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Preface

Robert W. Rydell, Montana State University, rwrydell@montana.edu

Yesterday | went for the second time to the Crystal Palace. We remained
in it about three hours, and | must say | was more struck with it on this
occasion than at my first visit. It is a wonderful place—vast, strange, new
and impossible to describe. Its grandeur does not consist in one thing, but in
the unique assemblage of all things. Whatever human industry has created
you find there, from the great compartments filled with railway engines and
boilers, with mill machinery in full work, with splendid carriages of all kinds,
with harness of every description, to the glass-covered and velvet-spread
stands loaded with the most gorgeous work of the goldsmith and silversmith,
and the carefully guarded caskets full of real diamonds and pearls worth
hundreds of thousands of pounds. It may be called a bazaar or a fair, but
it is such a bazaar or fair as Eastern genii might have created. It seems as
if only magic could have gathered this mass of wealth from all the ends of
the earth—as if none but supernatural hands could have arranged it this,
with such a blaze and contrast of colours and marvellous power of effect.
The multitude filling the great aisles seems ruled and subdued by some
invisible influence. Amongst the thirty thousand souls that peopled it the day
| was there not one loud noise was to be heard, not one irregular movement
seen, the living tide rolls on quietly, with a deep hum like the sea heard from
the distance.

—Charlotte Bronté, 1851

For the English writer Charlotte Bronté, there was only one explanation for the wonders on
show in London’s fabled 1851 Crystal Palace Exhibition: it seemed “as if only magic could
have gathered this mass of wealth from the ends of the earth.” She was hardly alone in
thinking about exhibitions in terms of magic and make-believe. After his visit to the 1867
Paris Universal Exhibition, Danish author and poet Hans Christian Andersen wrote a fairy
tale, The Dryad, in which he simply declared: “They have built the palace of the modern
Aladdin.”? Other fiction writers, ranging from Charles Dickens and T. S. Eliot to Jack London
and F. Scott Fitzgerald, not mention more recent authors like E. L. Doctorow and Erik Larsen,
made exhibitions central for the play of their literary imaginations. This capacity for “make-
believe” is central to the human experience, but not that well understood. Perhaps the study
of world’s fairs and exhibitions can help us come to some deeper understanding of why we



believe what we do, especially if we think of “make-believe” as involving, at least in part, the
power to assert a reality that one can persuade others to occupy. This capacity to “make
believe,” especially the capacity to make others believe, is fundamental to understanding
the influence of world’s fairs in shaping the form and substance of the modern world since

the Great Exhibition that Bronte visited in London kicked off the world’s fair movement.

Before elaborating on this proposition, it is important to clear up some points of confusion
tied to the term “world’s fair.” Except in the United States, where the term came into common
usage in the late nineteenth century, the name is an outlier in the lexicon of exhibitions and
fairs. In the United Kingdom, these gigantic, mega-spectacles of technological advance,
nationalism, and imperialism, came to be known has “international exhibitions,” sometimes
prefaced with the adjective “Great.” On the continent, these events came to be known as
“expositions universelles.” By the 1960s, during the height of the Cold War, all of the above
monikers were often compressed into the single word, “expo,” which, however useful as an
abbreviation, only added to the confusion, especially in the United States, where the word
“expo” was also used to describe trade shows of any variety. In an effort to clear up the
confusion, the Bureau of International Expositions, the international body established in
1928 to regulate and help plan these events, decided to call them “world expos.” However
noble in its intentions to simplify and standardize the nomenclature, the BIE’s decision
probably only served to mystify most Americans, who, to the extent they think about these
events at all, still think in terms of “world’s fairs.”

So, what’s in a name? In the early twentieth century, names that drew distinctions between
small, local fairs and the larger international fairs mattered because so many cities were
holding these events that national governments began demanding some degree of
taxonomic consistency that would enable them to respond to questions about diplomatic
recognition for foreign governments and special tariff treatment for exhibitors. The name
bestowed on these events matters today because most Americans believe “world’s fairs”
no longer exist (the last such event held in the United States took place in New Orleans in
1984). In the words of one of my undergraduate students, these events seem “way cool,”
but, as he put it, they also seem “totally yesterday.” Yet, some 70 million people, mostly
Chinese, attended the Shanghai World Expo in 2010 and Milan, ltaly is hosting the next
major world expo in 2015, with the competition already underway for the 2020 event. In the
world of “make believe,” one of the larger fictions that most Americans subscribe to is that
these events no longer exist, or, if they do, are unimportant.

On one level, the U.S. government would seem to agree. In 2002, the U.S. government
withdrew from membership in the Bureau of International Expositions, thus effectively
precluding the possibility that United States would ever again host a “world expo.” On
a different level, however, despite its renunciation of membership in the BIE, the U.S.
government continues to establish U.S. Pavilions at foreign expos, although it relies on funds
from corporations, not the public treasury, to organize exhibits that represent Americans

at these events. And, at present, some half dozen U.S. cities have pulled together various



proposals to host a “world expo,” hoping fervently that the U.S. government will resume its
membership in the BIE. But what if it doesn’t? Listen to the distant thunder from the 1964
New York World’s Fair. This spectacle, organized by megalomaniac city planner Robert
Moses, took place without BIE sanction—it was, after all, a “world’s fair,” not a universal
exposition, to use the idiom of the day. Granted, like most of these events, it lost money on
gate receipts and had difficulty securing official foreign exhibits, but two of its chief spin-
offs, Disney World and EPCOT, have, by all accounts, fared reasonably well. So, at least in
some quarters in the United States, “hope” (an approximation of “make-believe”) continues
to exist that a world’s fair-like expo will someday take place somewhere in the U.S.

What is the appeal of these events? Why, in the second decade of the twenty-first century,
would anyone imagine organizing such an event, given the internet and the availability of
world travel? Aren’t world’s fairs, when all is said and done, “totally yesterday?” Perhaps,
but the history of world’s fairs is replete with examples of forecasts of the imminent demise
of the medium, especially in the 1920s when international exhibitions found themselves
competing with new, electronic forms of media like radio and motion pictures. The 1920s,
of course, gave way to the era of global economic depression and a wave of “modernist”
world’s fairs that swept Europe and the United States in the 1930s. Before jumping to
conclusions about the end of world’s fairs, it might be important to determine why world’s
fairs originated in the first place. If it seems odd to imagine a world’s fair occurring today,
how much more curious to think about why, in the 1840s, before anything on the scale of a
world’s fair had ever been held, anyone would have imagined creating and organizing such
a thing. Interestingly, answers to both questions, about the history and the future of world’s

fairs, have more in common than one might think.

The idea for the first international exhibition, London’s Great Exhibition of the Works of
Industry of All Nations, held in 1851, emerged from a long tradition of agricultural and
industrial fairs. When it crystallized in the concept for the fabled Crystal Palace that Bronte
visited, it was in the immediate context of the social and political ruptures in England and on
the Continent that inspired Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, in 1848, to pen their Communist
Manifesto. As they watched the rising tides of revolution and demands for political reform
sweep the continent and Great Britain, England’s elites (here meaning Prince Albert himself)
and their middle-class allies (men like the designer Henry Cole), determined to counter the
calls for revolution with a forecast of industrial progress leading to future abundance for
all. Under Cole’s guidance, this narrative of a not-so-distant capitalist utopia threaded the
exhibits that filled the Crystal Palace, all the while underscoring the magnitude of England’s

national and imperial prowess.

In the United States, roughly the same sequence of events spurred America’s international
exhibition movement. The industrial revolution, interrupted by the Civil War, spurred
efforts by prominent political and economic leaders to demonstrate the viability of the
reconstructed American nation-state. Panicked by the Panic of 1873, and by the industrial

violence that followed in its wake, national elites redoubled their efforts to hold a world’s



fair in Philadelphia in 1876 to commemorate the centennial of the American Revolution. As
economic fault lines continued to spread across the nation in the late nineteenth century,
dozens of world’s fairs were organized from coast to coast, attracting about one hundred
million visitors before the First World War. When the economy again gave way in the Great
Depression, world’s fairs provided a cultural safety net that provided another generation of
Americans with some modicum of faith in the capitalist system now being assaulted by the
rise of communist and fascist states on both sides of the Atlantic.

To take the full measure of the expositions, it is worth reflecting on the spread of the
exposition movement. In Europe, expositions spread from London to Paris to Vienna to
Brussels as well as to much of the globe occupied by European imperial powers, including
India and Vietnam. By the early 1880s, a distinctive form of the international exposition,
the colonial exposition, was taking form and would culminate in 1931 in the enormous Paris
Colonial Exposition that attracted some thirty million visitors. By the onset of the Second
World War, according to historian Paul Greenhalgh, about one billion people had visited
world’s fairs.®> Countless others had performed in them, sometimes as demonstrators of
new products, sometimes as racialized specimens of humanity, as was the case at many
fairs, including the 1904 St. Louis world’s fairs where anthropologists played a crucial role
in organizing an outdoor ethnological museum underscoring, in their view, the centrality of

“race” for explaining human progress.

Because of their importance for constituting and reconstituting nation-states and for
shaping the world political and economic order before the Second World War, it is hardly
surprising that national governments again turned to international exhibitions as a medium
of choice for influencing the cultural contours of the planet during the Cold War. At this
time, long-standing socio-economic anxieties, exacerbated by the worldwide depression
of the 1930s, gave way to heightened concerns about thermonuclear destruction as the
U.S. and the Soviet Union vied for control of the recently decolonized world. The U.S.
government went to work in the early 1950s organizing expositions in Afghanistan and
India and Moscow. In the U.S. proper, world’s fairs mushroomed across the landscape
of Cold War America as Seattle (1962), New York (1964-65), and San Antonio (1968)
hosted international expositions. Elsewhere in the world, Brussels (1958) and Osaka (1970)
hosted mega-expositions, which continued the long-standing commitment of national
governments to promote rapid industrial growth (including, in the case of the Brussels
fair with its fabled Atomium, nuclear power) and to define that growth as progress. But,
Expo 67 in Montreal represented a turning point. Amidst growing concerns over issues of
planetary environmental sustainability, Expo 67 and the fairs that followed in its wake began
to give greater emphasis to finding solutions to problems associated with environmental
degradation. Most recently, confronted by anti-globalization protests, the rise of terrorism,
the chain of events leading to the 2008 “Great Recession,” and the “Occupy” movement
in the U.S., the “search for order” has led, at least in some quarters, to renewed interest
in the exposition medium. Whether a medium that came of age with (and advanced) the

industrialization of the planet can offer solutions to climate change, urbanization, and the



ever-expanding chasm between wealth and poverty remains to be seen—or, for better or
worse, has already been on view as recently as at the Shanghai Expo with its theme “Better
City, Better Life” unfolding in the midst of massive rural/urban shifts that are sweeping
China as part of the government of China’s own campaign to modernize and industrialize at

breakneck speed.

Given that exhibitions have been organized (and financed with unbelievable sums of private
and government-controlled resources) with a view towards making visitors believe in the
visions of their planners, have the viewing public and the performers who have been
part of the show been taken in? My own research has led me to argue that exhibitions
are best viewed as exercises in asserting the authority of political and economic elites,
especially around building popular support for specific policies of nation-states centered
on programs of imperial expansion. | have also argued that fairs, despite the intentions
of their organizers, became sites where women, ethnic and racial minorities, and workers
contested dominant ways of seeing them, sometimes exacting important reforms as in the
case of the 1934 Chicago fair, where African Americans secured an end to racially-based

hiring on the fairgrounds.*

For some scholars, however, my emphasis on ideological mapping and intentionality has
seemed to diminish the range of experiences visitors had at fairs. Didn’t visitors get lost in
the “jumble” of exhibits at the fairs? Didn’t visitors delight in and take pleasure from these
events? And what about the people put on display? Is this even the right way to think
about these shows? Shouldn’t we instead insist on their roles as performers and their ability
through performance art to make fairgoers more cosmopolitan and appreciative of the

diversity of the world’s cultures?®

For the past generation, a growing number of scholars (note that this collection of essays
took form from over one hundred submissions!) have tried to answer these questions while
raising new ones about the form and function of such spectacles. Readers will be surprised
by some of the topics the authors address: family picnics and modernist architecture,
theme parks and Cold War politics, representations of race and gender, and the politics
of culture and space more generally. Many essays examine in detail the significance of
world’s fair artifacts, those “souvenirs” that carried memories of expositions forward long
after the fairs ceased to exist. The editors of this volume have shrewdly put these disparate
essays on display here, clustering them into themed sections, “pavilions” the editors call
them, that invite readers to discover both the world of fairs and exhibitions and a world
of current scholarship that, in trying to make sense of world’s fairs, is also trying to make
sense of the ongoing march of modernity into the twenty-first century. This collection isn’t
the last word on the subject of world’s fairs and exhibitions; it doesn’t claim to be. But it
charts the way towards a much more robust interdisciplinary dialogue about the evolving
functions of international exhibitions at different times and in multiple places around the
globe.. This volume, in short, is one of those rare books that can serve at once to introduce
a new subject to general readers and to advance knowledge for specialists interested in

how beliefs about the modern world took shape.®
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Introduction

Laura H. Hollengreen | Rebecca Rouse

A BIRD’S-EYE VIEW

Together with the Olympics, world’s fairs are one of the few regular international events
of sufficient scale to showcase a spectrum of sights, wonders, learning opportunities,
technological advances, and new (or renewed) urban districts, and to present them all to a
mass audience. The excitement occasioned by early fairs and the exposure of broad publics
to experiences and artifacts beyond the ken of daily life are not to be underestimated.
Indeed, the phantasmagoria world’s fairs offer continues to be compelling for many nations
and cities, as well as for visitors, even in the face of significant financial, organizational,
and technical challenges. Today, developing countries are eager participants, seeking
to stimulate the ambition and enhance the knowledge of their own citizens while also
promoting their rapid change to visitors from other countries. While other physical sites
of display such as museums have sometimes been perceived to threaten both artifact and
visitor with a sense of confinement'—in the mortuary chill of the institution as archive, on
the one hand,? and a restrictive behavioral protocol for the visitor on the other*—the world’s

fair offers greater, if by no means untrammeled, freedom of access and experience.?

Meet Me at the Fair: A World’s Fair Reader breaks new ground in scholarship on world’s
fairs by incorporating a broader than usual array of short new texts. These texts
investigate world’s fairs from a wide variety of perspectives: political, urban/architectural,
anthropological/sociological, technological, commercial, popular, and representational.
Indeed, the editors received submissions from scholars in eight different countries and are
publishing contributions from authors representing affiliations in academia, museums and
libraries, professional and architectural firms, non-profit organizations, and government
regulatory agencies. In taking the measure of both the material artifacts and the larger
cultural production of world’s fairs, the volume presents its own phantasmagoria of
disciplinary perspectives, historical periods, geographical locales, media, and messages.

This format mirrors the multidisciplinary, microcosmic form of the world’s fair itself.

THE BIRTH OF THE FAIR
The simultaneous exposure of contemporary and futuristic wonders from the realms of

science, technology, art, and culture links the world’s fair with the early modern curiosity



cabinet. Both forms blur the boundaries between education and entertainment, art and
science, display and exploitation. A brief comparison of the two will serve to highlight
their similarities while also pointing to the changes that have come with industrialization,

consumer capitalism, mass society, and the digital revolution.

In their heyday of the sixteenth to seventeenth century, curiosity cabinets were the private
projects of gentleman scholars: men with means and erudition enough to amass examples of
wonders, not infrequently obtained as trophies of colonial expeditions, and to build libraries
tosupportresearchonthem.>Microcosmsofthe naturaland cultural world,® curiosity cabinets
testified to the idea that it might be possible—over the course of a lifetime of study—for
a single individual to know everything, to encompass every discipline of learning,” a belief
to which few subscribe today. As microcosms, encyclopedic curiosity cabinets were
organized for the preservation and display of wonders and were often accompanied by
a rigorous descriptive catalogue or inventory that might circulate among other scholars.®
While the cataloguing categories and related strategies of display were not those we might
employ in a museum today, they do share some of the techniques of display found at world’s
fairs.Inthe case of the curiosity cabinet, marvels of human artistry or craftsmanship, including
trompe-l'oeil masterpieces and ingenious machines, might be exhibited and described
side by side with anomalies of nature, manifesting its protean variability: weird, wonderful
aberrations of astounding beauty, gargantuan or miniscule size, or exotic origin.® Before
the advent of Lamarckian systems of description and classification, habits of organization
were more associative and poetic.'° With the transition to more formal classification came a
shift in emphasis and interest from the eccentric or anomalous—precisely that which stood
outside of or violated simple categorization—to the typical, which instead defined it." All of
which is to say that the collection of curiosities, housed in a private chamber in a domestic
setting?—a “world of wonders in one closet shut”®—presented a remarkably rich, varied
spectacle to those who had access to it through the scholarly or aristocratic network of

erudite early modern men."

