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Abstract 
 

 

A Brief History of Fun: 

An Exploration & Education of the History of Themed Entertainment 

 

Maria Mondloch 

May 2018 

 

This thesis will investigate the history of Themed Entertainment experiences and analyze their 
development from design and historical perspectives.  From the carefully-curated Picturesque 

gardens of Western Europe through the electric dreamlands of Coney Island, people have always 
been drawn to physical artificial dreamscapes.  These spaces stimulate the imagination, educate 
the mind, and invigorate the body.  After discussing the evolution of Themed Entertainment, the 
paper will propose a museum-like experience that will aim to educate people about this history 

within an amusement park-type setting. 

 

Keywords: Themed Entertainment Design, Theme Parks, Amusement Parks, Pleasure Gardens, 
Picturesque Gardens, Edutainment, History, Entertainment, Attractions, Museum Design 
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Introduction 

 It all begins with a story. 

 It is a mantra that any themed entertainment designer knows well.  It is at the core of all 

we do.  As increasingly more immersive experiences are designed and created, the importance of 

story continues to grow and expand.  Like characters in a well-written novel, every design 

element must have a motivation, a history, and a purpose.  Even if it is not explicitly told, the 

story must be felt.  As themed entertainment designers, this is our task, and story is at the center 

of everything that we do.  However, it is becoming apparent that there is a very large, very 

important story that is often ignored or forgotten.  It is a story that affects and impacts every 

themed entertainment experience, even if it is seldom told.  This big story is, of course, the story 

of themed entertainment itself.   

Creatives in any field know that careful study of the past is a vital part of any design 

education.  Painters, sculptors, architects, filmmakers, interior designers, game designers, or 

comic book artists all widely acknowledge that understanding the roots of one’s craft is a 

necessary part of establishing a unique creative vision.  Of course, whether the past is honored or 

disregarded is up to the individual artist, but even a bold breaking of tradition requires the 

acknowledgement of the tradition in and of itself.  This is where the study of themed 

entertainment design is lacking.   

 Themed entertainment is a relatively new field, especially when compared to the ancient 

traditions of architecture or theatre.  The field is just beginning to receive recognition as its own 

separate genre of design.  The Themed Entertainment Association was only just founded in 1991 

(TEA/AECOM, n.d.), and Savannah College of Art and Design’s Themed Entertainment Design 
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Program, the first of its kind, is currently celebrating its fifth year (SCAD, 2012).  As this field of 

study gains momentum and more academic programs begin to appear, careful consideration 

should be applied to themed entertainment as an academic subject.   

 Themed entertainment is difficult to categorize as it is more of an umbrella term for a 

wide variety of disciplines rather than a single specific field of study.  Walt Disney Imagineering 

famously boasts that their design team plays host to 140 separate disciplines (Wright, 2010, p. 4).  

Any artist, animator, architect, or interior designer working within the genre of themed 

entertainment has undoubtedly committed time to the study of their respective fields.  However, 

few Bachelor of Architecture programs, for instance, spend any time on the specific study of 

themed entertainment.  Designers who are well-studied in the history of themed entertainment 

tend to be the enthusiasts, absorbing as much information as they can on the subject from 

podcasts, elective credits, and internet forums.    

 This thesis will present a study and analysis of the origins of western themed 

entertainment and its evolution over the past several centuries.  In the west, artificial spaces 

specifically designed for escapism have existed since the 18th century.  Since then, these spaces 

have transformed alongside the culture to continue to entertain, delight, and surprise audiences, 

ultimately providing an escape from the outside world.  Upon completion of this research, this 

paper will propose a new themed entertainment experience to educate the public about the 

history of themed entertainment in a themed, amusement park-like setting.  
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An Abridged History of Themed Entertainment 

Introduction 

Since its inception, the modern theme park has been the subject of both derision and 

delight.  Critics have often dismissed theme parks as artificial spaces in which people partake in 

shallow, trivial pleasures.  An early review of Euro Disneyland (now Disneyland Paris) upon its 

opening in 1992 condemned the park as "a horror made of cardboard, plastic, and appalling 

colors, a construction of hardened chewing gum and idiotic folklore taken straight out of comic 

books written for obese Americans" (as cited in Lukas, 2012, p. 197).  Unlike other 

entertainment arts like film or theater, theme parks are rarely, if ever, discussed as a legitimate 

art form.   

Theme parks are often treated as a flashy and inconsequential piece of pop culture – a 

product within a huge consumer market, or enterprises in and of themselves.  On the contrary, 

the principles that the modern theme park is founded upon existed long before Disneyland, or 

even its predecessors on Coney Island.  Since the earliest forms of architecture, humans have 

been designing the space around them to arouse an emotional response.  The earliest cave 

paintings from the paleolithic era demonstrate a human interest in the artificial alteration of the 

physical space to evoke a response.  Alain de Botton’s The Architecture of Happiness (2014) 

states that the “significance of architecture is premised on the notion that we are, for better or for 

worse, different people in different places – and on the conviction that it is architecture’s task to 

render vivid to us who we might ideally be” (p. 13).  All architecture serves to change us in some 

way through the communication of a message.  A government building or bank, for example, is 

designed in an entirely different style than a suburban home.  Each is intended to make the user 
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feel something – does the space convey power, or comfort?  In effect, the designed spaces that 

one encounters in everyday life are not much different than those one encounters in a themed 

environment – theming merely elevates the stimulation of the senses to a higher plane.  If the 

goal of everyday architecture is to transform the emotional state, the goal of the themed space is 

to transport it.   

Despite frequent criticisms, the persistent popularity of the theme park is undeniable.  

According to the TEA/AECOM Global Attractions Attendance Report, the top 25 theme and 

amusement parks took in a grand total of 233.1 million guests worldwide in 2016 (8.4 million of 

whom visited Disneyland Paris, the "construction of hardened chewing gum" that received such 

vitriol upon opening).  In the opening of his book Theme Park (2012), Scott A. Lukas makes a 

case for theme parks as a deeper form of entertainment:   

Theme parks have wrongly been seen by many as superficial forms of culture – as places 

where people go to do things that don’t matter much in the grand scheme of things and 

thus which amount to inconsequential spaces.  In fact, theme parks represent 

extraordinary spatial and social forms, they offer some of the most basic needs, reflect 

deep and powerful emotions and cognitive modes, and present some of the most telling 

and controversial representations of the world.  Unlike cinema and theatre, in which 

audience members passively watch the action on the screen or stage, and unlike the 

narratives of television and books, which are static, the theme park uses the immersion of 

the individual inside an unfolding and evolving drama as the basis of its unique form. (p. 

7)  

Regardless of criticism, the themed environment has persisted throughout history as a means of 

entertainment through escapism.  The following sections will investigate early forms of themed 
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entertainment and analyze the forms and techniques that have been used throughout history to 

appeal to the public desire for simulated make-believe.   

 

The Picturesque Garden 

The themed space has existed in its earliest forms since the notion of the Picturesque 

began to take root and spread throughout 18th-century Europe.  “The Picturesque” is a loose term 

that rose to prominence in the 1760s-1770s in England.  The Picturesque describes an irregular, 

artificially naturalistic style that was emotionally and aesthetically appealing (Hunt, 2004, p. 8).  

