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In 1991, Ric Burns wrote, “[Coney Island] is one of the most glorious, seedy and wistful places on earth, washed by the sea, by the memory of something lost, and by an irresistible optimism about the future.” Coney Island, Brooklyn, is still one of the greatest cultural landmarks in the United States. A symbol of the early 1910s and the roaring 20s, the amusement parks that once graced the island are an icon vividly recalled by any that have visited its shores. A world unto itself, Coney Island existed in its prime as a center of celebration, a festival that lasted day and night for the citizens of New York City—and the world—from June until October. 

In his book Coney Island: Lost and Found, Charles Denson writes: “The inspiration and motivation for Coney’s magnificent artifice grew out of a simple formula: how to squeeze the greatest number of dollars out of the smallest plot of land” (1). Out of this thirst for profit came many of Coney’s greatest contributions: the Switchback railway, the world’s first rollercoaster which ran a 6 mph; Nathan’s, negotiability the birthplace of the hotdog; Boyton’s Water Flumes; and Tilyou’s Steeplechase ride (“The American Experience: Coney Island”); until 1880, Coney Island was also the home to the tallest structure in the United States (Sterngass 75). 
But something else drove Coney Island’s reputation. Charles Denson also says, “Coney became the city’s pressure valve” (40). During its pinnacle, Coney Island represented something crucial to the visiting people: a chance for equality, an escape from normality, and most importantly, a chance to have fun in its non-stop Carnival atmosphere. This environment still symbolizes Coney Island today; even as the island falls into disrepair, film portrayals insist on perpetuating the Coney Island of the 1910s, a roaring sideshow of chance, improbability, excitement —and, above all else, possibility. The mediated portrays of Coney Island through film as a Carnival still exists, despite the fact that physical place and essence have long been abandoned. 
Back Story
In 1964, the 4 ¼ mile strip of beach that is now Coney Island, Brooklyn, was little more than a sandbar (Denson). Officially part of the town of Gravesend, the beach was a place of casual bathing until the first hotel was built in 1829. A shell road was also constructed to allow people easier access to the beach, and with the road came the upper class. Middle class families didn’t begin arriving until 1847 when a 50 cent steamboat service began running from Manhattan to Coney Island (“Coney Island House Opens”). The west end of the island, or Coney Island Point, quickly became renowned as a place for pickpockets, thieves, and prostitutes (Sterngass 80). This reputation was only perpetuated by the attitudes of political boss John McKain, who controlled most of the West end of the island until he was jailed in 1887; McKain is quoted as having said, “Houses of prostitution are a necessity at Coney Island… after all, this ‘ain’t no Sunday school” (“The American Experience: Coney Island”). By the late 1880s, Coney had officially earned the nickname “Sodom by the Sea” because of the prevalence of gambling, brothels, and burlesque clubs (Denson).  
The first official amusement park to open on Coney Island was George C. Tilyou’s Steeplechase Park in 1895. Symbolized by an eerie smiley face logo, Steeplechase became famous for its Steeplechase ride
 and the blowhole theater, as well as Tilyou’s Ferris Wheel, billed as the largest in the world—which, of course, was completely untrue (Steeplechase Park Opens). When Steeplechase burned down in 1907, Tilyou famously put up a sign: “To enquiring friends: I have troubles today that I had not yesterday. I had troubles yesterday which I have not today. On this site will be built a bigger, better, Steeplechase Park. Admission to the burning ruins -- Ten cents” (“The American Experience: Coney Island”). Tilyou rebuilt Steeplechase into the “Pavillion of Fun,” a covered amusement park that allowed for attendance in all weather conditions. Many tried to mimic Tilyou’s success. The most notable were Luna Park and Dreamland, which will both be discussed in further detail in the section “Coney Island Carnival.” 