The types of border crossings and associative mixes found in the curiosity cabinet can
also be found at the world’s fair. A similar stimulus to wonder, delight, astonishment, and
learning is presented by the latter—but on a vastly larger stage and to a vastly expanded,
indeed mass, audience, and often with a pubic relations or propagandistic agenda. It is well
known that the first world’s fair, the Great Exhibition of 1851 housed in Joseph Paxton’s
Crystal Palace in London, was conceived as publicity for the processes and products of
British industry and the might of Britain’s colonial empire. Undergirding that enterprise
was representation of animals and humans in models that testified to earlier stages in the
evolution of nature and society, stages branded as primitive. The display of forms of life and
culture that, by implication, had been superseded did not stop there, however. Later fairs
even included contemporary live human specimens, natives brought to Europe from Africa,
Asia, or Oceania for exhibition like animals in a zoo. Presented in habitat settings, they
served as examples of strange cultures from around the world—no less weird and wonderful,

so the displays suggested, than the anomalies of the curiosity cabinets. By this time, the



nineteenth century, however, the goal was not so much an encyclopedic cataloguing of the
known world as it had been in the early modern period (a world which was then expanding
considerably through the voyages of discovery and conquest’™) than it was an ideological

ordering of societies that placed industrializing European nations at the zenith.'®

Perhaps as a function of fairs’ reputation for promoting industry, they are less well
recognized for their inclusion of art.”” The hybrid aesthetic of fairs, allowing for the inclusion
in one location of artifacts and events belonging to disparate genres, in fact harks back to
curiosity cabinets and represents an attribute more or less abandoned by museums after
the eighteenth century. In the context of world’s fairs, as opposed to the curiosity cabinet,
new technologies—at first photography and film, later digital media—have helped bridge
perceived gaps between industry and art in the experience of fairgoers. They have also
contributed to the didactic mission of fairs and their popularity as recreational venues.
The pleasures of going to the fair (as also to its relative, the amusement or theme park) lie
precisely in the departure from daily norm and entry into a fantastic array of demonstrations,

rides, performances, games, and souvenirs waiting to tempt the visitor.

The fairgoer’s exposure to thrilling exhibits and entertainments is often emblematized in
the new or refurbished urban districts in which fairgrounds are located. These districts are
conceived as opportunities to implement new planning priorities and innovative strategies,
as well as to give rein to the most celebrated designers of the day. Parallel to this is the
political dynamism of the fair, due to the opportunity it provides for social mixing in a
carnival-like setting less constrained than most other quotidian environments, and in the
possibility of a mass audience. Nevertheless, exhibitionary techniques such as spatial
hierarchies and ritualized sequences often function to produce and reinforce collective

citizen identity while also enforcing certain exclusions.'®

THE FAIR EVOLVES

Influential scholarship on world’s fairs published since the mid-1980s has approached
analysis of fairs and exhibitions from a cultural studies point of view focused on capitalist
and imperialist narratives.® According to this work, the main purpose of the fair or
exhibition was to display the power of state imperialism (and, later, corporate cultural
imperialism), reinforcing dominant narratives of race, gender, class, progress, capitalism,
and globalization. Tony Bennett describes museums, fairs, and exhibitions as “... vehicles for
inscribing and broadcasting the messages of power,” and more specifically as “... providing
new instruments for the moral and cultural regulation of the working classes.”?° He goes on

to explain,

The ambition towards a specular dominance over a totality was [particularly]
evident in the conception of international exhibitions which, in their heyday,
sought to make the whole world, past and present, metonymically available
in the assemblages of objects and peoples they brought together and, from
their powers, to lay it before a controlling vision.2



In one particularly striking example, Robert Rydell, renowned American scholar of
world’s fairs, writing together with John Findling and Kimberly Pelle, describes the racist
programming of architecture at the 1901 PanAmerican Exposition:

The fair’s architects employed a racially encoded hierarchical design: darker,
so-called cruder colors at the perimeter gave way to gradually lighter, finer
shades in the center of the site. The buildings and exhibits were placed to help
coordinate the colors and to be consistent with the clear message that the
darker colors represented those people deemed the darker, more primitive
races, whereas the lighter colors symbolized those people considered more
advanced, light-skinned races.2

The imperialist project was justified by means of a claimed moral imperative that Caucasian
conquest of darker races’ territories was conducive to the spiritual and educational good
of their peoples. As several chapters in this volume attest, numerous fairs even included
exhibit of “natives” from different lands, i.e., living anthropological displays in recreated

habitats, as well as historical reenactments.

TECHNO-PROGRESS AT THE FAIR

It seems fitting that this volume about world’s fairs and expos makes use of new e-book
technology, because as Paula Antonelli notes: “A great world’s fair, just like a good sci-fi
movie, is a plausible fantasy based on the impact of science and technology on society.”??
The thread of techno-optimism is one that can be traced to even the earliest of world’s fairs,
the 1851 Great Exhibition in London’s Crystal Palace. The signature building of glass and iron,
built using modular prefabricated components, was a celebration of “... the innovations of
industrialization and mass production.”?* Already in their earliest incarnations in Victorian
England and late nineteenth-century France, fairs championed technological advancement

as a motor of societal development, one that promised peace and prosperity for all.

Much later, in the 1960s, however, attitudes of techno-optimism came to be viewed with
skepticism, and a general distrust of authority developed in response to many complex
historical and political situations, a cultural shift evident at some fairs. Notably, the “Man
the Producer” pavilion at the 1967 Montreal Exposition included exhibits entitled “Man in
Control?” and “Progress.” These displays portrayed the relationship between people and
technologies in more nuanced tones than had been seen at previous fairs. The final image
in the “Progress” exhibit displayed a super-highway bridge overlaid with the following text:
“Do you think Technology permits us to find new landscapes or merely allows us to ignore
the old?”2> A provocative question like this prompted visitors to make up their own minds
about the positive and negative impacts of innovation.

If cultural and economic forces must be considered part of the explanation for the decline
of the world’s fair in the West, it is ironic that many of the technological wonders showcased
at fairs may have contributed to its decline as well. An examination of the trend of increasing

commercialization at fairs and expositions from 1900-1964 illuminates this point. The 1933



World’s Fair in Chicago provides a good example: “Reflecting their conservative Republican
economic beliefs, the fair board chose not to seek direct government subsidization for the
Century of Progress. [...] The fair board decided to coordinate the pure science exhibits
itself and rely on private corporations to show examples of applied science.”?¢ Indeed,
Ford’s corporate pavilion was the most popular attraction at the fair.?” Moreover, as large-
scale government funded projects grew increasingly rare in the United States, corporate
involvement in the fair expanded. For the first three-quarters of the twentieth century,
corporations found it very much to their benefit to be involved in fairs and expos because
these events offered a chance to market their products to a broader audience than was

typically reachable preceding the advent of mass media.

The last major fair to be held in the United States, the 1964-65 New York World’s Fair,
represents a peak of corporatization. Urban planner Robert Moses directed the fair, the
theme of which was “Peace Through Understanding.” As attested by several chapters
in this volume, this fair was the most commercialized yet, with the least government
sponsorship, and was highly criticized at the time for these conditions.?® The fair included
more American corporations than foreign nations, and “... national pavilions tended to take
on the appearance of corporations and vice versa.”?® The intensity of corporate involvement
was perhaps most strikingly reflected in the fair’s logo, “The Unisphere”. It was a “gift” of
US Steel, which “insisted that anytime the Unisphere was depicted a line saying, “Presented
by United States Steel” had to be included.”*® Rydell’s interpretation of this fair is damning.
He describes its flaws, which he largely ascribes to Robert Moses personally, as emblems
of the irrelevance of the American fair as a cultural form by this point in time.?' Still, while
not culturally progressive and very much in keeping with Moses’ somewhat retro aesthetic,
the four Disney exhibits premiered at the fair were technically innovative and successful
entertainments. They eventually found their way into Disney parks, further blurring the line

between amusement parks and world’s fairs.

In the evolution of technology at fairs and expositions in twentieth-century America, there
is a transition from farm implements, machinery, dioramas, and living dioramas to robots,
audioanimatronics, and film. Indeed, the increasing dominance of film over other strategies
of display at world’s fairs, including America’s last major world’s fair in 1964-65, may reflect
the increasing power of the image in twentieth-century Western culture at large. With the
Internet today, however, and the expanded role of television as well, corporations find they

can reach more consumers more easily at a much lower cost than that of a fair.

A READER’S GUIDE TO THE VOLUME

It is clear that world’s fairs and expositions have been understood in many ways: as shrines
to new science and technology, commercial marketplaces, sites of nation building, and
cultural microcosms. What is perhaps most remarkable about the fair is its polyvalence, its
ability to encompass all these expressions in singular sites at specific moments in history.
The organization of the volume is intended to capture that polyvalence, resembling the



layout of the fair, with the following thematic sections reflecting the “pavilion” organization
of many fairs and expos: Anthropology and Ethnology, American Identity, Science and
Industry, Design and Architecture, Operations and Urban Planning, Arts, Entertainment,

and Media, Amusements and Recreation, and the Future.

Read in sequence, the chapters in the Anthropology and Ethnology Pavilion effectively
demonstrate both changes and continuities in western attitudes toward the indigenous or
colonized other, attitudes that evolved primarily as functions of imperial identity building,
promotion of capitalism, and concerns about authenticity. In the nineteenth century
when ethnology was still being defined, “living exhibits” of indigenous peoples in habitat
environments moved from unofficial settings outside the boundaries of fairgrounds to more
central locations, often in the context of “natural history” halls as at the re-erected Crystal
Palace at Sydenham (1854-1866). Highly visible and certainly very popular, living exhibits
were typically founded onaspatial ortemporal order that declared the cultures (re)presented
to be outside of this place (thus from elsewhere than the civilized world) and/or outside of
this time (i.e., belonging to a primitive state associated with past stages of development).
In terms of the craft that went into them, the living exhibit habitats and the “natives” they
housed—like animals at the zoo—were believed to represent a salutary interpolation of
authenticity into the artificially constructed environment of the fairs. However, being in
fact atopic and atemporal, they denied agency to anyone other than the curators who
planned them, and the spectators to whom they were presented. As the discipline of
anthropology grew in strength and professionalism, scholarly voices critiqued such exhibits
at fairs, advocating instead an ordered “exposition of knowledge” to be enacted away from
the fairground environment, in museums like the Smithsonian Institution. In addition, by
the early twentieth century political activists were lobbying strenuously for the rights of
those otherwise trapped in the racist, imperialist exhibitionary order. Eventually stripped of
their ostensible educational value, living exhibits, often mounted with private sponsorship,
remained popular for their entertainment value at the fair. Once deemed authentic but in
fact devoid of “real life,” such displays did not so much present the residents of other places
as commodify their bodies and identities in staged cultural representations which were
(and are) easy for others to appropriate and inhabit. The indigenous denizen gives way,
ineluctably, to the inquisitive daytripper.

The Pavilion of American Identity chronicles many of the complex tensions, negotiations
and creative responses to change and diversity in the United States through the lens of the
fair. This section opens with a discussion of the role of the frontier as both a border and a
site of crossings in the development of the American psyche during the transition from the
nineteenth to the twentieth century. The World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 is cast as
a turning point for the United States, and a microcosm of the country at the time. It saw
the development of new cultural outputs such as an emerging popular culture for the new
middle classes, but also new anxieties about class, race, ethnicity, and gender. Burgeoning
economic diversity facilitated class mobility for people of many races, resulting in anxieties

about the permanence of White dominance for some. The transition from an agricultural



society to an industrial society was well underway by this time, and the lack of a literal
frontier challenged ideas about masculinity, resulting in new conceptions of manhood. As
the new century progressed, fairs of the 1920s and 1930s saw more significant contributions
from women and citizens of diverse ethnic origins. Nevertheless, despite these gains, the
fair continued to reflect and, at times, magnify identity-based inequalities in American
society. This section concludes with a discussion of the legacy of artifacts of the fair, as
creatively appropriated by contemporary hip-hop culture.

The Science and Industry Pavilion showcases the promotion of industry that has been
central to the world’s fair since its inception. A critical contribution to imperial power
and national economic health, industry was undeniably dominant at the fairs even as the
contexts and modes of its display varied over time. In the nineteenth century, industry
shared a part of the world’s fair stage with fine arts, which were nevertheless typically
housed independently; the presence of fine arts continued to characterize European
fairs in their later evolution, distinguishing them from many twentieth-century fairs in the
United States. Even at European fairs, the educational value of the display of fine arts
also supported nearby sales of the art—and eventually that educational value gave way
to entertainment value. In the United States, twentieth-century innovations in the display
of industrial processes at world’s fairs were made possible by the deep pockets and
entrepreneurial energy of corporations such as the Ford Motor Company, General Motors,
and IBM. “Process exhibits” showing such things as assembly line production techniques
were originally meant to educate a mass public about industry, but they eventually came
to focus more directly on the stimulation of consumption, training consumers in brand
recognition and the pace of innovation (“planned obsolescence”) in consumer goods.
Display of industrial techniques served to build confidence in the quality of consumer
goods, and the attendant publicity for those goods—even possibilities of handling them
or “taking them for a test drive” at the fair—fostered acquisitive desire. Tellingly, in a bid to
avoid what was regarded as the stultifying atmosphere of the museum, many of the most
celebrated displays of science, industry, and technology aimed at dynamism by pursuing
literal motion (be it moving machines, exhibits, or spectators), a strategy that would attract
an audience and also symbolize progress. Spectacles of leisure travel and entertainment
initially capitalized on new forms of transport and new media such as photography and
film in order to create seductive, immersive environments that seemed to collapse space
and time. By the mid-twentieth century, designers such as Charles and Ray Eames moved
fluidly between government, corporate, and museum commissions, creating multi-media
exhibits at world’s fairs that influenced later museum exhibition design and communicated

key ideas in science and developments in technology such as the rise of the computer.

The chapters of the Design and Architecture Pavilion highlight the innovative and eye-
catching architectural design on view at world’s fairs in the wake of the precedent set by
Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace of 1851. These chapters also recognize the way in which
much twentieth-century avant-garde fair architecture was meant to be exemplary for the

wider world, manifesting an integrated vision of a new mass society of production and



leisure, seen in its proper physical environment. Whereas most nineteenth-century fairs
played out themes of home and other, nation and empire, industry and craft, sanctioned
official culture and unsanctioned popular culture, the twentieth-century fairs in the wake
of the world wars sought to come to grips with mass society, housing shortages, explosive
demographic growth, and opposing political ideologies. Whether designing for the homme
tout nu in the modernist esprit nouveau, or for different kinds of socialist states, or for the
world citizen of the space age, architects capitalized on new materials such as steel and
concrete, now in widespread use across building types, as well as major later structural
innovations such as space frames to make visible what they conceived as the dwellings, civic
buildings, and even urban designs of the future. These might present the Existenzminimum
of the citizen of mass society, the internationalist or indigenous versions of socialist culture,
or the popularization of science at the time of the Cold War, but all drew on the thrill of
visionary architecture and the fundamental, visceral power of new spatial experiences to
help the public imagine new worlds. Soaring long-span structures, efficient and uncluttered
domestic interiors, new geometries and modular forms, sinuous walls, fantastic light effects:

all communicated a vision of the future.

Discussing world’s fairs at the macro scale, the contributions to the Operations and Urban
Planning Pavilion highlight the visions and tools of fair planners as well as the technologies
that facilitated the operation of fairs as systematic arrays of buildings and attractions.
Whether focused on transportation to and around the site, crowd control via admissions
surveillance, provision of power to new motorized displays, or the relationship of fairs as
temporary events to larger histories of urban development and branding, these chapters
take the reader into the realm of visionary plans for the future of cities and societies—
and the means of conveying those visions to a broad public. Indeed, new technologies
of communication, industrial production, and transportation were harnessed in this effort,
exciting both the public and contemporary critics. However, the new visions worried
their audiences, too, as planning controls and the fair “apparatus” became gradually less
accommodating of the unplanned and unsanctioned popular attractions that had earlier
enlivened the perimeter of fair grounds and supplemented the official sights. To the extent
that spatial and behavioral control was envisioned, fairs, and the cities that hosted them,
risked losing their vitality, their phantasmagoric thrill.

The Arts, Entertainment and Media Pavilion presents discussions of theatrical, cinematic,
and photographic displays from both within and outside the fair. The contrast between high
art forms and midway entertainments is highlighted, as well as the impact of the fairs on
the arts and entertainment scenes of host cities. Subversive uses of film and photography
that offered powerful critigues of the fair are also presented, along with the role of film in
both documenting the fair and reifying propagandistic rhetoric about it and the dominant
cultural values it espoused. Finally, the complex interrelationships of emergent electric

technologies, cinema, and politics are discussed.