The movement goes by many names, including the “Rococo,” “natural,” “informal,” or, simply, 

“English” (Hunt, 2004, p. 8).  The most typical expression of the Picturesque was in the garden, 

typically commissioned by wealthy landowners.  These gardens were a sharp departure from the 

geometric and stuffy formal gardens of the past that were popularized by the French (Hunt, 2004, 

p. 8).  Instead of trying to tame shrubs into tight geometric shapes accenting sculptural fountains, 

Picturesque gardens were highly irregular and designed to appear as though they could be 

natural.  Landscape architects like Lancelot “Capability” Brown (1715 – 1783) and William Kent 

(1685-1748) borrowed techniques from landscape painting and theatrical design to create 

perfectly-composed, seemingly natural vistas.  Vantage points were specifically designed to 

evoke a painting with a carefully-composed foreground, middle ground, and background with 

trees forming theatrical “wings” to frame the image (Hunt, 2004, p. 8).  There were obvious 

contradictions at play here that a site can be designed to appear natural; however, in comparison 

to the tightly controlled Baroque gardens of the past, there was little indication of human 

manipulation (Hunt, 2004, p. 10).  The gardens were careful curations of nature, rather than 
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nature itself (Stewart & Nicholls, 2002, p. 93).  This manipulation under the guise of being 

natural is one of several reasons why the Picturesque movement could be considered one of the 

earliest examples of themed space.  These gardens were specifically designed to not only appear 

as something that they are not, but rather as an aspirational, idealized place that is asking to be 

explored.     

 

Figure 1: Stourhead Gardens, Henry Hoare 1741-1780 

 

Many of these Picturesque gardens included small, themed structures called follies. These 

invented exotic buildings served little functional purpose and were intended to inspire the 

imagination and transport the viewer (Hunt, 2004, p. 8).  Follies were often recreations of 

structures that had been observed either in art or in person by wealthy travelers who had returned 

from a Grand Tour in Italy.  The Grand Tour was an important educational rite of passage in 

18th-century England in which upper class young men would travel from England to Italy to 
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study art and architecture (Stewart & Nicholls, 2002, p. 84).  Placing a folly within one’s garden 

was akin to displaying a trophy: a symbol of high culture and status indicating the landowner’s 

prestige.  The follies punctuated the landscape, providing compositional focal points within the 

artificial natural vistas created by the designer.  As Orientalism came into vogue, follies began 

mimicking the structures of the near and far east, such as the Chinese Tower in the Englischer 

Garten (Munich, 1789-90) or the Grotto of the Winds’ Chinese Pavilion at Sanspareil (France, 

1746-47) (Hunt, 2004, p. 152-154).  Though many Europeans of the time would never have the 

chance to visit China or Japan, follies evoking the architectural styles of these countries (albeit 

inaccurately) gave the viewer a sense of the exotic and the impression of traveling to far off 

lands.  The overall effect of the Picturesque garden was hyper-natural and emotionally evocative 

– an artificial space that effectively transported the guest through design and architecture.   

 

Figure 2: Chinese Tower, Englischer Garten, Munich, 1789-90 
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The follies of the private Picturesque garden were not limited to stagnant pavilions and 

peaceful teahouses.  Many follies were intended to dazzle.  One particularly elaborate example is 

the Rocher of Lunéville, a complex display of special effects commissioned in 1742 by the King 

of Poland, Stanislaus Leszczynski, for an estate in France (Hunt, 2004, p. 108).  The Rocher was 

a grand artificial rock wall positioned alongside a lagoon and decorated with pastoral scenes of 

peasant life.  The scenes were “animated by hydraulic mechanisms devised by a clock-maker, 

François Richard” (Hunt, 2004, p. 108).  Eighty-eight automatons brought the scenes to life 

complete with animation and sound (“Les Jardins,” n.d.).  Among the scenes represented were a 

boy pushing a girl on a swing, a shepherd tending to his sheep, and a braying donkey (Hunt, 

2004, p. 108).  The King had a deep love for nature and the Rocher was one of many alterations 

made to the gardens during his time in residence (“Les Jardins,” n.d.).  Though highly 

mechanized and technical, the Rocher of Lunéville served the values of the Picturesque in its 

celebration of the natural and the rural.  The naturalistic rendering of the grottoes and caverns 

and the idealized pastoral scenes created a vision that was equally spectacular and quaint.  

 

Figure 3: The Rocher at Lunéville, 1742, France 
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A similar level of spectacle was achieved with the Volcano of Wörlitz.  The construction 

of the volcano was ordered by Prince Leopold III Friedrich Franz, a German prince who was 

deeply inspired by his visit to Mount Vesuvius as part of his Grand Tour (Curry, n.d.).  The goals 

of the Prince in creating an artificial volcano was to entertain and to educate.  A highly 

enlightened gentleman, the Prince hoped that the volcano would help broaden the horizons of 

those who would never have the chance to see the real thing in Naples (Curry, n.d.).  The 

volcano would “erupt” using pyrotechnic light and sound for a jaw-dropping nighttime 

spectacular (Hunt, 2004, p. 160).  Critics of the time mocked the Prince for setting a massive 

artificial volcano in the middle of his Picturesque estate, but still today, visitors are drawn to the 

little Vesuvius (Curry, n.d.).  Spectacle was becoming integrated with the serene.  The 

Picturesque garden was evolving.   

 

 

Figure 4: The Volcano of Wörlitz, Germany 
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The comparisons that can be drawn between the design of early Picturesque gardens and 

that of modern-day theme parks are numerous.  The design approach and purpose of both types 

of space share many commonalities.  It is clear that a theme park such as Disneyland would not 

look the way it does without the influence of early Picturesque landscape designers.  Upon 

analyzing these similarities and investigating its form, a contemporary theme park designer can 

draw conclusions about their craft and make choices rooted in historic study.   

Both the Picturesque landscape architect and the Disney Imagineer looked to older forms 

of media as a guide when designing their parks.  When Disneyland was being designed and built 

in the 1950s, many of the early Imagineers brought on to design the park were former 

filmmakers.  Many of these animators-turned-designers continued to use film terminology to 

describe the design (Younger, 2016, p. 293).  What is referred to as a “long shot” would be the 

view of a space as seen from a significant distance, i.e. Cinderella Castle at the end of Main 

Street, USA.  The “medium shot” would be the typical distance at which a guest will explore a 

land, typically dictated by walkway widths.  Finally, the “close-up” would be used to refer to the 

level of detail that guests engage with upon close examination of the environment (Younger, 

2016, p. 293).  The comparison to the foreground, middle ground, and background approach that 

Picturesque landscape architects borrowed from traditional painting is obvious.  In comparison to 

painting, filmmaking provides a more dynamic terminology to draw from, especially when 

camera movements are used to describe a guest’s path through a space.  However, both media 

provide a blueprint for effective composition of a space.  The Picturesque garden and Disneyland 

both were designed as a series of controlled moments – the Picturesque garden a series of 

paintings, and Disneyland a series of shots.  The designers of the 1750s and 1950s alike 
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effectively employed the techniques and terminology of the two-dimensional media of their 

respective eras to create fully dimensional, explorable spaces.   

If the “background” of the Picturesque garden can be equated to the “long shot” of the 

theme park, then the folly can be considered the classical equivalent of the modern “wienie.”   A 

wienie is a visual magnet or anchor that is used to draw the guest into a space (Younger, 2016, p. 