By WWI, Coney Island had transformed from a “resort of questionable morals and morality into one of respectability and safety” (Smith). Rather than hurting the amusement parks, the Depression brought prosperity to the island as the demand for quick, cheap entertainment rose. Sideshows and strip clubs popped up all over the island, and Coney Island entered the age of the “Nickel Empire” (Denson).
Coney Island Carnival
According to etymonline.com, the term “Carnival” means, “time of merrymaking before Lent (1549).” The act of Carnival emerged as an “occasion of sin,” or a period of certified revelry before the forty days of Lent; fittingly, most of the festival traditions stem from Pagan traditions (Thurston). While the origins of the term are widely disputed, Carnival traditions across cultures include donning masks, eating meat, drinking, and dancing—many considered Pagan customs when the tradition originated, and all prohibited during Lent. Another popular Carnival theme was the reversal of social standards. During the Roman custom of Staurnalia, men dressed as women, the poor became dominant over the rich, and the commoners crowned a temporary king dubbed “Prince Carnival” (Straeten). Perhaps the most popular modern day Carnival celebration is Mardi Gras, which still focuses on drinking, costumes, and all-around disorder. 
It’s appropriate, then, that in the early 20th century, Coney Island held the largest Mardi Gras parade in New York City to celebrate the close of its season. In 1909, the celebration was so big that Police escorted 10,000 people off of the parade grounds at dawn to bring the celebration to a close (“Coney Island Season Ends”). Though the Mardi Gras parades ended on the island in 1954, the modern day successor, The Mermaid Parade, serves as a celebration of everything bizarre that once represented Coney Island (“Coney Island Mermaid Parade”). Over the years, authors have described Coney Island as everything from a “feast of fools for an urban and industrialized society… combining characteristics of the beer garden, county fair, Chicago midway, vaudeville, and circus,” to a “bright, circus atmosphere and a gritty, seedy underbelly” (Kasson 49-50; Wills). During its pinnacle, Coney Island served as a carnival, a feast of fools, and an other-worldly scene —in other words, the negative of Victorian society.   

Under the rule of McKain, Coney Island flaunted its refusal to adhere to social standards in what was considered the most damming way possible—a lack of observance of the Sabbath (Sternass 237). “Men went to the seaside resort to be free, as they said, from the conventionalities of the city… conventionalities being, apparently, the Ten Commandments” (238). Feltman’s Restaurant was charged four times for selling beer on Sundays, and all four times was found not guilty (239). It is said that the atmosphere of the Island was one of a “German festival culture” at all times, the polar opposite of the stiff rules and traditions society mandated (239).  
Perhaps Coney Island’s excursion into the bizarre began with the building of the Elephant Hotel in 1884 (Denson). At the turn of the century, the hotel dominated Coney’s skyline with its bizarre, life-like shape. “Tin-skinned and 122 feet tall, a cigar store in one leg, a diorama in another, and rooms available in the hip, shoulder, cheek, trunk, and thigh,” the structure was only the beginning of Coney’s reputation for outlandish architecture (Burns).
On May 16, 1903 at precisely 8 PM, Frederic Thompson and Elmer “Skip” Dundy flipped the switch that would forever revolutionize Coney Island, illuminating the light bulbs that lined the towers and angles of Luna Park. By 10 PM the same night, there were 60,000 people in Luna Park. The park’s display of over 1,000,000 light bulbs earned it the nickname “Electric Eden,” because the scale of Luna’s electric display had never been seen before by most in attendance (Snow). Still, Luna gained notoriety for more than just its lights show. Designed by Thompson, Luan’s innovative architecture composed mainly of curves and swirls captured the attention of audiences (“The American Experience: Coney Island”). “The lines, colors, and shapes were constantly changing. Rather than the usual central tower, there were spires and minarets everywhere” (“Luna Park Opens”). Some even described Luna’s architecture as the “handiwork of a magician” (Immerso 65). 

