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One week at the Mall of America
Last April, on a visit to the new Mall of America near Minneapolis, I carried with me the
public-relations press kit provided for the benefit of reporters. It included an assortment of
"fun facts" about the mall: 140,000 hot dogs sold each week, 10,000 permanent jobs, 44
escalators and 17 elevators, 12,750 parking places, 13,300 short tons of steel, $1 million in
cash disbursed weekly from 8 automatic-teller machines. Opened in the summer of 1992,
the mall was built on the 78-acre site of the former Metropolitan Stadium, a five-minute
drive from the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport. With 4.2 million square feet of floor
space--including twenty-two times the retail footage of the average American shopping
center--the Mall of America was "the largest fully enclosed combination retail and family
entertainment complex in the United States."

ILLUSTRATION:

Eleven thousand articles, the press kit warned me, had already been written on the mall.
Four hundred trees had been planted in its gardens, $625 million had been spent to build it,
350 stores had been leased. Three thousand bus tours were anticipated each year along with
a half-million Canadian visitors and 200,000 Japanese tourists. Sales were projected at $650
million for 1993 and at $1 billion for 1996. Donny and Marie Osmond had visited the mall,
as had Janet Jackson and Sally Jesse Raphael, Arnold Schwarzeneger, and the 1994 Winter
Olympic Committee. The mall was five times larger than Red Square and twenty times larger
than St. Peter's Basilica; it incorporated 2.3 miles of hallways and almost twice as much
steel as the Eiffel Tower. It was also home to the nation's largest indoor theme park, a place
called Knott's Camp Snoopy. On the night I arrived, a Saturday, the mall was spotlit
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dramatically in the manner of a Las Vegas casino. It resembled, from the outside, a castle or
fort, the Emerald City or Never-Never Land, impossibly large and vaguely unreal, an
unbroken, windowless multi-storied edifice the size of an airport terminal. Surrounded by
parking lots and new freeway ramps, monolithic and imposing in the manner of a walled
city, it loomed brightly against the Minnesota night sky with the disturbing magnetism of a
mirage.

I knew already that the Mall of America had been imagined by its creators not merely as a
marketplace but as a national tourist attraction, an immense zone of entertainments. Such a
conceit raised provocative questions, for our architecture testifies to our view of ourselves
and to the condition of our souls. Large buildings stand as markers in the lives of nations
and in the stream of a people's history. Thus I could only ask myself: Here was a new
structure that had cost more than half a billion dollars to erect--what might it tell us about
ourselves? If the Mall of America was part of America, what was that going to mean?

I passed through one of the mall's enormous entranceways and took myself inside. Although
from a distance the Mall of America had appeared menacing--exuding the ambience of a
monstrous hallucination--within it fumed out to be simply a shopping mall, certainly more
vast than other malls but in tone and aspect, design and feel, not readily distinguishable
from them. Its nuances were instantly familiar as the generic features of the American
shopping mall at the tail end of the twentieth century: polished stone, polished tile, shiny
chrome and brass, terrazzo floors, gazebos. From third-floor vistas, across vaulted spaces,
the Mall of America felt endlessly textured--glass-enclosed elevators, neon-tube lighting,
bridges, balconies, gas lamps, vaulted skylights--and densely crowded with hordes of people
circumambulating in an endless promenade. Yet despite the mall's expansiveness, it elicited
claustrophobia, sensory deprivation, and an unnerving disorientation. Everywhere I went I
spied other pilgrims who had found, like me, that the straight way was lost and that the
YOU ARE HERE landmarks on the map kiosks referred to nothing in particular.

ILLUSTRATION:

Getting lost, feeling lost, being lost--these states of mind are intentional features of the
mall's psychological terrain. There are, one notices, no clocks or windows, nothing to distract
the shopper's psyche from the alternate reality the mall conjures. Here we are free to
wander endlessly and to furtively watch our fellow wanderers, thousands upon thousands of
milling strangers who have come with the intent of losing themselves in the mall's grand,
stimulating design. For a few hours we share some common ground--a fantasy of infinite
commodities and comforts--and then we drift apart forever. The mall exploits our acquisitive
instincts without honoring our communal requirements, our eternal desire for discourse and
intimacy, needs that until the twentieth century were traditionally met in our marketplaces
but that are not met at . all in giant shopping malls.

