recreation 

Services.” 

6. Gennawey, JayBangs, Foreword (Robert A. Finkelstein). 

Jay’s fixation on the hourly count described from direct 

observation. Jules Stein’s napkin-counting practice: 

Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter One. Jules Stein “would 

routinely count the soiled napkins” to calculate per capita 

of speakeasies. 

7. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Five: “Universal Studios 

Florida: Take One.” “In 1969, Jay began to work on the 

design of a facility similar to what MCA had at Universal 

City. He and Terry Winnick collaborated on ideas in his 

living room. However, they decided to start by building up 

the Hollywood Tour, so Jay put his Florida project on the 

back burner.” 

8. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Five. Taft Broadcasting 

partnership: Taft operated six theme parks including 

Canada’s Wonderland and Great America; owned 

Hanna-Barbera Productions; Jay traveled to Cincinnati 

to meet chairman Charles Mechem, who stayed at 

Mechem’s house; deal memos drafted. Taft withdrew 

after Disney’s announcement changed the required 

investment scale. 
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9. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Five and Chapter Six. The 

second-gate competitive logic reconstructed from Jay’s 

account of the Florida market dynamics; “the second 

gate” terminology appears in JayBangs in multiple 

contexts describing the strategy of capturing a 

competing day from Disney visitors. 

10. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Six. “Talks began in 1986, 

soon after Spielberg had been exposed to the King Kong 

audio-animatronics figure. Sheinberg took the lead in 

setting out the Spielberg deal. Spielberg would let his 

name be used in marketing (subject to his approval) and 

would perform as a ‘creative consultant.’ In exchange, 

Spielberg would get a percentage of the absolute gross 

for all revenues of that park, and the deal would apply to 

all future Universal movie theme parks (other than the 

pre-existing park in Los Angeles). The exact percentage 

was specified as confidential.” 

11. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Six. Jay Stein quoted in 

Orlando Magazine: “The day Sid and Lew said we’ll go 

and we’ll do it with Spielberg, all of us knew we’d have to 

create something far more spectacular than we’d ever 

planned. Far more ambitious. Far more costly. Far more 

sophisticated.” 

12. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Six. “When the team 

conducted presentations, Spielberg would just about 

always approve enthusiastically and perhaps offer some 

minor ‘tweaks.’ He was a great audience. Jay said that 

Spielberg had an exceptional ability to think three-

dimensionally.” Jay’s deliberate choice to credit 

Spielberg: “Even when Spielberg only tweaked or 
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approved a project, Jay wanted him to take as much 

creative credit as Spielberg was willing to accept.” 

13. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Five. Partners 

approached: “Over the next few years, they approached 

RCA, Taft Broadcasting Co., Lorimar, and the Bass 

Brothers of Fort Worth, Texas, among others.” The 

Milken episode: “Jay was still searching for a partner in 

1984 when he made a presentation to Michael Milken, the 

junk bond king. Instead of investing in the park, Milken 

used the confidential information to convince casino 

owner Steve Wynn to buy just fewer than 5% of MCA’s 

stock. Wasserman was furious.” Sheinberg quote: “I think 

there was a kind of feeling ‘why is MCA looking for a 

partner if this is so good? Why don’t they do it 

themselves? We had simply decided that we did not want 

to expand into Florida all on our own credit.’” 

14. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Six. Cineplex Odeon 

described as “the second biggest chain of theaters in 

North America and the United Kingdom with 1,818 

screens.” MCA took “a 49.7 percent interest in Cineplex 

Odeon for $150 million.” Drabinsky’s nickname “Garth 

Vader” noted as earned by his “provocative and ruthless 

personality.” 

15. Sam Gennawey, Universal versus Disney: The Unofficial 

Guide to American Theme Parks’ Greatest Rivalry (Keen 

Communications, 2014), Preface and Chapter Five. “On 

February 7, 1985, Michael Eisner made headlines at his 

first meeting with Walt Disney Productions shareholders. 

Before a packed house at the Anaheim Convention Center, 

he announced that Disney would soon start construction 
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of a third theme park at Walt Disney World.” Eisner 

described the plans as “the most exciting to come out of 

Walt Disney Imagineering in a long time” and told the 

gathering “We’re definitely doing it within a year.” 

16. Gennawey, Universal versus Disney, Preface. Erwin D. 

Okun, Disney senior vice president of corporate 

communications: “It is a totally fabricated fantasy.” 

Sheinberg’s claim that Eisner took the idea from the 

1981 Paramount pitch documented in the Preface. 

17. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Six. “It was up to Tony 

Sauber to get the deal with Cineplex Odeon locked up. He 

was the only lawyer for the entire Recreation Division… 

He was also drafting the complicated deal with Steven 

Spielberg to become the creative consultant. Assisting 

him with the heavy work on the two contracts was Jerry 

Nagin, a competent, detail-oriented lawyer from 

Rosenfeld, Meyer, and Susman.” 

18. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Six. “Drabinsky hired Jeff 

McNair to represent the Cineplex interests in Orlando. 

McNair had a marketing background and Drabinsky’s 

trust. He was given access to all of the day-to-day joint 

venture information and was invited to all project, 

financial, budget, and marketing meetings.” 

19. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Six. “What the MCA team 

soon learned was that he was sending misinformation or 

misinterpreted information back to Drabinsky. Drabinsky 

would then call Wasserman or Sheinberg and tell them 

what he was told and often with his own spin and most 

often without verification from Jay, who would then 
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receive a call and a witch hunt would begin. As a result, 

the MCA team became very cautious around McNair, who 

always had a grin and seemed to enjoy watching people 

scramble.” 

20. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Six. Sheinberg’s quote 

verbatim: “Lew and I woke up to realize we were in bed 

with a madman.” Jay’s assessment of the investment 

dynamic: “Wasserman and Sheinberg were taken in by a 

guy with very little capital investment capability, with the 

goal of taking as much money out of the project, while Jay 

wanted to reinvest and build the project to its full 

potential.” 

21. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. “On March 22, 

1989, Drabinsky sold Cineplex Odeon’s interest in USF to 

Rank of Britain for $150 million.” 

22. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. By end of 1989, 

Wasserman and Sheinberg gave Drabinsky ultimatum 

to pay $1.2 billion for MCA’s share of movie theater 

chain; December 14, 1989, Drabinsky out. Rank 

Organisation described as “dreary corporate stereotypes 

with no creative strengths” who put their executives in 

positions commenting on Universal’s creative efforts. 

23. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. “In 2009, 

Drabinsky, along with Myron Gottlieb, were convicted 

and sentenced to prison for fraud and forgery. Drabinsky 

served 17 months in jail before being granted parole.” 

24. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Five. Disney formed 

partnership with James Rouse’s Enterprise 

Development Company; Burbank land sold to Disney at 
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$1 million (critics said property worth closer to $50 

million); MCA officials argued they were denied chance 

to bid. 

25. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Five. “Even more sinister, 

after the deal was announced Disney executive Jeffrey 

Katzenberg called Cineplex Odeon CEO Garth Drabinsky 

(MCA’s partner at the time in the Florida project) offering 

to drop plans to build in Burbank if MCA would abandon 

Florida. Stein described the communications as 

‘blackmail tactics.’” 

26. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Five. “In June 1987, MCA 

filed suit to overturn the Burbank deal.” Eisner’s 

February 1988 admission that costs exceeded $618 

million; Disney’s April 8, 1988, formal withdrawal from 

the Burbank agreement. Sheinberg’s response: “I don’t 

want to talk any more about anything that we feel 

toward Disney. We love everybody. Peace, love, and 

friendship.” 

27. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. “On May 1, 1989, 

the Disney-MGM Studios theme park opened to the 

public.” Cost had grown “from an estimated $500 million 

to $550 million.” 

28. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. Terry Winnick’s 

observations at Disney-MGM preview: Monster Sound 

Theater as equivalent to the pitch made to Eisner when 

he was at Paramount; Superstar Television as copy of 

USH’s Screen Test Theatre; Backstage Studio Tour in 

tram format similar to Hollywood tour. Winnick’s key 

structural observation: “The most identifiable difference 
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between the Disney facility and what Universal was 

planning on building up the interstate was that in the 

Disney park the visitor, with a few exceptions, was a 

spectator. At Universal, the visitor would truly be a 

participant.” 

29. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. Grand opening 

logistics: “The marketing team turned to sponsor US 

Airways who lent them a 737. They also chartered 

approximately fifteen private jets for the celebrity ‘heavy 

hitters’ who would refuse to fly with another star. The 

guests stayed at the exclusive Villas of Grand Cypress.” 

Jay’s 30th anniversary party: “Just before the park had 

opened, Jay’s team threw him a surprise party to 

commemorate his 30th anniversary working for MCA. 

The party took place on one of the soundstages… Sid 

Sheinberg submitted a videotaped commentary as did 

Wasserman, Spielberg… It was an extremely enjoyable, 

drunken affair.” 

30. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. “People were angry 

and stormed the gates. The park was giving free tickets 

left and right.” 

31. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. “It was a 102-

degree day, sweltering and raining.” 

32. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. “Among the biggest 

fiascos, Jaws did not work on opening day and would 

never function properly. Things were so bad, Tom 

Williams shut down the ride shortly after the opening, 

and Jay contacted United Technologies, makers of 

military submarines, to consult on how to fix it.” 
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33. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. Jay’s explanation 

for opening on schedule: “He counted on memories being 

short, knowing any problems are forgotten after a year or 

two. Look at Disneyland.” His statement that “if you let a 

creative person wait until they thought they were ready, 

then nothing would ever be completed.” His later 

reflection: “You are going to have casualties when you go 

to war.” 

34. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. Park design 

details: Jay “personally picked out many of the buildings 

he wanted to reproduce while walking around the streets 

of Hollywood. He took photos and passed them along to 

his team.” Tiffany facade: “They got permission to 

reproduce the famous facade of Tiffany and Company. 

Originally planned as a jewelry store, just before the park 

opened Tiffany rescinded their approval… Jay already had 

the iconic facade built and quickly had the name changed 

to I. Stein and Co., in honor of his brother Ira, who owned 

a jewelry store in Brentwood, California.” Jay’s 

standards: “Jay’s standards were high, and he joked that 

every building on the San Francisco pier ‘had the proper 

amount of bird shit.’” Jay’s face on Gramercy Park 

archangel and Wasserman’s head on Lincoln’s body 

both documented in Chapter Seven. 

35. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. Team members 

identified: Jack McDaniel (executive vice president, MCA 

Recreation Services), Bob Ward (vice president, Design 

and Planning), Peter Alexander (vice president, Shows 

and Special Effects), Terry Winnick (vice president, 
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Special Projects). Barry Upson described as having “put 

together the team that built the park.” 

36. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. USF first-year 

performance: “The park outperformed Disney-MGM in its 

first full year. USF drew 6 million visitors in a terrible 

tourism year. Eighty percent of guest surveys stated that 

Universal was better than Disney-MGM.” Eisner’s January 

2, 1991, visit: “Disney CEO Michael Eisner was spotted 

with his entourage touring Universal Studios Florida. Ron 

Bension said that Universal did not invite Disney people 

on their property but was happy to sell them a ticket.” 

37. Gennawey, JayBangs, Chapter Seven. “The management 

team at Disney was afraid that visitors would skip Epcot 

and drive down to Universal… Although Disney would 

never admit it, Steve Lew said that the average stay in 

Orlando was about three days, plus or minus.” 

38. Gennawey, JayBangs, Introduction. “Stein outlined the 

second park concept in a 20-page memo to company 

attorney Tony Sauber within days of Universal Studios 

Florida’s opening.” 

39. Gemini, The Transmedia Evolution of Global Theatrical 

Promotions and Franchise Management at Universal 

Pictures: 1990 to May 2026 (corpus document). “Artist 

Mark Stutzman and design agency art directors from 

McDonald’s Chicago-based agency flown to Los Angeles 

under secure conditions to read the script and study 

practical animatronic sets, ensuring that promotional 

assets maintained visual fidelity to the cinematic release.” 
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40. Gemini, The Transmedia Evolution of Global Theatrical 

Promotions and Franchise Management at Universal 

Pictures: 1990 to May 2026 (corpus document). 

“McDonald’s introduced the ‘Dino Size’ meal option, an 

extra-large portions initiative promoted via national 

television commercials featuring cinematic dinosaur 

artwork. The unprecedented consumer demand for these 

oversized meals led McDonald’s to make the portion sizes 

a permanent fixture of its menu, subsequently rebranding 

the option as ‘Supersize’.” 

Chapter 4: The Matsushita Freeze 
1. Bronfman flew to Japan March 1995 to meet Matsushita 

president Yoichi Morishita in Osaka: Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Section 1: The Seagram Era. Perplexity - 

Universal Studios Theme Parks, Section 1.2: Bronfman 

‘flew to Japan’ and negotiated directly with Matsushita’s 

leadership without routing through a conventional 

advisory pipeline. 

2. Seagram DuPont stake sale: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 1: The Seagram Era. ‘In the months before the 

Osaka flight, Seagram had sold most of that DuPont 

stake back to DuPont for approximately $8.8 billion, 

freeing cash for something entirely different.’ 

3. Seagram-Matsushita transaction signed April 1995; 

MCA renamed Universal Studios Inc. December 1996: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The Seagram Era. 

Perplexity - Universal Studios Theme Parks, Section 1.2: 

‘Seagram agreed to pay approximately $5.7 billion in 

cash for 80 percent of MCA.’ 
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4. Robert S. Wiesenthal / Credit Suisse First Boston as 

Seagram’s lead media investment banker on the MCA 

acquisition: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The 

Seagram Era. 

5. Matsushita MCA acquisition November 1990 for 

approximately $6.59 billion; largest acquisition of an 

American company by a Japanese firm at that point: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The MCA and 

Matsushita Era. Perplexity - Universal Studios Theme 

Parks, Section 1.1. 

6. Matsushita hardware-plus-content strategic thesis; 

mirroring Sony’s acquisition of Columbia Pictures: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: ‘Matsushita 

believed that by combining its consumer-electronics 

hardware with MCA’s software assets : film, music, 

television, and theme parks : competitive advantages 

would compound across decades.’ 

7. Michael Ovitz as Matsushita’s primary strategic 

consultant; Lazard Frères for financial advice; 

Shearman & Sterling for legal counsel: Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Section 1: The MCA and Matsushita Era. 

8. Allen & Company as disclosed financial advisor of 

record in Matsushita-MCA tender-offer documents: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The MCA and 

Matsushita Era. Dispute over advisory credit between 

Allen & Company and Nomura-Wasserstein Perella 

noted in Gemini source. 

9. Parks division 1991 financials under Matsushita: 

revenue approximately $380 million, capex 
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approximately $42 million: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 1: Historical Financial Metrics table. 

10. Matsushita blocked land acquisition in Orlando and 

refused to authorize a second theme park gate: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 1: ‘Matsushita’s approach to 

capital allocation for the parks was categorical: no 

additional land acquisition in Orlando, no capital 

commitment to a second theme park gate.’ 

11. Parks as least legible Matsushita asset; furthest from 

Matsushita’s competence and attention: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The MCA and Matsushita 

Era narrative assessment. 