252).  The legendary Imagineer John Hench (2003) further elaborated on the wienie’s position 

within the long shot: 

For a wienie to be effective, we have to set the scene for it, using staging techniques 

derived from film, such as an establishing “long shot,” and special effects and lighting.  A 

long shot in this sense is an intriguing distant view that tells guests where they can go 

from where they are, promising an adventure, activity, or event. (p. 50) 

   

Figure 5: “Wienies”: Cinderella Castle, Magic Kingdom and The Temple at Benton House 
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The wienie effectively serves multiple purposes as a visual focal point, a landmark, and a 

promise.  According to Hench (2003), “the wienie promises that you will be rewarded for the 

time and effort it takes to walk down that corridor” (p. 50).  The follies within the Picturesque 

garden played a similar role in diversifying the scene and promoting specific emotional 

associations (Hunt, 2004, p. 32).  The follies additionally provided a destination.  A rocky 

outcropping topped with a small oriental gazebo is far more interesting than a rocky outcropping 

on its own, in part because the gazebo tells the viewer that the peak is accessible.  Upon seeing 

the folly perched upon the cliff, the viewer is enticed to approach it.  In this way, this gazebo is 

not so different from Spaceship Earth at Epcot, or the Tower of Terror at Disney’s Hollywood 

Studios.  The structures entice the viewer to approach them and find out for themselves what 

might be happening inside.   

 The most important comparison that can be drawn between the Picturesque garden and 

the modern theme park is an element that is fundamental to both: the interplay of artifice and 

play.  Both theme parks and Picturesque gardens ignite the imagination of the guest through 

artificial manipulation of space to inspire role-playing and make believe.  In some instances, full 

immersion and participation were even expected.  The famed Queen Marie Antoinette (1755-

1793), overwhelmed by the rigors of court, had a grand Picturesque garden constructed within 

her domain at Versailles from 1785-1792 (Hunt, 2004, p. 128-130).  Pastoral images of country 

living were very trendy amongst French aristocracy at the time, as a result of “pastoral drama 

and opera, Physiocratic concerns for a national agriculture…and some nostalgic and generalized 

glances at the English model of country estates given over…to the pleasures of country living” 

(Hunt, 2004, p. 127).  Marie Antoinette’s estate included traditional formal gardens which broke 

off “into irregular landscapes, first with classical structures beside lakes or on islands, and then 
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into the rustic Hameau” (Hunt, 2004, p. 129).  The Hameau (French for “Hamlet”) was a small, 

artificial peasant village consisting of seven thatched cottages themed as a mill, stable, dairy, and 

dining hall (Hunt, 2004, p. 128).  The structures were built in a simple rustic, vernacular style, 

but contained fine interiors (Hunt, 2004, p. 128).  Here, Marie Antoinette was able to break free 

from stuffy court life and a retreat from the political storm that was beginning to brew at 

Versailles (Hunt, 2004, p. 130).  This sense of escapism is exactly what draws so many to theme 

parks.  Bob Weis, President of Walt Disney Imagineering, explains: 

Whatever happens to be on your mind that day, you go and you completely escape 

that…That means that in the theme park, a good design is something that is comfortable 

and takes you away from your normal world – takes you into a world that doesn’t let a lot 

of the outside world intrude.  You don’t want to be constantly reminded of the things you 

tried to get away from. […] I think the psychology of escape is a big part of it, and so part 

of the design has to be to make it a really rich place to be that really takes you out of your 

normal world. (as cited in Younger, 2016, p. 8)  

 

Figure 6: Hameau de la Reine, Versailles, France 
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Just as Marie Antoinette used an artificial environment to escape the pressures and stress 

associated with the throne, the modern consumer uses a trip to the theme park as a break from 

the stressors in their everyday life.  Regardless of whether a Picturesque garden reached the level 

of immersion achieved by Marie Antoinette’s Hameau, the spaces were intended to create a 

more-perfect vision of nature that portrayed the natural world at its most pleasant, offering the 

guest a peaceful, visually pleasing retreat without the uncomfortable drawbacks that true nature 

can bring.  The comparisons to modern-day themed entertainment are obvious.  In their paper 

Virtual Worlds, Travel, and the Picturesque Garden, Robert Scott Stewart and Roderick Nicholls 

(2002) argue that the Picturesque Garden was the first form of virtual reality, stating that “both 

depend upon the incoherent notion of Reality (Actuality or Nature) as some uninterpreted, raw 

state.  Yet the dichotomy of actual/virtual as well as natural/artificial obscures the fact that a 

virtual world provides a means by which we can access ‘reality’ and eventually transform the 

‘reality’ in which we presently live for the better” (p. 96).  Both Picturesque gardens and 

contemporary themed entertainment carry the same goal: to provide a respite from the everyday 

and mundane and indulge in hyper-real escapism.     

 

The Pleasure Garden 

 Though themed entertainment design and Picturesque gardens share similar motivations 

and design styles, their functionality is where the deepest contrast can be drawn.   While a 

Picturesque garden was traditionally a private space commissioned by private landowners, 

themed entertainment is inherently public (Conlin, 2013, p. 4).  As the Picturesque began to 

creep into public entertainment spaces, the pleasure garden was born.  The lines between a 
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Picturesque garden and a pleasure garden begin to blur and often overlap as history progresses 

through the 18th century.  By definition, pleasure gardens were public spaces which focused on 

entertainment, including, but not limited to, “gardens, walks, mazes, statuary, artworks, 

pavilions, animal menageries, and hosted concerts, fireworks, balls and parties, alongside 

elaborate spectacles” (Younger, 2015, p. 9).  This combination of Picturesque design and public 

entertainment is where the concept of a theme park began to take root.   

 The rise of the pleasure garden came about as a direct reaction to increased urbanization 

in the United States and Europe.  The West was undergoing a huge social and technological 

upheaval as industry and mass production began taking hold and the population flocked to the 

cities (Stubbs, 2014, p. 10).   In the US in particular, agrarianism was an important part of the 

American cultural image, and urbanism was calling this deep-seated identity into question.  

Pleasure gardens became an answer to this, providing “a space that allowed the semblance of 

preserving and experiencing the country within reach of the conveniences of the city” (Stubbs, 

2014, p. 18).  Society was desperately trying to cling to nature as the machine began to take hold 

and was trying to get closer to nature “either by preserving it, incorporating it into the cities, or 

through its recreational use” (Clavé, 2011, p. 8).  Where cities were seen as dens of vice, the 

country was associated with innocence and honesty (Stubbs, 2014, p. 12).  However, like the 

picturesque garden before them, these pleasure gardens were not truly natural.  It was nature 

catered to the public – “landscape, modified, and connected to the pleasures of the people” 

(Younger, 2016, p. 23).  These pleasure gardens bridged the gap between the natural and the 

urban, allowing a quiet breath of fresh air within the sometimes-overwhelming modern manmade 

cityscape.    
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 The pleasure garden was a place for the people to play, offering a variety of 

entertainments and distractions to help patrons unwind after a busy day of work.  Generally open 

during the summer months, the gardens would open in the early evening as the workday ended 

and stayed open throughout the night, often creeping into the next morning (Coke, 2015).  