On this evening a few thousand young people had descended on the mall in pursuit of
alcohol and entertainment. They had come to Gators, Hooters, and Knuckleheads, Puzzles,
Fat Tuesday, and Ltl Ditty's. At Players, a sports bar, the woman beside me introduced
herself as "the pregnant wife of an Iowa pig farmer" and explained that she had driven five
hours with friends to "do the mall party scene together." She left and was replaced by
Kathleen from Minnetonka, who claimed to have "a real shopping thing--I can't go a week
without buying new clothes. I'm not fulfilled until I buy something."

Later a woman named Laura arrived, with whom Kathleen was acquainted. "I am the mall,"
she announced ecstatically upon discovering I was a reporter. "I'd move in here if I could
bring my dog," she added. "This place is heaven, it's a mecca."

"We egg each other on," explained Kathleen, calmly puffing on a cigarette. "It's like, sort of,
an addiction."

"You want the truth?" Laura asked. "I'm constantly suffering from megamall withdrawal. I
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come here all the time."

Kathleen "It's a sickness. It's like cocaine or something; it's a drug."

Laura: "Kathleen's got this thing about buying, but I just need to be here. If I buy
something it's an added bonus."

Kathleen: "She buys stuff all the time; don't listen."

Laura: "Seriously, I feel sorry for other malls. They're so small and boring."

Kathleen seemed to think about this: "Richdale Mall," she blurted finally. She rolled her eyes
and gestured with her cigarette. "Oh, my God, Laura. Why did we even go there?"

There is, of course, nothing naturally abhorrent in the human impulse to dwell in
marketplaces or the urge to buy, sell, and trade. Rural Americans traditionally looked
forward to the excitement and sensuality of market day; Native Americans traveled long
distances to barter and trade at sprawling, festive encampments. In Persian bazaars and in
the ancient Greek agoras the very soul of the community was preserved and could be seen,
felt, heard, and smelled as it might be nowhere else. All over the planet the humblest of
people have always gone to market with hope in their hearts and in expectation of
something beyond mere goods--seeking a place where humanity is temporarily in
ascendance, a palette for the senses, one another.

ILLUSTRATION:

But the illicit possibilities of the marketplace also have long been acknowledged. The Persian
bazaar was closed at sundown; the Greek agora was off-limits to those who had been
charged with certain crimes. One myth of the Old West we still carry with us is that market
day presupposes danger; the faithful were advised to make purchases quickly and repair
without delay to the farm, lest their attraction to the pleasures of the marketplace erode
their purity of spirit.

In our collective discourse the shopping mall appears with the tract house, the freeway, and
the backyard barbecue as a product of the American postwar years, a testament to
contemporary necessities and desires and an invention not only peculiarly American but
peculiarly of our own era too. Yet the mall's varied and far-flung predecessors--the covered
bazaars of the Middle East, the stately arcades of Victorian England, Italy's vaulted and skylit
galleries, Asia's monsoon-protected urban markets--all suggest that the rituals of indoor
shopping, although in their nuances not often like our own, are nevertheless broadly known.
The late twentieth-century American contribution has been to transform the enclosed bazaar
into an economic institution that is vastly profitable yet socially enervated, one that
redefines in fundamental ways the human relationship to the marketplace. At the Mall of
America--an extreme example--we discover ourselves thoroughly lost among strangers in a
marketplace intentionally designed to serve no community needs.