The Amusements and Recreation Pavilion collects a variety of examples of ways in which
the fair balanced its mission to educate and promote industry with fun and frivolity. The
impact of fair designs and strategies on the development of the theme park industry is
discussed, as are the significant contributions of Walt Disney to several fairs. Disney’s
aesthetic of fun, education, and dual emphasis on nostalgia and futurism is seen as both an
excellent fit for traditional fair aesthetics, as well as a driving influence in reshaping the fair
as a dynamic family entertainment experience. Investigation of cultural artifacts such as fair
souvenir books, as well as cultural practices such as open-air picnicking at fairs, makes it
possible to delve more deeply into the ways in which amusement and recreation were both
produced and negotiated at the fair. Finally, EPCOT is analyzed as an example of a post-fair
variation on the fair: permanent but changing, both heavily influenced by and a notable

departure from the fair tradition.

The Pavilion of the Future examines the ways in which the fair was a site for display of
innovation in industry, a forum for nations to express emerging identities, and a cause of
anxiety for some regarding industry’s promise of a highly-technologized future society. This
section also presents the aftermath of the fair in terms of fairs’ impacts on host cities, as
well as the ways in which future impacts were (or were not) considered during the planning
and construction of more recent fairs. The section closes with a look back to the iconic
1939 New York World’s Fair, and a discussion of the presence of contemporary aviation
technology’s influence on the pervasive, futuristic theme of ascension at that fair.

TOURING MEET ME AT THE FAIR

Because of the complex and interdisciplinary nature of the fair itself, there are many
productive and interesting connections between the contributions presented here, both
within and between individual pavilions. To guide the reader along trajectories that connect
multiple pavilions, we offer a set of “Tours” through the volume. Much like tour guides
available at fairs, each tour suggested here offers a different experience of the collection or
a different path to traverse. We have created seven tours presenting alternative navigation
options for this volume. In contrast with the organization of the pavilions around broad

themes, the tours manifest the following more specialized connections between chapters:

19th Century Fairs

International Fairs

Exhibition & Curation

Political Movements

Emergent Practices

Mascots, Symbols, & Caricatures

Remains of the Fair

We hope these additional trajectories through the book will highlight the polyvalent nature
of the fair, as well as the interdisciplinary richness of the scholarship collected here.



THE FUTURE OF THE FAIR?

Perhaps Americans no longer produce fairs because we are always already at the fair.
There’s no need to visit a Venezuelan Pavilion to purchase textiles made by indigenous
artisans when one has easy access to such goods in the global marketplace of Amazon.
com, Pier 1, Cost Plus World Market, Ten Thousand Villages, and more. Most specialty goods
are available for purchase by anyone with Internet access and a credit card. Indigenous
communities living in remote, rural locations in some cases have access to cell phones and
Internet. Seeing indigenous cultures in their natural “habitats” is as easy as switching the
channel to the National Geographic or Discovery station on your television. True global
capitalism is in full swing, aided in part by the implementation of the modern shipping
container system by Malcom McLean. By 1966 transatlantic container shipping had become
a reality, forever changing the circulation of goods, money, and ideas.?? Stephen Van Dyk

has pointed out additional factors contributing to the decline of the fair in the West:

“Electronic and communication devices that premiered at fairs now provide
ubiquitous andinstantaneous information on new products and technological
advancements. Amusement sections that were once standard attractions
at fairs have been replaced by theme parks, while museums have become
the major venues for displays of natural science, inventions, and fine and
decorative arts.”s

Adding to the pull away from the fair exerted by theme parks and museums, 1978 marked
the deregulation of air travel in the U.S., which meant that travel became more affordable
and common for more people.?* The fair was no longer needed to introduce Americans
to foreign cultures, as we could now visit most countries ourselves. The Cold War’s end,
with the Soviet Union’s dissolution in 1991 and the 1989-90 reunification of Germany, also
influenced the increasing popularity of travel. In addition, simulacra of foreign cultures have
become available in theme park attractions that echo the international pavilions of past
world’s fairs, such as the World Showcase at Walt Disney World’s EPCOT.

More broadly, globalization together with media penetration has changed attitudes
regarding racism. Overtly imperialist narratives are met with suspicion and disdain in much
of contemporary culture. However, the “freaks” of anthropological dioramas past are still
present in our living rooms whenever we choose, thanks to the multiplicity of television
shows such as Frontline’s “The World’s Tallest Man” and CNN'’s on-location reporting at
the sites of natural disasters and conflict zones in developing countries, not to mention
the spectacle of daytime talk show programming.®®> These shows are also increasingly
circulated, watched and re-watched over Internet connections on television network sites

and YouTube.com.

Lest the fair appear to be entirely moribund, we should note that while cultural shifts and
evolving late capitalism from the 1960s on began to sound a death knell to the fair in the
West, the 1970s marked the birth of a new fair in the East, with the first major Asian fair taking



place in Osaka, Japan. The cultural form of the fair lives on today with important resonance
in Asia. With lavish support from national governments, the development of these fairs
parallels that which propelled the success of American fairs in the twentieth century as they
promoted America’s burgeoning industrial prowess. The theme of the Shanghai Expo of
2010, “Better City, Better Life,” can be seen as a continuation of the classic idea of the fair.
In an article on the Expo’s web site reporting on the closing ceremonies, the Expo is lauded
as “The first of its kind staged in a developing country, ... [attracting] 246 participating
countries and international organizations and 73 million visitors.” The web site notes that

both figures are records in the history of expos.3®

At the time of this writing, in 2014, we can look back fifty years to a prescient world’s fair
observer, Isaac Asimov, who was then looking forward at us. In an article entitled “Visit
to the World’s Fair of 2104,” published in the New York Times on August 16, 1964 and
reprinted as an epilogue to this volume, Asimov imagined our world, taking his cue from
the displays at that year’s New York World’s Fair. Asimov envisioned many of the features
of a technology-assisted life that we indeed now take for granted: the ubiquity of video
communication, quick and easy phone service around the globe, the centrality of computers
and computer education, sensor controls in many everyday appliances and their cordless
operation, etc. Asimov also predicted a continued emphasis on innovation in the cultivation
and handling of food and agricultural technology, a concern that has been central to fairs
since their inception and continues today with the focus on sustainable food systems at the
upcoming Expo Milano 2015. The slogan of the Expo expresses its optimism: “Feeding the
Planet: Energy for Life.” Even more astounding, however, are Asimov’s prognostications
on larger societal phenomena such as growing disparities in the distribution of wealth,
rampant population growth, and the potential boredom of a heavily mediated, denatured
people. Although not all of Asimov’s predictions proved to be accurate, readers of this

volume may well agree with his penultimate dictum:

The lucky few who can be involved in creative work of any sort will be the
true elite of mankind, for they alone will do more than serve a machine.
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ANTHROPOLOGY & ETHNOLOGY PAVILION

SECTION 1






When “The Present European Family” Contemplates
“The Phases of Human Existence”: The Court of Natural
History at the Crystal Palace, Sydenham, 1854-1866

Fanny Robles

“l discovered that if | were to stay there a month, | should still find myself looking at the
people instead of the inanimate objects on exhibition.” This is what Mark Twain wrote about
the 1867 Exposition Universelle in Paris, in his travel book The Innocents Abroad recording
his experiences in Europe and the Holy Land. “l got a little interested in some curious old
tapestries of the thirteenth century, but a party of Arabs came by, and their dusky faces
and quaint costumes called my attention away at once. | watched a silver swan, which
had a living grace about his movements, and a living intelligence in his eyes—watched him
swimming about as comfortably and as unconcernedly as if he had been born in a morass
instead of a jeweler’s shop—watched him seize a silver fish from under the water and hold up
his head and go through all the customary and elaborate motions of swallowing it-but the
moment it disappeared down his throat some tattooed South Sea Islanders approached
and | yielded to their attractions.”” Reading Twain, one sees how the “exhibit” could be a
shifting category in world’s fairs, the onlooker rapidly becoming the object of the visitor’s
gaze, as if he were himself a moving item on display.

Sadiah Qureshi records the first use of a living foreign person in the very first international
fair: the “native custodien” of the Tunis Court at the 1851 Great Exhibition in London’s
Crystal Palace (Fig. 1). She also notes that the Palace displayed the various Hindu castes,
illustrated by a collection of more than sixty groups of models, as well as North and South
American peasants represented by wax models in the fine art court, all wearing their national
costumes and cast into tableaux.? When the Palace reopened in Sydenham in 1854, the
Court of Natural History developed what had been done in 1851 to a much grander scale.
It was building on a curiosity for human difference that had already been stimulated by
the capital’s ethnological shows, while retaining the educational aim of the original Crystal
Palace. This claim that it was educating the visitors was nevertheless questioned, and the
Court came to reflect the cultural, social and political climate of a society in which the new
science of ethnology and its reception were critical to a number of issues, in the Empire
and at home.



Figure 1. “The Tunis Court,” /llustrated London News, 31 May 1851, p.294.

THE COURT OF NATURAL HISTORY

Three years after closing down in Hyde Park, at the end of the Great Exhibition, the Crystal
Palace reopened in Sydenham, South London. The building, described by John Ruskin
(1819-1900) as a “magnified conservatory”,®> was twice as large as the original. Before
criticizing its architecture, the art critic went on to compare the Palace with a traditional
Swiss landscape, unfolding before his eyes while he was “read[ing] an account in the Times
newspaper of the opening of the Crystal Palace at Sydenham”:



There was a strange contrast between the image of that mighty palace, raised
so high above the hills on which it is built as to make them seem little else
than a basement for its glittering stateliness, and those lowland huts, half
hidden beneath their coverts of forest, and scattered like gray stones along
the masses of far-away mountain. Here man contending with the power[s]
of Nature for his existence; there commanding them for his recreation; here
a feeble folk nested among the rocks with the wild goat and the coney, and
retaining the same quiet thoughts from generation to generation; there a
great multitude triumphing in the splendor of immeasurable habitation, and
haughty with hope of endless progress and irresistible power.4

The symbolic triumph over the landscape was matched by the historical manifestations of
human progress inside, where the vestiges of past civilizations—such as Egypt, Byzantium,
Greece, and Rome—were exhibited alongside courts of industrial productions from
Birmingham and Sheffield. One of the major innovations of the Sydenham Palace was its
Court of Natural History. Life-size plaster casts of “natives” from all around the world
were displayed, painted to match their natural skin tones and ornamented with fake hair,
eyebrows, eyes and nails.s Some of the casts had been taken from live performers, such as
the “Zulu Kafirs,” who were themselves displayed in London at the time (Fig. 3). The models
were surrounded by plants and stuffed animals, arranged in their respective ecological
niches. The curator of the Ethnological Section, Dr Robert Gordon Latham (1812-1888),

advertised it as a groundbreaking enterprise:

The plan, however, of the group under notice, is different from that of
ordinary museums, and, at the same time, one which is, now, for the first
time attempted. The trees, the plants, animals, and human occupants of
the different portions of the earth’s surface are grouped together - so that
the allied sciences of botany, zoology, and ethnology illustrate each other.
Hence, the arrangement is geographical.s

Separated into sections representing the five continents (Fig. 2), the human “specimens”
were displayedinvivid tableaux, such as a hunting scene opposing two Mexicans and a jaguar
or the South African Zulus mentioned above who were engaged in the search of a lost article
(Fig. 3).

As shown by Latham’s guide to the Court, which spent seventy-four pages defining the
discipline of “ethnology,” the displays’ aim was essentially educational. Qureshi points out
the cheapness of the guide (only 6d), which, together with its very accessible style, allows
one to think that it was one of the most widely used ethnological works of the 1850s.” John
Conolly, who was then president of the Ethnological Society (founded in 1843), even saw

the display as a means to find young converts to this new discipline:

They are daily viewed by numerous young people, by whom they will never
be forgotten. Many of these will visit many lands; and among them, prepared
as they may be by correct acquaintance with the principal characteristics



of various races, there will be found some, no doubt, who will furnish this
country with valuable additions to Ethnological knowledge, from many
quarters of the globe.®
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Figure 2. Map of the Natural History Department, Sydenham
(Samuel Phillips, Guide to the Crystal Palace and park, 2nd edition, London, [1854]).

Figure 3. Models of the Zulus at the Crystal Palace, Enrico Angelo Ludovico Negretti and Joseph Warren Zambra, 1863.



The global circulation of ethnologists-to-be was part and parcel of the growing British
Empire, whose supposed evolutionary superiority was central to the understanding of
the Court and the Palace as a whole. Building on what Johannes Fabian calls a “denial of
coevalness”, the visitors and guide writers would inevitably identify the “natives” on display
as the modern ancestors of Europeans, showing “a persistent and systematic tendency to
place the referent(s) of anthropology in a Time other than the present of the producer of
anthropological discourse”.? In his guide to the Palace, Samuel Phillips would thus urge the
visitors to see the peoples on display as their ancestors’ equivalent, hereby asking for a
more respectful attitude towards their strange customs and outfits:

If the visitor should feel astonishment in the presence of some of the phases
of human existence here presented to him, he may do well to bear in mind,
that they are representations of human beings endowed with immortal souls;
to whose capabilities we may not place a limit, and that it is not yet two
thousand years since the forefathers of the present European family tattooed
their skins, and lived in so savage a state, that late archaeological researches
induce us to suspect they were not wholly free from one of the worst charges
that is laid to savage existence ; viz. the practice of cannibalism.®©

CALLING TO MIND “URBAN SAVAGES”

This representation of “savages” as fellow “human beings endowed with immortal souls”
echoed the motto uno sanguine (“of one blood”) of the Aborigines Protection Society,
founded in 1837. This society was devoted to the protection and study of newly discovered
peoples around the globe. The members who were more interested in the studying than
the protection of the “natives” created the Ethnological Society in 1843 and kept their
evangelical monogenistic bent." Latham was a prominent member of this new group.
Phillips’s description of the peoples on display as capable of unlimited improvement was also
in keeping with the Victorian “civilizing mission” and the justification of imperial expansion.
From the 1840s onward, the evangelical mission abroad came under criticism in Britain
and, although it kept flourishing, it had to face the accusation of privileging the heathen
abroad over the poor at home.? This phenomenon was called “telescopic philanthropy”
by Charles Dickens who satirized this attitude in his novel Bleak House (1852), in which
the philanthropist Mrs. Jellyby spends her time writing letters to help African natives while
overlooking her own children. The satirical newspaper Punch picked up on this double
standard to imagine a new addition to the Palace: a Court representing the “back slums” of
Spitalfields, Lambeth, Soho and Bethnal Green, faithfully reproducing the housing of these
places, together with life-size figures (Fig.4):

In their introduction of these figures the directors are but following the course
they have pursued with respect to the uncivilized tribes of Central Africa; and
it will be seen that in domestic cleanliness and comfort, the natives of that
region are but little behind those of Central London.®
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Figure 4. “The Model Court,” Punch, November 18, 1854.

People had still in mind the best-selling work of the journalist Henry Mayhew (1812-1887),
who had published his newspaper London Labour and the London Poor from 1850 to 1852—
to be collected and revised in 1861-1862—in which he characterized himself as a “traveler
in the undiscovered country of the poor”, bringing back stories about people “of whom
the public had less knowledge than of the most distant tribes of the earth”. Borrowing
from the naturalist and military surgeon Andrew Smith (1797-1872) and the physician James
Cowles Prichard (1786-1848), Mayhew separated the civilized from the uncivilized along the
lines of a distinction between settlers and wanderers, stating that “to each civilized tribe
there is a wild horde attached”.™ As Qureshi has pointed out, Mayhew’s work lacked the

theoretical coherence it would have needed to be a real work of ethnography, but he did



introduce a certain language of “colonial expansion and exploration”” through which urban
social divisions came to be conceived. This later led the social reformer and founder of the
Salvation Army William Booth (1829-1912) to write /In Darkest England and the Way Out
(1890), in which he asked: “As there is a darkest Africa, is there not a darkest England?”™®
As Qureshi recalls, Mayhew was heir to a long-standing tradition of portraying London
streets, and urban spectators were encouraged to read people’s faces thanks to what
Qureshi calls “pocket physiognomy”: manuals, articles and pamphlets trained readers in
physiognomic expertise, decades after the publication of Johann Casper Lavater’s founding
Essay on Physiognomy (1789-98).° The same walking observation was also at stake in
the Court of Natural History, where Latham claimed that he did not think it necessary to
represent the European peoples, as it was “supposed that the character of most European
populations [was] sufficiently understood.”?° The curator would nevertheless encourage

the visitors to compare themselves with the exhibited:

[..]itis hoped, that the groups to which the visitor is directed will sufficiently
tell their own tale. The extent to which they differ from each other is manifest.
Still more do they differ from such groups of Englishmen, Frenchmen,
Germans, and other Europeans as may collect around them.z

Punch followed up humorously on Latham’s cue, arguing that:

In the Crystal Palace it has not been thought necessary to make a collection of
the specimens of European objects, for there will always be found among the
visitors themselves a collection of living curiosities of the various populations
of Europe. Of these a moving cosmorama will be constantly kept up, and a
little comparative anatomy will be quickly studied, by reviewing the bearded
fop side by side with the Chimpanzee in his primitive condition.z22

This brings to mind Twain with his permanent human distractions from the displays of the
1867 Exposition Universelle. In the Crystal Palace in Sydenham, the greatest distraction of
all for the middle-class and upper middle-class seems to have been the working class, on

whom the educational impact of the exhibition was in danger of being lost.

