
1 Sport and architecture
An introduction

In Latin America, he said, the border between soccer and politics is vague.
(Ryszard	Kapuściński)1

When I was about two years old my family moved from the United States to San Jose, Costa 
Rica. It was there that I learned how to speak Spanish, how to walk, and—most importantly 
for this book—how to kick a football, all three of which I still do regularly, with varying 
degrees of success. I also learned there that I was a gringo, the precise social, geo-political, 
and	sporting	significance	of	which	I	could	not	grasp	at	 the	 time.	But	as	 I	 found	out	sub- 
sequently throughout my childhood in Central America and Eastern Europe, it was one thing 
to be an American in a shop or café—and it was entirely something else on the pitch. I’m 
certain that the four year olds I kicked the ball around with in the neighborhood park  
didn’t know any better than I did what it meant to be a gringo, but we all knew it meant 
something. Nationalism, with its attendant vectors of status and identity, mixed with the 
inevitable performance of masculinity common to young boys. As a result, playing the game 
was fraught with a range of meanings whose precise nature escaped me, even as I knew 
without	hesitation	of	their	significance.

After a few years in Costa Rica we returned to the United States, where I was dismayed  
to learn that no one understood me when I spoke Spanish. I was even more dismayed to learn 
that no one at school wanted to play my version of football, the kind involving a round ball. 
All in all, I felt like my passport was from the wrong country. Also, compared to Costa Rica, 
it seemed to take forever to get anywhere in the United States, the place was just so vast. 
Fortunately for me, we went back to Central America when I was eight years old, only this 
time	to	Tegucigalpa,	Honduras.	The	lessons	I	learned	in	San	Jose	about	the	significance	of	
sport were redoubled in Tegucigalpa. Honduras was in the midst of qualifying for the 1982 
World Cup, something it had never achieved before and it seemed as if everyone in the 
country (or at least everyone in the country an eight year-old gringo ran into) was following 
the	“La	H”.	Games	were	harder	to	find	on	television	in	the	early	1980s,	so	I	followed	most	
of them on the radio, usually in the street outside my house with the neighbors. When 
Honduras	qualified,	 the	whole	nation	erupted	 in	celebration,	 including	me.	 I	had	already	
decided that the Honduran striker Jose Roberto “Macho” Figueroa was my favorite player 
and I wanted desperately for the Hondurans to play well. Like all my schoolmates, I spent 
hours trying to assemble a complete Panini book with pictures for every member of each of 
the 24 national squads competing in the World Cup. It was one of the few non-sporting paths 
to status among my peers.
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It was a curious time, to put it mildly, to be an American in Honduras, even one who spoke 
Spanish	fluently	and	was	as	football	mad	as	his	Honduran	counterparts.	The	United	States	
was deeply involved in Central American politics at the time, operating in ways that were, to 
put	it	diplomatically,	problematic	at	best.	C-130s	flew	in	and	out	of	Honduras,	resupplying	
the	American-backed	 Contras	 fighting	 against	 the	 Sandinista	 government	 of	 Nicaragua.	 
For whatever reason, American political leaders decided that a small Central American 
nation following an alternate political path after decades of authoritarian rule represented  
a	significant	threat	to	the	United	States.	This	is	especially	dubious	as	the	history	of	Central	
America and Latin America since the mid-19th century makes clear the threat was primarily 
in the opposite direction. My classmates and I were only dimly aware of the larger geo-
political	 context	 that	 Kapuściński’s	 writing	 touched	 on,	 but	 we	 knew	 that	 the	 mood	 in	
country was tense, with sectors of the public expressing anti-American sentiment that,  
in retrospect, was reasonable, even if at the time I didn’t enjoy being the embodiment of 
policies I barely knew about much less agreed with. Of course anyone who has travelled 
knows all too well the experience of being made to stand in for the actions of one’s home 
nation, even when one vehemently disagrees with them. Honduras was itself emerging from 
a prolonged period of political instability and subsequent military rule after the Soccer War 
of 1969 with El Salvador (which is discussed later in this book).