The amusements found within Luna Park’s walls enhanced this paranormal atmosphere. Luna’s creators wanted “to transport visitors to a land of Carnival pleasure and to hold them fast one they had surrendered themselves to it,” and designed the rides in the park to do just that (Immerso 64). The most famous of these attractions was the Trip to the Moon ride, where passengers were transported to the surface of the “moon,” a strange and desolate landscape inhabited by a troupe of “moon midgets” (60). Also found in the park were Hagenbeck’s Wild Animals, the Chinese Theater, Hassan Ben Ali’s Troupe of Hindoos, the Durbar of Delhi pageant, and an Eskimo Village (Immerso 64-65, 71; Kasson 69). Foreign places and cultures, especially those from the Orient, held a huge fascination for people of the era. More than just entertaining the masses, these displays informed audiences that otherwise would have had no contact with foreign cultures. 
A year after Luna Park flipped the ‘on’ switch, competition opened its gates across the street. Dreamland Park, commissioned by Senator William Reynolds and a group of investors, did everything it could to one-up Luna, building a larger central tower, a larger water flume, and incorporating more electric lights (“Luna Park Opens”). Dreamland even stole several of Luna’s exhibits (Immerso 68). Architecturally, the parks could not have been more different. Dreamland’s design intended to transport visitors to a cloud-like fantasy land. “While Luna was colorful and Steeplechase silly, Dreamland was refined, orderly, and symmetrical with every classy building painted a pristine white” (Denson 38). At night, with the lights of Luna Park and Dreamland turned on, it was said that Coney Island could be seen 30 miles out to sea as if the entire island was burning, thus earning it the nickname “the City of Fire” (“The American Experience: Coney Island”).
The constant competition between Dreamland and the more successful Luna Park led to each constantly trying to out-do the other (Snow). In fact, Dreamland established a much more impressive array of attractions. “Dreamland had a Lilliputian city populated by 300 midgets… Frank Bostock’s wild animal pavilion, five scenic railways, an ocean ballroom on the Iron Pier, [and] a Japanese tea pavilion” (Denson 38). Perhaps the most notorious exhibit found in Dreamland was Dr. Couney’s Incubators for pre-mature infants. The exhibit featured premature infants kept in primitive incubators. Dr. Couney was forced to house his experiment in Dreamland because hospitals refused to accept his technology as legitimate. During the life of the display, nearly 8,000 infants passed through the exhibit; it’s recorded that more than 7,500 of them survived (“The American Experience: Coney Island”). Dreamland also profited from the recreation of disasters. Rides that simulated the eruption of Mount Vesuvius and the Johnstown Flood gained immense popularity (Kasson 71). Despite its fascination and emphasis on the abnormal and grotesque, Dreamland also considered itself “morally instructive,” and contained rides like Creation, End of the World, and Hell’s Gate (Immerso 73). However, Dreamland’s rides did not always deal with foreign things. They also managed to transform the ordinary into the fascinating with rides like roller coasters, water flumes, and the leap-frog railway (72).
 In true Carnival tradition, Coney Island became a place to flaunt abnormalities. Dreamland literally housed the bizarre, for it used indigenous people as attractions (Immerso 135). As early as 1910, exhibits within the park featured “[people from] Borneo, Berbers from Algeria, Somali Warriors, ‘plate-lipped’ Ubangi women from the Congo, and ‘giraffe-necked’ women from Burma” (134).
The sideshow tradition dates back to Coney Island’s origins, when a tent sideshow was erected on the beach in 1880 (138). The first official side show in Coney Island was Dreamland’s Big Circus Sideshow, billed by creator Sam Gumpertz as a “congress of the World’s greatest living curiosities.” The show stayed in business even after Dreamland burned down in 1911 (134). With the popularity of Gumpertz’s show, other sideshows appeared all over Coney Island, including Sam Wagner’s Wagner’s World Circus and David Rosen’s Wonderland Circus Sideshow (135-137). Also featured at Coney Island was the Eden Musee Wax Museum, which was so popular that Gumnpertz rebuilt it after it burned down in 1928 (135). The sideshow tradition waned slightly when Robert Moses jailed Rosen and Wager in the 1940s (159). However, sideshows still exist in Coney Island today. Sideshow by the Seashore, run by Dick Zigun, stands in the same place as the Wonderland Circus Sideshow once did. The show claims to be “the last ten-in-one circus sideshow in the world,” and charges a $5 admission (Lilliefors 35).

Coney Island prided itself on entertaining Victorian society by exposing them to things they couldn’t witness anywhere else. To truly understand what Coney offered to the world, one must consider the era in which it originated. Internet or television didn’t exist, and photography had yet to become a common practice. The ability to fly to Beijing in a mere 13 hours was unthinkable, and very few people could afford to travel at all. Technology didn’t allow instantaneous access the way it does today. Seeing elephants or Eskimos or Japanese tea gardens at Coney Island was a novelty people couldn’t experience any other way. Sideshows served as a form of education for its viewers, giving them access to cultures that existed half a world away. 
In his book Amusing the Million, John F. Kasson writes: “[Coney Island] became a laboratory for modern mass culture, became an epitome of that new kind of culture, whether people liked it or not.” Coney Island’s Carnival atmosphere also developed as a reaction to the strict and starch Victorian morals of the time. It existed as a release from the tight standards of society, an island of revelry and confusion that delighted and entertained an otherwise curbed people. A meeting place of all cultural levels, Coney encouraged an atmosphere in which you could lose yourself—in which you could don a mask and, for the day, become any person you wanted to be. 
Coney Island: Superstar
In 1932, Tod Browning directed a film entitled Freaks. Set in a sideshow circus, the film centers around a romance between a beautiful trapeze artists and the resident Strongman. It also features an array of “sideshow freaks,” including Pinheads, midgets, and Siamese twins. Banned in both the UK and Australia after its release, Freaks recruited much of its cast from the most famous sideshows on the planet—those at Coney Island (“Freaks”). 