12. Structural impossibility of competing with Disney on 

frozen capex: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The 

MCA and Matsushita Era. Perplexity - Universal Studios 

Theme Parks, Section 1.1: capex posture described as 

‘Highly Restrictive: Blocked land acquisitions and multi-

gate expansion plans in Florida.’ 

13. Bronfman called Matsushita directly rather than 

proceeding through conventional acquisition channels: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The Seagram Era. 

Perplexity - Universal Studios Theme Parks, Section 1.2: 

Bronfman ‘bypassed traditional investment bank 

advisory pipelines.’ 

14. Wiesenthal and Credit Suisse First Boston provided 

financial architecture for the Seagram-MCA transaction: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The Seagram Era. 
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15. Transaction price: Seagram paid approximately $5.7 

billion in cash for 80 percent of MCA; Matsushita 

retained 20 percent minority stake: Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Section 1: The Seagram Era. Perplexity - 

Universal Studios Theme Parks, Section 1.2. 

16. Seagram’s strategic thesis: parks as part of an 

integrated content and destination-experience portfolio, 

not a distraction from the film studio: Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Section 1: The Seagram Era. 

17. Bronfman authorized second theme park; Islands of 

Adventure construction; transformation of USF into 

Universal Orlando Resort: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 1: The Seagram Era. Sam Gennawey, Universal 

versus Disney (Keen Communications, 2014), Chapter 

10: ‘Bronfman announced in August 1995 that he 

planned to spend $2.6 billion to turn the theme park 

into a resort.’ 

18. MCA renamed Universal Studios Inc. December 1996: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The Seagram Era. 

19. PolyGram acquisition added $10.6 billion in liabilities to 

Seagram balance sheet: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 1: The Seagram Era: ‘Seagram’s balance sheet 

subsequently leveraged by PolyGram acquisition 1998 

($10.6 billion).’ 

Chapter 5: Bronfman’s Resort 
1. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 1, Historical 

Financial Metrics table. Parks division revenue 
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$380.0M, capital expenditures $42.0M in 1991 

(Matsushita era). 

2. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 9, “Nobody Else to Blame.” “Bronfman 

announced in August 1995 that he planned to spend $2.6 

billion to turn the theme park into a resort. Of that, $2 

billion would go to a second theme park, and an 

additional $600 million would go to four new hotels.” 

3. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, “Uniquely Different.” Barry Upson on 

Bension’s envelope sketch: “Ron [Bension] was the 

stimulus behind Islands of Adventure. He actually did a 

really rough little diagram on the back of an envelope. 

Literally did it while on an airplane. The fundamental 

notion of the islands environment was his.” 

4. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, Seuss Landing section. Phil Hettema quotes 

on Audrey Geisel negotiations: “Mrs. Geisel would not 

talk to anybody. She would not take calls. They had 

everybody call her. They had Steven call her and she 

wouldn’t discuss it.” 

5. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, “Uniquely Different.” “The agreement 

between Universal and Marvel was restricted to east of 

the Mississippi River.” Phil Hettema: Marvel was “very 

obtainable.” 

6. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, “Universal Studios Escape.” Description of 
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Spider-Man ride system: 24 projectors, quarter-mile 

track, 1.5 acres of physical sets. 

7. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, “Universal Studios Escape.” Mark Woodbury: 

“We ran the heck out of it back there.” Ben Lovelace: 

“Part of the goal was making the technology as reliable 

as a Caterpillar tractor.” 

8. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, “Universal Studios Escape.” Cathy Nichols 

and Mark Woodbury quotes on avoiding repeat of 1990 

opening. 

9. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 1, The Seagram Era. 

“The Seagram board approved the capital expenditures 

required to construct Islands of Adventure in Orlando. 

This multi-billion-dollar project transformed the Florida 

site from a single-gate park into the ‘Universal Orlando 

Resort’ in 1999.” Universal versus Disney, Sam 

Gennawey (2014): “Islands of Adventure opened on May 

28, 1999.” 

10. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, “Universal Studios Escape.” Steven Spielberg 

opening ceremony quote. 

11. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, “Universal Studios Escape.” Sidney 

Sheinberg quote. 

12. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 1, Historical 

Financial Metrics table. “Seagram Era (1998): Capital 

Expenditures $710.0M. Expansionist: Financed the 



Pg | 335 

construction of Islands of Adventure and CityWalk 

Orlando.” 

13. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, “Universal Studios Escape.” “First-year 

attendance was only 3.4 million, which was well below 

expectations.” 

14. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10. Phil Hettema quote on marketing confusion. 

15. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10. Michael Eisner visited Islands of Adventure 

on January 2, 2000. Eisner quote: “While there is 

cannibalization, it’s still slightly less than we expected. 

We’re OK.” 

16. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10. Ron Meyer quote. Universal Orlando 

renamed February 2000. 

17. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 1, The Seagram Era. 

“Seagram’s balance sheet was heavily leveraged by the 

acquisition of PolyGram in 1998 for $10.6 billion. This 

leverage restricted the free cash flow available to the 

parks just as Islands of Adventure opened to softer-than-

expected initial attendance in 1999.” 

18. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 1, The Vivendi Era. 

“Tom Williams, who had been elevated to Chairman and 

CEO of Universal Parks & Resorts in late 1999.” 

19. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 6, Executive 

Transitions. “Tom Williams retired on March 16, 2022, 

after more than two decades leading the division.” 
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20. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 8, CityWalk 

Hollywood. “Opened in May 1993, Universal CityWalk 

Hollywood was designed by the architectural firm of Jon 

Jerde.” Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

CityWalk opened May 1993; Jon Jerde hired after 1984 

Olympics and Horton Plaza work; hired by Disney in 

1985 for Satellite City for EuroDisney. 

21. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

CityWalk/Simulacrum section. Jon Jerde quote: “I saw 

CityWalk as a venue for human intercourse.” 

22. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

CityWalk/Simulacrum section. Jon Jerde quote: “Our 

enemies are artifice and the ersatz.” 

23. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

CityWalk/Simulacrum section. Jon Jerde quotes on 

CityWalk as “sequential plan of orchestrated events” and 

“simulacrum, a copy with no original.” 

24. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

CityWalk/Simulacrum section. Critics Norman Klein, 

Lewis Lapham, Mike Davis quotes. 

25. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

CityWalk/Simulacrum section. Jerde response on 

“urban glue.” 

26. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

CityWalk/Simulacrum section. Visitor mix shift from 

80% tourists to 50/50 tourists and residents. 
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27. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

CityWalk/Simulacrum section. Lew Wasserman pulling 

restaurant tally sheets to show visitors. 

28. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

CityWalk/Simulacrum section. Buzz Price quote on 

Universal City as “one big mega theme park.” 

29. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 1, Historical 

Financial Metrics table. “Seagram Era (1998): 

Expansionist: Financed the construction of Islands of 

Adventure and CityWalk Orlando.” Section 8: “This 

spatial model [CityWalk] proved so successful that it was 

subsequently replicated at Universal Orlando, Universal 

Studios Japan, and Universal Studios Beijing.” 

30. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 6, Major Regional 

Reinvestment and Real Estate Actions. “Universal 

partnered with Loews Hotels to expand its on-site room 

inventory. The expansion was structured across distinct 

price points.” Loews Hotels partnership originated in the 

Seagram/early UOR resort-buildout era. 

31. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 3, Universal Studios 

Japan. “Universal Studios Japan (USJ) opened on March 

31, 2001, under a joint-venture structure between 

Universal, the City of Osaka, and various local corporate 

partners.” 

32. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 3, Universal Studios 

Japan. “The park faced early financial distress. This drop 

was driven by high initial construction debt, soft 

attendance after the opening year, and a series of public 

relations issues concerning industrial water compliance.” 
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33. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 3, Universal Studios 

Japan. “In 2005, the private equity arm of Goldman Sachs 

stepped in, injecting JPY 20 billion (approximately $168.6 

million) in exchange for a 41% diluted equity stake.” 

34. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 3, Universal Studios 

Japan. Glenn Gumpel as CEO; strategic shift from 

Hollywood-only focus to local Japanese IP including 

anime and video games. 

35. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 3, Universal Studios 

Japan. “In 2009, Goldman Sachs capitalized on this 

operational recovery. The firm launched a JPY 107.5 

billion (approximately $1.2 billion) tender offer to 

acquire the remaining public shares and delist USJ from 

the Tokyo Stock Exchange’s Mothers market.” Annual 

attendance nearly doubled and EBITDA more than 

quadrupled during Goldman’s 12-year investment cycle. 

36. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 1, The Vivendi Era. 

“In December 2000, Vivendi S.A., a French utility and 

water conglomerate led by CEO Jean-Marie Messier, 

acquired Seagram in a $34 billion all-stock transaction. 

This merger formed Vivendi Universal.” 

37. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 1, The Vivendi Era. 

“Vivendi’s financial advisors included Lazard Freres and 

Goldman Sachs, while Seagram was advised by Morgan 

Stanley and Allen & Company.” 

38. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 1, Historical 

Financial Metrics table. Vivendi Era (2002): Capital 

expenditures $65.0M. “Severe Capital Freeze: Debt triage 

forced a complete halt on new attraction development.” 
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39. Gemini - Valuing the Portal: Section 1, The Vivendi Era. 

“Vivendi shopped the parks division to private equity 

firms, including Blackstone, but debt obligations and 

complex joint-venture agreements with local partners in 

Orlando and Japan stalled any clean sale.” 

40. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, “Universal Studios Escape.” Phil Hettema 

quote: “Disney is always going to be at their own level 

because they had a head start, but Universal elevated 

itself as a major player and made Disney take notice.” 

41. Universal versus Disney, Sam Gennawey (2014): 

Chapter 10, “Universal Studios Escape.” “At Universal, 

guests could use walking paths, water taxis, or park in 

structures only 12 minutes away from the front gates.” 

Chapter 6: The Orphan Asset 
1. Goldman Sachs merchant banking arm as capital source 

for USJ rescue; Gumpel’s pitch structure: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The Vivendi Era / GE Era; 

GE/USJ section. 25 Years Inside Universal Studios, Jerry 

Green (2017): context on USJ’s operational difficulties 

prior to Goldman investment. 

2. Goldman’s 41 percent equity stake in USJ; new capital 

structure enabling operational fixes: Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Section 1: GE/USJ rescue section. ‘A new 

capital structure, with Goldman’s merchant banking 

arm sitting as a 41 percent equity partner alongside 

management, would make the fixes possible.’ 
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3. USJ repeat visitation failure prior to Goldman 

restructuring; theme-park economics dependency on 

repeat guests: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: 

The GE Era/USJ. 

4. Structural argument: potential is a function of what the 

owner will allow the business to attempt: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The GE Era : thematic 

framing of constrained capital allocation. 

5. Universal Studios Japan opened March 31, 2001: Gemini 

- Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The GE Era. Perplexity - 

Universal Studios Theme Parks, Section 1.3. 

6. Parks as collateral damage of Vivendi implosion; 

underperformance not their sin: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 1: The Vivendi Era: ‘Vivendi recorded a 

historic net loss of €13.6 billion for the fiscal year 2001.’ 

7. Joint-venture structural complexity in Orlando and 

Japan prevented clean private-equity exit from Vivendi: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The Vivendi Era: 

‘complex joint-venture agreements with local partners 

in Orlando and Japan stalled any clean sale.’ 

8. Orlando attendance softening under Vivendi capital 

freeze; Disney not standing still: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 1: The Vivendi Era. Perplexity - Universal 

Studios Theme Parks, Section 1.3: parks capex dropped 

to approximately $65 million (2002) from $710 million 

(1998 Seagram peak). 

9. Bob Wright as NBC chairman who built NBC into 

dominant broadcast network; GE/NBCU formation put 
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parks in portfolio where they were tolerated but not 

championed: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The 

GE Era. Perplexity - Universal Studios Theme Parks, 

Section 1.3. 

10. [Entry 10 present in endnotes but no body reference 

found : content relates to GE capital-allocation 

framework applied to parks: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 1: The GE Era.] 

11. Parks tolerated rather than championed under GE; kept 

in good repair; not believed in: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 1: The GE Era: ‘The parks received the 

capital allocation that GE’s internal framework 

determined they had earned, which was considerably 

less than what the parks required to fulfill their 

competitive potential.’ 

12. GE capital-allocation framework: theme parks received 

what the framework said they earned, not what 

competitive positioning required: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 1: The GE Era. 

13. GE’s institutional bandwidth insufficient for a struggling 

USJ during GE’s own organizational transition: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The GE Era/USJ: ‘the worst 

possible combination: a parent company in the middle 

of its own GE transition that had neither the capital nor 

the institutional bandwidth to devote to a struggling 

park in Japan.’ 

14. Guest confidence environment; post-9/11 travel 

suppression affecting USJ: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 
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Section 1: The GE Era/USJ context. 25 Years Inside 

Universal Studios, Jerry Green (2017). 

15. Goldman’s capital structure gave management freedom 

from corporate hierarchy; investment strategy 

optimized for value creation: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 1: GE/USJ rescue section. 

16. USJ reorientation toward Japanese cultural 

programming; translating Universal brand rather than 

importing it wholesale: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 1: GE/USJ rescue section: ‘translating it: keeping 

the Hollywood wrapper in place while changing the 

content inside it to address a Japanese audience on its 

own terms.’ 

17. USJ results post-Goldman: annual attendance nearly 

doubling to approximately 15 million; EBITDA more 

than quadrupling to JPY 70 billion: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 1: GE/USJ. Perplexity - Universal Studios 

Theme Parks, Section 1.3. 

18. USJ delisting from public markets; removed quarterly 

earnings pressure; enabled growth investment without 

public-market justification: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 1: GE/USJ. 

19. Cross-divisional coordination between parks and 

Universal Pictures marketing calendar beginning in GE 

era: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The GE Era; 

precursor to Symphony framework. 

20. Lean-years operational innovation in parks without 

adequate capital; people inventing new practices 
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without knowing it: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 

1: The GE Era : narrative framing. 

21. June 1, 2008 fire on Universal Studios Hollywood 

backlot; destroyed portions of Courthouse Square, King 

Kong attraction, New York Street: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 1: The GE Era. Perplexity - Universal 

Studios Theme Parks, Section 1.3. 

22. GE as supremely disciplined industrial enterprise; 

disciplines calibrated for businesses unlike theme 

parks; failures not about the parks themselves: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The GE Era : structural 

assessment. 

23. [Entry 23 present in endnotes but no body reference 

found : content relates to GE institutional model 

vs. theme-park capital requirements: Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Section 1: The GE Era.] 

24. [Entry 24 present in endnotes but no body reference 

found : content relates to GE era closing context: Gemini 

- Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The GE Era / Comcast 

acquisition announcement.] 

25. Gap between theme-park mental model and GE financial 

model; Comcast acquisition announcement December 

2009 as closing event of GE chapter: Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Section 1: The GE Era. Perplexity - Universal 

Studios Theme Parks, Section 1.3: Comcast announced 

acquisition of 51 percent of NBCUniversal December 3, 

2009. 
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26. Revenue curves once right owner in place; forward 

reference to Comcast investment thesis (treated in 

Chapter 9): Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: 

transition narrative from GE Era to Comcast Era. 

Chapter 7: The Contiguous Land 
1. J.K. Rowling rejected Disney’s Fantasyland-ride 

proposal; tore up Letter of Intent; Disney refused to 

commit to standalone Hogwarts Castle or grant creative 

veto over food/beverage/merchandise: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 4: Harry Potter Negotiation 

and Deal Economics. October 2006 Rowling-Rasulo 

meeting. 