All of this might explain why the success of the national team in advancing to the World 
Cup was greeted with such powerful emotion. It offered a moment of relief and pride amidst 
otherwise	 difficult	 circumstances.	 In	 the	 group	 stage	 it	 first	 seemed	 that	Honduras	might	
stand a chance of advancing out of a group that included Spain (the hosts), Northern Ireland, 
and Yugoslavia. Honduras improbably drew with Spain, and then again with Northern 
Ireland. A win against Yugoslavia would see Honduras through, and even a draw might do 
enough. But it was not to be, in the 88th minute the Chilean referee blew for a dubious 
penalty, the Yugoslavs converted, and Honduras was out. Back in Tegucigalpa the reaction 
was	one	of	sorrow	first,	and	then	outrage,	directed	primarily	at	the	Chilean	referee	Gastón	
Castro.	Effigies	of	him	were	burned	throughout	the	city,	and	more	distressingly,	there	were	
reports in the media of a spike in suicides.

After several years in Honduras we moved, this time to neighboring Guatemala. Another 
football mad country with a complicated relationship with the United States. It was becoming 
a trend. My day-to-day life was ruled by norms similar to those from my past. Just as in 
Honduras and Costa Rica, the most important part of the school day, and the most important 
space in the school, was never the classroom; it was wherever football was played during 
lunch	and	recess.	The	most	important	hierarchies	were	the	ones	established	on	the	field,	or	
in the paved courtyard, or wherever it was that a ball appeared and a game would take place, 
almost	as	if	by	magic.	This	was	a	pattern	that	was	repeated	in	middle	school	in	Sofia,	Bulgaria	
and high school in Bucharest, Romania—places so different from Central America but so 
similar in the ways football organized the routines, habits, and norms of daily life.
This	meant	that	the	spaces	of	play—the	fields,	the	playgrounds,	the	makeshift	pitches	set	

up	on	the	street—took	on	a	significance	far	greater	than	their	humble	forms	(in	the	context	
of Central America in the 1970s and 1980s) might suggest. So my path to this particular 
book project has been a long one, and although I approach the topic here primarily from  
the perspective of an academic, I am also keenly aware that the topics at hand—sport and 
architecture—also exert a universal power that I in no way wish to dismiss or ignore. What 
attracts me as a scholar and as a fan to the intersection of sport and architecture is precisely 
the way these two topics, when intermingled, offer the chance to see and analyze questions 
of power, economy, geo-politics, and society. It, of course, also offers the chance to consider 
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and question notions of beauty, debate philosophies of individualism versus collectivism, 
argue over the value of pragmatism relative to artistry, and the fundamental place of spatial 
knowledge across the range of human endeavors involving sport and architecture.

In spite of myriad examples of the rich and complex relationship between sport and 
architecture, there is a relative paucity of scholarly work on the subject. As Mike Huggins 
and Mike O’Mahoney note in their recent study, “it is highly surprising . . . that given  
the centrality of the visual to all forms of modern and early modern sport, historians of  
sport	have	been	slow	to	enter	this	field,	and	contributions	are	still	few.”	They	note	further,	
that there exists a “concomitant neglect of representations of sport within visual cultural 
studies.”2	Among	historians	of	 sport	who	have	explored	 the	significance	of	architecture,	
mostly in the form of stadia, the tendency is to describe the economic or social impacts 
(taxes, parking congestion, crime, hooliganism, etc.) associated with those structures.  
The work of John Bale, for instance, thoughtfully describes football as a “representational 
sport” and analyzes the “community” of “people and businesses lying in proximity to  
the football stadium.”3 Although Bale properly details the need to understand the econo- 
mic and social impact of stadia on their surrounding community, he passes over the oppor- 
tunity to explore the meaning of the architectural form of the stadium. Thus, paradoxically, 
the various amenities and disamenities of stadia receive greater attention than the stadium 
itself.

A more pronounced neglect characterizes the treatment of sporting spaces and stadia in 
architectural history. As Simon Inglis rightly noted decades ago:

Though	architectural	 books	might	 be	 full	 of	 the	dullest	 churches	 and	 faceless	office	
blocks, none of them consider football grounds. Even Nikolaus Pevsner, author of the 
many-volumed Buildings of England, the most comprehensive survey of British 
architecture ever accomplished, mentions only two grounds in passing—Wembley and 
Hillsborough.4