In the strict sense the Mall of America is not a marketplace at all--the soul of a community
expressed as a place--but rather a tourist attraction. Its promoters have peddled it to the
world at large as something more profound than a local marketplace and as a destination
with deep implications. "l believe we can make Mall of America stand for all of America,"
asserted the mall's general manager, John Wheeler, in a promotional video entitled There's a
Place for Fun m Your Life. "I believe there's a shopper in all of us," added the director of
marketing, Maureen Hooley. The mall has memorialized its opening-day proceedings by
producing a celebratory videotape: Ray Charles singing "America the Beautiful," a laser show
followed by fireworks, "The Star-Spangled Banner" and "The Stars and Stripes Forever," the
Gatlin Brothers, and Peter Graves. "Mall of America . . . ," its narrator intoned. "The name
alone conjures up images of greatness, of a retail complex so magnificent it could only
happen in America."
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Indeed, on the day the mall opened, Miss America visited. The mall's logo--a red, white, and
blue star bisected by a red, white, and blue ribbon--decorated everything from the mall itself
to coffee mugs and the flanks of buses. The idea, director of tourism Colleen Hayes told me,
was to position America's largest mall as an institution on the scale of Disneyland or the
Grand Canyon, a place simultaneously iconic and totemic, a revered symbol of the United
States and a mecca to which the faithful would flock in pursuit of all things purchasable.

On Sunday I wandered the hallways of the pleasure dome with the sensation that I had
entered an M. C. Escher drawing--there was no such thing as up or down, and the
escalators all ran backward. A 1993 Ford Probe GT was displayed as if popping out of a
giant packing box; a full-size home, complete with artificial lawn, had been built in the mall's
rotunda. At the Michael Ricker Pewter Gallery I came across a miniature tableau of a pewter
dog peeing on a pewter man's leg; at Hologram Land I pondered 3-D hallucinations of the
Medusa and Marilyn Monroe. I passed a kiosk called The Sportsman's Wife; I stood beside a
life-size statue of the Hamm's Bear, carved out of pine and available for $1,395 at a store
called Minnesot-ah! At Pueblo Spirit I examined a "dream catcher"--a small hoop made from
deer sinew and willow twigs and designed to be hung over its owner's bed as a tactic for
filtering bad dreams. For a while I sat in front of Glamour Shots and watched while women
were groomed and brushed for photo sessions yielding high-fashion selfportraits at $34.95
each. There was no stopping, no slowing down. I passed Mug Me, Queen for a Day, and
Barnyard Buddies, and stood in the Brookstone store examining a catalogue: a gopher
"eliminator" for $40 (it's a vibrating, anodized-aluminum stake), a "no-stoop" shoehorn for
$10, a nose-hair trimmer for $18. At the arcade inside Knott's Camp Snoopy I watched while
teenagers played Guardians of the 'Hood, Total Carnage, Final Fight, and Varth Operation
Thunderstorm; a small crowd of them had gathered around a lean. cool character who stood
calmly shooting video cowpokes in a game called Mad Dog McCree. Left thumb on his silver
belt buckle, biceps pulsing, he banged away without remorse while dozens of his enemies
crumpled and died in alleyways and dusty streets.

ILLUSTRATION:

At Amazing Pictures a teenage boy had his photograph taken as a bodybuilder--his face
smoothly grafted onto a rippling body--then proceeded to purchase this pleasing image on a
poster, a sweatshirt, and a coffee mug. At Painted Tipi there was wild rice for sale, hand-
harvested from Leech Lake, Minnesota. At Animalia, I came across a polyresin figurine of a
turtle retailing for $3,200. At Bloomingdale's I pondered a denim shirt with its sleeves ripped
away, the sort of thing available at used-clothing stores (the "grunge look," a Bloomingdale's
employee explained), on sale for $125. Finally, at a gift shop in Knott's Camp Snoopy, I
came across a game called Electronic Mall Madness, put out by Milton Bradley. On the box,
three twelve-year-old girls with good features happily vied to beat one another to the game-
board mall's best sales.