2. [Entry 2 in endnotes; no corresponding body reference 

found. Relates to Universal-Warner Bros.-Rowling 

negotiations led by Mark Woodbury: Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Section 4.] 

3. Mark Woodbury’s design knowledge of Islands of 

Adventure; collaborating with Universal Creative on the 

Hogsmeade land: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 4: 

Harry Potter Negotiation. Universal versus Disney, Sam 

Gennawey (2014), Chapter 10: Woodbury’s role in IOA 

design and construction. 

4. Attendance lift following Hogsmeade opening at Islands 

of Adventure; publicly available data pointing in same 

direction across all metrics: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 4: The Wizarding World Impact. Perplexity - 

Universal Studios Theme Parks, Section 2.1: ‘IOA 

attendance jumped approximately 30 percent in the 
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first year following Hogsmeade’s June 18, 2010 

opening.’ 

Chapter 8: The Second Gate Reborn 
1. Decision to demolish Amity/Jaws at Universal Studios 

Florida 2011; operational statement about investment 

direction: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 4: The 

Diagon Alley Expansion. Universal Orlando 2015, Kelly 

Monaghan (Unofficial Guides, 2015): Amity area 

demolition noted. 

2. Jaws attraction decommissioned; Bruce the shark 

relocated to nearby bar as photo opportunity: Universal 

Orlando 2015, Kelly Monaghan (2015). Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Section 4. 

3. Alan Gilmore and Miraphora Mina as designers who 

collaborated with Universal on Hogsmeade and 

continued into Diagon Alley phase: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 4: The Diagon Alley Expansion design 

notes. 

4. Diagon Alley branching geography: Horizont Alley and 

Carkitt Market creating layered spatial structure 

rewarding wandering: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 4: The Diagon Alley Expansion design. Universal 

Orlando 2015, Kelly Monaghan (2015). 

5. Leaky Cauldron as British pub environment; 

Hogsmeade land food-service organization: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 4: The Diagon Alley 

Expansion. Universal Orlando 2015, Kelly Monaghan 
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(2015): Three Broomsticks described as Great Hall-style 

cafeteria. 

6. Harry Potter and the Escape from Gringotts ride: 

projection screens layering physical motion with digital 

storytelling; technical antecedents in Forbidden Journey 

at IOA: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 4: The 

Diagon Alley Expansion. 

7. The gate connector named concept: physical link 

between IOA and USF transforming resort from 

adjacent products to integrated experience; Hogwarts 

Express as mechanism: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 4: The Diagon Alley Expansion. 

8. Hogwarts Express window-scene projection system: 

synchronized digital projections with physical cabin 

movements; figures appearing in adjacent virtual 

carriages: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 4. 

Universal Orlando 2015, Kelly Monaghan (2015). 

9. Directional narrative asymmetry of Hogwarts Express: 

different window scenes, characters, and narrative 

events in each direction: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 4: The Diagon Alley Expansion. Universal 

Orlando 2015, Kelly Monaghan (2015). 

10. Park-to-Park ticket requirement to ride Hogwarts 

Express in either direction: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 4. Universal Orlando 2015, Kelly Monaghan 

(2015): ticket operational mechanics described. 

11. Park-to-Park ticket meaningfully higher price point than 

single-park alternative; Hogwarts Express as structural 
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yield driver: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 4: The 

Diagon Alley Expansion economic analysis. 

12. Higher per-capita spending from guests present in two 

parks; extended length-of-stay from two-park day 

justifying two-night stay: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 4: economic impact of Hogwarts Express ticket 

structure. 

13. Wizarding World of Harry Potter: Diagon Alley opened 

at Universal Studios Florida July 8, 2014: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 4: The Diagon Alley 

Expansion. Perplexity - Universal Studios Theme Parks, 

Section 2.1. 

14. Parks segment 2014 financials: revenue $2,626 million, 

adjusted EBITDA $1,024 million, capex $590 million: 

Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: Historical 

Financial Metrics table. 

15. Disney New Fantasyland expansion at Magic Kingdom 

in early 2010s; proceeded in phases; focused on area 

adjacent to Fantasyland unchanged since 1971: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 4 competitive context. 

Universal Orlando 2015, Kelly Monaghan (2015). 

16. Disney Star Wars Galaxy’s Edge announced as $1 billion 

investment simultaneously at Disneyland and Disney’s 

Hollywood Studios; acknowledgment that immersive-

land standard had become industry benchmark: Gemini 

- Valuing the Portal, Section 4: competitive response. 

Perplexity - Universal Studios Theme Parks, Section 2.2. 
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Chapter 9: Roberts Walks In 
1. Comcast NBCUniversal acquisition : all financial and 

operational data in this chapter sourced from: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The Comcast Era and 

Section 1: Historical Financial Metrics table. Data 

includes: January 28, 2011 closing date; GE advisors J.P. 

Morgan, Goldman Sachs, Citigroup, Weil Gotshal & 

Manges; Steve Burke commitment to build a new 

attraction every single year; capex trajectory $285M 

(2012) → $590M (2014) → $845M (2015) → $1,120M 

(2016) → $1,380M (2017) → $1,722M (2018); parks 

segment revenue and EBITDA 2014–2018; Volcano Bay 

opening 2017; Hollywood attendance lift from 

Hogsmeade 2016; USJ Goldman-to-Comcast majority 

stake 2015 for $1.5 billion ($6.2 billion enterprise 

value); USJ full acquisition 2017 JPY 254.8 billion 

(~$2.3 billion); Epic Universe master plan and Orlando 

land acquisition program. Perplexity - Universal Studios 

Theme Parks, Section 2: corroborating financial 

timeline. 

2. Comcast March 19, 2013 full NBCUniversal buyout of 

GE’s remaining 49 percent for $16.7 billion; total 

NBCUniversal enterprise value approximately $34 

billion: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 1: The 

Comcast Era. Perplexity - Universal Studios Theme 

Parks, Section 2. Also: Comcast internal capital 

committee investment thesis characterizing new 

themed lands, international consolidation, and hotel 

expansion as having ‘attractive return profiles that 

warranted prioritized capital allocation.’ 
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Chapter 10: The Nintendo Decade 
1. Universal-Nintendo partnership : all data and narrative 

in this chapter sourced from: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 7: The Nintendo Partnership. Key facts 

include: initial negotiations approximately 2014; led by 

Mark Woodbury and Shigeru Miyamoto; multi-decade 

global licensing agreement granting Universal exclusive 

worldwide theme park rights to Nintendo’s entire 

gaming catalog; Miyamoto hands-on design 

collaboration; Super Nintendo World at USJ opened 

March 18, 2021; Super Nintendo World at Universal 

Studios Hollywood opened February 17, 2023; Super 

Nintendo World at Epic Universe opened May 22, 2025; 

Power-Up Band NFC wearable architecture; DK 

Adventure land expansion at USJ. Perplexity - Universal 

Studios Theme Parks, Section 2: corroborating Super 

Nintendo World dates and attendance data. 

2. Power-Up Band as NFC wearable sold separately from 

park admission; enables interactive block-punching, 

coin-collecting, and digital-physical overlay across 

Super Nintendo World environments: Gemini - Valuing 

the Portal, Section 7: The Nintendo Partnership. 

Perplexity - Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives for Theme Parks, Section A4: Power-Up Band 

NFC architecture described as infrastructure AI-era 

personalization will eventually plug into. 