Families, couples, and singles alike mixed and mingled in the gardens, though after sunset, a 

seedy underside emerged as many gardens became known for being a playground of prostitution 

(Coke, 2015).  Luckily, a variety of entertainment and activities of a less salacious sort were 

available, as well.  Animals began to gain tremendous popularity as spectacle as zoos, 

acclimatization, and study of wild animals began to arise (Clavé, 2011, p. 7).  The presence of 

exotic animals played (and continues to play) a powerful role in in popular entertainment spaces.  

According to Lukas (2012), this is “in part because they are natural forms through which to tell a 

story and in which to personalize the story and ultimately connect to the lifeworld of the patron” 

(p. 191).  Embedding a real, breathing animal into an otherwise artificial environment adds a 

sense of realism and unpredictability to the experience.   

 

Figure 7: Pantomime Theater at Tivoli, 1874 
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The same can be said for the live performances that became popular in the pleasure 

garden.  Tivoli Gardens in Copenhagen was famous for its wide range of live performances both 

highbrow and lowbrow – Commedia dell’arte featuring, columbines, pierrots, and harlequins, as 

well as orchestras all regularly performed at the venue (Benton, 2007, p. 11).  Vauxhall Gardens 

in London regularly played host to the finest contemporary artists and composers of the time, 

including George Friedrich Handel, who first performed his piece, Music for the Royal 

Fireworks, at the gardens (Coke, 2015).  Soon, the audience began to skyrocket, and pleasure 

gardens raced to create spectacles that would dazzle their audiences.  Balloonist shows became a 

staple at Vauxhall in its later years (Coke, 2015), and battle recreations, volcanic eruptions, and 

other recreations of natural disasters became commonplace (Lukas, 2012, p. 24).  A pleasure 

garden called Jenny’s Whim even had mechanical fish, mermaids, and aquatic monsters installed 

in its artificial pond (Lukas, 2012, p. 25).  The spectacle of artifice was beginning to encroach in 

the realm of public entertainment.   

 

Figure 8: Bandstand at Vauxhall 
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The visual styles incorporated into the pleasure garden established a visual language that 

would go on to have a profound influence on the visual styles that amusement parks would take 

on in the future.  When building the magical Tivoli Gardens, Georg Carstensen specifically 

sought out an Orientalist aesthetic (Clavé, 2011, p. 7).  To achieve this, he “sought out the highly 

talented young Danish architect HC Stilling…[who] drew up plans for Turkish, Arabian, 

Chinese, Pompeian, and Russian pavilions, cafes, restaurants, bazaars, a concert hall, a theater, 

and a ‘Chinese Parasol’ pavilion” (Benson, 2007, p. 9).  Vauxhall was also designed with an 

eclectic aesthetic, mixing Palladian, Gothic, and exotic buildings (Coke, 2015).  A heightened 

and extreme version of the follies of the Picturesque garden, these structures sought to transport 

the guest to a world beyond the everyday.  The pleasure garden often took this one step further 

than simply mimicking the architecture, bringing in actual plants and animals from foreign lands.  

Clavé (2011) states, “linked to colonial and industrial lifestyles, these parks continuously 

observed the world and transplanted within their domains the flora and the fauna of the most 

varied regions of Europe and…the Orient.  They simulated the landscapes from other regions in 

one specific place” (p. 7).   If the Picturesque garden was painterly, the pleasure garden was 

theatrical and “scenographic,” recreating a time and place in which the guests were the players 

(Clavé, 2011, p.7).  This heightened visual style served to transport the guests into another realm 

and stimulate the imagination.  Finally, one of the most important visual introductions to the 

pleasure garden was artificial illumination.  One of the nightly spectacles at Vauxhall was the 

moment the sun went down and the artificial lights were illuminated.  Lamplighters coordinated 

to ensure that all the gas lamps came on almost simultaneously – a spectacle that must have been 

incredible in an era without electricity (Coke, 2015).  From gas lamps to pyrotechnics to popcorn 

lights to modern LEDs and projection, light has long played a fundamental role in entertainment 
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spectacle.  The pleasure garden’s visual language and entertainment styles established a template 

from which amusement park operators could work from, and its influence continues to be seen 

today.   

 

Figure 9: Vauxhall Gardens at Night 

 

 The pleasure garden took up an important social space within society at the time as a 

place of performance and social mixing.  The pleasure garden was a place to see and be seen – 

patrons would arrive in their finest clothes and promenade throughout the space, observing 

others as they themselves were observed (Stubbs, 2014, p. 7).  Often, this would result in the 

performance of being of a class higher than one’s own, and people from different classes and 

races would come together in the space to intermingle (Stubbs, 2014, p. 7).  As Stubbs (2014) 

writes: 
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The pleasure gardens of America created a space in which patrons could explore 

through performance (consciously or unconsciously) a variety of issues 

concerning American identities in a manner unlike other contemporaneous 

forms…They served an important role through the social space they created that 

allowed patrons to address questions regarding what it meant to be American – 

crucially through the display of the self, the performance of class, explorations of 

the rural/urban tension, and the uniting of technology and patriotism (p. 7)  

Entertainment spaces have long been places of the public, and pleasure gardens were among the 

first to provide a truly integrated public space in which the classes could observe each other.  

Ultimately, people like to look at people – a phenomenon that would be explored further in 

amusement parks and continues to be used today in modern theme parks.    

 In comparing the pleasure garden to the modern theme park, an important element to note 

is how commercialism came into play.  Most pleasure gardens were privately-owned enterprises 

that charged admission for full or partial access to the park (Coke, 2015).  Vauxhall Gardens 

even began to offer a season pass (Younger, 2016, p. 9).  Unlike the Picturesque garden, which 

was all about the individual patron, the pleasure garden sought to appeal to the public and 

specifically catered to their interests.  As people craved spectacle, they provided spectacle (Coke, 

2015).  This caused a certain level of social stratification – if a potential patron was unable to 

pay, he was unable to enter, leading to the pleasure garden being an activity reserved for the 

higher classes (Stubbs, 2014, p. 19).  This stratification and commercialization continues to drive 

theme park revenue today.   

 Another notable similarity between the pleasure garden and the modern theme park is 

that each offers a total experience.  Where the Picturesque garden served as a beautiful place to 
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promenade or take in some passive entertainment activities, the pleasure garden (as does the 

theme park) stimulated all five senses and provided for every need.  Lukas (2012) states, 

“Whereas other forms of popular culture are conditioned by their nature…the theme park, as 

influenced by the multi-use entertainment space of the pleasure garden…provides the patron 

with everything.  All desires are met, with the only limit being the patron’s imagination and 

energy to partake in the amusements” (p. 26-27).   In addition to live entertainment, eye-popping 

spectacle, and the occasional early ride, pleasure gardens provided refreshments, meals, and 

facilities (Coke, 2015).  Theme parks elevate this idea to a more visceral and emotional level; 

however, it is all to achieve a commercial end.  The theme park is, in effect, “a symbolic 

microcosm with a distinctive identity that proposes a complete emotional experience, a place of 

entertainment which has been provided with its own homogeneous semiotics, which is intensely 

commercial and closely linked to the production of media images” (Clavé, 2011, p. 21).  Like the 

modern theme park, pleasure gardens sought to not only get the attention of patrons, but to entice 

them to stay within their world for as long as possible.  The longer the stay, the more 

refreshments will be purchased, and the more revenue will be brought in.  In turn, meeting all 

these needs creates a more positive and immersive experience for the patron or guest.  Pleasure 

gardens established a space in which the garden became a self-contained world – an idea that the 

theme park would later elaborate on and improve.   