At last I achieved an enforced self-arrest, anchoring myself against a bench while the mall
tilted on its axis. Two pubescent girls in retainers and braces sat beside me sipping coffees
topped with whipped cream and chocolate sprinkles, their shopping bags gathered tightly
around their legs, their eyes fixed on the passing crowds. They came, they said, from
Shakopee--"It's no where," one of them explained. The megamall, she added, was "a buzz at
first, but now it seems pretty normal. 'Cept my parents are like Twenty Questions every
time I want to come here. 'Specially since the shooting."

On a Sunday night, she elaborated, three people had been wounded when shots were fired in
a dispute over a San Jose Sharks jacket. "In the mall, " her friend reminded me. "Right here
at megamall. A shooting."

"It's like nowhere's safe," the first added.

They sipped their coffees and explicated for me the plot of a film they saw as relevant, a
horror movie called Dawn of the Dead, which they had each viewed a half-dozen times. In
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the film, they explained, apocalypse had come, and the survivors had repaired to a shopping
mall as the most likely place to make their last stand in a poisoned, impossible world. And
this would have been perfectly all right, they insisted, except that the place had also
attracted hordes of the infamous living dead--sentient corpses who had not relinquished
their attraction to indoor shopping.

I moved on and contemplated a computerized cash register in the infant's section of the
Nordstrom store: "The Answer Is Yes!!!" its monitor reminded clerks. "Customer Service Is
Our Number One Priority!" Then back at Bloomingdale's I contemplated a bank of televisions
playing incessantly an advertisement for Egoiste, a men's cologne from Chanel. In the ad a
woman on a wrought-iron balcony tossed her black hair about and screamed long and
passionately; then there were many women screaming passionately, too, and throwing
balcony shutters open and closed, and this was all followed by a bottle of the cologne
displayed where I could get a good look at it. The brief, strange drama repeated itself until I
could no longer stand it.

America's first fully enclosed shopping center--Southdale Center, in Edina, Minnesota--is a
ten-minute drive from the Mall of America and thirty-six years its senior. (It is no
coincidence that the Twin Cities area is such a prominent player in mall history: Minnesota is
subject to the sort of severe weather that makes climate-controlled shopping seductive.)
Opened in 1956, Southdale spawned an era of fervid mall construction and generated a vast
new industry. Shopping centers proliferated so rapidly that by the end of 1992, says the
National Research Bureau, there were nearly 39,000 of them operating everywhere across
the country. But while malls recorded a much-ballyhooed success in the America of the
1970s and early 1980s, they gradually became less profitable to run as the exhausted and
overwhelmed American worker inevitably lost interest in leisure shopping. Pressed for time
and short on money, shoppers turned to factory outlet centers, catalogue purchasing, and
"category killers" (specialty stores such as Home Depot and Price Club) at the expense of
shopping malls. The industry, unnerved, re-invented itself, relying on smaller and more
convenient local centers--especially the familiar neighborhood strip mall--and building far
fewer large regional malls in an effort to stay afloat through troubled times. With the advent
of cable television's Home Shopping Network and the proliferation of specialty catalogue
retailers (whose access to computerized market research has made them, in the Nineties,
powerful competitors), the mall industry reeled yet further. According to the International
Council of Shopping Centers, new mall construction in 1992 was a third of what it had been
in 1989, and the value of mall-construction contracts dropped 60 percent in the same three-
year period.

Anticipating a future in which millions of Americans will prefer to shop in the security of their
living rooms--conveniently accessing online retail companies as a form of quiet evening
entertainment--the mall industry, after less than forty years, experienced a full-blown mid-
life crisis. It was necessary for the industry to re-invent itself once more, this time with
greater attentiveness to the qualities that would allow it to endure relentless change.
Anxiety-ridden and sapped of vitality, mall builders fell back on an ancient truth, one capable
of sustaining them through troubled seasons: they discovered what humanity had always
understood, that shopping and frivolity go hand in hand and are inherently symbiotic. If you
build it fun, they will come.