What was true for Pevsner at mid-century remains true today, and the disregard accorded 
stadia is a reasonable metric of the attention sporting architecture receives generally.  
A	survey	of	texts	commonly	used	in	architectural	history	courses	finds	stadia	largely	ignored.	
Diane Ghirardo’s global survey Architecture after Modernism, mentions the building  
type but once, with the Olympic Stadium in Barcelona.5 William J.R. Curtis, in his seminal 
volume Modern Architecture since 1900 covers no stadia.6 Kenneth Frampton’s Modern 
Architecture and Charles Jencks’ Modern Movements in Architecture both likewise  
ignore stadia.7 Architecture: From Prehistory to Postmodernity allows for only two mentions 
of stadia, both in ancient Rome, in its 620 pages and none at all are found in A Global 
History of Architecture.8 A World History of Architecture does actually mention Kenzo 
Tange’s Olympic Sports Complex (because of its innovative use of concrete) and Zaha 
Hadid’s Bergisel Ski Jump (to make the point about the increasing number of women in 
architecture), but no stadia or other sporting structures.9 Two of the grandfather texts for 
urban history, Spiro Kostof’s The City Assembled and Lewis Mumford’s The City in History 
pass over the stadium without notice.10

This	volume	seeks	to	begin	filling	this	gap	in	the	scholarly	literature.	This	book	will	focus	
primarily on the 20th century and contemporary developments, with an emphasis on stadia 
as sites where sport and architecture converge in particularly telling ways. The book is 
organized into nine thematic chapters. Chapter 2 gives an overview of the history of the 
stadium and provides the intellectual framework for the volume as a whole. Chapter 3 
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examines the role of technology in shaping the form of the stadium, the experience of 
spectatorship inside the venue, and comments on how competition from television and social 
media	is	changing	the	playing	field	of	stadia	design	and	operations.	Further	chapters	explore	
the	range	of	forces	that	shape	sport	architecture	and	stadia,	from	technology,	to	capital	flows,	
and the exercise of political power across the ideological spectrum. Chapter 4 is concerned 
with how the globalization of sport goes hand in hand with the increasing commercialization 
and	commodification	of	sport	and	the	ways	in	which	stadia	are	very	much	implicated	in	this	
process. Chapter 5 continues the theme of the impact of capital on sport and stadia, looking 
at how stadia have been and increasingly are used as a means of pursuing urban development 
and regeneration. Chapter 6 charts the increasing numbers of “starchitects,” famous, high-
profile	designers,	working	on	stadia	around	the	world,	and	discusses	what	 this	means	for	
how we understand and regard the stadium as a symbol of urban identity. Chapter 7 is 
concerned with the ways stadia become aggregators and organizers of national, urban, and 
sub-national identity. Chapter 8 looks at the non-sporting outcomes that have taken place 
when that process of identity crafting around stadia leads to violent and often lethal outcomes. 
Chapter 9 explores the range of actors who have turned to the stadium as a way of furthering 
a variety of activist agendas, often only distantly related to sport in the conventional sense. 
Chapter 10 contains some thoughts on the future of this building type and some of the more 
ambitious propositions currently in circulation that hint at where these buildings might be 
headed. Chapter 11 concludes by looking at some of the trends that will animate stadium 
construction over the next decades.

Figure 1.1  Old Wembley, London (credit: Fox Photos/Thinkstock by Getty Images).
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Sport	does	not	require	architecture.	A	field	can	serve	as	the	grounds	for	footraces,	ball	games,	
and other modes of sporting activity. Early football games in England famously, or perhaps 
notoriously,	 took	 place	without	 fixed	 dimensions	 and	 across	 the	 townscape.	 Swimming,	
boating,	surfing	all	can	take	place	in	natural,	undesigned	sites.	The	exterior	wall	of	a	building	
can be the backboard for handball or tennis. Nevertheless, the architecture of sport stretches 
back through history to the earliest exemplars of built forms. This is notable for both sporting 
and architectural reasons. In order to design and build sport architecture, there must already 
be	in	place	some	degree	of	codification	of	the	rules	of	the	game	to	be	played	and	the	minimum	
spatial dimensions necessary to undertake that activity. Thus the precursor of our modern 
stadia, the stadion, was both the place where a footrace was run and a unit of measurement. 
Sport	architecture	 therefore	emerges	at	 the	 intersection	of	 the	codification	of	 the	 rules	of	
various games and means and mode of design and construction.