3. Universal’s sourced record as of 2026 contains no 

evidence of LLM-powered characters, machine-learning 

personalization engines serving individual guests at 

scale, or AI systems using in-park behavioral data for 
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real-time service optimization: Perplexity - Universal, 

Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI Initiatives for Theme 

Parks, Sections A1–A5 and C1–C4 (comprehensive 

review). Gemini - The Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 

5: Universal’s posture characterized as operationally 

quiet on AI deployment relative to Disney. 

Chapter 11: The Portfolio Sort 
1. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal: An Analytical and 

Operational History of Universal Destinations and 

Experiences (1990–Present),” Section 7 (Narrative 

Scenes): “In November 2024, Mike Cavanagh gathers his 

executive committee at 30 Rockefeller Plaza to finalize 

the structural details of the ‘SpinCo’ (Versant) cable 

network spin-off.” 

2. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 2 (NBCUniversal 

Current Corporate Structure and the Parks Division’s 

Position): “On November 20, 2024, Comcast announced 

its intention to create a new, publicly traded media 

company through a tax-free spin-off of a select portfolio 

of NBCUniversal’s cable television networks. This 

transaction, structurally referred to as ‘SpinCo’ (and 

internally codenamed ‘Versant’ during planning), is 

expected to be completed in late 2025.” 

3. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 2: “The assets 

designated for the spin-off include USA Network, CNBC, 

MSNBC, Oxygen, E!, SYFY, and Golf Channel, alongside 

digital properties such as Fandango, Rotten Tomatoes, 

and GolfNow. Mark Lazarus, the current Chairman of 

NBCUniversal Media Group, will serve as the CEO of 
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SpinCo, and Anand Kini, the current CFO of NBCUniversal, 

will transition to serve as its CFO and COO.” 

4. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 3: “For the fiscal 

year ended December 31, 2024, Comcast reported that 

NBCUniversal’s Theme Parks segment generated $7.45 

billion in revenue and $2.37 billion in Adjusted EBITDA. 

This performance represents approximately 18% of 

NBCUniversal’s total consolidated revenue and nearly 

40% of its total consolidated Adjusted EBITDA.” 

5. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 2: “At the apex of 

the corporate hierarchy is Mike Cavanagh, who serves as 

President of Comcast Corporation and Chief Executive 

Officer of NBCUniversal. Cavanagh assumed direct 

operational control of NBCUniversal following executive 

transitions in 2023.” 

6. Perplexity, “Universal Studios Theme Parks, 1990–2026: 

Ownership, Strategy, and the Rise of Universal 

Destinations and Experiences,” Section 2.6: “Versant Set 

to Be Standalone Company After Jan. 2,” Hollywood 

Reporter. “Comcast Co-CEO Mike Cavanagh says post-

Versant spinoff, they will continue to invest in Universal 

Destinations and Experiences.” 

7. Perplexity, “Universal Studios Theme Parks, 1990–2026,” 

Section 6.3: “Tom Williams joined Universal in the 1980s 

and served as chairman and CEO of Universal Parks and 

Resorts, leading its expansion from a single Hollywood 

studio tour into a global parks portfolio.” 

8. Perplexity, “Universal Studios Theme Parks, 1990–2026,” 

Section 6.3: “In November 2021, Universal announced 
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that Williams would retire effective March 16, 2022, after 

33 years, and that Mark Woodbury would become 

chairman and CEO of Universal Parks and Resorts (now 

Universal Destinations and Experiences) effective January 

1, 2022.” See also Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 6: 

“Tom Williams retired on March 16, 2022, after more 

than two decades leading the division… Mark Woodbury 

succeeded Williams as Chairman and Chief Executive 

Officer on March 16, 2022.” 

9. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 5 (The Leadership 

of Mark Woodbury and Executive Successions): 

“Woodbury joined the recreation division in the late 

1980s and was named President of Universal Creative in 

2001. In this role, he oversaw the master planning and 

design of Universal Studios Japan, Islands of Adventure, 

and Universal Studios Beijing.” On Hightower: “Mike 

Hightower succeeded Woodbury as President of Universal 

Creative in January 2022.” On Coup: “Thierry Coup… 

retired in early 2023.” On Murphy: “In July 2023, 

Universal hired Maggie Murphy, a former Principal and 

Co-Managing Director of Gensler New York, to lead 

Universal Creative under Woodbury’s direct oversight.” 

10. Perplexity, “Universal Studios Theme Parks, 1990–2026,” 

Section 5.1: “Woodbury joined Universal over 30 years 

ago during the development of Universal Studios Florida, 

rose to become chief creative officer, and in 2006 was 

named president of Universal Creative.” See also Gemini, 

“Valuing the Portal,” Section 4 (Harry Potter Negotiation 

and Deal Economics). 
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11. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 6 (Rebranding and 

Strategic Integration): “In March 2023, Comcast 

rebranded the division from Universal Parks and Resorts 

to Universal Destinations and Experiences (UDX). The 

rebrand reflected a broader corporate mandate to 

expand the brand beyond traditional theme park resorts.” 

12. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 7 (Next-Generation 

Regional and Niche Concepts): “Universal Kids Resort 

(Frisco, Texas): Announced in January 2023 with a target 

opening in late 2026. This 97-acre regional park is sized 

specifically for families with young children, featuring 

themed lands, interactive play areas, and a 300-room 

family-focused hotel.” 

13. Perplexity, “Universal Studios Theme Parks, 1990–2026,” 

Section 7.5: “Construction began in November 2023, with 

estimated costs around US$550 million and opening 

timelines adjusted over time; as of early 2026, sources 

report that the park is slated to open in late 2026.” 

14. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 7: “Universal 

Horror Unleashed (Las Vegas, Nevada): Located at 

Area15, this year-round horror experience is scheduled to 

open in late 2025 or 2026. The 110,000-square-foot 

indoor anchor attraction will utilize intellectual property 

from Universal’s Halloween Horror Nights and Classic 

Monsters franchises.” 

15. Perplexity, “Universal Studios Theme Parks, 1990–2026,” 

Section 7.6: “The attraction opened in 2025 at Area15 

and operates year-round with timed-ticket admission.” 
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16. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 7: “Universal 

Studios Great Britain (Bedford, United Kingdom): 

Announced in late 2023… Located on a 480-acre former 

brickworks site in Kempston Hardwick, Bedford, the 

project received Special Development Order (SDO) 

planning approval on December 15, 2025 (effective 

January 12, 2026). Groundworks and site clearance are 

scheduled to begin in Q2 2026, with major infrastructure 

construction starting in Q4 2026… targeted to open by 

2031.” 

17. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 3 (Cancelled, 

Paused, or Unrealized International Projects): All four 

cancelled project descriptions sourced here: Dubailand 

(2007 announcement, late 2008 pause, 2016 official 

cancellation); South Korea/Lotte/K-Water (mid-2000s 

proposal, 2017 cancellation); Moscow/A101 

Group/Galactica Park (2012 proposal, abandoned post-

2014 sanctions); India/DLF (late 2000s–early 2010s 

evaluation, never advanced beyond feasibility). 

18. Gemini, “Valuing the Portal,” Section 3 (Universal 

Studios Beijing): “Universal Studios Beijing (USB) 

officially opened on September 20, 2021.” “The Joint-

Venture Construction and Ownership Company: Split 70% 

to BSH Investment (which consists of five state-owned 

enterprises, including Beijing Tourism Group) and 30% to 

Comcast NBCUniversal.” “The Joint-Venture Management 

and Operations Company: Split 70% to Comcast 

NBCUniversal and 30% to BSH Investment.” “The project 

secured RMB 26.6 billion (approximately $4.2 billion) in 

non-recourse project financing… provided by a syndicate 
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of nine state-owned Chinese banks, led by the Agricultural 

Bank of China.” BNP Paribas as exclusive financial 

advisor to Chinese sponsors from 2007. 