 Pleasure gardens, like theme parks, also made specific efforts to appeal to children.  

Whereas the Picturesque garden was associated with aristocracy and high-society promenades, 

the pleasure garden created an appealing space for children, even if they were not the primary 

audience.  Upon being asked if children should be brought to Tivoli Gardens atfuture” (as cited 

in Benson, 2007, p. 11).  Tivoli welcomed children not only as guests, but as entertainers.  The 
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park founded a Boys Guard in 1843, a musical education program in which young boys learn to 

play instruments and perform in the park which continues today (Benson, 2007, p. 15).  

Vauxhall’s image transformed over the years from a seedy after-dark destination for young men 

and couples to a family-friendly entertainment enterprise, complete with games, activities, and 

rides that would specifically appeal to children (Coke, 2015).  With their late-night hours and 

occasionally off-color reputations, children were never the specific target audience of the 

pleasure garden; however, the consideration that was placed on the entertainment of children is 

notable and went on to play a key role in the development of amusement parks and theme parks 

of the future.  

 

The Amusement Park 

 The closest relative to the theme park is the amusement park, a form that still exists and 

often overlaps with what we consider to be a theme park today.  The amusement park arose from 

the legacy of the pleasure garden, harnessing electricity, increasing scale, and revolutionizing 

attraction design to define a wholly new form (Younger, 2016, p. 10).   Some pleasure gardens, 

like Tivoli Gardens, even made a direct transition from pleasure garden to amusement park.  The 

amusement park had a rapid rise to popularity in the Victorian era.  Nearly every major city in 

America played host to an amusement park, and by 1912 there were 2,000 amusement parks 

nationwide (Rabinovitz, 2012, p. 4).  Unlike the pleasure garden, the amusement park was 

typically located outside of a major urban area rather than embedded in it – it was a physical 

escape from the city and from day-to-day life (Stubbs, 2014, p. 14-15).  As the amusement park 

grew out of the pleasure garden, machine gradually took precedence over nature, as a fusion of 
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the natural and unnatural, the utilitarian and symbolic began to manifest (Lukas, 2012, p. 23).  

The amusement park represented a place of social upheaval and escapism on a greater level than 

had been witnessed in a pleasure garden – in an amusement park, “technology, illusion, and 

psychology come together to create a cultural product that bases its ability to attract on its 

alternative character to everyday life and its irreverence towards established culture” (Clavé, 

2011, p. 14).  Amusement parks rejected the often-refined sensibilities of the pleasure garden and 

instead embraced the buoyant, daring, and dangerous, elevating “fun” to a spectacular level.   

 While pleasure gardens represented a simulated escape from the city to the country, 

amusement parks represented an escape from the familiar world to the entirely unfamiliar.  The 

eclectic architecture of the pleasure garden was continued and elaborated upon, bringing in 

“castle turrets, Dutch windmills, Roman chariots, sculptures of animals, Japanese gardens, giant 

building blocks, and Oriental features [which] peacefully coexisted in a ‘system of metaphorical 

meaning’” (Lukas, 2012, p. 51).  The escapism here was otherworldly.  Visitors were no longer 

transported to the far east via plants and simulated architecture – they could be transported “from 

the moon to the depths of the sea…[turning] the world into something beyond the day-to-day, a 

spectacle lived through simulated landscapes and shows” (Clavé, 2011, p. 14).  The goal was to 

fully transport the visitor and stimulate the imagination to create the impression that they were in 

a world apart.  Luna Park co-founder Fred Thompson described this feeling:  

When a stranger arrives at Coney Island . . . the first thing that impresses him is change – 

difference. His eyes tell him that he is in a different world – a dream world, perhaps a 

nightmare world – where all is bizarre and fantastic – crazier than the craziest part of 

Paris –gayer and more different from the everyday world. (as cited in Lukas, 2012, p. 50-

51) 
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The wild eclecticism defied refinement and allowed for the imagination to fully take control – 

the beautiful, the wild, the exotic, and the grotesque were all welcomed here with open arms.  

The design was intended to impress, mystify, shock, and dazzle.   

 

Figure 10: Luna Park at Night 

One of the largest departures from the concept of the pleasure garden to the concept of 

the amusement park was the celebration of the machine.  Amusement parks arose in a time of 

rapid industrial progress and social change – urbanism was increasing and industry was 

becoming increasingly mechanized.  These parks played a fundamental role in reducing the 

machine from an unfamiliar and imposing form to something more playful and familiar.  In her 

book Electric Dreamland, Lauren Rabinovitz (2012) argues that "Amusement parks...taught 

Americans to revel in a modern sensibility that was about adapting to new technologies, to 

hyperstimulation analogous to the nervous energies of industrial cities, to mechanical rhythms 

and uniformity, and to this perpetual condition as itself American" (p. 2).  Where pleasure 
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gardens and picturesque gardens were celebrations of an artificial, idealized nature, these 

amusement parks were a "celebration of motion and speed, the beauty of industrial technologies, 

and the experience of the crowd" (Rabinovitz, 2012, p. 26).  The carousel was one of the earliest 

amusement park machines (Lukas, 2012, p. 100), but more extreme machines like the Human 

Roulette Wheel, the Whirlpool, the Human Pool Table, the Giant Slide, the Helter Skelter, the El 

Dorado (a three-tiered carousel), and the Shoot-the-Chutes soon came to fruition, especially at 

the famous Coney Island amusement parks of the Victorian era.  These machines simulated the 

idea of danger, instigating an innate fear of injury or death while simultaneously ensuring the 

riders' safety (Rabinovitz, 2012, p. 34).  In this way, riding machines re-introduces people to 

their innate humanity.  Lukas (2012) explains it as a liminal experience:  

Riding a roller coaster or a troika involves a liminal state – being betwixt and between, 

being in the womb, being in the midst of things, expressing the most extreme human 

emotions, fear, death, danger, sex, ecstasy.  In this way a theme park ride discards both 

the social and psychological orders of the day; it is as revolutionary, if not more so, than 

the greatest works of art (p. 115).    

Machines engage with humanity's most basic instincts and challenge social restraint.  In this 

way, they make one feel alive.  As a result, the machine loses the cold, mechanical feeling with 

which it had been associated and is instead associated with intense fear, joy, passion, and thrill.  

To a public living in the midst of an industrial revolution, these associations held a potent power. 
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Figure 11: Loop-the-Loop Coaster at Coney Island 

 

Figure 12: Human Roulette Wheel at Coney Island 
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These rides challenged more than people's inhibitions regarding the machine – they 

challenged deep-seated uptight Victorian conventions surrounding class, race, and morality.  