The relationship between Coney Island and film is as long standing as the art form itself. The Edison Manufacturing Company began using the amusement park as a subject of its films as early as 1897 (Stanton). All together, the company shot more than 50 films there between 1885 and 1905. Coney Island became a popular location because it supplied filmmakers a diversity of subjects (Immerso 118). The wide variety of people and other strange characters, the easy access to the ocean, and the use of electricity and mechanical innovation at the parks all drew filmmakers to Coney Island in the early 1920s (Manbeck). Overall, more short silent films were shot in Coney Island than in any other location (Immerso 118).
Perhaps the most famous of Edison’s films was Coney Island at Night. Filmed in 1905, the 4 minute long clip records the light displays of Luna Park, Dreamland, and Steeplechase at full blast,  giving the viewer the impression of looking out over Coney Island at night. The lights swirl and spin as the rides move, blurring the edges, and allowing the audience to understand the motion and commotion of the rides. The physical edges of buildings can just barely be glimpsed past their illuminated borders, and the parks all seem empty and devoid of human action. Accompanied by traditional carnival music, the film clearly represents an early experimentation—and success—with capturing light on film. Coney Island at Night manages to portray the fascination and captivation visitors of the park must have experienced (“Coney Island at Night”).

Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle in Coney Island (1917) represents the golden age of both Coney Island and silent film. The movie manages to capture the diversity of Coney Island, displaying everything from a parade to the beach to several of the more innovative rides of the time. More than just showing Coney Island, “Fatty” in Coney Island works to portray the mass confusion of the place as well. It shows Coney as a place of flirting and misunderstanding; the main character leaves his wife to dabble with a new woman, engages in a fist fight, and eventually dresses as a woman to avoid detection, all before being reclaimed by his wife and escorted back home—back to sanity. This sort of slapstick plot is characteristic of the silent movie genre, and the events couldn’t have happened anywhere as seamlessly as in Coney Island (“Coney Island [1917]”). After all, as stated in Brooklyn Film, “Coney Island has always been synonymous with confusion” (11).

As the landscape of Coney Island changed, so did its portrayal in film. While films through the 1950s showed Coney as a place of fantasy, escape, and courtship, the 1970s brought about a different atmosphere (Immerso 176). Leonard Kurtman’s Carnival of Blood, released in 1970, placed a psychopathic killer in Coney Island for the first time (Stanton). Kurtman’s film was just the beginning of portrayals of Coney as a desolate landscape inhabited by criminals, drug addicts, and gangsters. 
One of the most violent and gruesome films about Coney Island is The Warriors, directed by Walter Hill in 1979. The plot, which centers on a gang fighting their way back to Coney Island from the Bronx, eliminates any kind of fantasy viewers may have associated with Coney. Instead, the amusements parks are all shut down, and the boarded-up bath houses are covered in graffiti. There is nothing mystical or fantastical about the place. Instead, Coney Island becomes a place of harsh reality. When the gang finally steps off the subway and back into Coney, the leader states, “This is what we fought all night to get back to?” forcing the viewer to ask the same question (“The Warriors”).

Requiem for a Dream, though not as violent and desolate as The Warriors, portrays gruesome Coney Island for the new millennium. Released in 2000, Requiem follows the lives of four drug addicts in vivid and shocking detail. The beginning of the film maintains some of the old Coney atmosphere with shots of the Parachute Jump and Thunderbolt Roller Coaster, and establishes a sort of menacing carnival ambiance. However, as the plot turns sour, all of the fantasy of Coney Island is lost amid graffiti, murder, and rampant drug use. In the end, Coney is forgotten and abandoned by almost all of the main characters (“Requiem for a Dream”).

While these film portrayals are anything but pretty, the both closely mirror what was happening at Coney during the era. In 1964 Steeplechase Park, the last of the original amusement parks, closed. The entirety of the area fell into a period of rapid decline (“Coney Island: The American Experience”). Films began mirroring this social decay as movies that focused on realism became increasingly popular. As movies in general left the traditional Hollywood Structure of “happily ever after,” the gritty reality in Coney severed as a perfect setting for more down-to-earth experiments. Abandoned buildings and eerie amusement rides were standing in Coney; directors only had to place a story among them to create an ominous atmosphere.
Recently, Coney Island film trend changed again. Though the area itself underwent minimal improvements and restorations, films have begun to hearken back to the golden age of Coney Island. Rejecting the reality of the setting, they film Coney as an iconic amusement park equal in enjoyment and scale to Disney Land. Uptown Girls, released just three years after Requiem for a Dream, uses Coney as a place of childhood enjoyment. The film includes shots of the main characters riding on the teacups and eating hotdogs as a way to reconnect with their youth (“Uptown Girls”).
 While these things still exist in Coney, very few still choose to view it as such a fanciful paradise. Similarly, in Cloverfield, characters visit Coney Island for a birthday celebration and spend a day riding the Wonder Wheel and the Astrotower (“Cloverfield”). Again, all of these attractions do exist in Astroland and Deno’s Wonder Wheel Park, but the reality of the amusements seems almost comical when compared to the grandeur implied by the films.
The Fall of Coney Island

