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The Crescent Park carousel was probably built shortly after its
manufacturer Charles Looff (1852-1918) signed a lease with the park's
owner for the construction and operation of the ride in April, 1895.
It was extant by July, 1898, when a photograph of the structure
appeared in the Providence Journal .of Commerce.

The machine has a circular wooden platform fifty feet in diameter
with four figures abreast, including 62 horses, four chariots and a camel.
It is larger than the average carousel of the period, and is unusual
because all the animals are of different design. Atop the center post
is a large wooden eagle, approximately four feet in wingspread, covered
with gold leaf. Most of the figures probably date between 1905, when
Loofflarrived at Crescent Park, and 1910, when he left for Long Beach,
Califbrnia. The rim .and center facade (enclosing the driving mechanism)
are in a florid neo-baroque style typical of Looff'swork, but somewhat
restrained for carousel panels of the period. The band organ was
installed shortly after the turn of the century and was manufactured
by A. Ruth and Son, a noted German manufacturer of these instruments.
Repeatedly, Loof promoted the sale of Ruth's organs to accompany his
carousels, and the one here was made especially for display purposes.
Originally, it employed a 94 keyless organ (played by air pressure)
using cardboard books; but this was replaced early on by a Wurlitzer
165 military band organ roll mechanism.

The shed, also of Looff's design, is a fourteen-sided wood frame
structure, its roof supported by two rows of vertical posts and
suspended in the center by steel tension rods. It is enclosed by an
unadorned frame consisting of four sliding and four stationary window
panels on each bay, with vertical siding below. Four bays, and
originally several more, carry two sets of double-folding doors giving
access to the interior. Above, each bay has three-panel stationary
transom windows with border panes of colored glass. This articulation
is repeated at the clerestory, on line with the inner row of posts.
Orginally, the roof rose to a peak; sometime before 1909, Looff added
the cupola and onion dome.

Both carousel and band organ were initially powered by steam supplied
from the park's central plant. This source has been replaced by a
fifteen horsepower, 550 volt, three-phase electric motor located within
the structure. Lighting came from a large gas chandelier suspended
over the center pole. 1Its fittings remain in situ. Probably by the
1920's, gas lights were replaced by 25-watt electric bulbs attached to
the posts, carousel sweeps, and center facade.

The carousel and its shed remain in an excellent state of repair;
recent painting of the figures and the frame as well as the shed's
interior have generally conformed to the early twentieth century
coloration. The carousel is prominently sited on a slight rise, at the

main entrance to the park, overlooking the midway.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Crescent Park carousel is among the finest surviving examples
of its type in the country, and a first-rate product of Charles 1. D.
Looff (1852-1918), one of the earliest and foremost manufactures of
carousels in the United States.

A notive of Schleswig-Holstein, Looffimmigrated to New York in 1870.
Although he was trained as a furniture maker, he soon began to use his
spare time constructing a carousel for Balmer's Pavilion at Coney Island
(1876). Looffwas probably the first man in the country both to carve
the horses for these rides and to make their frames. He entered the
business full-time in 1880, opening a plant at Greenpoint in Brooklyn.
His operation never grew to be a large one, when compared to such other
carousel makers as the Philadelphia Toboggan Company or Gustave A.
Dentzel. This was partially due to the fact that Looffdid much of the
carving himself, and closely supervised four assistants who joined his
workshop by 1890. The quality of his work quickly earned him a con-

- .siderable reputation. During his career, Looffdesigned and built
carousels throughout the United States.

Several orders came from parks in Rhode Island, including Rocky
Point in Warwick (ca. 1892, destroyed), Boyden Heights in East Providence
(ca. 1900, moved or destroyed), and Crescent Park. Of these the Crescent
Park carousel was the largest and most elaborate. Here he opened a
branch factory for regional business under the supervision of Thomas
Murphy. In 1905, when his Brooklyn works were condemned for new
development, Looffmoved to East Providence and made the plant at
Crescent Park his base of operations. This was housed in an unassuming
wooden building attached to the rear of the carousel (with a six-room
apartment on the second floor probably serving as his living quarters).
Although it had long since ceased to serve its original function,
this structure remained until recently.

Once relocated in Rhode Island, Looffproceeded to embellish the
Crescent Park carousel so that it could be used as a display for
prospective clients. New horses were added over the next few years,
each different, and each representing the latest model. Thus, the
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carousel is extremely unusual, if not unique, in its variety. Generally,
a carousel carries about five types of animals with additional
differentiation coming only from color schemes. For many years,
Looff s carvings have been regarded by historians of American folk art

as among the most distinguished representatives of their medium.

The Crescent Park carousel is a veritable museum of his work. Of
further note is the fact that not only are the animals and frame of

the carousel by Looff, but the shed enclosing them is of his design as
well. Unlike many carousel casings of the period, Looff%s structures
were polygonal, reflecting the form of the machine inside. Eschewing
ornament, the shed's multi-surfaced mass, and the delicate articulation
of its glass panes provide an unusually restrained and forthright visual
statement. -

Not the least significant aspect of the carousel is its excellent
state of preservation. ThGarous€ls often have long histories’ of being
moved from one park to another, and of alterations that have signifi-
cantly changed their original character. During its eighty years of
existence, the Crescent Park carousel has remained in its oxiginal
location and has experienced little modification after Looffleft
East Providence in 1910. A principal reason for this is that it has
been owned and operated by members of the Loofffamily up through 1966.
Very few carousels in the country have beén so faithfully maintained
and so little altered. Complete with its original shed and early
twentieth century band organ and lighting, the carousel affords a now-
rare example of the total experience as it was in its heyday.