George C. Tilyou, owner of Coney Island's Steeplechase Park, was known for being an amateur 

psychologist when it came to the design of his attractions.  His rides broke down inhibitions, 

sometimes even bordering on sadistic (Denson, 2002, p. 34).  Rides like the Human Whirlpool 

literally threw people of all races, classes, and genders together (Lukas, 2012, p.47), and the 

Blowhole Theatre shot blasts of air up unsuspecting women's dresses, exposing a then-

scandalous view of their legs (Stubbs, 2014, p. 15).  In this way, "rides became an 'othering' 

experience in which people came into contact with people in forms of intimacy previously 

reserved for family and friends" (Lukas, 2012, p. 115).  In this way, like the pleasure gardens 

before them, the people became a part of the spectacle in and of themselves.  A human 

whirlpool, after all, is not nearly as interesting without the pile of flailing, laughing bodies being 

flung about.  The people played dual role of both patron and performer – as they saw, they were 

seen engaging with increasingly ludicrous amusement machines (Stubbs, 2014, p. 15).  In 

addition to the guest-as-performer, true performers from around the world were brought to 

amusement parks as spectacles in themselves.  Freak shows, ethnological displays, and exotic 

dancers became prominent features in most amusement parks.  These performances "conveyed 

new lessons about race and racism, gender and sexuality, national identity and inferiority, and 

technology and the limits of the body (Rabinovitz, 2012, p. 45).  However, most of these 

performances were othering at best and violently racist at worst, contributing to a pervasive, 

colonialist attitude of white supremacy (Rabinovitz, 2012, p. 50-52).  An interesting dichotomy 

therefore exists between the increasingly democratic cultural mixing happening amongst the park 

guests, while many of the attractions themselves contributed to existing oppressive stratification.   
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Figure 13: Coney Island Freakshow 

It is difficult in some ways to compare the amusement park to the modern theme park in 

the same way that one can compare the Picturesque or pleasure garden.  The line between 

amusement parks and theme parks is blurred and continues to become increasingly difficult to 

discern.  The thousands of amusement parks and theme parks that exist today consistently 

borrow and lend design styles and operational strategies.  For the purposes of this discussion, an 

amusement park transforms into a theme park when an effort is made to disguise the park and 

take guests on a journey beyond the experience of a machine, achieved through themed 

environments, storytelling, and logical placement of attractions.   

A key difference between the amusement park and the modern theme park is the 

emotional experience that the two parks create for guests.  According to Lukas in his book 
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Theme Park (2012), "while amusement parks value the effect of the amusement on the body, the 

theme park values the effect of the amusement on the mind" (Lukas, 2012, p. 132).  That is to 

say that amusement parks focus on visceral thrills, while the theme park "proposes a complete 

emotional experience" (Clavé, 2011, p. 21) through complex theming and story.  However, even 

this distinction can become blurry when one considers the early dark rides that are staples of the 

typical amusement park.  A dark ride is an indoor, tracked attraction through artificially-

illuminated sets (Younger, 2016, p. 401).  With attractions like "Trip to the Moon" and "Hell 

Gate", Coney Island parks brought guests on rudimentary trips everywhere from outer space to 

the depths of hell.  Even still, these early dark rides were highly psychological and liminal, 

focusing on the mere feeling of survival rather than a clear narrative (Lukas, 2012, p. 125).  

Though both the amusement and theme park forms borrow elements from one another, the 

dichotomy ultimately splits with the appeal to the body versus the appeal to the mind.  

Amusement parks appeal to the base, instinctive emotions that make us feel alive, while theme 

parks appeal to the complex emotions and ideas that make us feel human.   

 

Figure 14: Trip to the Moon ride at Luna Park 
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Regardless of their differences, both amusement parks and theme parks seek to invoke a 

release of inhibitions in their patrons.  Like all of the forms that have been discussed in this 

paper, amusement parks and theme parks both offer escapism.  At Coney Island, guests could 

"suspend their lives and take part in new ones, made possible by the combined effects of 

architecture, performance, rides and technology" (Lukas, 2012, p. 137).  Theme parks combined 

this use of multiple forms of media and stimuli with rich storytelling in order to create "a place 

of fiction that bases its existence on the materialization of a fantastic narration...[representing] a 

harmonious spectacle that can be seen, heard, and lived in a different way from how life is lived 

conventionally" (Clavé, 2011, p. 22).  By providing a multisensory experience that addresses all 

physical and emotional needs, the theme park and amusement park becomes a cathartic release 

from the confines of reality.  Walt Disney argued that his park was not a fantasy, but in fact, the 

true reality in which people behaved as their true, natural selves.  He said, "the people are natural 

here; they're having a good time; they're communicating.  This is what people really are.  The 

fantasy is – out there, outside the gates of Disneyland, where people have hatreds and people 

have prejudices.  It's not really real!" (as cited in Lukas, 2012, p. 172).  Through exposure to 

visceral thrills and primal emotion side-by-side with strangers, theme parks and amusement 

parks unlock and release a certain, unconstrained humanity that cannot be experienced in the 

everyday world.   

Conclusion 

As presented here, themed environments have been embedded in fundamental culture for 

centuries.  Though the form has changed significantly from private Picturesque gardens dotted 

with quaint follies to multi-billion-dollar theme park resorts, the function has remained the same: 

an escape.  In the study of these evolutionary forms one finds that these different gardens and 
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parks all serve to transport the guest to an alternate, idealized world that allows them to escape 

from the stressors of everyday life and release the constraints of societal pressure.  The form has 

evolved alongside the culture and adapted to fulfill the particular needs of the people at a 

particular time. 

It is for this reason that the history of themed entertainment be given careful study and 

consideration by themed entertainment designers going forward.  In analyzing the way that 

people have historically reacted to themed environments, we can discover truths and make new 

connections about ways in which the current brand of themed experience might be lacking.  

More than any other art form, themed entertainment is an art that is formed by the populace.  As 

a designer, examining these trends and transformations of the medium throughout history can 

provide context, spark inspiration, and provide a glimpse as to what the future may hold.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



34 
 

Pastime Park: A Museum of Amusement & Spectacle 

Introduction 

Following the careful study of the history of themed entertainment, it is apparent that the 

most appropriate form of education does not come from a book or a traditional museum.  With a 

subject matter that is all about visceral experience and escape, to most applicable means through 

which to educate on the topic would be experiential learning.  After all, the experience of a roller 

coaster cannot be understood by reading about it or even looking at a photo – one must actually 

ride the roller coaster to fully understand the significance of the experience.  This proposal is 

therefore a hybrid of a museum and an amusement park in which simultaneously entertains and 

educates.   

 

High-Concept Pitch 

            Pastime Park: A Museum of Amusement and Spectacle is an all-new experiential museum 

experience which allows guests to stroll, spectate, and ride through three hundred years of 

history as they explore the evolution of Western themed entertainment environments.  Located 

within Calvert Vaux Park near historic Coney Island, NY, this 14-acre site contains interior and 

exterior spaces dedicated to Picturesque gardens, pleasure gardens, and early amusement parks 

as a means of entertaining and educating the public.  Guests experience these historic 

amusements firsthand while learning about their historical context and cultural significance 

within the development of modern-day leisure experiences.  The experience will contain 

authentic and replica historic attractions plus all-new experiences intended to educate and 



35 
 

inspire.  Pastime Park is a mecca for themed entertainment designers and enthusiasts and an 

equally exciting destination for casual visitors.  This experience will communicate the cultural, 

historic, and artistic value of themed entertainment and inspire appreciation and respect for the 

medium in a way that equals its subject matter in excitement and thrills.   