The new bread-and-circuses approach to mall building was first ventured in 1985 by the four
Ghermezian brothers--Raphael, Nader, Bahman, and Eskandar--builders of Canada's $750
million West Edmonton Mall, which included a water slide, an artificial lake, a miniature-golf
course, a hockey rink, and forty-seven rides in an amusement park known as Fantasyland.
The complex quickly generated sales revenues at twice the rate per square foot of retail
space that could be squeezed from a conventional outlet mall, mostly by developing its own
shopping synergy people came for a variety of reasons and to do a variety of things. West
Edmonton's carnival atmosphere, it gradually emerged, lubricated pocketbooks and inspired
the sort of impulse buying on which malls everywhere thrive. To put the matter another
way, it was time for a shopping-and-pleasure palace to be attempted in the United States.
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After selling the Mall of America concept to Minnesotans in 1985, the Ghermezians joined
forces with their American counterparts--Mel and Herb Simon of Indianapolis, owners of the
NBA's Indiana Pacers and the nation's second-largest developers of shopping malls. The idea,
in the beginning, was to outdo West Edmonton by building a mall far larger and more
expensive--something visionary, a wonder of the world--and to include such attractions as
fashionable hotels, an elaborate tour de force aquarium, and a monorail to the Minneapolis-
St. Paul airport. Eventually the project was down-scaled substantially: a million square feet
of floor space was eliminated, the construction budget was cut, and the aquarium and hotels
were never built (reserved, said marketing director Maureen Hooley, for "phase two" of the
mall's development). Japan's Mitsubishi Bank, Mitsui Trust, and Chuo Trust together put up a
reported $400 million to finance the cost of construction, and Teachers Insurance and
Annuity Association (the majority owner of the Mall of America) came through with another
$225 million. At a total bill of $625 million, the mall was ultimately a less ambitious project
than its forebear up north on the Canadian plains, and neither as large nor as gaudy.
Reflecting the economy's downturn, the parent companies of three of the mall's anchor
tenants--Sears, Macy's, and Bloomingdale's--were battling serious financial trouble and
needed substantial transfusions from mall developers to have their stores ready by opening
day.

The mall expects to spend millions on marketing itself during its initial year of operation and
has lined up the usual corporate sponsors--Ford, Pepsi, US West--in an effort to build
powerful alliances. Its public-relations representatives travel to towns such as Rapid City,
South Dakota, and Sioux City, Iowa, in order to drum up interest within the Farm Belt.
Northwest Airlines, another corporate sponsor, offers package deals from London and Tokyo
and fare adjustments for those willing to come from Bismarck, North Dakota; Cedar Rapids,
Iowa; and Kalamazoo or Grand Rapids, Michigan. Calling itself a "premier tourism
destination," the mall draws from a primary tourist market that incorporates the eleven
Midwest states (and two Canadian provinces) lying within a day's drive of its parking lots. It
also estimates that in its first six months of operation, 5.3 million out of 16 million visitors
came from beyond the Twin Cities metropolitan area.

The mall has forecast a much-doubted figure of 46 million annual visits by 1996--four times
the number of annual visits to Disneyland, for example, and twelve times the visits to the
Grand Canyon. The number, Maureen Hooley explained, seems far less absurd when one
takes into account that mall pilgrims make far more repeat visits--as many as eighty in a
single year--than visitors to theme parks such as Disneyland. Relentless advertising and
shrewd promotion, abetted by the work of journalists like myself, assure the mall that
visitors will come in droves--at least for the time being. The national media have comported
themselves as if the new mall were a place of light and promise, full of hope and possibility.
Meanwhile the Twin Cities' media have been shameless: on opening night Minneapolis's
WCCO-TV aired a one-hour mall special, hosted by local news anchors Don Shelby and
Colleen Needles, and the St. Paul Pioneer Press (which was named an "official" sponsor of
the opening) dedicated both a phone line and a weekly column to answering esoteric mall
questions. Not to be outdone, the Minneapolis Star Tribune developed a special graphic to
draw readers to mall stories and printed a vast Sunday supplement before opening day
under the heading A WHOLE NEW MALLGAME. By the following Wednesday all perspective
was in eclipse: the local press reported that at 9:05 A.M., the mall's Victoria's Secret outlet
had recorded its first sale, a pair of blue/green silk men's boxer shorts; that mall developers
Mel and Herb Simon ate black-bean soup for lunch at 12 30 P.M.; that Kimberly Levis, four
years old, constructed a rectangular column nineteen bricks high at the mall's Lego
Imagination Center; and that mall officials had retained a plumber on standby in case
difficulties arose with the mall's toilets.