PALACE OF THE PEOPLE: INSTRUCTION OR AMUSEMENT?
The writer and art critic Elizabeth Eastlake (1809-1893), who was married to the director of
the National Gallery, wrote that the impression she had of being lost in the maze of objects

of the Crystal Palace was somehow balanced by the comfort of another experience:

But here, more than ever before, we feel that we are not alone, nor that
our imaginary class of society is here alone—here, still more than before, we
feel how good it is to be brought in contact with multitudes of our fellow
creatures, otherwise too seldom met by us except in some form that appeals
to pity or censure—multitudes of the humble and the unknown wandering
like ourselves through a maze of innocent pleasures, and loving to have
them so.z



Attracting the “multitude” was indeed the official aim of a Palace which claimed to be
the “palace of the people”. As Eastlake put it, “[a]ll civilized nations ha[d] recognized the
amusement of the people to be a social and political necessity, or ha[d] suffered morally
from the neglect”.?* This idealistic enterprise was praised by French visitors such as Alphonse
Esquiros who wrote, in the highbrow miscellany La Revue des deux mondes, that the Palace
was built on the idea of “instructing the masses while entertaining them,”?> or Benjamin
Delessert, writing for the same paper that the Palace was “a means of improvement for
all humanity”.?¢ It was even advertised as a palace of the people for the people: being a
joint-stock enterprise, it was presented as “an evidence of the wealth and noble spirit of
enterprise which pervades every class of society.”?” The huge garden of the Palace was
itself “educational in a social and political sense”, as the writer and social theorist Harriet
Martineau (1802-1876) put it, in that it was opening up “pleasures, hitherto altogether
aristocratic, to the multitude”.?® The question of the actual effectiveness of the educational
enterprise was asked very early on, when one of the directors of the original Palace in Hyde

Park wrote in a pamphlet in 1851:

A permanent foundation for the support of schools, the payment of masters,
and the reward of deserving pupils, would form a far more noble monument
to the genius, energy, industry which continue to render successful the Great
Exhibition of Industry, than the scenery of a Winter Garden for London belles
and beaux.>

Noticing that “[w]lhat books and travels are to young people, the Crystal Palace is to
the multitude in the mood of recreation,” Martineau set to observing the crowds as they
moved around the Palace, overhearing conversations which “[were] often very painful, and
sometimes astonishing and mortifying beyond measure; but it is therefore all the more
necessary that we would hear them.”3° She then went on to notice that “the largest crowd
[was] always to be found in the Natural History department” (she later made the same
remark for the class of school-children, artisans and trades-people) and described the
attitude of a typical working class visitor: “The labourer in the smock frock wanders with his
hands in his pockets, from one group of savages to another, evidently wondering whether
all those brown fellows and yellow termagants are really men and women.”3! Besides the
stuffed animals-an interest related to the townspeople’s love for menageries according
to Martineau, what seemed to attract the visitor was the human tableaux, described by
the French journalist Alphonse Esquiros as “ethnology in action”.3?2 In Martineau’s words,
“The rustic, accustomed to live among the dull or the genteel, is profoundly struck by the
passionate countenances of the savages who are at war or hunting; and, truly, some of them

are thrilling enough to visitors who have read voyages and travels all their lives.”33

Martineau nevertheless concluded her enquiry by the sad realization that “[the] most
prominent impression on ordinary visitors [was] of eating and drinking, from the large and
conspicuous space devoted to that sort of pursuit.”** This would have been helped by the
location of the Refreshment Court right at the entrance of the Palace in the south wing,

just before the Court of Natural History (Fig. 2). Despite several official guides advising



the visitor to start his visit in the middle of the Palace and visit the Court of Natural History
after the Pompeian Court and before the courts of industrial productions, visitors tended
to see Latham’s Department just after having gone through the refreshment court. One of
the shareholders, Samuel Sotheby complained that, when entering the Palace, the visitors,
instead of contemplating its “GRANDNESS AND BEAUTY”, “[found] themselves hustled
together, and [saw] nothing before them but eating and drinking”.3®> Martineau noticed
that this problem “[was] understood to have been the subject of remark by the Queen,
and others whose opinions are law to the managers; and alterations “[were] decreed”.
One proposal was that “the provision-counters should be in the gallery, where they would
be out of sight, and where they would bring plenty of observation and custom to the
exhibitors’ stall by the way.”*® Food and drinks were also concerns for religious
campaigners such as the temperance movement of the Teetotalers who, after trying in
vain to ban alcohol from the premises, tried to forbid the opening of the Palace on Sundays.

The location of the natives next to the
refreshment area gave way to Punch’s
humorous caricature (Fig. 5) and Eastlake’s
comment that “the ground these groups [of
“natives”] occupy [was] most unfortunately
chosen”, as the “kings of the Saxon
heptarchy, tapestries from Raphael’s
cartoons, and restaurant tables crowded
with guests, assimilate[d] strangely with

painted savages”.®’

Ironically enough, the Court of Natural
History came under attack for the very
motive it was itself advocating: that of
human dignity. Referring to “what can only

be designated as stuffed natives”, a shocked
CRYSTAL PALACE—SOME VARIETIES OF THE HUMAN RACE. Eastlake claimed that “there [was] a sort of
moral cannibalism in the serving up of such

food for mere curiosity and amusement”.38
Figure 5. “Some Varieties of the Human Race,”

Punch, July 8, 1854. This idea found an echo in George Rose’s

lower-middle-brow monologue, Mrs Brown
at the Crystal Palace (1875):

Talk of savidges, it give me sich a turn the first time as | went to the Cristshul
Pallis, to see them New Zealands a-standin’ there with a camel all stuffed
together, as, is werry well for a pet dog or animal, but didn’t ought to be
allowed in 'uman beins, as ave their feelins, like ourselves, tho’ they may
be black, as is no doubt a purwision of natur’[...] 'cos in course their ‘abits
ain’t clean.s
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Esquiros was equally disappointed, despite what was an “excellent” “intention”: “most of
the human masks [were] true to life; the various animals’ skins [had been] well prepared,
but the group remained small, and the details themselves sometimes seemed childish or
ridiculous”.«c Despite acknowledging that the handbook on ethnology was “the best of
all handbooks for the Crystal Palace,” Eastlake dismissed Conolly’s claim that the three-

dimensional representation was educational:

It is true that as regards the real abject misery of savage life, seeing may
be the only believing; but what good is gained by such conviction? The
missionary will not be prompted to his holy work by such groups as these
- the educated spectator turns from them in pain, while, for such as make
ethnology their study, the purpose would be better answered by removing
these figures to some unfrequented part of the upper galleries, with their
names ticketed on their heads, and their weapons and implements piled at
their sides.#

Eastlake’s was just one opinion among others, and newspapers such as the Lady’s
Newspaper—the first newspaper for women—did praise the Court as “nearly perfect,” its
collection being “a means of education such as no other country in the whole world has
yet produced”.*? Likewise, Benjamin Delessert would admire the “perfect exactitude” of the
models, which allowed the visitors to see “the spectacle of the entire earth unfolding before
[their] eyes”.*® Furthermore, as Jan R. Piggott points out, the general view that the Crystal
Palace experienced a decline “into the seedy and vulgar” after 1854 appears to be mistaken,
and interesting features were added by the managers, until the building’s destruction by
fire in 1936.44 As time went by, however, the initial educational purpose of the exhibition
seemed to have been lost, at least partially, as its most popular attractions turned out to be
public concerts and entertainments such as the feats of the acrobat Charles Blondin (1824-
1897) who, after having crossed the Niagara Falls in 1859, walked on a tightrope (on which
he cooked himself an omelet!) across the central transept of the Palace in 1861. According
to Punch, this was proof of the Palace’s educational failings, as the newspaper wrote the

same year in a poem entitled “The ‘Gents’ Avenged”:

[...] They thought, poor souls! To draw the town,
By their condensed zoo- and ethnology,
Savages set in buff and brown,

High art, and miniature geology,

And courts and founts, and trees that crown
With beauty Sydenham’s swelling down -
They owe the public an apology!

To their appeal the crowd was dumb,
The share-list soon revealed the blunder;
Of comfort "twill not add a crumb
Against JOHN BULL's bad taste to thunder.
Best put up FLEWMORE or TOM THUMB,
Or BLONDIN: if the public come,

Ask not cui bono? - sack the plunder.”s



Ethnology was nevertheless presentinlater world’s fairs, with various educational pretentions
and moral standards. The curiosity for human diversity soon became institutionalized in
international exhibitions when alongside “extramural entertainment that included ‘exotic’
peoples” came “official ‘living exhibits’ organized, funded, and managed by the exposition
companies”, starting at the 1883 Amsterdam Colonial Exposition.*® Latham’s legacy was
upheldtoadegreeinthetwentieth century with the Exhibition “Races of Mankind,” organized
by the Field Museum in 1933, to compete with Chicago’s “Century of Progress” World’s Fair
held next door. The artist Malvina Hoffman (1885-1966) did not sculpt the hundred models
in plaster (with real hair and glass eyes), as she was asked to do, but instead convinced the
museum to allow her to work in bronze.” She had travelled around the world for one year
to look for models, which she magnificently represented in life-like poses. Whereas the
Crystal Palace’s casts were destroyed in a fire in 1866, Hoffman’s ethnographical sculptures
are still visible in the Field Museum, where they are scattered around the upper gallery.
That is the place to which Elizabeth Eastlake would have relegated their precursors, with
the difference that Hoffman’s sculptures are still celebrated as works of art, isolated human
subjects represented in a noble material. They were attempts at representing human
diversity for the mass public—with the various degrees of imaginary construction implied

in the process—in an age where televisual documentaries were not yet there to do the job.
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Displaying Cultural History:
The Smithsonian Institution and the World’s Fairs

Kathleen Curran

Of all displays exhibited at World’s Fairs, some of the most iconic centered on habitat or
environmental displays that presented groups of figures—live or fake—performing tasks
or reenacting historical tableaux. This essay explores the Smithsonian Institution’s pivotal
role in American world’s fairs generally and how that august institution played a key role in
these environmental displays. My focus will be on George Brown Goode, who rose through
the ranks at the Smithsonian’s United States National Museum (now the Arts and Industries
Building) from head Curator (1877) to Assistant Director (1881) to Assistant Secretary
(1887—1896). Brown Goode (as he was then known) was also a scientist, a pioneering
historian of science, and a museum philosopher.! In all these capacities, Goode made a
lasting impact on the United States National Museum (USNM) and its role in the nineteenth-
century national and world’s fairs. Goode, along with his colleague Otis Tufton Mason,
desired that the Smithsonian’s National Museum represent nothing less than the summa
of human production, a cultural history writ large. His contributions culminated in the 1893
World’s Columbian Exhibition, the classification system of which he drafted, after having
devised a similar classification for the USNM. In Chicago, the environmental or “cultural

history” display was the chief vehicle for the adaptation of Goode’s vision.

CULTURAL HISTORY AND THE UNITED STATES NATIONAL MUSEUM
In 1906, Assistant Curator Walter Hough recollected:

At a psychological moment, in the notable year of 1873, there appeared
an account of the Leipzig Museum of Ethnology by Dr. Gustav Klemm,
containing his classification of the science in which the history of culture was
set forth. ... The introduction of the Culturgeschichte to American students
was epochal, and must be taken as the initial point of departure for scientific
ethnology in this country.2

Hough’s recollections, along with documents entitled “Culturehistory in the National
Museum,” drafted by Otis Tufton Mason, the Curator of Ethnology, allow one to reconstruct
the impact of cultural history on the USNM during its founding years.?



Gustav Klemm (1802—1867) was a notable figure in his day.* As Secretary of the
Royal Saxon Library in Dresden, he began assembling, in the 1830s, objects (mainly
archaeological in nature) which he considered evidence of the history of human culture.
The Klemm collection later formed the nucleus of Leipzig’s Museum of Ethnology (now
the Museum fur Vélkerkunde), which opened in 1874. Hearing of the event, Joseph Henry,
the Smithsonian’s first Secretary, requested that Otis Mason report on the Leipzig Museum
for the Smithsonian’s annual report.> Mason was also familiar with Klemm’s ten-volume
Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menscheit nach den besten Quellen bearbeitet (General
Cultural History of Mankind Based on the Best Sources), published between 1843 and 1852.
Both the Smithsonian report and the monumental book elucidated Klemm’s theory of
cultural history, a theory so ambitious that it later proved irresistible to Goode, when he

arrived at the Smithsonian in 1877.

Klemm’s Cultural History was centered on theories of evolution and race. He believed in the
single origin of the human race (monogenesis), which, he argued, developed gradually, in
three stages, from a condition of savagery to semi-civilization to a state of enlightenment
and separation into organized communities. He divided the earth’s peoples into passive
races (the American aborigines) or active races (Aztecs, Mexicans, Caucasians). Mason
explained that Klemm’s method was to examine the successive stages of culture among
different tribes of ancient and modern times.® What was distinctive about Klemm’s theories,
though, was that his racial taxonomies did not so much depend on physical traits as they did
on social conditions (family life, nourishment, tools for fire and work, clothing, dwellings),
as well as higher pursuits (landscaping, science, fine arts, literature, transportation), all of
which he considered “cultural history.” Indeed, most of Klemm’s Cultural History is absorbed
with the myriad details of his categories, to the point that his overarching theory of race is
nearly lost.

In Dresden, Klemm displayed his collections, which consisted mainly of pre-historic
implements, in a typological manner; that is, one type of object was chosen to demonstrate
a sequence of development in technology. Working tools like clubs, knifes, spears, bow
and arrows, needles, he believed, accompanied man throughout all three stages of culture
from savagery to modern advances in machine production.” More ambitiously, Klemm even
envisioned and wrote about a “Museum for the Cultural History of Mankind,” which would be
more inclusive than his pre-historic displays and reflect the more elaborate taxonomies laid
out in the Cultural History.® In other words, one could view the cultural history of humanity

through a typological display of mankind’s material possessions.

Klemm'’s cultural history was thus unique for its time in that it combined a theory of race, a
suggestion for a new museum type, a classificatory framework for both, and a strategy for
museum installation. Otis Mason and George Brown Goode eagerly accepted and adopted
Klemm’s comprehensive definition of cultural history, as well as his classification system
and installation practices, and retooled them for implementation at the USNM. When it
opened in 1881, Goode explained that



the general idea of the new classification [of the USNM] is that the collections
should form a museum of anthropology, the word ‘anthropology’ being
applied in it[s] most comprehensive sense. It should exhibit the physical
characteristics, the history, the manners, past and present, of all peoples,
civilized and savage, and should illustrate human culture and industry in all
their phases.®

He and Mason declared that the National Museum would contain everything that had a
name.'”° For the two men, cultural history bridged the gap between art and science—and
provided a mechanism for thinking outside the museum box toward the creation of a new

museum type: a national museum of cultural history.

When the installations of the USNM were planned, a Museum Committee announced that
the installations would be technological (that is, typological) rather than geographical in
character, arguing that that arrangement was best suited for the serious student as well as
the curious general visitor." Goode’s and Mason’s continued preference for a typological/
developmental method of installation was rooted in Klemm and in the writings of the
English anthropologist, Augustus Henry Lane Fox. Lane Fox (who adopted the name
Pitt Rivers in 1880) pioneered the “evolutionary” principle of organization in museums of
science in England. Differing from the usual practice of arranging archaeological and
ethnographic materials by place of origin, Pitt Rivers arranged his extensive collections
according to the principle of the “development of one technological form from another
by small gradations.”™ Goode and Mason developed a version of Klemm’s and Pitt Rivers’
evolutionary displays which they called the “synoptic” method. It was the National Museum’s
most characteristic exhibition style and continued to be employed at the Smithsonian well
into the 1920s.1®

The inauguration of the synoptic display at a national exposition was at the Ohio Valley
Centennial Exhibition, held in Cincinnati in 1888 (see Fig. 1). Curator J. Elfreth Watkins
described the Smithsonian’s exhibit thus:

Inasmallalcove...there are exhibited several series of models, photographs,
and drawings to illustrate the successive stages in the development of
transportation, from the aboriginal times—when the Indian in his birch-bark
canoe, and the squaw carrying her burthen in a basket, were the chief means
of conveyance upon water and on land—to the present era of the ocean
steamship, the locomotive, and the railway. . .. [T]his was the first attempt
in the history of expositions, to present an object lesson which shall tell the
story of the development, step by step, of the great systems of transportation
that have exercised such a potent influence in accelerating the prosperous
growth of the nation and in aiding the progress of our civilization.™



Figure 1.