19. Perplexity, “Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives for Theme Parks (2024–May 2026),” Section 

E3: D’Amaro quote on trip planning and AI; Johnston 

quote on precision labor demand forecasting; Disney 

2026 AI disclosure on five business areas. 

20. Perplexity, “Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives for Theme Parks (2024–May 2026),” Section 

D3: “In early 2026, Disney and OpenAI announced a 

three-year partnership allowing fans to interact with a 

library of Disney characters inside ChatGPT and Sora, 

with more than 200 characters licensed for text-to-image 

and text-to-video experiences.” 

21. Perplexity, “Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives for Theme Parks (2024–May 2026),” Section 

C3: Woodbury quote from Bank of America conference 

on Epic Universe as “most technologically-advanced park 

we’ve ever done.” 

22. Perplexity, “Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives for Theme Parks (2024–May 2026),” Section 

A3: Universal Orlando started testing and in October 

2023 officially launched Photo Validation Facial 

Recognition for ticket entry at Islands of Adventure, 

described as a faster, optional entry method where 

guests’ faces are captured and then used to verify 

admission. 
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23. Perplexity, “Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives for Theme Parks (2024–May 2026),” Section 

A3: “In April 2026, multiple outlets reported that Photo 

Validation facial recognition is now tied to ‘Effortless 

Entry’ through individual Epic Universe portals when 

Virtual Line return times are in use, meaning face scans 

are being used to control access not only at gates but also 

to themed lands and some attraction lockers.” 

24. Perplexity, “Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives for Theme Parks (2024–May 2026),” Section 

A3: “NEC describes Universal Studios Japan as a long-

standing customer, stating that since 2007 its facial 

recognition technology has been used ‘a million times a 

year’ to verify annual passholders at gates, reducing 

congestion and completing checks in less than a second.” 

25. Perplexity, “Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives for Theme Parks (2024–May 2026),” Section 

A3: “Biometric Update and international press reported 

that Universal Beijing, under a partnership with Alibaba, 

would use facial recognition ‘for everything we do in the 

park,’ including admission, express access, hotel check-in, 

room access, and in-park payments, with face-linked 

accounts through Alipay.” 

26. Perplexity, “Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives for Theme Parks (2024–May 2026),” Section 

A4: “A Microsoft customer story describes Universal 

Destinations and Experiences adopting Azure Data 

Explorer for predictive maintenance at the Villain-Con 

Minion Blast attraction.” Caesar Esperanza quote: “to 

identify potential downtimes before they ever happen.” 
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“The system reduced labor hours on related work orders 

by 66 percent.” Revenue management and labor 

analytics via Azure. 

27. Gemini, “The Algorithmic Theme Park: A Reference 

Dossier on AI Integration and Mechatronic Evolution 

across Global Operators (2023 to May 2026)”: “By 

deploying state-of-the-art physical animatronics and 

contactless payment protocols (such as Universal Pay), 

Universal positioned its parks to maximize per-capita 

spending.” 

28. Gemini, “The Algorithmic Theme Park”: Express Pass 

dynamic pricing, baseline $119.99 to upwards of 

$319.99 during peak holiday periods. 

29. Gemini, “The Algorithmic Theme Park,” Section (Privacy 

Controversies): “Disneyland’s full operational rollout of 

entrance-gate facial recognition in late April 2026 

provoked intense pushback from privacy advocates… 

critics like the Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF) 

argued that ‘consent’ is engineered through systematic 

inconvenience.” 

Chapter 12: The Symphony 
1. Ron Cohen, Vice President of Global Promotions at 

Universal Destinations and Experiences, and the zero-

fee partnership model for Epic Universe: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 7: The Symphony 

Framework. Perplexity - Universal Global Promotions 

Spot-Fact Verification, Group A. 
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2. Nicole Avella and senior partnership managers; Versant 

corporate structure context for the Epic Universe 

promotional campaign: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 2 and Section 7. Perplexity - Universal Global 

Promotions, Group A: Epic Universe launch 

partnerships. 

3. Small core team operating out of 30 Rock floor housing 

Universal Destinations and Experiences New York 

presence: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, Section 2: 

NBCUniversal Current Corporate Structure. Gemini - 

The Transmedia Evolution, Section on UDX/Symphony 

operational structure. 

4. 1993 Jurassic Park / McDonald’s campaign origin: Mark 

Stutzman; McDonald’s Chicago-based agency; secure 

conditions; animatronic sets visit: Gemini - The 

Transmedia Evolution, The Decoupled Era section: 

‘Artist Mark Stutzman and design agency art directors 

from McDonald’s Chicago-based agency flown to Los 

Angeles under secure conditions to read the script and 

study practical animatronic sets.’ 

5. David O’Connor joined Universal Pictures 1997 as 

promotions supervisor in consumer products group: 

Gemini - The Transmedia Evolution. Perplexity - 

Universal Global Promotions, Group A, Item 3: ‘In 1997, 

David O’Connor joined Universal Pictures as a 

promotions supervisor within the consumer products 

group.’ 

6. Universal Partnerships and Licensing (UP&L) created 

2009: Gemini - The Transmedia Evolution, UP&L 



Pg | 359 

section. Perplexity - Universal Global Promotions, Group 

A. 

7. Symphony name arrived 2016; corporate strategy 

evolved from administrative coordination to 

deliberately designed operational framework: Gemini - 

The Transmedia Evolution, Symphony section. 

Perplexity - Universal Global Promotions, Group A: 

‘Symphony’ as internal label for cross-divisional 

operational philosophy, with the word appearing 

directly in job titles. 

8. The Secret Life of Pets / July 2016 opening; 

approximately 100 partners worldwide participating in 

the promotional activation; one of the most elaborately 

coordinated campaigns in Universal’s history at that 

time: Gemini - The Transmedia Evolution, Symphony 

section. Perplexity - Universal Global Promotions, Group 

B. 

9. Michael Moses promoted to worldwide marketing 

president at Universal Pictures 2018; Dwight Caines 

hired as co-president of marketing: Gemini - The 

Transmedia Evolution. Perplexity - Universal Global 

Promotions, Group A, Item 4. 

10. Donna Langley elevated to Chairman of NBCUniversal 

Studio Group and Chief Content Officer in July 2023 

reorganization: Perplexity - Universal Global 

Promotions, Group A, Item 3. Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 2: NBCUniversal Current Corporate 

Structure. 
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11. Wicked promotional campaign opened November 2024; 

described as the largest promotional campaign in 

Hollywood history; approximately 400 to 450 brand 

collaborations worldwide: Gemini - The Transmedia 

Evolution, Wicked campaign section. Perplexity - 

Universal Global Promotions, Group B: ‘The 

promotional campaign for Wicked, which opened in 

November 2024, was the largest in Hollywood history.’ 

12. Two hundred partners at the Wicked Fair; final 

campaign involved approximately 400 to 450 brand 

collaborations worldwide: Gemini - The Transmedia 

Evolution, Wicked section. Perplexity - Universal Global 

Promotions, Group B: Wicked partner count and Wicked 

Fair activation. 

13. Jill Brody, Executive Vice President of Global 

Partnership Marketing at Universal Pictures, primary 

lead on Wicked campaign partner architecture: 

Perplexity - Universal Global Promotions, Group A, Item 

5. Gemini - The Transmedia Evolution, Wicked section. 

14. ‘Symphony’ appearing directly in the job title of senior 

partnership roles; internal label describing cross-

divisional operational philosophy: Gemini - The 

Transmedia Evolution, Symphony section. Perplexity - 

Universal Global Promotions, Group A: Symphony as 

operational framework name. 

Epilogue: The Human Question 
1. Versant assets and effective date: Gemini - Valuing the 

Portal, Section 2: “The assets designated for the spin-off 

include USA Network, CNBC, MSNBC, Oxygen, E!, SYFY, 
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and Golf Channel, alongside digital properties such as 

Fandango, Rotten Tomatoes, and GolfNow.” Versant 

effective January 2, 2026: confirmed in Chapter 1 

registry. 