From all of this coverage--and from the words you now read--the mall gains status as a
phenomenon worthy of our time and consideration: place as celebrity. The media encourage
us to visit our megamall in the obligatory fashion we flock to Jurassic Park--because it is
there, all glitter and glow, a piece of the terrain, a season's diversion, an assumption on the
cultural landscape. All of us will want to be in on the conversation and, despite ourselves, we
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will go.

Lost in the fun house I shopped till I dropped, but the scale of the mall eventually
overwhelmed me and I was unable to make a purchase. Finally I met Chuck Brand on a
bench in Knott's Camp Snoopy; he was seventy-two and, in his personal assessment of it,
had lost at least 25 percent of his mind. "It's fun being a doozy," he confessed to me. "The
security cops got me figured and keep their distance. I don't get hassled for hanging out,
not shopping. Because the deal is, when you're seventy-two, man, you're just about all done
shopping."

After forty-seven years of selling houses in Minneapolis, Chuck comes to the mall every day.
He carries a business card with his picture on it, his company name and phone number
deleted and replaced by his pager code. His wife drops him at the mall at 10:00 A.M. each
morning and picks him up again at six; in between he sits and watches. "I can't sit home
and do nothing," he insisted. When I stood to go he assured me he understood: I was young
and had things I had to do. "Listen," he added, "thanks for talking to me, man. I've been
sitting in this mall for four months now and nobody ever said nothing."

The next day I descended into the mall's enormous basement, where its business offices are
located. "I'm sorry to have to bring this up," my prearranged mall guide, Michelle Biesiada,
greeted me. "But you were seen talking to one of our housekeepers--one of the people who
empty the garbage?--and really, you aren't supposed to do that."

Later we sat in the mall's security center, a subterranean computerized command post where
two uniformed officers manned a bank of television screens. The Mall of America, it emerged,
employed 109 surveillance cameras to monitor the various activities of its guests, and had
plans to add yet more. There were cameras in the food courts and parking lots, in the
hallways and in Knott's Camp Snoopy. From where we sat, it was possible to monitor thirty-
six locations simultaneously; it was also possible, with the use of a zoom feature, to narrow
in on an object as small as a hand, a license plate, or a wallet.

While we sat in the darkness of the security room, enjoying the voyeuristic pleasures it
allowed (I, for one, felt a giddy sense of power), a security guard noted something of
interest occurring in one of the parking lots. The guard engaged a camera's zoom feature,
and soon we were given to understand that a couple of bored shoppers were enjoying
themselves by fornicating in the front seat of a parked car. An officer was dispatched to
knock on their door and discreetly suggest that they move themselves along; the Mall of
America was no place for this. "If they want to have sex they'll have to go elsewhere," a
security officer told me. "We don't have anything against sex, per se, but we don't want it
happening in our parking lots."

I left soon afterward for a tour of the mall's basement, a place of perpetual concrete
corridors and home to a much-touted recyclery. Declaring itself "the most environmentally
conscious. shopping center in the industry," the Mall of America claims to recycle up to 80
percent of its considerable refuse and points to its "state-of-the-art" recycling system as a
symbol of its dedication to Mother Earth. Yet Rick Doering of Browning-Ferris Industries--the
company contracted to manage the mall's 700 tons of monthly garbage--described the on-
site facility as primarily a public-relations gambit that actually recycles only a third of the
mall's tenant waste and little of what is discarded by its thousands of visitors; furthermore,
he admitted, the venture is unprofitable to Browning-Ferris, which would find it far cheaper
to recycle the mall's refuse somewhere other than in its basement.