Alcoves lined with maps, photographs, and drawings took the viewer through a synoptic
history of transportation, beginning with apache squaws carrying their papooses; animal
transportation; Ohio flat-boats, wagons, etc. to the invention of the American and English
locomotive. The University of Christianiain Norway sent, for example, a figure of a Laplander
and reindeer, with sledge (Fig 1.). At the close of the Cincinnati exhibition, several of the
exhibits found permanent place in the Smithsonian’s East Hall. They included the Apache
squaw, the steamboat “Orleans,” a model of John Steven’s experimental locomotive, and
the Laplander and reindeer. What is evident here is the close relationship between display
strategies at the national and world’s fairs, and museums. American art museums were often
influenced by the display tactics adopted at world’s fairs. Tony Bennett and others have
called this relationship the “exhibitionary complex,” referring to the visual and theoretical
similarity of approach to the presentation of goods shared by world’s fairs, museums, and

even department stores.”

Popular success notwithstanding, the evolutionary displays, especially those dealing with
the American aborigines, caused deep consternation to Franz Boas, who changed the
character of American anthropology more than any other individual.'® When Boas visited
Washington in the winter of 1884, he was distressed to see the Eskimo artifacts exhibited
primarily according to implement types instead of by tribes. An important debate between
him and Mason ensued in the pages of Science magazine.”



The extent to which Boas’ stinging criticism may have steered the Smithsonian toward
habitat exhibits, especially in the form of “life groups” or “lay figures” representing distinct
tribes, has been examined by Ira Jacknis.”® But one other event certainly altered Mason’s
thinking about habitat display: an epochal journey in 1889 to see the Universal Exposition
in Paris. There, Mason witnessed the history of human habitation exhibit on the Champs
de Mars, where he saw twenty-three full-scale houses, replete with furniture and life-size
figures, that recreated the history of man’s dwelling patterns from pre-historic times to the
present.”” Refreshed by Europe, Mason set to work. He wrote in September of 1890 that
a “fresh start was made in the preparation of life-size lay figures of aboriginal people.”2°
A missionary (Mr. Heidi Chatelain) had brought back with him from Africa a native Angolan
named Jeremiah whom the Museum used as a model to make a plaster figure for the “ethnic
series.” They began preparation for the Chicago World’s Fair, where the life groups made
their spectacular debut. The exhibits included life-size figures of Native American tribes
in glass vitrines performing characteristic chores, such as one showing Navaho women

weaving blankets.

Mason proclaimed his ambitions for the life groups:

to show at Chicago, as accurately as possible the aboriginal life of North
America at the time the natives were first visited by the Whites and before
they were changed by contact with our civilization. Such an exhibit has never
been attempted for any continent before because the means were not at
hand to carry it out.2

The display, Mason said, “would enable the spectator to envision the North American
Continent asitappearedto the first explorers. It would be a great historical and ethnographical
exhibit.”?? Curtis Hinsley has noted that Mason’s sixteen “families” where taken from John

Wesley Powell’s 1891 linguistic map recording fifty-seven stocks of Native Americans.?

After the Chicago World’s Fair, the life groups were returned to Washington, where they
were placed in the USNM'’s lecture hall, surrounded by the Museum’s impressive collection
of George Catlin’s watercolors of Native American tribes and Powell’s 1891 linguistic map
(Fig. 2).



Figure 2.

CONCLUSION: CULTURALHISTORY AND THE WORLD’S COLUMBIAN EXPOSITION
The Smithsonian Institution’s life groups were not the only manifestation of Goode’s and
Mason’s preoccupation with cultural history. Indeed, cultural history, which had been
adopted piecemeal in earlier state and world’s fairs as a display tactic by the Smithsonian,

now served as the framework for Chicago’s entire classification system.

Goode’s ambitions for the Chicago world’s fair were evident in his “First Draft of a System
of Classification for the World’s Columbian Exposition,” which he submitted to Thomas W.
Palmer, the President of the World’s Columbian Commission.?* This extraordinary document
is of seminal importance for the ultimate framework and appearance of America’s greatest
fair, one that drew one out of every three Americans and caught the attention of the world

at large.

Goode assured Palmer that his first draft would cause some consternation with certain
groups, especially representatives of manufacturing or commercial interests, who would
desire that exhibits in which they were interested be kept together. “The textile men, for
instance, may wish to have felt-hats exhibited with other articles of felt, rather than in the
department of costume.” Goode, instead, emphasized the visitor over crass commercialism.
The exhibits must attract the common man and “by means of careful installation and labeling
... each object [must] teach [them] some useful lesson [his emphasis].”?>



In the draft’s strongest statement, Goode’s own aspirations emerged.

If | understand rightly the spirit of the proposed exhibition, it is to show the
history of our Continent since its European occupation and its influence upon
the history of the world. Itis to ... be, in fact, An /lllustrated Encyclopedia of
Civilization: It is to be so generous in its scope that in its pictorial and literary
remains will be preserved the best record of human culture in the last decade
of the Nineteenth Century [his emphasis]. If such is to be the character of the
undertaking, it will be necessary to depart very largely from the traditional
methods of previous exhibitions, which have usually been pre-eminently
industrial.2e

Historical and educational ideas now dominated world’s fairs and were “the most in keeping
with the spirit of America at the present time.”>

Goode did not want Chicago to be “merely a show, a fair, or a colossal shop,” but instead
“an exposition of knowledge, illustrated by the material objects shown.”2¢ Furthermore, it
should “teach the world, what a young republic, with all the crudeness of youth, but heir to
the experience of the ages, has done in its brief past, is doing in the present, and hopes to
do in the greater future for its people and for mankind.”?® Cultural history paved that way
for Goode.
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Living Authenticity: The World’s Fair and the Zoo

Aaron Santesso

The architect Hermann Schwarzmann was sent from Philadelphia to Europe in 1873, on
a trip with two purposes: to study the World’s Fair in Vienna, and to report on European
zo0s. Upon his return, Schwarzmann designed the Philadelphia Zoo in 1874, and then the
Centennial Exhibition there in 1876.' It was not a particularly unusual combination. The
Barcelona Zoo was founded after the Universal Exhibition of 1888, and took over many of
the exhibition’s buildings. The St. Louis Zoo had its origins at the 1904 Fair: the Flight Cage
built for the Fair still stands at the zoo. The San Diego Zoo grew out of the 1915 Panama-
California Exhibition. The Zoo de Vincennes in Paris developed out of the temporary
zoo designhed on the site for the Paris exhibition of 1931. World’s Fairs in London, Paris,
Amsterdam, New York, and many others cooperated with local zoos. The histories of the
World’s Fair and the zoo are deeply intertwined.

Yet for most scholars, the entire history of this institutional interaction centers on two
exhibits: Ota Benga and the Dahomey Village. The story of Ota Benga, the Congolese pygmy
tribesman displayed at the St. Louis World’s Fair in 1904, and his subsequent relocation to
the Monkey House at the Bronx Zoo in 1906, is now well known, and a staple in academic
criticism. The notorious Dahomey Village exhibit (at the 1893 Columbian Exhibition in
Chicago) is only slightly less famous, and its racialized display (“thirty native houses [with]
a population of sixty-nine people, twenty-one of them being Amazon warriors”) stands at
the head of the long, sad list of insensitive exhibits at World’s Fairs. To such exhibits a great
deal of academic attention has been devoted - though it is fair to say the conclusions drawn
have not varied much. Foucauldian critics have repeatedly confirmed that such exhibits
were about “power;” postcolonialists see them as part of the imperial project; and others
have repeatedly reiterated that the Village was intended to “convince white fairgoers of
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their racial superiority,” “reify their sense of whiteness,” or “enforce popular racial attitudes”
as well as the inferiority of “the non-white world.”? There is no disputing that the discourse
surrounding the village was deeply racist by our standards - indeed, even by the standards
of the time. It is indefensible. And yet simply to denounce the exhibit (as “having no other
purpose than exoticism,” etc.) is to miss the story of why such exhibits appeared and
persisted, and can give rise to misleading and inaccurate critical accounts.® To contextualize

the Village and like exhibits is not to excuse them.



THE DESIRE FOR AUTHENTICITY

Therefore let us say that the Dahomey Village, however clear its links to discourses of race
and power and imperialism, is also the result of another conversation, about authenticity.
The rise of the World’s Fair was fueled in part by an enormous, society-wide questioning
of the nature of reality and artificiality at the beginning of what Walter Benjamin would
later recognize as “the age of mechanical reproduction.” The second half of the nineteenth
century was obsessed with simulacra and artificial replication, as we see in the curios they
produced (Christian Bailly has called the last decades of the century “the golden age of
automata”), the buildings they built (such as the pseudo-medieval castles of the Rhine
valley of the same period), and even the food they ate (the first artificial flavors, of almonds
and vanilla, were produced in mid-century). The energetic fascination with new possibilities
for simulation is reflected in the exhibitions of the age—and may indeed have been the
motivation behind them. The Crystal Palace itself was a kind of man-made ecosystem,
inspiring later buildings such as the Machinery Hall at the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia
in 1876, which housed the Corliss Steam Engine, a 1400 horsepower engine that seemed
to many to simulate, as well as replace, the life and energy of the human laborer (William
Dean Howells described it as “life like,” and a “giant [...] athlete”). Many visitors were just
as impressed by the first public demonstration, in the same Hall, of an invention that had
just received its patent: the telephone.* Thus, disembodied labor and disembodied voices
were all made available in Brobdingnagian buildings constructed of prefabricated parts
and assembled in a few months. Natural, biological life seemed to have no place at these
Fairs - or indeed in the modern world around them: “It is [...] in these things of iron and steel
that the national genius most freely speaks” as Howells put it.

For some critics, the place of human culture and “real life” at these early World’s Fairs seemed
unclear. Dostoevsky saw the Crystal Palace as symbolic of a society “all ready-made and
computed with mathematical exactitude.” It was an overpowering, “terrifying” building that
“can never be destroyed” and which thus serves as “the ultimate truth” and “silences” mere
humans. It made visitors “numb” and “obedient”; it forces them to “succumb” and “bow
down to fact.”s Similarly, Hippolyte Taine found it “monstrous,” a monument “to English

power.” He described it as filled with...

“..plaster facsimiles of all the Grecian and Roman statues scattered over
Europe...of a reproduction of a Pompeiian house; of a reproduction of the
Alhambra. The ornaments of the Alhambra have been molded, and these
molds are preserved in an adjoining room as proofs of authenticity. In order
to omit nothing, copies have been made of the most notable Italian paintings.”

At least in ancient Rome, Taine concluded, the displays of wealth were real (“the monsters,
whether rhinoceroses or lions, were perfectly alive and tore human beings to pieces”); in
London, everything was artificial (“here, the statues are made of plaster and the monsters
of goldbeater’s skin”).6 Unlike Benjamin, with his ambivalent optimism about the loss of the

“aura” of authenticity, many in the late nineteenth century were asking what the point was



of “mathematically exact” technology, if all it could produce (or mechanically reproduce)

was “plaster facsimiles.”

It is, in this context, interesting to consider the fate of the Chinese exhibit at the Centennial
Exhibition in Philadelphia. The exhibit was unfinished on opening day, which created an
unexpected thrill, as throngs gathered to watch the Chinese carpenters, in their native
costumes, rush to finish their work. Edward Bruce, writing at the time, shrewdly suggested
that the Chinese had stumbled upon something here: the incomplete nature of the exhibit
was “really an advantage” since “visitors could see at once the workmen and their works.””
There, suddenly, was the aura of authenticity, supplied by living bodies. The New York
Tribune noted that “The exhibits which are accompanied by exhibitors of another race, at
once recognizable in features or dress, have a double attraction to the crowd.”® It was a
phenomenon which did not escape future Fair planners: Harlow Higinbotham, the president
of the 1893 Exhibition in Chicago, suggested in his official report that “the eye and mind need
relief” from the formal and mathematically exact Court of Honor.? The “opportunity” for that
relief was the impetus behind the Midway Plaisance, which balanced the technologically-
advanced, neoclassical perfection of the main site with the human, imperfect, and primitive.
And what could be less artificial (the White City, after all, was ultimately a kind of mock-up,
built in plaster and designed to be temporary) than “Living Indian exhibits” or “natives of
Dahomey engaged in native pursuits.” No giant steam engines here. Indeed, the Columbian
Exhibition obsessively sought out ways to artificially replicate the natural:

The [Cliff Dwellers] exhibit is housed, so to speak, in the largest artificial
mountain ever constructed...It is an exact reproduction of Battle Rock in the
MacElmo valley, Colorado. The representation is exceedingly realistic, having
the appearance of solid rock, though constructed of timbers, staff, iron and
stone, painted and sanded so as to resemble nature. Over all is a growth
of cacti, yucca, cedar and other trees..many of the finest cliff dwellings,
on a scale of one-tenth, and with marvelous exactitude, are reproduced.
In the relic room are shown some thousands of examples of the weapons,
cooking utensils, implements and mummified remains of this pre-historic
people. Outside there are trails for the pack animals and visitors, leading
to Point Lookout, and in addition to this a herd of some forty wild animals,
elk, blacktail deer, moose and Rocky Mountain sheep are exhibited to add
realism to the scene.®

For the next half century or so, world’s fairs rarely failed to include “realistic” ethnological
exhibits, and especially “exotic” humans on display, including extensive “authentic” displays
in the colonial exhibitions of Amsterdam in 1883, Paris in 1900, and St. Louis in 1904,
where Ota Benga had plenty of company, from Philippine tribesmen to Inuit from northern
Canada." Thus the Dahomey village was not unique, or isolated, but rather can be seen
as one entry in an ongoing project, part of a vast and persistent attempt to counter the
rise of the artificial. Nor, for all its racism, was it inspired solely by anti-African-American
sentiment, originating as it did from Europe, and surrounded as it was on the Midway by

various other “exotic” villages. Indeed, at the time, there was just as much interest in the



“East Indian” and “Lapland” villages, in the mock-ups of Egyptian temples and street scenes,
and in the displays of living Inuit peoples. Perhaps more to the point: all of these villages—
Ceylonese, Laplander, Egyptian, Eskimo, African—became mainstays of World’s Fairs until
the 1930s. Many incorporated native wildlife (the Javanese village had an orangutan).
We may ask, then, not just “why display cultures in this way?” (a question that Dean
MacCannell and others have asked of the “staged authenticity” of modern tourism) but “why
display these cultures in particular?”? Why were animal-enhanced Ceylonese, Laplander,

and Inuit villages regular entries at world’s fairs?

THE ORIGINS OF THE “LIVING VILLAGE”: BODINUS AND HAGENBECK

The answer lies, | suggest, in the zoo, the other institution most closely engaged in questions
about “realistic” display of living beings, and in particular in the work of two nineteenth-
century German zoo directors who pioneered new, “authentic” display philosophies: Heinrich
Bodinus and Carl Hagenbeck. Bodinus was the original director of the Cologne Zoo, before
moving to the same position at the Berlin Zoo, where he became a dominant figure during
a period when zoos began to experiment with the idea that the sterility and emptiness of
artificial environments could be offset, not just by the introduction of living elements, but by
framing those living elements against an accurately-rendered exotic background. To put it
another way: during a period when many zoo designers were embracing the Crystal Palace
model—modern, clean, open, dominated by glass and iron—another group of architects
turned instead to the “exotic village” model, positing, somewhat oddly from a modern
perspective, that animals would benefit from being displayed within accurate simulacra
of buildings from their native regions—or even different regions, so long as they were also
exotic. Inspired by the “Egyptian Court” at the Crystal Palace Exhibition, the Antwerp zoo
built a stunningly detailed Egyptian temple (1856) to house its elephants and giraffes,
and later (in 1861) an “Oriental” antelope house. These buildings lit a fire under other zoo
directors, led by Bodinus, first at the Cologne Zoo (where he commissioned a Giraffe and
Antelope House in Moorish style in 1863), and then at the Berlin Zoo, where he and his
successors Maximilian Schmidt and Ludwig Heck set about constructing a series of “exotic”
animal houses which remain famous today. The list includes the antelope house in the form
of a mosque (1871); the “Elephant pagoda,” an enormous replica of a Hindu temple which
remains the centerpiece building of the zoo (1873); a Japanese-style building for wading
birds (1897); and an Egyptian Ostrich House (1901) inspired by Antwerp, and for which
scholars from the university were consulted, so that the hieroglyphics and ornamentation
might be perfectly accurate. But of course the real element of authenticity was the living
one, the animals inside the plaster replicas of exotic buildings instantly providing the latter

with something of the quality of the originals.