 

Guest Experience 

Marquee and Master Plan 

Upon passing through the gates underneath a grand, glittering marquee, the guests are 

welcomed into an eclectic wonderland.  A wide, tree-lined passageway bisects the rectangular 

lot, with secondary pathways leading off between the trees towards various delights and 

attractions.  To the right, guests may choose to explore The Field of Follies, a celebration of the 

Picturesque and early forms of artificial escapism.  To the left stands [Pleasure Garden], a 

miniaturized pleasure garden complete with a bandstand, two spinning flat rides, and the Ride of 

All Rides dark ride attraction.  Straight ahead stands The Grand Pavilion, a glittering Victorian 

palace in glass and stone dotted with thousands of illuminated popcorn lights and dedicated to 

historical amusement parks.  These three themed "lands" stand harmoniously side-by-side, 

providing a comprehensive historic narrative and the opportunity to compare and contrast these 

separate and significant eras in the development of modern themed design.   
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Figure 15: Conceptual Master Plan, Pastime Park 

 

Figure 16: Paint Elevation, Pastime Park Marquee  
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The Field of Follies:  The Perfection of the Pcituresque    

The Field of Follies is a recreation of an 18th- century Picturesque garden complete with 

winding paths, sculpted landscapes, and picture-perfect vistas.  Several exotic follies dot the 

landscape and entice the guests to explore.  The Field of Follies serves to educate guests on one 

of themed entertainment’s earliest forms while simultaneously providing the relaxing, 

naturalistic escape that historic Picturesque gardens were known for.  Guests are encouraged to 

roam the meandering trails, explore the network of sculpted grottoes, and pause for a picnic 

under the shade of a tree.  

The Field of Follies will contain accurate representations of historic-style Picturesque 

follies of Western Europe built in a variety of architectural styles.  On the shores of a placid lake, 

a two-tiered “Chinese” pavilion with sloping roofs accented by hanging golden tassels evokes 

the whimsy of 18th-century exoticism.  A mossy, Gothic-style folly is perched upon a small 

island in the center of the lake.  A Classical temple beckons from above, standing majestically 

atop a grassy knoll.   

Unlike the real historic follies of the past, the structures in The Field of Follies are 

functional.  Within the charming pavilions, guests can enjoy interactive educational displays and 

speak with historical interpreters.  Some of the follies interact with the landscape, allowing for 

the activation of marine-themed automatons that emerge from the lake or orchestrating a 

simulated firework display.  Others will contain exhibits highlighting famous Picturesque 

landscape architects land allow guests to try their hand at designing their own garden in 

miniature using an interactive model.   
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Figure 17: Concept Rendering, Chinese Folly in the Field of Follies 

 

Figure 18: Concept, Gothic and Classical Follies in the Field of Follies 
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The Field of Follies at Pastime Park also contains Countryside Kitchen, a grab-and-go 

refreshment stand.  The stand is designed in the form of a “peasant”-style folly – a bucolic 

cottage built in the English vernacular style nestled within a crumbling sham ruin.  Within the 

folly, informational plaques explain the historic appeal of countryside peasant architecture to 

European nobles, with particular attention given to the Hameau de la Reine at Versailles.  Guests 

may dine inside the cozy, picturesque cottage or take a picnic basket to-go to enjoy their meal in 

the garden’s grassy rolling hills.   

 

Figure 19: Concept Rendering, Countryside Kitchen in the Field of Follies 
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The Field of Follies, like all of Pastime Park, will provide guests with an introductory 

education to the history of the Picturesque through firsthand experience and interaction.  The 

area will serve equally as an educational experience and a pleasant outdoor space.  Guests will 

emerge from The Field of Follies relaxed and inspired, invigorated with their newfound 

knowledge of this early form of themed entertainment.   

Pleasure Gardens: The Public’s Playground 

 Across the main path from The Field of Follies is Pleasure Gardens, an outdoor space 

dedicated to the history of the pleasure garden and its significance in the development of themed 

entertainment experiences.  Pleasure Gardens takes cues from Vauxhall and Tivoli to create an 

enchanting space for entertainment and promenades.  The landscape architecture leans more 

formal than natural in contrast with The Field of Follies.  Gas lamps dot the walkways, allowing 

the space to glow well into the night.  It is within Pleasure Gardens that guests can experience 

the first rides within Pastime Park.  The landscape is punctuated with mechanically simple yet 

ornately-decorated carousel-type rides that recreate early mechanical attractions.   

The centerpiece of Pleasure Gardens is a grand bandstand, which celebrates historic 

pleasure gardens’ significance to public entertainment and music.  Here, musical concerts are 

performed as guests are invited to dance or enjoy a meal while enjoying the music.  The music 

performed reflects the era of the pleasure garden and the performers wear period clothing.  

Largely inspired by the bandstand at Royal Victoria Park in Bath, the bandstand provides an 

elegant and period-appropriate venue for musical acts and other performances.  Across the way 

from the bandstand is a seating area inspired by the box seats at Vauxhall.  Where Vauxhall’s 

box seats were decorated with idealized paintings with Rococco and Classical imagery, the box 
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seats here contain early depictions of families and couples having fun at famous pleasure gardens 

from throughout the US and Europe.   

 

Figure 20: Concept Rendering, Bandstand at Pleasure Gardens 

After nightfall on select evenings, Pleasure Gardens will play host to Pastime Park’s 

nighttime fireworks spectacular.  Though the fireworks may be viewed from anywhere in the 

park, Pleasure Gardens is the best place to be, as live music, dancers, and acrobats accompany 

the pyrotechnic performance.  Acts rotate throughout the year to reflect the different 

entertainment offerings that could be found throughout history at various western pleasure 

gardens.  The fireworks in the show reflect what would have been available during the age of the 

pleasure garden.  The show will contextualize the modern spectacle within the canon of live 

performance and provide audiences with a stunning finale to a day spent at Pastime Park.  
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The Ride of All Rides 

 In the far corner of Pleasure Gardens stands what appears to be a beautiful carousel 

pavilion encased in glass.  Through the large windows, guests see an ornate carousel with 

multicolored ponies rotating mechanically as expected.  However, this carousel is more than 

what it seems.  A glittering marquee decorates the pavilion – The Ride of All Rides.  

 

Figure 21: Concept Rendering, The Ride of All Rides Façade 

 The Ride of All Rides is an educational dark ride that takes guests through the history of 

rides themselves.  The attraction is a celebration of the relationship between man and machine 

and the visceral quality of experiencing a ride.  A recorded narration leads guests through the 

experience, which, while educational, retains a certain abstract, magical quality that physically 

and emotionally transports the guest through time. 
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The Ride of All Rides serves as a transition point between the pleasure garden-themed 

Pleasure Gardens and the amusement park-themed Grand Pavilion.  The pleasure garden played 

host to several early attractions, including the carousel, which led to the eventual evolution from 

the pleasure garden to the amusement park.  The Ride of All Rides illustrates this transition by 

physically transporting the guests from Pleasure Gardens to the interior of the Grand Pavilion.  

 Guests step aboard the magical carousel and mount one of the many colorfully-painted 

ponies.  Some may notice that the ponies are subtly decorated with iconic attractions, such as 

Ferris Wheels and roller coaster tracks.  The ride begins as a normal carousel, but upon reaching 

the back of the circle, the horses seem to magically leap off the turntable and into a star-filled 

sky.   