Although sport does not require architecture, stadia are to be found among the earliest 
works of architecture. There is general agreement that contemporary stadia have their origins 
in Greek and Roman precedents of classical antiquity. As Geraint John and Rod Sheard note, 
form in Greek stadia, which were u-shaped and used for footraces, was “dictated by site, and 
stadia	 either	 occupied	 the	 floor	 of	 a	 valley	 with	 the	 spectators	 using	 the	 natural	 slopes	 
for seating, or they were built into the shoulder of a hill,” with spectators positioned on the 
upper slopes. Greek stadia were in essence built as elements of topography, designed to 
provide a view not only of sporting events but the landscape itself as well.1 In their relative 
simplicity, they do not much resemble our modern stadia, except perhaps when in moments 
like Souto de Moura’s Estadio Braga, they manage to become part of the surrounding 
landscape in a thoughtful and poetic fashion. Stadia were built in all Greek cities where 
Olympic Games were held from 776 BC to AD 394 such as Delphi, Epidauros, Olympia, and 
Ephesus. As in our present world, these structures could be redeveloped to accommodate 
changing populations—the stadium in Athens, for instance, was built in 331 BC, reconstructed 
in AD 160, and then again in 1896 for the inaugural Olympic Games of modern times. 
Emerging as they did from the mandate to suspend hostilities in order for the Games to be 
played, these structures had a clear and important civic role to play. In places like Olympia, 
the	stadium	was	sited	alongside	temples	and	a	sacrificial	altar.	The	stadium	there	was	also	
monumental, accommodating nearly 45,000 spectators.

Roman stadia, in contrast, were distinctly urban forms (as opposed to their often rural 
Greek counterparts), and instead of hosting athletic events, were the sites of combat and 
other spectacles that appealed to the martial sensibilities of leaders and public alike. The 
forms the Romans developed to host these events—arenas and amphitheaters—were 
substantially larger and more architecturally complex than Greek stadia. The amphitheater 



Figure 2.1  Stadion, Delphi (credit: Václav Moravec).

Figure 2.2  Stadion, Athens (credit: American Colony Jerusalem Photo Department).
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was formed by joining two theaters together, creating an enclosed bowl-like form that is 
familiar to us today. Steeply tiered stands surrounded a generally elliptical arena on which the 
spectacle	played	out,	and	the	spectators’	gaze	was	directed	strictly	at	the	field	of	endeavor.	
The tiered seating was wrapped on the exterior by facades, giving the structure the presence 
and heft of a grand building. The grandest execution of this model is the Flavian Amphitheater 
or Colosseum in Rome, completed ca. AD 80 which dominates the landscape of that city in a 
fashion startlingly similar to any contemporary mega-stadium—indeed it was “in terms of 
mass, the empire’s largest building.”2 Reaching a height of four storeys and holding 48,000, it 
was not bested in capacity until the 20th century.

Built in just over a decade, this monumental structure possessed a number of notable  
features including underground chambers and passageways that served “back of the house” 
functions, a rope and pulley operated canvas solar shading system along the upper tiers, and 
perhaps	most	impressively,	the	arena	could	be	flooded	to	allow	for	aquatic	displays.	A	set	of	
80 arched openings organized ingress and egress from the structure, with a ticketing system 
that directed spectators to their appropriate entranceway. Other grand Roman amphitheaters 
are found in Verona (ca AD 100), Pula (ca AD 70), Arles (ca 45 BC), and Nimes (ca AD 70). As 
in	Greece,	these	structures	possessed	significant	civic	value,	and	remain	today	active	public	
sites, a testament to the quality and character of their design.

The other great, urban building type from ancient Rome that informed the creation of the 
modern stadia is the circus. Just as the amphitheater emerged from a variation on the Greek 

Figure 2.3  Stadion, Olympia (credit: Dwaipayanc).



Figure 2.4  Colosseum, Rome (credit: Library of Congress).

Figure 2.5  Amphitheater, Verona (credit: Library of Congress).



Figure 2.6  Amphitheater, Pula (credit: Jeroen Komen).

Figure 2.7  Amphitheater, Arles (credit: Keystone View Company/Library of Congress).
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Figure 2.8  Amphitheater, Nimes (credit: danmairen).

theater, so too the circus was a Roman adaption of the Greek hippodrome. The circuses  
were designed to accommodate horse and chariot races as well as a number of other mass 
spectacles. The largest of these, the Circus Maximus, was built in the fourth century BC, 
seated 150,000, and was the largest venue in the empire.