Hagenbeck’s relationship to the zoo was more complex. He is commonly associated
with his “Tierpark,” built in 1907 at Stellingen, near Hamburg, in which he pioneered the
techniques of “barless cages” (moated enclosures) and “natural” environments (concrete
mountain peaks, etc.). Before building his zoo, Hagenbeck was a globally-famous wildlife

dealer and operator of both animal and “exotic” human shows. Hagenbeck now serves



as a convenient punching bag in much criticism; what little attention has been paid to his
influence on World’s Fairs exhibits has tended to be apologetic.”® But the Tierpark was
indeed influential—as was his earlier career, during which he constantly experimented with
“authentic” displays of life. Early on, he noticed a rise in business when he displayed certain
animals—orangutans and other apes, especially—in human situations, or interacting with
humans; he was also struck by the persistent interest in foreign peoples, particularly those
who maintained pre-industrial ways of life. A breakthrough came in 1874, when Hagenbeck
engaged a group of native Laplanders to accompany a herd of reindeer in an elaborate
German display. The reaction was enthusiastic, and by the 1890s Hagenbeck had developed
a series of spectacular “living panorama” exhibits—the most dazzling and popular in what
had quickly become a thriving German tradition of “Volkerschau” (exotic people shows).
Perhaps the most popular early offering of Hagenbeck’s was the “Northern Panorama”:

against a backdrop of northern scenery and rockwork, seals and walruses swam in

Figure 1. Tierpark/Arctic.

a pool, beyond which were reindeer, and further back (separated by a hidden moat) polar
bears. The effect was that all the animals appeared to be together in one “real” northern
landscape, a kind of zoological version of the “Cliff Dwellers” exhibit at the Columbian
Exhibition. A number of these exhibits were eventually developed, along different regional
themes: “Singhalese” [Sri Lankan], South American, African, Javanese (with orangutans),
Indian. Human beings were regularly incorporated: for the Indian panorama, for example,
“a whole Indian city is reproduced and native Indians display their crafts



Figure 2: Tierpark/Indian.

and skills”.* Hagenbeck took the exhibits on the road, calling them “The Zoological
Garden of the Future.” The most high-profile stop on his tours? A site one block away
from the Dahomey Village at the 1893 Columbian Exhibition Midway—a Midway that also
paid testament to the influence of Hagenbeck with its Lapland Village (containing both
Laplanders and reindeer), and a Javanese village that displayed an orangutan alongside

“the houses of the natives.”™

Hagenbeck’s combination of detailed backdrops, realistic natural and architectural features,
and animal and human elements eventually carried all before it. An 1897 newspaper reported
that the display of nature:

...has been realized in striking manner by the famous animal trainer Carl
Hagenbeck. The triumph of the scenic artist has been combined with
three-dimensional representation, to create a most exciting open-air polar
landscape, and for the first time of its kind, this panorama has been enriched
with live animals moving about in complete freedom.

It was a pioneering attempt at tourist-oriented “staged authenticity,” and it struck a
nerve. By 1900, living panoramas had become a fixture at World’s Fairs: the Paris colonial
exhibition and the Louisiana Purchase Exhibition in St. Louis collaborated with Hagenbeck
to offer a range of such displays to an eager public.” Benjamin, commenting on the
exotic exterior architecture of “Le Tour du Monde” in Paris, “which animated a changing
panoramic background with living figures in the foreground,” suggested, “The similarity

of this architecture to that in zoological gardens is worth noting.” It was no coincidence:



zoos and World’s Fair living panoramas had become something like business partners in
this area. The Jardin Zoologique d’Acclimatation opened in 1860 in the Bois de Boulogne;
by 1877, it had been transformed into “I’Acclimatation Anthropologique,” a human zoo with
“Nubian” and “Northern” exhibits that followed Hagenbeck’s lead. The organizers of the
Paris colonial fairs in 1889 and 1931 cooperated with the zoo to set up various displays,

including an infamous Madagascar panorama stocked with natives.

Hagenbeck died in 1914, and the first
World War devastated the Hagenbeck
company’s American operations. Rival
American wildlife showmen stepped into
the breach, most notably Frank Buck.
But in Europe, particularly, Hagenbeck’s
influence continued. The zoo at the 1931
Paris Colonial Exhibition was built along the
lines of his Tierpark; enlarged and rebuilt
in even more elaborately Hagenbeckian
manner at the close of the exhibition, it
became the permanent Paris Zoo (the Zoo
de Vincennes).

The success of the 1931 zoo, and the
associated villages and panoramas around

it, did not go unnoticed by subsequent fair

designers. Charles Dawes, who with his
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the Chicago Exposition of 1933, suggested
that the Paris “Colonial Exposition drew 30 million people, largely because of what might
be termed exotic features.””™ And so, Chicago in 1933 duly offered up an African village, a
Native American village, a “replica Chinese village,” a Moroccan village, and so on. Many
of these included animal elements.”® And, in an echo of 1893, one of the hits of the fair
was Frank Buck’s Jungle Camp, in which a simulated camp, staffed by “native assistants,”
showed a collection of wild animals to visitors. Hagenbeck, in a manner of speaking, had

returned to Chicago.

THE FATE OF THE “LIVING VILLAGE”: JOE ROHDE

As for the zoo itself, the turn to artificial naturalism was a decisive one. In 1932, John
Stephen Sewell, an architect and director of exhibits for the 1933 Chicago Fair, outlined his
“Project for an African Exhibit.” The exhibit would revolve around an African village, beside
a “Congo river,” on which visitors would travel in canoes “manned by dusky natives” to see
African natives living in a jungle setting. There would also be a “Plantation Café,” “Dar Nuba

[T

Theatre,” “pens of African jungle beasts,” and an elevated walkway “on which tourists may



promenade, while they look down on the miniature African world below.”?° The project,
expensive and, even at that date, somewhat risky, given the history of racialized exhibits at
midwestern world’s fairs, was eventually downscaled into the (still controversial) “Darkest
Africa.” Yet while the original and more ambitious version of this exhibit was never built at
a world’s fair, its type—the “exotic village,” combined with animal displays—found a home

back where it began: in the zoo.

In 1990, the Disney “Imagineer” Joe Rohde, who had previously worked at Epcot, Disney’s
pseudo-World’s Fair in Orlando, met with then-CEO Michael Eisner and proposed combining
elements of Epcot with those of a zoo. The result was Disney’s Animal Kingdom, which
opened in 1998, featuring a vast Hagenbeckian zoo built around the mock-African village of
“Harambe.” (The Asian zone, a later expansion, features two more villages: “Anandapur” and
“Serka Zong.”) From Harambe, after shopping for “authentic African art” at the Mombasa
Marketplace (or the slightly more down-market “Ziwani Traders”), one may set out on the
“Kilimanjaro Safaris” ride, and head out to see African animals (accompanied by a Swahili
hymn on the radio); for a brief time, night safaris were offered, with an African dance troupe
performing in the elephant enclosure. The park immediately became, and remains, one of

the most popular in the world.

The obsession some theorists of the postmodern have with theme parks revolves around
the idea of artificiality trumping authenticity, or becoming a new authenticity. Umberto Eco,
in particular, suggests that Disney’s automata (including robotic animals) make the reality
“found in the zoo” seem inferior.?’ Yet the Animal Kingdom instead returns to the idea of
the Chinese exhibit in Philadelphia’s Centennial Exhibition: real life invests artificiality with
authenticity. And it is this model, rather than the complete artificiality praised by Baudrillard
and admired by Eco, that one sees in leading zoos and animal-centered theme parks.
An hour down the road from the Animal Kingdom, Busch Gardens in Tampa features not
just one but several African “villages” scattered amidst its animal exhibits, along with
a “Congo River Rapids” ride, and shows at the “Timbuktu Theater.” Visitors can dine at the
“Zagora Café” or the plantation-style “Crown Colony Café” before setting off on an animal-
spotting safari - with real, not robotic crocodiles. Elevated rides allow the opportunity to
look down on the miniature African world below. The children’s play area—the “Pygymy
Village”— is now closed, however.

Elsewhere in Tampa, the Lowry Park Zoo continues to develop its own African village, with
thatched huts, mud walls, a “Safari Lodge,” and various tribal artifacts, drums and pottery
scattered about. In Germany, where Bodinus and Hagenbeck helped pioneer the zoo-
based “African Village,” such displays have occasionally attracted controversy, but almost
everywhere else they have been embraced by the public and designers alike.?? From San
Diego to New York, from Singapore to New Zealand, modern “African villages” abound at
zoos - all of them, inevitably, described as “authentic” and “exotic,” as the equivalent to
spending time “in Africa.”?® The African Village at the Woodland Park Zoo in Seattle features

a “traditional wooden Kikuyu house” and a schoolhouse where, in place of a blackboard,



visitors are afforded a view of giraffes and zebras in a savanna exhibit. The village, its
designer explains, is meant to evoke “the presence of indigenous people who live near the
animals we have here in this habitat.” The Living Desert Zoo in Palm Springs boasts the
“African Village WaTuTu,” a “5-acre replica of a north Kenyan Village” complete with “mud-
walled huts and grass-thatched roofs” alongside hyena and leopard exhibits, all of which
“provides guests with an authentic and awe-inspiring African experience.” The Houston
Zoo has “The African Forest,” where, past the “Twiga Terrace Restaurant” and the “Shani

Market,” visitors encounter a Pygmy Village:

Upon entering the forest beyond, you will find yourself immersed in the
exotic sounds and smells of the jungle leading to a Baka Pygmy Village of
small, round, leaf-covered huts and a central fire pit. Whether you utilize all
of this area or just the village, it’s a most exotic location for just the right
sized group.?

Of course, it is not enough simply to say that the Dahomey Village relocated from the
World’s Fair to the zoo, although it is certainly at the zoo that the desire to retreat into
an “authentically” natural and exotic zone has been capitalized upon most aggressively.
But with a difference: in all of these zoological “African Villages,” the place of the tribesmen
is now taken, physically, by us, the visitors. The only occupants of the mud hut, the
schoolhouse, the Pygmy Village, are the zoogoers, who suddenly find they have entered
the living panorama. The positions of spectator, participant, Western and exotic subject
have been confounded. While analysis of the consequences (and forms of bad faith at
work) goes beyond the purview of this essay, it is, perhaps, enough to say that there
exists here a vision of human display and authentic existence as radical and strange as
the one Hermann Schwarzmann encountered in the zoo and brought back to Philadelphia

140 years ago.
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Blanche et Noir, by Louise Faure-Favier:
When France Falls in Love with Senegal at the 1889
Exposition Universelle in Paris

Fanny Robles

“And the transplantation has been so skillfully done that, on the very next day after their
arrival, the Senegalese, all settled in their cabins, resumed the lives they had in Senegal,
their little manual trades, their habits and even their funny ways, as if they had fallen asleep
in Dakhar [sic] or Saint-Louis, only to wake up on the Esplanade des Invalides.”’ This is how
the journalist Henri Anry describes his Parisian experience of the Senegalese village for the
Livre d’Or of the 1889 Exposition Universelle. This type of exotic encounter was no novelty
in the French capital, which was then well accustomed to ethnographic displays.

HUMAN SHOWCASES IN COLONIAL FRANCE?

Anry’s use of the word “transplantation” is very telling: if native villages became a regular
feature of world’s fairs after 1889,° they originated in zoos and zoological gardens. The
Jardin Zoologique d’Acclimatation in Paris—acclimatation (“acclimation” in English) being
the intended goal of “transplantation”—played a central role in the institutionalization of
native villages as popular entertainments. The Africans on display in native villages at the
end of the nineteenth century were not the first ones to come to France: freed slaves and
household servants had been in the country since the seventeenth century.* Building on
newspaper articles that kept the French informed of the colonial enterprise and the new
imperial subjects, the exhibitions that took place at the end of the nineteenth century had
the unprecedented character of mass encounters only possible in the age of mass media.
If ethnological exhibitions had existed in Europe before that time, the sheer scale of the

shows set during the “scramble for Africa” spoke volumes about the new imperial agenda.

When the Jardin d’Acclimatation exhibited a group of Nubians alongside African animals in
1877, the inclusion of the human element was only an afterthought.® This new form of mass
entertainment proved to be a crowd pleaser, however, with attendance figures increasing
dramatically, from 606,979 in 1875 to 830,711 in 18777 In the first decade of the displays,
which saw such different peoples as Eskimos, Fuegians, American Indians and Ceylonese
brought to Paris, the Jardin could count on the official support of the Paris Anthropological
Society founded in 1859. The latter’s clear bent for physical anthropology led it to see



the human showcases as an unprecedented opportunity for countless measurements.
William H. Schneider identifies the Jardin’s exhibition of Western Africans after 1887 as
a turning point in the venue’s commercial strategy. The real change occurred with the
Ceylonese in 1886, when an actual show took place with dances and running competitions.
Such a departure from traditional exhibitions to a more circus-like form of entertainment,
together with the realization of the native’s behavioral transformation on French soil, resulted
in the Anthropological society severing its ties with the Jardin.® West African exhibitions
followed which reenacted colonial battles, staging the natives’ defeats on a daily basis.
Such was the case with the Ashantis in 1877 (following the third Anglo-Ashanti War of
1873-1874), the Dahomeans in 1891 (following the first Franco-Dahomean War of 1890),
or the Pai-Pi-Bris from Ivory Coast in 1893 (despite their never having fought the French)
(Fig. 7). The popularity of native villages soon spread to other venues in Paris, such as the
Champ de Mars which exhibited Dahomeans in 1893, just before they left for the Columbian

Exhibition in Chicago.

Figure 1. The Pai-Pi-Bris at the Jardin d’Acclimatation, Le Petit Journal, 5 August 1893.

SENEGAL AT THE 1889 EXPOSITION UNIVERSELLE

The 1889 Exposition Universelle was an occasion for the French government, then facing
parliamentary opposition against colonial expansion, to showcase the Empire in the native
villages on the Esplanade des Invalides. The Exposition lasted from May 5 until November

6, attracting more than 32,350,000 visitors.? Lynn E. Palermo points to the architectural



hierarchy between the different colonial villages, depending on their perceived degree of
“civilization”: the main alley was lined with buildings representing the North African and
Asian colonies and, scattered about them, were ethnographic villages representing sub-
Saharan Africans, New Caledonian “Canaques,” and Tonkinese. The main function of the
native villages was that of a symbolical counterpoint to the daunting Eiffel Tower, then
the tallest building in the world. Having noticed that the “primitive” Senegalese, a group
of more than thirty “natives” brought to Paris by the colonial officer Commandant Noirot,
slept and ate on the ground (Fig. 2), Henri Anry exclaimed: “Here are some people who

wouldn’t have built the Eiffel Tower!”©
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Figure 2. The Senegalese Village, Charles Crespin, Livre d’Or de L'Exposition, 1889.

This did not prevent the journalist, who indulged in what Brett A. Berliner has called “ethno-

eroticism,”" from praising Senegalese beauty and intelligence:

“And whether they sit or lie on the ground, the Senegalese do work, as they
are an active, intelligent race, very hardworking, very nice, to tell the truth.
Men are magnificent males. One can hardly dream of a more handsome type
of man than one of their fellow countrymen who often comes and sits down
near their village.”?



He even praised the skills of some of the “Sambalasbé” jewelers who could well open up
a shop on the boulevard after the end of the Exposition. Louis Rousselet’s L’Exposition
universelle de 1889 describes the same character, mentioning a “Samba Laobé Tiam, a
vigorous clever Ouolof from Saint-Louis, who manages a workshop on the Esplanade with
his brother and his young son.””™ The writer and journalist Louise Faure-Favier (1870-1961)
had a copy of Rousselet’s book in her personal library, and had drawn a line in the margin
just in front of the jeweler’s name.* In 1927, this friend of Apollinaire’s would serialize a novel
entitled Mon oncle negre (“My negro uncle”), that, when it became the book Blanche et Noir
(“White Woman and Black Man”) in 1928, had a certain “Samba Laobé Thiam” as one of its
characters (Fig. 3).