A third-floor "RecycleNOW Center," located next to Macy's and featuring educational exhibits,
is designed to enhance the mall's self-styled image as a national recycling leader. Yet while
the mall's developers gave Macy's $35 million to cover most of its "build-out" expenses (the
cost of transforming the mall's basic structure into finished, customer-ready floor space),
Browning-Ferris got nothing in build-out costs and operates the center at a total loss, paying
rent equivalent to that paid by the mall's retailers. As a result, the company has had to look
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for ways to keep its costs to a minimum, and the mall's garbage is now sorted by
developmentally disabled adults working a conveyor belt in the basement. Doering and I
stood watching them as they picked at a stream of paper and plastic bottles; when I asked
about their pay, he flinched and grimaced, then deflected me toward another supervisor,
who said that wages were based on daily productivity. Did this mean that they made less
than minimum wage? I inquired. The answer was yes.

Upstairs once again, I hoped for relief from the basement's oppressive, concrete gloom but
the mall felt densely crowded and with panicked urgency I made an effort to leave. I ended
up instead at Knott's Camp Snoopy--the seven-acre theme park at the center of the
complex--a place intended to alleviate claustrophobia by "bringing the outdoors indoors." Its
interior landscape, the press kit claims, "was inspired by Minnesota's natural habitat-forests,
meadows, river banks, and marshes . . ." And "everything you see, feel, smell and hear
adds to the illusion that it's summertime, seventy degrees and you're outside enjoying the
awesome splendor of the Minnesota woods."

Creators of this illusion had much to contend with, including sixteen carnival-style midway
rides, such as the Pepsi Ripsaw, the Screaming Yellow Eagle, Paul Bunyan's Log Chute by
Brawny, Tumbler, Truckin', and Huff `n' Puff; fifteen places for visitors to eat, such as
Funnel Cakes, Stick Dogs and Campfire Burgers, Taters, Pizza Oven, and Wilderness
Barbecue; seven shops with names like Snoopy's Boutique, Joe Cool's Hot Shop, and Camp
Snoopy Toys; and such assorted attractions as Pan for Gold, Hunter's Paradise Shooting
Gallery, the Snoopy Fountain, and the video arcade that includes the game Mad Dog McCree.

As if all this were not enough to cast a serious pall over the Minnesota woods illusion, the
theme park's designers had to contend with the fact that they could use few plants native to
Minnesota. At a constant temperature of seventy degrees, the mall lends itself almost
exclusively to tropical varieties--orange jasmine, black olive, oleander, hibiscus--and not at
all to the conifers of Minnesota, which require a cold dormancy period. Deferring ineluctably
to this troubling reality, Knott's Camp Snoopy brought in 526 tons of plants-tropical
rhododendrons, willow figs, buddhist pines, azaleas-from such places as Florida, Georgia, and
Mississippi.

Anne Pryor, a Camp Snoopy marketing representative, explained to me that these plants
were cared for via something called "integrated pest management," which meant the use of
predators such as ladybugs instead of pesticides. Yet every member of the landscape staff I
spoke to described a campaign of late-night pesticide spraying as a means of controlling the
theme park's enemies--mealybugs, aphids, and spider mites. Two said they had argued for
integrated pest management as a more environmentally sound method of controlling insects
but that to date it had not been tried.

Even granting that Camp Snoopy is what it claims to be--an authentic version of Minnesota's
north woods tended by environmentally correct means--the question remains whether it
makes sense to place a forest in the middle of the country's largest shopping complex. Isn't
it true that if people want woods, they are better off not going to a mall?