   The horses soar through the sky and guests find themselves flying over a miniaturized 

Coney Island in its heyday, all alight with popcorn lights and fiber-optic fireworks.  It is a 

spectacle to behold.  The guests take in views of Luna Park and Dreamland, then turn a corner 

and find themselves passing under a grand archway with the word “STEEPLECHASE” 

emblazoned along the top.  The carousel ponies have now become the racehorses of George 

Tilyou’s Steeplechase ride, and the guests glide down an easy drop in a simulated horse race.  

Media screens on either side of the Steeplechase “track” depict more scenes from Coney Island, 

showing Victorian guests enjoying Coney Island rides like the Shoot-the-Chutes, Parachute 

Drop, the Human Whirlpool, and the earliest roller coasters.  The speed here is simulated – 

though the horses are moving, the practical track and the media move in such a way to create the 

impression that they are moving much faster than reality.   

 The simulated Steeplechase screeches to a halt.  Everything is dark except for the words 

“Tunnel of Love.”  This is the scene dedicated to the dark ride – a wild, collage-like scene 
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celebrating attractions that play on the interaction of light and dark.  The guests experience all 

sorts of themes, from silly to scary, as canal boats and bumper cars weave in and out of the show 

scenes alongside the track.  The segment ends with Luna Park’s famous Trip to the Moon 

attraction, complete with practical rolling canvas screens that mimic the Victorian ride’s flight 

simulation.  Eventually, the canvas gives way to impressive projection screens around and below 

the flying ponies, reflecting the modern age of simulation and technology.  

 Once the guests have reached a certain simulated height, the narration draws a 

comparison to the heights that attractions have reached today and the emotional high that simple 

fun can bring.  At this moment, a set of doors opens and guests are momentarily blinded with 

light as they emerge within The Grand Pavilion high over the guests below.  They circle around 

a towering Ferris Wheel, weave through roller coaster track, and wave to the guests below, all 

sharing the experience of rides.  Finally, the flying ponies spiral down towards a second 

magnificent carousel and rejoin the procession of painted horses.  The guests disembark the 

carousel within The Grand Pavilion and exit to explore the attractions within.   

 The Ride of All Rides is a dark ride with some very mild coaster elements.  The load and 

unload “carousels” are turntables that allow for constant loading and unloading.  The carousel 

pony vehicles disembark the turntable in groups of four with two abreast.  The system is similar 

to Mack’s suspended powered coaster, which is tracked from above and allows for individual 

control of the ride vehicles to provide all guests with an equal view.  The carousel ponies are 

slightly different than a traditional carousel pony.  These ponies are fitted with a molded seat 

with a seatbelt that attaches across the lap.  This allows for additional security during turns and 

dips that a regular carousel pony cannot provide.  For guests who are unable or unwilling to 

mount the pony vehicles, an ADA-compliant option in the shape of a gilded carriage is provided.   
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Figure 22: Concept Drawing, Ride Vehicle, The Ride of All Rides 

 

The Grand Pavilion: A Celebration of Amusement 

 The centerpiece of Pastime Park is The Grand Pavilion, a palatial structure dedicated to 

the celebration of the amusement park.  Glass ceilings and windows allow natural light to pour in 

during the day and at night, the entire space is lit with glittering popcorn lights.  The Grand 

Pavilion contains the bulk of Pastime Park’s museum elements.  The enclosed roof allows for 

the inclusion of authentic historic rides, automatons, and games for guests to experience.  A 

multitude of exhibits are available for guests to explore.  Possible exhibit topics include the 

history of animated figures, from the earliest clockwork automatons to Disney’s Audio-
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Animatronics, the role of the Freak Show and humans as spectacle, and a virtual menagerie that 

provides a history of the use of animals in entertainment spaces.  All of the exhibits are fully 

interactive, allowing for guests to really ride historic attractions or try their hand at animating an 

animatronic figure.   

Figure 23: Concept Rendering, The Grand Pavilion at Pastime Park 

The Grand Pavilion will also include a wooden roller coaster which bobs and weaves 

throughout the space, invigorating the building with kinetic energy and the screams of delighted 

guests.  A towering Ferris wheel stands at the center, as the magical carousel ponies from the 

Ride of All Rides add a sense of whimsy as they soar overhead.  The overall space is lively, 

kinetic, and exciting – less of a traditional history museum than a magical playground that also 

has lessons to share.   
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Conclusion 

 The goal of Pastime Park is, in short, to provide guests with a history of fun through fun 

itself.  Pastime Park will be experiential, interactive, educational, and – ultimately – an escapist 

fantasy, just as its subject matter was before it.  Pastime Park allows guests to experience the 

entertainment of the past and actively compare modern themed entertainment to its predecessors.  

This will foster a newfound understanding of and appreciation for themed entertainment as an art 

form.  At Pastime Park, the history of themed entertainment is kept alive and well, inspiring and 

entertaining generations of audiences for years to come.  

 

Figure 24: Key Art Rendering, Pastime Park 
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Conclusion 

Throughout the history of themed entertainment spaces, one can trace two underlying 

themes that connect them all: escapism and fun.  As inherently imaginative and restless beings, 

all humans contain an inherent desire for an escape from the everyday and themed entertainment 

has always sought to fulfill this specific need.  From the earliest exotic follies dotting the 

artificial landscapes of the 18th-century Picturesque garden, to the gaslit bandstands of the 

pleasure garden, to the mechanical thrills of the amusement park, these spaces seek to elevate the 

human experience.  They engage all five senses and push them to the edge of overstimulation.  In 

this way, they make those who engage with them feel alive.  Themed entertainment is live-action 

wish fulfillment – spaces which address inherent needs and impulses to uncover deeper truth.   

This thesis has addressed many legitimate reasons as to why themed entertainment is 

culturally important as a social phenomenon and as an art form.  It is for this reason that the 

study and analysis of the history of these forms should be considered worthy for those who enjoy 

themed entertainment, and a vital education for those who design for the industry.  A space like 

the proposed Pastime Park would help bring the history of themed entertainment to the 

mainstream and bring it recognition as a legitimate art form.   

If it all begins with a story, let the story begin by telling this one.  



49 

Appendix: Drafted Elevations
List of Figures 

Figure 1: Detail Elevation, Classical Folly ................................................................................... 50 
Figure 2: Detail Elevation, Gothic Folly ....................................................................................... 51 
Figure 3: Detail Elevation, Chinese Folly ..................................................................................... 52 
Figure 4: Detail Elevations, Peasant Folly .................................................................................... 53 
Figure 5: Detail Elevations, Bandstand ........................................................................................ 54 
Figure 6: South Elevation, Grand Pavilion ................................................................................... 55 
Figure 7: South Elevation Detail, Grand Pavilion ........................................................................ 56 



50 

Figure 1: Detail Elevation, Classical Folly 
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Figure 2: Detail Elevation, Gothic Folly 
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Figure 3: Detail Elevation, Chinese Folly 
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Figure 4: Detail Elevations, Peasant Folly 
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Figure 5: Detail Elevations, Bandstand 
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Figure 6: South Elevation, Grand Pavilion 
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Figure 7: South Elevation Detail, Grand Pavilion 
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