Faure-Favier’s novel is narrated by Jeanne,
a child who progressively discovers that
her infamous grandmother Malvina Rieux
gained her bad reputation at the Exposition
Universelle in Paris in 1889. She was then a
forty-year-old widow, and had left her son
and daughter-in-law in their provincial town,
to see the exhibition in Paris. There she met
one of the participants of the Senegalese
village who initiated her to African art and
made her try on some jewelry. He then
followed her to the Eiffel Tower’s restaurant,
dressed as a Parisian. They very soon fell
in love and eloped to Senegal where she
eventually gave birth to their son, Francois
Laobé-Rieux, the same year that Jeanne

was born, thereby giving her what she
refers to as her “negro uncle.” Malvina died
some time later, on her way back to France,
before she could make peace with her
family. At the end of the novel Jeanne-who
like Louise Faure-Favier herself, became
o one of the few women to travel by plane,

breaking world records®-meets her uncle

e ATTITITErET T, and flies with him, metaphorically escaping

=

prejudices of race and gender.®

Figure 3. Samba Lawebée Thiam, jeweller, born in Saint Louis (Sénégal). One of a set of 24 anthropological photographs
entitled “Village sénégalais,” which belonged to Prince Roland Bonaparte.

Blanche et Noir was written in the 1920s, after the Senegalese had proved “useful” to the
French in World War One when they fought in Europe as part of the “shock troops.” Most of

the soldiers went back to Senegal afterwards, leaving behind a country that was becoming



more and more interested in African culture, albeit very ambiguously. Faure-Favier herself
claims in a 1928 letter that she counted “many highly cultivated Black men among [her]
friends.”” The negritude movement was then emerging, with René Maran’s Batuala, a book
officially forbidden in the French colonies in 1928 for its very critical preface against colonial
officers, winning the prestigious Goncourt Prize in 1921."® Meanwhile ethnographic human
displays were still common and included the 1922 National Colonial Exhibition in Marseilles
and the 1925 “Foulahs” (Fulani) exhibition at the Jardin d’Acclimatation in Paris.” In Blanche
et Noir, Jeanne states that she could easily quench her curiosity for Africa in 1920 Paris:
“There was, | must admit, enough to satisfy my interest. What films, what revues, what
dances, expositions, exhibitions! | was an impassioned spectator of the many spectacles
négres in Paris.”?° A reassessment of Parisian “negrophilia” seems nevertheless to have
been present in Blanche et Noir, as Francois Laobé-Rieux puts it: “In 1925, the white race
continues to scorn the black race and to consider it inferior [...] How many see the negres of
Senegal only through apelike antics of jazz bands! How many are ignorant that a black elite
prides itself on an intelligent and energetic deputy, a laureate winner, talented painters, and

many doctors.”?

Although Faure-Farier did manifest an open-mindedness that was rare enough at the time
to be noted, she did not question the Empire, unlike contemporary authors such as André
Gide in Voyage au Congo (1927). On the contrary, if women were going to help eradicate
racism it was, according to her, by leading the civilizing mission, just as Malvina did in
Senegal after visiting the Exposition, when she helped Samba Laobé bring peace to villages

which had rebelled against French progress:??

One day, women will again be successful mediators like Malvina Rieux [...]
Women, with their greater minds and better hearts, are the real civilizers! [...]
It will be enough for them to decree that the black race has the same value
as the white race and that beauty resides in one as much as another, that a
black brain is formed like a white brain, and that there is but one humanity.

This would have been wishful thinking in 1889, as the real Samba Laobé told a journalist:

We are humiliated [...] to be exhibited this way, in huts like savages; these
straw and mud huts do not give an idea of Senegal. In Senegal [...] we have
large buildings, railroad stations, railroads; we light them with electricity. The
Bureau of Hygiene does not tolerate this type of hovel. Those (existing ones)
that fall into disrepair are not replaced.

The journalist then goes on to notice that the Senegalese on display suffer from the lack of

politeness of the French:

‘What an ape!”’A monster!’

‘My heavens, he’s ugly!

‘Where is his clock?’

We forget that these are people and not exotic animals that we are watching
behind the fences.>



THE VILLAGES’ LEGACY: GRAPPLING WITH “IMPERIAL SPLASHES”?5

The Jardin d’Acclimatation made a rather loud comeback in the French press in 2011, when
it was chosen as a venue to celebrate France’s overseas departments and territories, eighty
years after the last exhibition in the garden that featured “Cannibal Kanaks” from New
Caledonia. The latter had been displayed alongside the 1931 Colonial Exhibition that took
place in Vincennes, prompting the Surrealist artists to sign an appeal entitled “We won’t go
to the Colonial Exhibition.” 2011 saw the resurrection of the old motto, slightly modified: “We
won’t go to the Jardin d’Acclimatation” was a call to protest against the ill-chosen setting of
the 2011 celebration and the absence on the premises of any historical explanation pointing
the visitor to the previous imperial human exhibitions. The organizers of the celebration
justified their choice of location as a means to reassert the present in erasing the past.
Even though the celebration eventually took place in the Jardin as planned, the protesters
obtained justice with the establishment of a mission on the legacy of ethnographic
and colonial exhibitions entrusted by the Ministry of French overseas departments and
territories to the Committee for the Memory of Slavery. Meanwhile, French scholars who had
put together several volumes on ethnographic human displays?® organized an exhibition
in Paris, at the Quai Branly Museum, entitled “The Invention of the Savage,” from
November 29, 2011 to June 3, 2012.?7” As African immigration and assimilation are at the
center of the 2012 presidential campaign in France, one can only welcome this postcolonial
exhibition and hope for an enlightened reenactment of the 1893 Columbian Exhibition’s
motto: “To See is to Know.”
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Debating the ‘African Village’ at the
North East Coast Exhibition, Newcastle, 1929

Deborah L. Hughes

In early spring 1929, the British Home and Colonial Offices received letters from a variety
of sources requesting an investigation into the importation and display of people of African
origin at the North East Coast Exhibition scheduled for Newcastle in May of that year.
Writing on behalf of the West African Students’ Union (WASU) in London, Ladipo Solanke
asked the British Government to intervene to prevent what he called the “exploitation
of Natives of Africa which wholly contravenes the principles of justice, equity and good
conscience, and is diametrically opposed to the present international interracial spirit.”!
At issue for Solanke and others who sought government intervention was the manner in
which the ostensibly “anthropological” displays popularized at exhibitions dating back to
the Paris exhibition of 1867 created, as one Reverend Hall put it, “an entirely false view
of African life...and definitely foster our unfortunate racial prejudices.”? The advocates for
government intervention pointedly dismissed the scientific value of the display, arguing
instead that the ‘African Village’ was a simple sideshow intended to appeal to the most
vulgar expression of British chauvinism. The collateral damage of this cynical gambit, they
argued, would be those economically desperate human beings who ought instead to be

protected by the British government from the predations of the professional huckster.

Although the Newcastle exhibition was a small-scale affair compared to the great British
Empire Exhibition of 1924-25, organizers sought to replicate the experience of the exhibition
at Wembley for the purpose of promoting imperial unity and national industry.® Taking their
cues from the Wembley catalog, those managing the Newcastle show sought to balance
education with entertainment. Where the ‘African Village’ resided in this fraught dichotomy
is the subject of this paper. The correspondence that developed between representatives
of the British government, the WASU, and other institutions including the Anti-Slavery
and Aboriginal Protection Society (ASAPS) and the League Against Imperialism (LAI),
offers rich material for an investigation into changing attitudes towards race and colonial
difference in Britain in the early twentieth century. In evaluating the positions articulated
by Solanke and others in their petition to the British Government to stop the ‘African
Village’ from being performed at Newcastle, two issues become especially significant: first,
the changing value placed on popular anthropology in the interwar period and, second,



the apparently increasing authority given to anti-colonial, anti-racialist activists in Britain
after World War . One may detect in Solanke’s exchange with the British Home and
Colonial Offices a movement away from racially informed definitions of British imperial
exceptionalism towards a more nuanced accommodation of the colonial subject as
part of the wider British community. This movement appears to have been aided by the

devaluation of popular anthropology in this period.

Although anthropological displays were once considered main attractions at these
imperial exhibitions, after World War | they were no longer considered part of the edifying
content of the show. Displays of human beings in their “natural habitat” had been part
of the “exhibitionary complex” since the earliest world’s fairs.* The practice of bringing
people from overseas to the exhibition seems to have begun in 1867 at the Paris Exposition
Universelle. After this show, the most common exhibition-style ‘African villages’ were
exported from the French Empire. According to Mackenzie the “French had apparently
perfected the organization of travelling troupes of ‘native’ entertainers, who entertained by
being themselves and pursuing supposedly normal activities.” Senegalese and Dahomeyan
villages, and the performers hired to inhabit them, made frequent reappearances at shows
throughout Europe and the United States. In fact, the participants in the Newcastle display
were members of one of these troupes. Of the seven imperial exhibitions held in Great Britain
between 1851 and 1951, all but the post-World War Il event (the 1951 Century of Progress
Exhibition) included a live-action display of colonial people demonstrating their daily lives
for the metropolitan spectator. These “living anthropological exhibits” contributed to the

Late Victorian “taste for theatrical spectacle which...set out to create living imperial icons.”®

Scholars interested in museum display and exhibitions have explored many of the ways
that ostensibly anthropological displays worked to construct and affirm a shared national
or imperial identity among viewing audiences.® It is generally believed that displays of the
“colonial Other” worked to affirm a sense of racial and social superiority among European
participants that not only justified the imperial project, but validated white privilege.”
Much of the historiography that deals with the intersection between anthropology and
popular spectacle has focused on this question of human and cultural display and its
received meaning among audiences. This paper contributes to that conversation by
offering a glimpse of how immigrant and local activists were able to make use of changing
perspectives in anthropological discourse to promote their own cause of subject equality
in the British Empire.

Although fairs and expositions had clearly articulated economic goals, British imperial
exhibitions were primarily organized between 1851 and 1951 to popularize imperialism. Over
that century, MacKenzie argues, one can “chart the rise and fall of imperial sentiment”
in Britain by what themes enlivened the more serious aspects of the show.® Although
anthropological displays were once considered main attractions at these imperial exhibitions,
as Solanke’s letters to the British Government make clear, after World War | they were no

longer considered part of the edifying content of the show.



There are two possible reasons for this change in audience interest in the ethnological
display of the “colonial Other” in the twentieth century exhibitions that dotted the imperial
landscape. First, in the wake of the Great War, uncritical enthusiasm for the Empire and
its civilizing mission began to fall out of favor, exhausted in large part, Erez Manela has
suggested, by the trauma of war and heightened enthusiasm for the promise of national
self determination as expressed in the foundation of the League of Nations.? Indeed, this
is likely what Solanke was referring to when he mentioned “the present international
interracial spirit” in his letter to the Colonial Office. From 1919 to 1922, the British Foreign
Office had to contend with independence movements in both India and Egypt; in addition,
vocal and sometimes violent protests against racially unjust policies in South Africa, Kenya,
and Australia were complicating efforts to hold the Empire together. By the time of the
great British Empire Exhibition at Wembley in 1924 and 1925, the traditional approach to
propagandizing imperialism in the metropole must have seemed to many old-fashioned

and out of step with an embryonic anti-colonial consciousness.

Second, the study of anthropology was going through a major period of transformation
in the early twentieth century. According to Kuklick, debates among academic
anthropologists that began just before the outbreak of the War had simmered over in the
1920s to influence popular conceptions of racial and cultural difference. During the first
half of the twentieth century, Kuklick notes, anthropologists began to debate whether
or not “human racial and cultural variation were entirely independent of each other.”™
Throughthese debatesanthropology became fracturedinto specialties and through the work
of the specialists, new approaches and methods evolved. After the war, “anthropologists
became more insistent that race did not determine culture - not the least because they
became aware of the political abuses that could be rationalized on the grounds of scientific
racism.”" By the 1930s, the importance placed on research methodology and scientific
regularity contributed to the “differentiation of their work from that directed toward a
popular audience.”” As a result, academic anthropologists distanced themselves from
“armchair anthropologists” and dismissed popularized ethnological displays as holdovers
from a less enlightened age.® Those event coordinators who chose to include exhibits
such as the ‘African Village’ in their shows, expositions, or fairs did so knowing that they
appealed more to the audience’s desire for entertainment than for education and cultural
enrichment. Significantly, the Newcastle show in question was arranged by a privately
owned and operated company with over twenty-five years of experience catering
entertainments to exhibitions in Europe and America. Evidently, showmen--not
professional anthropologists--delivered the ‘African Village’. Once such shows had
devolved into the category of entertainment at the exhibition, their organizers could no
longer justify their dehumanizing effect on objectively scientific grounds.

The entertainment value of the ‘African Village’ was really not in dispute by 1929. In the
February 16 edition of the Newcastle Chronicle one headline announced, “Thrills for the

Exhibition”, and the accompanying article touted first access to a “water chute with [a]



400 feet track” and second to “West African Natives’ True to Life Setting.” The attractions,
readers were informed, would be provided by Mr. H. B. Singer, the Managing Director of
Exhibition Attractions, Ltd, who knew that an exhibition had to offer a combination of thrills
and human curiosities to draw a crowd. In meeting these popular expectations, Singer
promised to deliver to Newcastle representatives of the Fullah “tribe” who were, as he
told the paper, “practically savages” and “virtually heathens.” Those who paid the price of
admission could thus enjoy the thrill rides and, from the comfort of their own country, play
casual anthropologist to the goings-on of anachronistic humankind. In so boldly identifying
the ‘African Village’ as an amusement sideshow, Singer opened himself and the exhibition

up to complaints by groups interested in subject equality throughout the British Empire.

So it is in the context of social transformation and re-evaluation of the significance of
race and difference in academic anthropology that Solanke and others wrote their letters
demanding government intervention on behalf of the exploited and abject. Although many
groups offered their opinions on this debate, those representing the West African Students’
Union were perhaps the most significant from the point of view of the British Government.
The WASU came together in the 1920s as an activist voice against the exploitation and
mistreatment by Europeans of people of African origin. The group was comprised of young
African men of high social standing who lived in Great Britain while attending to their studies.
These young men were the future leaders of their home communities, but for many of them
life in Great Britain was a daily test of personal endurance and loyalty to the British Empire.
They faced racial discrimination at their universities around the United Kingdom, in the
cities in their efforts to find affordable accommodation, and in their attempts to access the
elite privilege they expected as members of royal and aristocratic families. Frustrated by the
racism they encountered on a daily basis, the founding members of the WASU committed

themselves to overcoming the color bar and racism in their adopted communities.”

As part of its general interest in the fair and equitable treatment of Africans in Great Britain,
the WASU took up the cause of the people involved in Singer’s African Village at Newcastle.
According to Solanke’s letter to the Home Office, the WASU strongly protested Singer’s plan
“both to induce and to bring to England about 100 West African Natives, against their wish
[sicl.” The Union was unanimous in the opinion that the Home Secretary and Secretary of
State for the Colonies needed to investigate the matter and “see to it that the said Mr. Singer
and his Associates...are restrained from carrying out the said project...” This exhortation
was based on three principles. The WASU first argued that the African Village would result
in the promotion of racial prejudice through the exploitation of “illiterate Natives of Africa.”
Second, the group believed that the spirit of the event was “diametrically opposed to
the present international and inter-racial spirit” and would, in consequence, do much to
“frustrate the effort for the establishment of cooperation as well as the permanent peace
towards the whole human race.” Third and finally, Solanke reminded his correspondents,
the issue of exploitation had already been admitted by the Government in response to a

similar series of events related to the Wembley Exhibition in 19246



Indeed, the experience of Africans at the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley was central
to the formation of the WASU in the 1920s. According to Hakim Adi, the WASU became
so significant a force in organizing against the exploitation and mistreatment of especially
West Africans in Great Britain that the British government found it practical to cooperate
with them. The Colonial Office wanted to appeal to the WASU as part of a general initiative
to manage the more than 125 African students in the United Kingdom during the 1920s.
These students represented families that ruled many of the colonial territories managed by
the imperial government, and many in the Colonial Office believed it necessary to nurture
positive relations with these young men as an assurance against anti-colonial nationalism
in the future. Fear that mistreated African students would join communist or other anti-
colonial groups led many in the Colonial Office to suggest that more had to be done to
court the largely elite, African students at the major educational institutions in the United
Kingdom. This anxiety made the Colonial Office especially keen to respond to Solanke’s
inquiries. Indeed, in an effort to demonstrate respect for the nature of his complaint, the
Office invited Solanke to assist the government in investigating the matter of the African

Village more thoroughly.”

