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The 1903 film Electrocution of an Elephant, alongside many other actuality films of the period, shows an interest in the events, oddities and cultures on display in sites of popular mass spectacle like Coney Island. Examples of this “cinema of attractions”
 include footage of cockfights, boxing matches, circus and side-show performers, magic shows,  and electric light shows; all created for exhibition alongside the live versions of these events in vaudeville houses and amusement parks. These entertainments were the product of a new mass culture steeped in pleasure and excess available to the urban working and middle classes. So how is it that a film depicting the death of an Indian Elephant named Topsy exists alongside so many seemingly light hearted wonders? Arguably, the spectacular in entertainment already included the deadly, the dire and the sadistic, as seen through other execution films like Execution of Mary Queen of Scots (Edison, 1895) or Execution of Czolgosz with Panorama of Auburn Prison (Edison, 1901). Panorama and Cycloramas of natural disasters and war scenes were also popular, and utilized many of the same formal conventions as filmed spectacle. Yet, the execution of Topsy the Elephant stands apart as a cautionary tale of what can go wrong if the seeming orgy of modern pleasure goes uncontrolled. The filmed event is a ritual of harnessing and punishing an unmanageable body that challenged modernity’s culture of otherness as spectacular commodity. Electrocution of an Elephant will be considered here as an artifact of its time through which modernity showed Coney Island visitors what it had to offer. The execution of Topsy the Elephant will be analyzed in the context of other films and entertainments of the period that offered access  to “exotic” experiences for the mind and body; alongside newspaper accounts of the execution that anthropomorphized and racialized the animal so that she represented a colonized subject gone astray; and in terms of the awe inspiring new technologies used to pacify Topsy and advertise the seductive power of the new consumption based culture. 
Bigger! Better! Faster! More! 

At the turn of the last century Coney Island boasted one of the largest herds of show elephants in the world. These imports from India and eastern Africa could be seen performing dangerous tricks like “shooting the chutes” (essentially being launched down a massive water slide), offering rides to park visitors, or just wandering about as part of a “Little Egypt” display alongside camels, monkeys and of course human performers of belly dance or fire eating. One such elephant, Topsy, became the most famous elephant of Coney Island’s Luna Park, despite the fact that she died five months before the park opened, on January 4, 1903. As the story goes, Topsy was sentenced to death by electrocution because she had attacked and killed three men, including one of her trainers. Her execution was staged and filmed by the Thomas Edison company in front of a crowd of 1500 Coney Island visitors, on the grounds of the soon to be erected Luna Park. The display of electrical power captured in Edison’s 1903, ninety second film highlights the tension between mass entertainment that offered excessive pleasure and capitalistic goals that required consumers to be kept in check. 


Spectacular entertainments of the late 19th century and early 20th century were the basis of the new mass culture that appealed to the working classes, as evidenced by the rapid growth of entertainment industries in the United States. By 1903, Coney Island was the largest and most well known of the growing number of amusement parks, pleasure gardens, and resorts that dominated the landscape of American cities. The first hotels and resorts had been built on the now infamous far end of Brooklyn in the early 19th century, and for the next thirty years or so, the area catered to genteel and wealthy New Yorkers looking to escape the bustle of the city. However, by the 1860s, Coney’s seclusion and influx of out-of-town visitors established it as a center of Victorian counter-culture. Coney Island was the place to go for illicit activities such as gambling, prostitution and organized crime. Even though by the 1880s and 1890s entrepreneurs began investing in amusement parks and resorts that could appeal to a broader “family” audience, Coney Island’s reputation as a destination for excess had been established. Additionally, the proximity to the city made Coney Island thoroughly accessible to New York’s growing working class and immigrant populations.