Crescent Park, itself, is noteworthy among Eastern amusement parks.
Started by George B. Boyden in 1886, it was one of New England's
major parks for several decades, and is the oldest in continuous
operation in Rhode Island. By the turn of the century, it occupied
over three hundred acres, offering a large variety of rides, dining
facilities for 1000 people, the region's largest dance hall, a hotel,
and a number of cottages. In 1898, the Providence Journal of Commerce
asserted it was the largest shore resort in the world under the
proprietorship of a single person. An estimated 50,000 to 75,000
people visited the park each day on weekends during the peak season.
Over the past quarter century, however, the park has declined in size
and prestige. During the past several years, Crescent Park has
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. experienced major financial difficulties. Recently its mortgage has
been foreclosed and the property is slated for sale at public auction.
As separate items, the animals and other carvings on the carousel
are considered extremely valuable, and the possibility of this
magnificent example of nineteenth century popular art being broken

up is very real.
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NAME: Crescent Park Carousel ot MNAm<
LOCATION: Bullock's Point Avenue

OWNER: City of East Providence
City Hall
Taunton Avenue
East Providence, R.I. 02914

DESCRIPTION:

The Crescent Park Carousel, constructed sometime between 1895 and
1898, stands at the entrance to the midway of Crescent Park, an amusement
park that has been closed since 1975. The carousel shed is a one-story,
fourteen-sided structure enclosed by an unadorned wood frame infilled with
four sliding and four stationary window panels in each bay, with vertical
siding below. Four bays (originally several more) contain two sets each
of double-folding doors that give access to the interior. The upper por-
tion of each bay contains a tripartite transom filled with stationary win-
dow panels that have border panes of colored glass. The structure is cov-
ered with a polygonal hip roof broken by a clerestory with four window
panels in each bay. The roof originally rose to a peak but sometime before
1909 a cupola with onion dome was added.

Inside, the carousel is a circular structure fifty feet in diameter
with a wooden platform surmounted by 62 horses, a camel, and four chariots.
The rim and center housing enclosing the drive mechanism are decorated in
a florid neo-Baroque style; the housing is topped by a central post sup-
porting a large, gilded, carved wooden eagle. The carousel is larger than
the average merry-go-round of the period and is unusual because each animal
is different in design. The hand organ was installed shortly after the
turn of the century and was manufactured by A. Ruth and Son, a noted German
manufacturer of such instruments. Originally, it employed a 94 keyless
organ played by air pressure using cardboard books, but this was replaced
by a Wurlitzer 165 military band organ roll mechanism. The carousel and
band organ were originally powered by steam from the park's central plant
but are now operated by a fifteen-horsepower, 550-volt, three-phase elec-
tric motor. Light was originally provided by a gas chandelier suspended
over the center post (its fittings are still in place); the electric bulbs
attached to the posts, carousel sweeps, and central housing had probably
replaced the chandelier by the 1920s.

(See Continuation Sheet #21).
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DATE: between 1895 and 1898, before 1909

SIGNIFICANCE:

The Crescent Park Carousel is among the finest surviving examples
of its type in the country and 1is one of the most outstanding creations
of Charles I.D, Looff (1852-1918), one of America's earliest and foremost
carousel manufacturers. Looff, a native of Schleswig-Holstein, emigrated
to New York in 1870. Trained as a furniture maker, he spent his spare
time on carocusel construction before entering the business full-time in
1880, when he opened a plant in Brooklyn. Looff was probably the first
man in the United States to both carve the figures and manufacture the
frames that carried them. His shop never became very large bacause he did
most of the carving himself and closely supervised the work of the few as-
sistants that he did employ. Looff established a branch factory at Crescent
Park, and in 1905, when the Brooklyn shop was forced to close, Crescent Park
became the base of his operations. Looff used the Crescent Park Carousel
as a display for prospective clients and he ornamented it with every type
of figure he was capable of producing in his shop (the shop was attached to
the rear of the carousel but has since been demolished). The Crescent Park
Carousel is thus extremely unusual, if not unique, in its variety. It is a
veritable museum of the work of Looff, who has long been regarded by his-
torians of American folk art as one of the most distinguished practitioners
in his field. Also noteworthy is the fact that Looff designed the shed in
addition to the figures and the frame supporting them. The Crescent Park
Carousel has stood virtually unaltered since Looff moved from East Providence
to Long Beach, California in 1910. That this carousel remains intact on its
original site is yet another feature which makes it a rare and significant
artifact.

ACREAGE: abour 3.5 acres . =

BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION: Parcel 2, lot 118, assessor's plat 56.

UTM: 19 303765 4625275
LEVEL OF SIGNIFICANCE: National

Entered on National Register 21 April 1976

(See Continuation Sheet #22).