Figure 2.9  Circus Maximus, Rome (credit: unknown artist/Library of Congress).
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Other	significant	exemplars	of	this	building	type	include	the	Circus	Flaminius	and	Circus	
Maxentius (the only extant one that survives today). Given that chariot racing dates back  
to the sixth century BC,	it	is	no	surprise	that	circuses	were	significant	structures	in	Roman	
public life. Along with the Colosseum, the amphitheaters of ancient Roman times are among 
the most popular destinations for visitors to present day Italy, France, and Croatia, which 
speaks to the undeniable power of these buildings many centuries after their initial 
construction.

One of the great curiosities of the history of the stadia is the large interval of relative 
inactivity in their construction between the second century AD and the late 19th century, 
when the predecessors of our contemporary stadia emerged. This caesura was driven by  
the rise of Christianity in Europe, and the resulting emphasis on the construction of churches 
and cathedrals as the grandest urban structures. Likewise, the decline of the Roman Empire 
meant the older, pagan forms of the amphitheater and circus were falling out of favor. All of 
this meant, as John and Sheard note, “no major new sports stadia or amphitheaters would be 
built for the next 15 centuries.”3 Existing arenas over the course of those centuries fell into 
decline, many were demolished while others were repurposed to allow for other program- 
matic uses as markets, citadels, or churches. By the time of the Renaissance urban sporting 
practice had been transformed, and athletic events were mostly held in pre-existing public 
squares or temporary structures. Although the Colosseum was studied and admired (along 
with much other classical architecture) no equivalent structures were to be built.
All	of	this	means	that	when	the	idea	emerged	in	1894	of	hosting	the	first	modern	Olympic	

Games, Baron Pierre de Coubertin and the other members of the Olympic congress had  
to	 look	back	 to	history	 to	find	a	model	 for	 the	modern	 stadium.	Thus	began	 the	process	 
of a 19th-century reinterpretation of classical precedents altered and reinvented to suit the 
demands	of	19th-century	urban	conditions	and	 the	 increasing	codification	and	 regulation	 
of	sporting	practices.	For	the	first	modern	Olympic	Games	in	1896,	the	event	was	held	in	a	
rebuilt stadium in Athens dating from 331 BC. Greek and Roman models, with their respective 
pastoral and urban qualities in turn were adopted by modern sport practices accordingly. 
Thus, cricket and horse-racing grounds developed from Greek precedents that allowed for 
relaxation and spectatorship to comingle. Football, rugby, and American football adopted 
the	Roman	model,	with	its	emphasis	on	spectacle	and	conflict	as	drivers	of	the	experience	 
of the event. Baseball grounds, which might be imagined as Greek given the length and  
pace of play, but Roman in their urban setting and directed view sheds, were something  
of an amalgamation of the two. Although much of our contemporary knowledge about the 
classical world emerged from archaeological excavation and study, there is nevertheless 
something imaginative and poetic in many of the 18th- and 19th-century articulations (on 
paper only) of these precedents.

As Jerzy Kierkuc-Bielinski notes, the attraction many architects in the 18th and 19th 
centuries felt for these classical stadia was related to their symbolic and political heft. 
Describing how the amphitheaters and circuses of the Roman Empire spoke of its “political 
and military hegemony across the Mediterranean world,” Kierkuc-Bielinski describes  
how “as Europe’s old social order began to fracture towards the end of the 18th century,  
the	role	that	the	stadium	could	have	in	forging	a	new	society	and	reflecting	new	political	
realities was re-examined.” Among those who looked to the stadia of the past for some sense 
of how to build for the present were Sir John Soane and Étienne-Louis Boullée. For Boullée 
the stadium was freighted with utopian possibility and he developed a number of projects 
that developed an ideal stadium for the new French Republic, declaring of the Colosseum: 
“I decided this monument could be adapted to our customs.”4 Thus, from its very beginnings, 
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the modern stadium was inextricably linked not only with the internationalist aspirations  
of Coubertin and the Olympics, but also with the explicitly political celebration and 
materialization of nationalism.