During this period, development in Coney Island was rapid and competitive, as investors and architects sought to create the largest, most lavish, and most outlandish experiences possible for its visitors. In addition to the beaches, where visitors could be titillated by the opportunity to dress and act with an air of unprecedented sexual freedom, one could expect “an environmental phantasmagoria, combining characteristics of the beer garden, county fair, Chicago Midway, vaudeville and circus.”
 All of these venues relied heavily on the display of the so-called exotic or unusual, in the form of artifacts, architecture, animals and people. In 1893 the Italian Renaissance architecture that housed the attractions of the Chicago’s Columbian Exposition Midway conveyed a convergence of neoclassical ideals with the display of cultural commodification and dominance over colonized subjects. The Exposition “offered architects, artists, and patrons an opportunity to construct an ideal that would purify the gross materialism of American culture, order its chaotic energies, and uplift its taste and character.”

 
Coney Island’s most ambitious and popular attraction, Luna Park, opened in 1903. Luna was particularly successful at copying the opulence of the Midway, but did not shy away from materialism and (at least the appearance of) chaos. Luna Park offered not only an escape from the city and from working life, but an escape into opulence, excess, and all of the majestic spectacles offered by modernity. In addition to water parks, seaside resorts, and fanciful amusement park rides, Luna Park showcased architectural and cultural commodities from around the globe infused with electrical and technological wonders never before seen. One newspaper account claimed that daytime visitors could expect to see “gilded chariots and prancing horses, and trained elephants and dancing girls, regiments of soldiers, and an astonishing array of real Eastern people and animals in gay and stately trappings. The magnificence of the scene was such as to make those who witnessed it imagine they were in a genuine Oriental city.” 
At night the “Little Egypt” architecture of giant towers, swooping arches, and grand halls all in white was adorned with millions of twinkling light bulbs, gilding the experience with electricity, fully accessible to visitors who were routinely shut out of upper class entertainments like the theater or the opera house. 



Luna Park, like all amusement parks, differentiated itself from the more traditionally genteel arts by engaging visitors in participatory entertainments like roller coasters, water slides, and shows like “A Trip To The Moon” where visitors entered a dark building that was transformed on the inside into a spaceship where one sat and was transported into outer space through a series of light shows and moving panoramas. The fact that one’s body was physically engaged with the entertainment created a sense of active spectatorship and disorientation. While in Luna Park one’s body was literally jolted and moved through mechanical and electrical means in and out of sensual and foreign experiences. Visitors to Luna Park experienced a sense of transformation and wonder, all reflecting the global changes occurring in terms of transportation, technology, science, and colonial expansion. The competition for the leisure time and money of amusement park visitors remains a crucial aspect of American capitalism to this day, as does the false sense of freedom given consumers in such locations. In fact, amusement parks are meticulously designed to keep visitors as attentive, active, and constantly consuming participants in a narrative of progress, technological dominance, and benevolent imperialism. 

Travel where no man has gone before without leaving the comfort of the theater!

Many actuality films of the period were interested in the same subjects pertaining to the complexities of modern life. Princess Ali (Heise, 1895), Fatima Muscle Dancer (Heise, 1896), and Egyptian Fakir and Dancing Monkey (Abadie, 1903), all of featured “eastern” attractions, while other films had performers from the Buffalo Bill Wild West Show, trapeze performers, and Imperial Japanese dance. Films produced at the turn of the century were not solely preoccupied with the display of the exotic or the unusual, but during the period before the transition to story films, somewhere between 1903-1907, the “cinema of attractions” dominated production. As Tom Gunning explains it “the cinema of attractions directly solicits spectator attention, inciting visual curiosity, and supplying pleasure through an exciting spectacle – a unique event, whether fictional or documentary, that is of interest in itself.” 
 The spectacle and the event of such films were amplified by the fact that they were often viewed in conjunction with the very types of activities that they were depicting, in vaudeville shows or at amusement parks. Mary Ann Doane considers the actuality films of this period to be indicative of the technologies of modernity conspiring to create investment in the concept of contingency. In her analysis of “Electrocuting an Elephant” alongside “Execution of Czolgosz, with Panorama of Auburn Prison,” Doane indicates that through the filming of the event of death, which is metaphysically impossible to comprehend, meaning and tangibility are infused. Insofar as the spectacle of the execution is documented on film, its contingency is harnessed, and the risk of the “evacuation of meaning” is averted.
 