On Valentine's Day last February--cashing in on the promotional scheme of a local radio
station--ninety-two couples were married en masse in a ceremony at the Mall of America.
They rode the roller coaster and the Screaming Yellow Eagle and were photographed beside
a frolicking Snoopy, who wore an immaculate tuxedo. "As we stand here together at the Mall
of America," presiding district judge Richard Spicer declared, "we are reminded that there is
a place for fun in your life and you have found it in each other." Six months earlier, the
Reverend Leith Anderson of the Wooddale Church in Eden Prairie conducted services in the
mall's rotunda. Six thousand people had congregated by 10:00 A.M., and Reverend Anderson
delivered a sermon entitled "The Unknown God of the Mall." Characterizing the mall as a
"direct descendant" of the ancient Greek agoras, the reverend pointed out that, like the
Greeks before us, we Americans have many gods. Afterward, of course, the flock went
shopping, much to the chagrin of Reverend Delton Krueger, president of the Mall Area
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Religious Council, who told the Minneapolis Star Tribune that as a site for church services,
the mall may trivialize religion. "A good many people in the churches," said Krueger, "feel a
lot of the trouble in the world is because of materialism."

But a good many people in the mall business today apparently think the trouble lies
elsewhere. They are moving forward aggressively on the premise that the dawning era of
electronic shopping does not preclude the building of shopping-and-pleasure palaces all
around the globe. Japanese developers, in a joint venture with the Ghermezians known as
International Malls Incorporated, are planning a $400 million Mall of Japan, with an ice rink,
a water park, a fantasy-theme hotel, three breweries, waterfalls, and a sports center. We
might shortly predict, too, a Mall of Europe, a Mall of New England, a Mall of California, and
perhaps even a Mall of the World. The concept of shopping in a frivolous atmosphere,
concocted to loosen consumers' wallets, is poised to proliferate globally. We will soon see
monster malls everywhere, rooted in the soil of every nation and offering a preposterous,
impossible variety of commodities and entertainments.

The new malls will be planets unto themselves, closed off from this world in the manner of
space stations or of science fiction's underground cities. Like the Mall of America and West
Edmonton Mall--prototypes for a new generation of shopping centers--they will project a
separate and distinct reality in which an "outdoor cafe" is not outdoors, a "bubbling brook" is
a concrete watercourse, and a "serpentine street" is a hallway. Safe, surreal, and outside of
time and space, they will offer the mind a potent dreamscape from which there is no
present waking. This carefully controlled fantasy--now operable in Minnesota--is so powerful
as to inspire psychological addiction or to elicit in visitors a catatonic obsession with the
mall's various hallucinations. The new malls will be theatrical, high-tech illusions capable of
attracting enormous crowds from distant points and foreign ports. Their psychology has not
yet been tried pervasively on the scale of the Mall of America, nor has it been perfected. But
in time our marketplaces, all over the world, will be in essential ways interchangeable, so
thoroughly divorced from the communities in which they sit that they will appear to rest like
permanently docked spaceships against the landscape, windowless and turned in upon their
own affairs. The affluent will travel as tourists to each, visiting the holy sites and taking
photographs in the catacombs of far-flung temples.

Just as Victorian England is acutely revealed beneath the grandiose domes of its
overwrought train stations, so is contemporary America well understood from the upper
vistas of its shopping malls, places without either windows or clocks where the temperature
is forever seventy degrees. It is facile to believe, from this vantage point, that the endless
circumambulations of tens of thousands of strangers--all loaded down with the detritus of
commerce--resemble anything akin to community. The shopping mall is not, as the
architecture critic Witold Rybczynski has concluded, "poised to become a real urban place"
with "a variety of commercial and noncommercial functions." On the contrary, it is poised to
multiply around the world as an institution offering only a desolate substitute for the rich,
communal lifeblood of the traditional marketplace, which will not survive its onslaught.

Standing on the Mall of America's roof, where I had ventured to inspect its massive
ventilation units, I finally achieved a full sense of its vastness, of how it overwhelmed the
surrounding terrain--the last sheep farm in sight, the Mississippi River incidental in the
distance. Then I peered through the skylights down into Camp Snoopy, where throngs of my
fellow citizens caroused happily in the vast entrails of the beast.

~~~~~~~~

By David Guterson

David Guterson is the author of Family Matters: Why Home Schooling Makes Sense, which
will appear in paperback next month (Harcourt Brace). His most recent piece for Harper's
Magazine was "No Place Like Home" (November 1 992).
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