In the intervening century between the re-introduction of the stadia in modern life, the 
building	type	underwent	a	number	of	significant	transformations.	These	have	been	neatly	
summarized	by	Rod	Sheard	as	a	 series	of	five	major	generational	 shifts.	First	generation	
stadia in Europe, the United States, and much of South America, focused almost exclusively 
on accommodating an ever-increasing number of spectators, with little regard for factors 
beyond capacity. Comfort and safety issues were of modest concern, as was any notion  
of the quality of the spectator experience. This is the generation of stadia that gave rise to 
massive bowl and stand structures and held sway until the post-World War II era. First 
generation stadia developed without many distinctive architectural qualities, and often  
were enlarged in haphazard fashion as attendance grew, with stands enlarged and added 
without any systematic effort to treat the structure as a coherent whole. There were,  
however, exceptions to this trend that pointed to as-yet unrealized possibilities for the 
building type: Pier Luigi Nervi’s Stadio Comunale (Florence, 1932) and Eduardo Torroja’s 
Zarzuela Racetrack (Madrid, 1935), both of which are remarkably elegant, modernist 
concrete structures.

The development of second generation stadia in the decade after World War II was driven 
by the twin forces of declining gameday attendance and the rise of television broadcasts  
of sporting matches and the Olympics and World Cup in particular. Technological advances 
such as heated pitches, AstroTurf (synthetic grass for covered stadia), electronic score- 
boards,	and	floodlights	meant	games	could	be	played	in	all	weather	and	at	all	times	of	day.	
As televised games gave fans a more comfortable viewing experience at home than at an 
outdated,	poorly	outfitted	stadium,	grounds	were	renovated	with	an	eye	towards	increased	
spectator	amenities.	In	the	United	States,	fans	began	to	flock	to	new	air-conditioned	stadia	

Figure 2.10  Stadio Comunale, Florence (credit: Giaccai).
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built in the suburbs surrounded by large car parks and served by the new highway  
system built by the Eisenhower administration. One of these projects, the Astrodome in 
Houston (which opened in 1965), was called the “eighth wonder of the world.”

Third generation stadia were again driven by internal and external factors. The external 
forces at play were the rises of theme parks, shopping malls, and other leisure facilities that 
competed for limited family entertainment budget funds. A second force for change was a 
rising concern for safety provisions in stadia. This was both a question of facilities in decay, 
widespread	 inadequate	fireproofing,	and	 inefficient	crowd	management	systems,	and	of	a	
shift away from a male-dominated sporting space to one that was more amenable to women 
and children (as were malls and leisure parks). This competition for revenue, along with a 
series	of	terrible,	largely	preventable	stadium	disasters	(a	fire	at	Bradford	City	and	structural	
disaster	at	Heysel,	both	in	1985;	Hillsborough	disaster	in	Sheffield	in	1989),	led	to	legal	and	
de facto pushes for increased safety—both as a built practice and a shift in the composi- 
tion of the gameday audience. Fourth generation stadia were, like second, driven by the 
demands of television, only in this case cable and satellite broadcasts which transformed  
the stadium into the backdrop for the television broadcast. The venue was now the theater  
for the game, and it was suitably transformed in order to maximize the viewing effect for the 
millions watching the broadcast, rather than the thousands in the stands. Acoustics, lighting, 
provision for ever-greater banks of cameras and media boxes were all leveraged and arranged 
to	the	benefit	of	TV	viewers.	Even	the	scale	of	stadia	responded	to	this—a	packed	smaller	
stadium looks better on TV than a less densely occupied larger stadium, so many grounds 

Figure 2.11  Houston Astrodome (credit: Historic American Engineering Record/Library of Congress).
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actually reduced capacity. Finally, the rise of corporate sponsorship of teams, and even 
outright corporate ownership of teams was a hallmark of fourth generation stadia.
Fifth	generation	stadia,	those	of	our	present	moment,	are	typified	by	an	effort	to	link	their	

construction to larger ambitions for urban regeneration. As a result, rather than understood 
as	a	single,	free-standing	object	in	the	urban	landscape,	fifth	generation	stadia	are	imagined	
and	designed	to	serve	as	a	link	in	a	larger	network	of	urban	amenities—retail,	office	space,	
even residential development—all intended to drive economic development. In addition, one 
of	the	stated	aims	of	fifth	generation	stadia	is	to	have	a	global	presence—that	is,	to	broadcast	
something simultaneously intangible yet meaningful to an international audience, who in 
turn will come to know the city via the stadium. These are lofty ambitions, and while the cost 
of stadia (averaging above $1 billion in the United States in the past decade) suggests that 
their scale, complexity, and programming is indeed more robust than ever, whether this will 
lead to urban transformation remains to be seen.