2. Cavanagh and Woodbury reporting structure: Gemini - 

Valuing the Portal, Section 2: “Under Cavanagh, the 

theme parks division: officially rebranded as Universal 

Destinations & Experiences (UDX) in March 2023: is led 

by Mark Woodbury, who serves as Chairman and Chief 

Executive Officer. Woodbury reporting directly to 

Cavanagh represents a vital structural shift: it bypasses 

intermediate television and film distribution hierarchies.” 

3. Parks EBITDA contribution: Gemini - Valuing the Portal, 

Section 2: “This performance represents approximately 

18% of NBCUniversal’s total consolidated revenue and 

nearly 40% of its total consolidated Adjusted EBITDA.” 

Prologue Chapter 1 registry. 

4. D’Amaro formally named CEO February 3, 2026: Gemini 

- The Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 5: “Josh D’Amaro 

was formally named CEO of The Walt Disney Company on 

February 3, 2026.” 

5. D’Amaro full control March 18, 2026: Gemini - The 

Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 5: “assuming full 

control of the entertainment giant at the annual 

shareholders meeting on March 18, 2026.” 

6. D’Amaro first earnings call May 6, 2026: Gemini - The 

Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 5: “In his initial letter 

to shareholders and subsequent Q2 2026 earnings call on 
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May 6, 2026, D’Amaro outlined a three-pillar growth 

plan.” 

7. D’Amaro quote on personalization: Perplexity - 

Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, 

Group E, E3: “We see a significant opportunity to make it 

easier for families to plan their trip to optimize all the 

time with us, and to personalize their experience.” : Josh 

D’Amaro, Disney Experiences CEO, Q2 2026 earnings 

call. 

8. Hugh Johnston on precision labor demand forecasting: 

Perplexity - Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives, Group E, E2: “CFO Hugh Johnston described AI 

being used for ‘precision labor demand forecasting across 

our theme parks.’” 

9. Disney $60 billion capex commitment: Gemini - The 

Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 5: “This digital push is 

backed by a massive, multi-year $60 billion capital 

expenditure commitment dedicated to expanding Disney’s 

physical theme parks, cruise fleet, and resort experiences 

over the decade.” 

10. Disney-OpenAI Sora partnership December 2025: 

Gemini - The Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 6: 

“Originally announced in December 2025 as a 

blockbuster three-year, $1 billion partnership, the deal 

was designed to license over 200 classic Disney 

characters for AI-generated video generation on 

Disney+.” 

11. Partnership terms: Gemini - The Algorithmic Theme 

Park, Section 6: “$1 billion partnership” and “license over 
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200 classic Disney characters.” Perplexity - Universal, 

Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, Group E, E2: 

“Disney and OpenAI announced a three-year partnership 

allowing fans to interact with a library of Disney 

characters inside ChatGPT and Sora, with more than 200 

characters licensed.” 

12. Partnership collapsed March 2026: Gemini - The 

Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 6: “the partnership 

collapsed when Disney’s technical teams learned through 

industry channels that OpenAI was quietly retiring the 

Sora platform.” 

13. OpenAI costs and projected loss: Gemini - The 

Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 6: “OpenAI’s 

computational support costs had ballooned six-fold over 

18 months, leading to a projected $14 billion corporate 

loss for 2026, which rendered the energy-intensive, 

unproven Sora model commercially unsustainable and 

forced Disney to exit the agreement to protect its creative 

assets.” 

14. Six Flags Q4 2025 attendance decline: Gemini - The 

Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 2: “During the fourth 

quarter of 2025, Six Flags experienced a sharp 13% 

decline in quarterly attendance.” 

15. S&P Global Ratings on Six Flags pricing: Gemini - The 

Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 2: “S&P Global Ratings 

attributed this contraction in part to strategic pricing 

missteps, noting that the company implemented 

insufficiently localized pricing models. This resulted in 
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abrupt, volatile mid-season price fluctuations and 

customer confusion regarding pass benefits.” 

16. TEA INSPIRE panel May 2026: Perplexity - Universal, 

Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, Group C, C4: 

“At the Themed Entertainment Association INSPIRE 

‘State of the Industry’ panel in Orlando (May 2026), 

Thompson joined executives from Disney, Lionsgate, and 

others to discuss industry trends.” 

17. Page Thompson quote: Perplexity - Universal, Comcast, 

and NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, Group C, C4: “‘The 

human aspect of what we do is what draws people in. 

There’s no substitute for human interaction.’ : Page 

Thompson, President, New Ventures, Universal 

Destinations & Experiences, discussing AI and 

technology’s role at the TEA INSPIRE panel.” 

18. Epic Universe facial recognition portals: Perplexity - 

Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, 

Group A, A3: “In April 2026, multiple outlets reported 

that Photo Validation facial recognition is now tied to 

‘Effortless Entry’ through individual Epic Universe portals 

when Virtual Line return times are in use, meaning face 

scans are being used to control access not only at gates 

but also to themed lands and some attraction lockers.” 

19. Power-Up Bands architecture: Gemini - The Algorithmic 

Theme Park, Section 1: “These physical, silicone slap-

bands utilize ambient radiofrequency (RF) technology to 

transmit a randomized identification number to 

environmental receivers located throughout the land’s 

interactive ‘Key Challenges’. No personal metadata is 
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stored directly on the band; instead, game scores, 

accumulated digital coins, and challenge rankings are 

stored securely in Universal’s backend game database, 

linked to the user’s mobile account via QR code scanning.” 

20. Villain-Con Minion Blast predictive maintenance: 

Perplexity - Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI 

Initiatives, Group A, A4: “Universal’s Senior Director of 

Business Analytics and Industrial Engineering, Caesar 

Esperanza, is quoted explaining that predictive 

maintenance was used ‘to identify potential downtimes 

before they ever happen,’ and that the system reduced 

labor hours on related work orders by 66 percent.” 

21. No LLM characters deployed at Universal: Perplexity - 

Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, 

Group A, A1: “As of May 2026, there is no credible 

primary-source evidence that Universal has deployed 

large language model (LLM)-driven or AI-powered 

interactive characters in day-to-day operation at any of 

its parks.” 

22. No Universal Creative leadership on-record endorsing 

generative AI: Perplexity - Universal, Comcast, and 

NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, Group B, B1: “As of May 

2026, there is no widely cited, on-the-record statement 

from senior Universal Creative leaders (Mark Woodbury 

in his creative role, Thierry Coup, or named executives 

within Universal Creative) explicitly detailing the use of 

generative AI tools like Midjourney or ChatGPT in concept 

design.” 
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23. Universal technology infrastructure: Gemini - The 

Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 1 (Power-Up Bands, 

biometric entry); Perplexity - Universal, Comcast, and 

NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, Group A, A3 (facial 

recognition); Group A, A4 (predictive maintenance). 

Universal Pay contactless payment: Gemini - The 

Algorithmic Theme Park, Section 5: “integrating 

ambient data capture (such as Power-Up Bands) to 

frictionlessly monetize in-park dining and retail 

spending” and “contactless payment protocols (such as 

Universal Pay).” 

24. Monsters Unchained animatronics: Perplexity - 

Universal, Comcast, and NBCUniversal AI Initiatives, 

Group B, B3: “public descriptions do not label these 

figures as AI-driven; they are presented as state-of-the-

art animatronics and robotics.” Gemini - The Algorithmic 

Theme Park, Section 4: “The attraction opened to 

overwhelming critical acclaim, winning Amusement 

Today’s 2025 Golden Ticket Award for Best Dark Ride and 

receiving the 2026 Thea Award for Outstanding 

Achievement in an Attraction.” 
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