The “cinema of attractions” model offers other insights into the relationship between film spectacle and other forms of popular entertainment. In addition to the actuality films that specifically showed examples of the far flung places that  pleasure seekers were interested in, but could not actually afford to go to, there were films that showcased the mechanical and electrical wonders of the day. Coney Island at Night (Porter, 1905) and Circular Panorama of Electric Tower (Porter, 1901) both used techniques of panorama filming to showcase the nighttime glittering lightshows of Luna Park and the Columbian Exposition, respectively. The panorama itself was a technological and ideological precursor and early contemporary of cinema. Though panorama had been around for almost two centuries with varying levels of public interest, it managed an upswing of popularity during the late 19th century. The moving panorama in particular has similarities to early film as it created vast sweeping scenes of historical events, battle scenes, travelogues or disaster scenarios that moved before the spectator’s eyes. The events and the scenery rolled along smoothly towards an ever disappearing horizon using a variety of techniques of optical illusion, such as Dueguerrean diorama drawings and collages of thousands of photographs. The compression of time, space, and historical unfolding into something consumable and marketable connects film and panorama both technologically and in the creation of an ideology that values the ordering and mastery of unmanageable subjects. As two mass cultural forms, panorama and cinema offered alternatives to older and more upper class forms of art because of their economic accessibility, their indexical and illusionary relationship to its subject matter, and their ability to create “a liberating access to an encyclopedic reality; unlike older forms of art, it did not require any particular or specialized knowledge or aesthetic expertise.” 
 Coupled with the site and body based pleasures of the amusement park, visual spectacles gave the new consumer class a sense that by spending just a few dollars, one could (and should) experience the fruits of modernity’s labor. The spectacles acted as catalysts for a new fast moving culture where images, ideas, and the “exotic” subjects they represented could be bought and sold, and therefore kept in check while the people consuming them could live the illusion of a newfound global freedom of movement.

See the Bad Elephant Killed!


Given the various contexts of a film like Electrocuting an Elephant, including its likely screening venues alongside other spectacles, it is important to consider the facets of the film itself and the story that it tells. Most simply, this film depicts an elephant being executed on Coney Island. Mary Ann Doane is quick to point out that the onlookers who are visibly present in the film remind us that this was a spectacle staged for an audience but that “film managed to reach an audience not physically present at the scene, as well as to act as an indexical record of Topsy’s death.”
 This points to the fact that the filming of this event gave it meaning beyond the short minutes that it actually occurred. However, a closer reading of the mis-en-scene, alongside newspaper accounts of the event, shows that Electrocution of an Elephant is more than just the staging of an event; it is an advertisement of the elusive and ever-present cultural power that Coney Island wielded over its visitors and attractions. 


When Topsy is led into the scene by a trainer and flanked by several other men, her body is initially dwarfed by the other physical elements of her environment. While we eventually learn that she is at Coney Island, there is little evidence of a resort or amusement park within the first several seconds of the film. Instead there are partially constructed buildings and large but undefined structures looming in the background. The ground is covered with wooden beams, wires, and other evidence of a construction site. As Topsy moves into the foreground of the static shot, she begins to take up more and more of the frame, until she largely dominates our view and her size by comparison to the men and objects around her is a spectacle in itself. Topsy’s grand and excessive body is the central figure, though we get glimpses of a throng of onlookers lined up on a bridge overlooking the execution site. Newspaper accounts indicated that there were at least 1500 people amassed to see Topsy executed that day, though it is difficult to determine how many actual people are present within the shot. Regardless of the statistical reality, what matters is that there were many live witnesses to the event, with whom latter witnesses to the film might identify. 


After a cut, there is a centered shot of the elephant in which her legs are tied to wooden beams. Topsy is alone in the shot, with no people or other animals present, however there is written text in the form of a sign that can be seen in the top right corner of the frame. It states: “Opening May 2nd, 1903 – Luna Park $1,000,000 Expansion – The Heart of Coney Island.” Mary Ann Doane’s reading of the film includes the final line of this text to point out that the viewer is given access to understanding that the scene is situated within Coney Island, though she never points out the fact that the park in question had not yet opened for business. It seems logical to conclude that the film was at least in part a staged publicity stunt to attract attention to the park. 