The landscape of global sport today differs dramatically in one central way from the 
relatively recent past (say 1970), namely in the amount of money involved and the wealth 
and power of individual actors over the endeavor as a whole. It is not just that professional 
athletes in many sports (football, basketball, baseball, boxing, American football, etc.) are 
paid far more than their counterparts were 30 years ago. It is also that teams are generating 
annual revenues (from television rights, ticket sales, global apparel, online subscription 
broadcast rights, and so forth) that rival those of many traditional corporate entities. In 2015, 
the Dallas Cowboys, an American football team who have not won a championship in more 
than 20 years, was valued at $4 billion with annual revenues of over $600 million. Leagues 
in a variety of sports command broadcast rights revenues that dwarf every other sector  
of broadcasting. Finally, clubs are increasingly owned by individual and corporate entities 

Figure 2.12  Dallas Cowboys Stadium, Arlington, TX (credit: C.M. Highsmith/Library of Congress).
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(many Middle Eastern) with wealth that places them in the top 0.01 percent of the global 
elite. Sport federations, whether the International Olympic Committee (IOC) or The 
Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) or the International Association  
of Athletics Federations (IAAF) are also now led and run by individuals from similarly elite 
backgrounds.

A paradox thus emerges; sport—regarded by many as a meritocracy where skill and 
effort, not class status or wealth, are the keys to success—is dominated by a global super-
elite. This is in many ways not surprising, as the social practice of sport cannot exist apart 
from the political economic realities of the world at large. As the historians Gary Gerstle 
and Steve Fraser note, writing about the United States but making a point that rings true 
globally:

Over the last quarter of a century, historians have by and large ceased writing about the 
role of ruling elites . . . .this aversion has coincided, after all, with one of the largest and 
fastest-growing disparities in the division of income and wealth in American history.

In sport as in other modes of life we presume to be at their core democratic, we presume “the 
people” rule. But as Gerstle and Fraser remind us: “The people do not rule; elites, patriciates, 
castes, classes have ruled in their stead.”5

The study of sport, and especially sport architecture, is therefore very much a part of 
studying	the	agendas	and	ambitions	of	that	small	group	whose	influence	on	sport	is	far	in	
excess of their numbers. The risk of ignoring this reality is not abstract: in 2015 it was 
reported that the president of the Asian Football Confederation and head of Bahrain’s 
Olympic Committee, Sheikh Salman Bin Ibrahim Al-Khalifa, had in 2011 led a crackdown 
on athletes during pro-democracy demonstrations in Bahrain that year. At that time  
Sheikh Salman, the son of the King, was the head of the Bahraini Football Association. The 
investigation headed by Sheikh Salman is reported to have resulted in “more than 150 
coaches, athletes, and referees” being jailed after the “special committee . . . chaired by 
Sheikh	Salman	.	.	.	identified	them	from	photos.”	As	reports	noted,	“In	2013	Sheikh	Salman	
was elected to the presidency of the Asian Football Confederation with the backing of the 
FIFA president Sepp Blatter, and he is now on the verge of standing to replace him at 
elections in February.”6 Another reporter described Sheikh Salman as “a monstrous arsehole 
. . . whose ascent to football primacy has been a classic riches-to-riches story.”7