Most historians credit the burning of Dreamland in 1911 as the end of the Coney Island era. Though the amusement parks continued to run and prosper much longer, the destruction of Dreamland also destroyed much of the ethos of Coney Island. With the beginning of WWI, the world began to change; society became industrialize, and the United States entered the world on a truly global level for the first time (“The American Experience: Coney Island”). “It was not that attendance at Coney Island declined in the 1920s—on the contrary, it increased—but the experience was less extraordinary and hence less meaningful… Coney declined most markedly in the power to astound, and cultural critics stopped paying attention” (Kasson). Luna Park burned down in 1946 and was never rebuilt. Steeplechase closed in 1964 after 67 years of operation. Only the Cyclone, the Parachute Jump, and Deno’s Wonder Wheel remain of the old Coney Island (“The American Experience: Coney Island”). Robert Moses, who many credit with contributing to Coney Island’s demise, once said, “There is no use bemoaning the end of the old Coney Island fabled in song and story… the important thing is not to proceed in the mistaken belief that it can be revived” (Lilliefors 31). 
In 1965, Fred C. Trump purchased Steeplechase Park with the intent of developing it into senior citizen homes (Clines). In 1966, Trump invited the citizens of the community to the Pavilion of Fun. Bricks were handed out, and then tossed through the glass sides of the pavilion, destroying the landmark in hopes of uniting the community in favor of his development project (Cupper). Trump never got his approval, and eventually the land was developed into the KeySpan Ball Park. 

Two years ago, Thor Equities bough 3/4ths of the land at Coney Island with plans to build a new amusement park, along with residential condos and high rises. Thor purchased the last remaining amusement park, Astroland, and plans to appropriate $85 million into the Coney Island revival. The community is currently divided over the issue. Some say, “Coney Island, the way it is, is broken,” and welcome the revival, while others believe that the condos and smaller amount of rides will completely eliminate what’s left of Coney’s essence (Wills).
Astroland is currently in its last season before closingfor good. When one wanders through the kiddy rides littered in the shadows of the Cyclone and Dino’s Wonder Wheel, it’s impossible to ignore the air of creepy abandonment. The old Carnival atmosphere warped into a feeling of menacing decay, a closer parallel to the attitudes of Requiem for a Dream that The Little Fugitive. Paint chips off even the newest rides, and graffiti covers cartoon faces that look like something out of a child’s nightmare. It begs the question: can Coney Island manage a revival? or is the old park simply outdated, irrelevant in a world that wonders at Disney World and Mickey Mouse instead of sideshow freaks?
Today, Coney Island is more of a cultural icon than a destination. The Carnival fun has long ago faded, despite what modern films try to tell us. The Coney Island of the 1910s only exists now on tape, whether archival footage or exaggerated recreations. New York’s summer festival of fools has long since died out, leaving behind the abandoned shell of what once was. Perhaps in the near future Coney Island will see a revival, but it’s doubtful that this change will be a resurgence of what was once unique and breathtaking about the environment. As said in The American Experience: Coney Island, Manhattan has outgrown its need for Coney Island’s perpetual circus atmosphere—and so has the rest of society. 
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� For a video of the Steeplechase ride, please visit http://commparks.websitebuilderfree.com/coney_island_clips.html


� For more ride clips, please visit http://commparks.websitebuilderfree.com/coney_island_clips.html


� For more information about Coney Island sideshows, please visit http://commparks.websitebuilderfree.com/sideshows.html


� To see Coney Island at Night, please visit http://commparks.websitebuilderfree.com/the_edison_films.html


� To see Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle in Coney Island, please visit http://commparks.websitebuilderfree.com/_fatty_in_coney_island.html


� To see this scene from The Warriors, please visit http://commparks.websitebuilderfree.com/the_warriors.html


� To see clips from Requiem for a Dream, please visit http://commparks.websitebuilderfree.com/requiem_for_a_dream.html


� To see clips from Uptown Girls, please visit http://commparks.websitebuilderfree.com/uptown_girls.html