Newspaper coverage of the event on January 5, 1903, seven days before the release of the film, helped to sensationalize the event and chastise Topsy for her indiscretions. The Commercial Advertiser featured the headline “Bad Elephant Killed,” and detailed the mechanics of her execution being sure to point out that the “electrodes were connected by a copper wire with the Edison electric light plant and a current of 6,600 volts was sent through her body. The big beast died without a trumpet or a groan.”  The New York World reported the incident with even more sensation, and contextualized the execution by stating that “With her own life [she] paid for the lives of the three men she had killed.”
 Online and anecdotal accounts of her life point out that the twenty-eight year old Indian elephant had been brought to the United States as a circus animal and worked at Coney Island for at least ten years hauling construction materials and giving rides to visitors. The name Topsy is a reference to the character of a young and unruly slave girl in Uncle Tom’s Cabin who is often cited as being the origin of the pickininey stereotype. In Stowe’s novel, Topsy is transformed into a more respectable figure through the love of the innocent little white girl Eva. Topsy the Elephant maintained this reputation as a tamed beast until she apparently had had enough and killed three people, including her trainer, in the two years preceding her execution. By taming the unruly other once and for all by killing her, modernity was able to re-exert control over her body, and by extension the body of any onlooker who might question whether or not these exotic attractions from other lands actually had a will of their own. 

The use of electricity for bodily change and chastisement was also part of this turn-of-the-century shift towards modernity. The direct current (DC) used for her execution was on display as much as the dying elephant, as this was a time when Edison’s direct current system was in a battle for commercial dominance against Westinghouse’s alternating (AC) current. As these systems competed for public use and attention, the use of the technology for the regulation of aberrant social and psychological behavior was established. In its treatment of hysteria in women and for the execution of male criminals, electricity became the newer, safer and more sanitized way to cleans and calm the culture. For Tim Armstrong in his essay “The Electrification of the Body at the turn of the Century,” this process of purification was linked to the systemic nature of electricity.
 The physical system of wires needed for electrical current to travel acted as a metaphor for the entire matrix of social, cultural and physiological systems that turn of the century people inhabited. As such, the electrocution of a body was punitive, but also a logical and natural act of reintegration into the system through energy and power. In the example he uses of one of the first executions by electric chair in the 1880s, it is important to note that the execution is not a visible public spectacle as a hanging or beheading would have been previously. Ostensibly this is because the state control that is asserted through the execution is enacted through the electrical system itself; transmitted as a message about what is considered appropriate behavior to the culture, while alienating people from the actual pain involved because electricity was comparatively silent and non-grotesque.
 Armstrong’s assessment of absorption and change through electricity is directly applicable to Topsy because her death was transmitted as a message visible to the culture via the new mass medium of cinema. 

The actual moments of her death are unspectacular, and no-one beyond the 1500 onlookers that day saw the actual event. Once her feet are secured and nothing other than the advertisement can be seen within the frame, there are several seconds when nothing at all seems to be occurring. Then the elephant’s body stiffens, her trunk rises slightly, and her body leans slightly to the left. Smoke rises from her feet as she leans more heavily to the left, eventually falling, stiff, into a cloud of smoke. The camera makes a small adjustment left to capture her last moments more fully in the frame, and a man appears behind her. Finally Topsy’s rigid body shudders slightly before the film cuts. Topsy’s actual death was short and quiet, but the spectacle was created by the fact that it was witnessed by 1500 onlookers, and then witnessed by countless others in the years since. This ritual of killing a socially unmanageable, exotic, racialized and anthropomorphized animal marks the opening of the first nationally notorious amusement park in America, and is a fitting beginning for the spectacle hungry age that it ushers in. The message of Topsy’s death was in fact absorbed into the system upon her death, but not silently. Her anti-social behavior was framed as oppositional to a system that sought to control and exploit her foreign body for the pleasure of Coney Island visitors.  By staging the execution as an event that highlighted various modern technologies at work on her body, Topsy’s death was structured as a narrative of power and control within the confines of the seemingly freewheeling amusement park. 
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