The growing concentration of wealth and power around sport points to another critical 
concern for this volume—how and why broader agendas are yoked to sport and sport 
architecture. That wealthy individuals and organizations wish to be closely associated  
with sport and stadia suggests they imagine there to be value in that association and that it 
serves their interests. These may be social, economic, political, or of some other kind, but 
inevitably it is the case that sporting spaces become actors in the larger public world. For  
this	reason,	the	architecture	of	sport	exerts	its	power	not	just	during	the	times	of	codified	
play,	but	also	in	other	moments:	as	an	icon	of	identity	or	place,	a	driver	of	conflict	(during	
riots or other violent disruptions), and as an engine for urban transformation. These moments 
are hardly inevitable, but rather the outcome of the efforts of a variety of actors (individual 
and collective) who see in sport architecture a venue for their ambitions to be played out. 
Politicians	and	club	owners	alike	see	the	stadium	as	a	tool	for	securing	mutually	beneficial	
arrangements. This book seeks to examine the range of ostensibly non-sporting ends to 
which sport architecture serves as a means. We may at the end of this examination conclude 
that “sport” is a far broader category of endeavor than previously imagined.
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Sport and architecture are the two social practices in contemporary life with the broadest 
impact on the world around us. The role architecture plays in shaping buildings and socie- 
ties is widely acknowledged and has occupied historians, critics, and urban theorists for 
centuries. Likewise the cultural, economic, and political importance of sport is the subject  
of sustained and substantial inquiry. When sport and architecture converge, as in the 2012 
London Olympics or in Brazil for the 2014 World Cup, then the impact of these two forms of 
social activity is redoubled. Further, the two are inextricably entwined—sport provides 
architecture with programs around which to design, and architecture in turn shapes our  
experience of sport (both as participants and observers). When sporting competition takes 
place in structures like Herzog and de Meuron’s Bird’s Nest Olympic Stadium (see Plate 1), 
Eduardo Souto de Moura’s Estadio Braga (see Plate 2), or Zaha Hadid’s London Aquatics 
Centre	 (see	 below)	 it	 can	 be	 difficult	 to	 pinpoint	 where	 the	 spectacle	 of	 sport	 ends,	 the	
spectacle of architecture begins, and vice versa. Indeed, it may very well be that the most 
powerful contemporary expressions of the sublime in urban architecture—where the 
experience of space is at once overwhelming, potentially terrifying, and simultaneously 
pleasing—are to be found not in cathedrals but stadia.

The outcomes produced by the relationship between architecture and sport—as in all 
matters deeply implicated with politics and large sums of money—are not always equitable 
ones. Stadia are increasingly expensive projects that in turn generate enormous sums of 
money	that	flow	to	a	small	group	of	actors.	Advocates	of	stadium	projects	and	large-scale	
construction associated with short-term, one-time events like the Olympics and World Cup 
argue that sporting architecture is an engine of economic development and an opportunity  
to recast the image of a city or nation at a global scale. At the 2010 World Cup in South 
Africa the construction of new stadia was heralded as a potent symbol to the rest of the world 

Figure 2.13  London Aquatics Centre (credit: author).
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(and South Africans themselves) of an emerging democratic, equitable, and prosperous 
society. The reality is that the distribution of wealth in this program of stadium construction 
followed well-established patterns of abuse. South Africa spent roughly US$6 billion in 
stadium construction costs. Those stadia were built by workers living in shantytowns and 
paid, on average, just over US$300 a month.8 These stadia, undeniably beautiful objects, 
were nevertheless freighted with the reality that their construction, rather than ameliorating 
economic inequality, largely exacerbated it. How generations of future South Africans will 
judge these structures will be a far more interesting story than the boilerplate speeches heard 
at the ribbon-cutting ceremonies that greeted their completion.
Nevertheless,	 political	 figures	 across	 the	 ideological	 spectrum	 continue	 to	 throw	 their	

support, and more crucially, public money behind these projects. The governor of the state 
of Wisconsin, running for President of the United States in 2014 on a campaign of radically 
cutting government spending, approved nearly half a billion dollars in public subsidies to 
build an arena for a mid-tier basketball team.9 Liberal or conservative, left or right, it is a 
truism of political life in much of the world that when a club, the Olympics, or the World 
Cup calls, public funding magically appears.

The spectacular qualities of sporting architecture—and the spectacle of the sporting events 
themselves—are likewise ripe for political exploitation. The vast sums spent by both the 
Chinese and Russian governments during the 2008 Summer Olympics and 2014 Winter 
Olympics respectively were motivated by a desire to assert the global authority of the host 
nations. As one media analyst noted in the waning days of the Sochi Winter Olympics, the 
Games gave Vladimir Putin the chance to “reassert Russia on the world’s stage.”10 The lack 
of any legacy planning for the venues in either Beijing or Sochi suggests that leaders in  
both nations understood the Games as a political opportunity more than a sporting one. The 
tortured and suspect bidding process for the 2022 World Cup suggests Qatari leaders likewise 
see sporting spectacle as a political tool more than an effort to develop sporting infrastructure 

Figure 2.14  Soccer City, Johannesburg (credit: A. Bailey).