Archival evidence suggests that there was a broad range of interest in protecting the
people traditionally dehumanized by ethnological exhibition displays and concern for
the implications of the Newcastle show on the future unity of the Empire. Other more
traditionally engaged voices also weighed in on the question of the misrepresentation
of African subjects at the Newcastle show. In correspondence with Leo Amery at the
Dominions Office, the Anti-Slavery and Aborigines Protection Society (ASAPS) admitted
its own frustrations with the apparent inhumanity of this ethnological informed sideshow.
The League Against Imperialism (LAI) had something to say on the matter, too. The LAI
informed William Ormsby-Gore at the Colonial Office that its members believed the
exhibition would be “deeply offensive to the African Peoples and to the Negroes in the
West Indies and America” and would “arouse racial antagonism.”’® The promotion of British
imperialism at the exhibition could no longer rely for its articulation on the shibboleth of
cultural superiority couched in scientific racism. Indeed, these documents suggest that
if exhibition organizers continued to use Victorian-era ethnological tropes, they would
meet with stiff resistance from the very British audiences they hoped to entertain. To go
forward with the show as planned could possibly sow the seeds of anti-colonialism in a

most unintended fashion.

Despite all of these considerations, when the North East Coast Exhibition opened in
May of 1929, the ‘African Village’ was a major component of its entertainment pavilion.
Although Solanke’s arguments against the show were based on questions of humane and
just treatment of people of color and colonial origin, from the Government’s point of view,
intervention hinged entirely on the question of citizenship. Were the people brought to
Newcastle for the exhibition British citizens? If yes, then it had to be admitted in principle
that the government should do something to protect them from exploitation. If no—as

turned out to be the case—then there was little legal justification for either Home or Colonial



Office intervention even if human rights were at stake. In response to these letters, the Prime
Minister requested more information as to whence the Africans would be recruited, and
whether they were in fact British subjects. This matter of origins became the central concern
of His Majesty’s Government because precedent for official intervention in preference to
the rights of colonial citizens had been established in the wake of the Wembley exhibition
in 1924. The government officials tasked with responding to the letters of complaint from
Solanke in particular understood that they could not simply dismiss the issue out of hand;
in addressing similar complaints of exploitation at Wembley, the Colonial Office and Home
Office had affirmed in principle that the government stood against the misrepresentation

and exploitation of British subjects at events of this nature.

In all of the letters written to the Government on the matter, the response from Colonial
Office officials was an assertion of powerlessness. Correspondents were informed that the
Secretary of State for the Colonies “was unable to take any steps [to resolve the matter]
since the control of the admission of people to this country does not rest with him, and
it is not within his power to regulate the actions of persons resident in French, Spanish,
or other territory in Africa.” What the Colonial Office failed to make transparent, whether
they were aware of it or not, was that the Home Office had officially authorized Singer to
bring persons of African origin into the country for the purpose of putting on the African
Village at Newcastle. In granting the go-ahead to Singer, the Home Office obliged him to
guarantee maintenance of the African performers in his care while in the United Kingdom
and to ensure the participants’ repatriation to their country of origin. He was also expected
to submit these performers to medical inspection upon arrival.® The Home Office had
taken Singer on his word that he could provide French documentation for each of the
African men and women he brought into the country, and it was satisfied that the Fullah
and Senegalese people were adequately provided for by Singer’s company. There was
no further investigation into the matter, and nowhere in the official documents is there
evidence that anyone at the Home Office objected to the proposed African Village on the
grounds of human exploitation or revulsion against the continued deployment of scientific

racism in the name of entertainment.

The Government’s deferral, however, proved wholly unsatisfactory to protestors. As
Reginald Bridgeman told Ormsby-Gore, members of the League Against Imperialism did
not care whether the people in question came “from Timbuctoo [sic] or elsewhere.” Solanke
also responded to this hedge by declaring, “In view of the fact that in this country, the
consideration as to whether an African Native comes from either British, or French German
or Belgian, or otherwise possession in Africa is not only immaterial but also unknown to the
ordinary manin the street in a case where a racial question as the present one is involved...”?°
Advocates for government intervention might well have begun their argument with
questions of subject protection, but they did not stop there in pressing their point. Indeed,
they argued that subject equality was only one of many reasons for the Colonial Office

and Home Office to stop the African Village from happening at the Newcastle exhibition.



Ultimately, their primary concern was to demonstrate greater respect for the dignity of
all human beings, irrespective of colonial status. This was in keeping with a generally
growing interest among advocates in Pan-Africanism, international communism, and other
anti-colonial movements. For Solanke, the LAI, and the ASAPS, the government had to
demonstrate its rejection of Victorian-era attitudes toward racial and cultural difference
if it was to offer a reasonable alternative to these ideologies. To do so was essential if the

government was to maintain its respectability and relevance as a world power.

Evidently, the matter was not closed and the British Government’s “our hands are tied”
dodge did not shield it from future calls for interference on behalf of those exploited by
the show. Nevertheless, Singer’s ‘African Village’ was allowed to carry on and proved a
popular distraction at the Newcastle exhibition. There are many questions about reception
that are not easily answered in the absence of audience commentary, and one may wonder
to what extent visitors to the fair responded to the African Village the way Solanke feared
they might. Did they dismiss this portion of the Newcastle exhibition as merely a sideshow,
or did the display of African’s in their “natural habitat” work to underscore racial prejudice
and white privilege? These are questions that are beyond the scope of this paper, but most

certainly deserve further consideration in future research.

What we may conclude from this brief study is that once the ‘African Village’ was stripped
of its “scientific” edifice, it became vulnerable to protests against scientific racism and
its impact on human rights within and beyond the Empire. The evidence provided by
documents within the Colonial Office archives and newspapers from this period indicates
that by 1929 the British government was taking very seriously complaints against the use
and misuse of colonial persons in the promotion of imperial unity. Further, as historians
of anthropological science have noted, professional anthropologists were distancing
themselves from such maladroit assertions of difference between and among the peoples
and cultures of the world. What | have argued here is that as professional anthropologists
implicitly delegitimized such displays as the African Village, these shows were exposed as
little more than entertainments in the exhibitionary order. Without the facade of scientific
value traditionally affirmed by anthropologists, the ethnographic sideshow became
vulnerable to protests by advocates for subject equality and opponents to colonial
exploitation. As a result, we may find in the debates surrounding the Newcastle exhibition
one site where evolving ideas about anthropology facilitated activism towards a more
expansive definition of the rights of colonial people in Britain. Consequently, despite the
goals of the show to promote imperial unity, the exhibition once again became a site for

contesting subject inequality.?'
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Embodying Touristic Mexico:
Virtual and Erased Indigenous Bodies

Ruth Hellier-Tinoco

BODILY WORTH: INDIGENOUS (VIRTUAL) WOMEN:
THE MEXICAN PAVILION, HANNOVER, GERMANY, 2000

In a dark and narrow gallery, lit by the flickering glow of thousands of candles, shawled
indigenous P’urhépecha women move softly in the night air of the enclosed cemetery-
space, kneeling, praying, and placing flowers and food on graves for their deceased loved
ones. The atmosphere is one of hushed and quiet reverence, as the visitors who have come
to witness this ritual practice tread lightly, peering through the darkness at the spectacle.
This is Noche de Muertos—Night of the Dead—on the tiny Island of Janitzio, Lake Patzcuaro,
Michoacdn, Mexico; or, rather, it is a simulacrum of Night of the Dead on the tiny Island of
Janitzio. Notwithstanding the appearance of real bodies, moving in real time, undertaking
real activities, no flesh-and-blood living bodies from Janitzio are present inside the Mexican
Pavilion in Germany. As the official website notes, “This ‘immersive tunnel’, which can be
compared to a LIVING DIORAMA, uses total immersion techniques to plunge visitors into
the heart of this celebration of the dead so that they feel ‘as if they were there’.
This experience, impossible until now, is a real technological breakthrough. Visitors are
given lightweight (polarising) glasses which make it possible to see the 3D effects...”
Simply by placing glasses over their eyes, viewers transformed the 2D flat bodies into
3D “real” bodies. In 2000, this virtual experience of Night of the Dead—entitled Sou/ of
Mexico—was achieved using a sophisticated configuration of cameras that captured the
P’urhépecha women’s bodies on film in the cemetery on Janitzio on the first of November
the previous year--1999. Each year for Night of the Dead, the activities of the P’'urhépecha
women in the cemetery are observed by tens of thousands of tourists, visitors, and voyeurs
who travel across the waters of the lake to experience the commemoration. Although the
bodies of the visitors on the island were absent from the frame of the filmic exhibition, the
bodies of the visitors to the exhibition inside the Mexican Pavilion in Germany replicated this
presence. To facilitate the expected experience of the visitors to this pseudo-ethnographic
display at the world’s fair, the brief written statement in the brochure highlighted the fact
that the location was a specific, tiny island, completely surrounded by water, signifying
purity, authenticity, and a pristine and pre-industrialized society, thereby authenticating
these indigenous bodies/people and framing their activity as an uninterrupted practice

carried out in an untouched way from time immemorial.



Conforming to the ubiquitous past-present-future configuration instigated over a century
ago for Mexico’s representation at world’s fairs, the Mexican Pavilion at EXPO 2000
incorporated exhibitions to display this relationship, as outlined in a press release: “Mexico
is @ modern country with very ancient roots, based on traditions and religions, while at the
same time vigorously looking to the future.”? The “ancient roots” element was partially on
display through the design of the pavilion itself, presenting the ultimate pre-hispanic icon: a
huge pyramid. Created as a glass superstructure, it replicated the iconicity deployed in the
nineteenth century at the world’s fair; in 1889 the Mexican pavilion was a representation of
an Aztec Palace, with images of Aztec gods, goddesses, and kings in the form of bronze
statues, all of which made a “statement about Mexico’s Indian legacy in an era of science and
nationalism.”? In the twenty-first century, a statement about Mexico’s indigenous legacy in
an era of mass media, global circuits, and capitalist economies was embodied in the display
of P’'urhépecha women living in 1999. These bodies were configured within a Darwinian
system of genuine specimens, perpetuating an anthropological and ethnographic path of
factual and objective reporting in which, in place of stone artifacts, or even live bodies,

virtual 3D replicas were exhibited by means of cutting edge science (Fig. 1).

Figure 1. Soul of Mexico, the 3D interactive film exhibition of Night of the Dead on the Island of Janitzio, Lake Patzcuaro, in The
Mexican Pavilion, Expo 2000, the World’s Fair, Hannover, Germany, 2000.



FACE VALUE: AN INDIGENOUS (ERASED) OLD MAN:

THE MEXICAN PAVILION: SHANGHAI, CHINA, 2010

In a stark white gallery, the wizened, furrowed pinkish face of an old man, topped with a
beribboned straw hat, displays a gap-toothed grin. This visage is perched precariously atop
a thin metal pole, which is connected to a small plinth on the floor. Two taut suspension
filaments rise up to the ceiling, fixing the head in mid-air. This is e/ Vigjito - The Old Man
- an iconic mask of La Danza de Los Vigjitos, the Dance of the Old Men, an indigenous
P’urhépecha practice from the Island of Jardcuaro, Lake Patzcuaro, Michoacan, Mexico.
This mask—displayed in the exhibition as static and suspended in space—is used for a
humorous and vigorous dance in which masked figures hobble meekly into the performing
area and then execute intricate and rapid rhythmic footwork to the accompaniment of a
string ensemble. The pale skin of the Old Man mask, painted on carved wood or fragile clay,
is usually superimposed over the brown skin of a P’'urhépecha dancer from Lake Patzcuaro.
In this display, however, the mask was transformed into a face with no “original” face behind
it. It had been cut off and severed from any body. In the gallery in Shanghai, The Old
Man’s face was surrounded by some thirty other faces and heads, erected on shafts and
representing a range of iconic peoples, eras, and locations—the whole gamut of history.
All appeared to be masks, with no necks or connected bodies. Some were indeed masks,
used for socio-religious ceremonial and dance purposes (el Diablo or the devil; the Yaquis’
Deer Dance), referencing indigenous rituals and syncretic or pagan beliefs. These were
juxtaposed with replicas of: “real” yet essentialized Mexican people (@ miner, a sea captain,
a punk, a straw-hatted young man); cartoon-like, fictional people (a king with golden hair
and beard); and other iconic faces, such as a stone Olmec head, miniaturized from the
massiveness of the original 3000-year-old basalt sculpture. As elements of visual and
material culture, masks are highly potent, and are often engaged as a metaphor for Mexico’s
history of superimposition, transformation, and multiple identities—one face/people/
identity covering another. Although masks are typically connected with traditional and
ipso facto low-tech visual cultural practices, as the world’s fair display had to demonstrate
Mexico’s place on the world stage, a requisite high-tech cutting-edge technology element
was present: video footage of Mexican treasures, viewed by visitors as they placed their
own face inside the mask, seemingly looking through its eye-sockets. Each visage/mask
allowed visitors to gaze into another world. In this configuration, the mask of the Dance of
the Old Man from the Island of Jaracuaro retained the iconicity of its sheer face-value, even

as it contained fragments and glimpses of Mexico within it.

In the below-ground gallery space, and displaying the ubiquitous past-present-future
continuum, the essentialized display of “Mexico” included authentic Mayan stone objects
(ancient and indigenous); an ornately opulent golden gilded colonial retablo (colonial
Roman Catholic); an original painting by Frida Kahlo (twentieth-century high art); a
clay “tree-of-life” sculpture (traditional and symbolic of life-death cycle); and alebrijes,
sculptures of fantastical creatures in gaudy colors (traditional and fantastical). As the

result of an unprecedented decision concerning the Mexican Pavilion, in place of a large



imposing edifice, at grade was a “Kite Forest,” comprising a grassy surface covered with
huge multicolored, metal, kite-shaped artifacts atop high poles jutting out at many angles,
a place where visitors could wander and enjoy the great outdoors. While above ground
the Kite Forest “embodies ecology, environment protection and peace,”™ below ground
the disembodied P’urhépecha mask of the Old Man was suspended—the absence of the

indigenous body was replaced by bodies of visitors (Fig. 2).

Figure 2. The mask of the Dance of the Old Men (La Danza
de los Viejitos) from the Island of Jaracuaro, Lake Patzcuaro,
in The Mexican Pavilion, The World’s Fair, Shanghai,

China, 2010.

EMBEDDED AND EMBODIED TOURISM:

EXCHANGE VALUE AND A GLOBAL MARKETPLACE

As two exhibits in two world’s fairs in the twenty-first century, Night of the Dead on the
Island of Janitzio and the mask of the Dance of the Old Men of the Island of Jaracuaro
both engage notions of indigenous peoples, practices, and pre-industrial cultural activities
enabled through, and juxtaposed with the latest technological advances. Formulating
and depicting an image of pre-hispanic and indigenous Mexico alongside modernity and
progress has always been an integral element of Mexican representation at world’s fairs,
with perpetual debates surrounding issues of indigenous representation, as each item is
chosen for its essentialist signification, and trapped in processes of decontextualization,

re-signification, and iconicity.

Beyond the fact that these two exhibits are representations of the indigenous P’urhépecha
people of Lake Patzcuaro, they share a history and interrelated trajectory of appropriation
and reification, for nationalist and touristic purposes, through processes of performism.
Here | use “performism” to refer to the all-encompassing agendas, strategies, practices, and
processes that entailed constructing and shaping concepts of peoples, bodies, activities,

and places through display and reproduction.® During the early 1920s, in the chaotic and

Figure 3. Photographic representation of Night of the Dead on Janitzio and the Dance of the Old Men of Patzcuaro as published
in 1947 A Treasury of Mexican Folkways by Frances Toor, which was widely disseminated in Mexico and the USA.



idealistic aftermath of the Mexican Revolution, both Night of the Dead and the Dance of the
Old Men of Lake Patzcuaro were shaped and promoted as national icons, within the political
and ideological climate of fervent nation-building and a burgeoning tourist industry, to
create Mexicanidad (Mexicanness) and /o mexicano (all that was most authentically Mexican).
Indigenous people and indigenismo (indigenousness) became central components of the
rhetoric, policies, and ideologies enacted through state-controlled delineations of otherness
and the reification of practices, peoples, and places.

Inrelationto Night of the Dead, initiating the trajectory that leads directly to configurations of
the twenty-first century, a party of official onlookers visited the Island of Janitzio in 1923 for
the ritual occasion, marking the beginning of the process of transformation of the ceremony
from intimate, private ritual into public spectacle, national and touristic trope and icon, and
patrimony of the nation. The activities and bodies of the Janitzio inhabitants undertaking
their rituals for Night of the Dead were subsequently documented, disseminated, and
exhibited in words, still photographic imagery (Fig. 3),% live theatricalized performances
on stages in Mexico City and elsewhere,” and films (including Janitzio [1935] and Maclovia
[1948]). By the mid-1940s, Night of the Dead on Janitzio was attracting Mexican and global
tourists, and had “become one of the most famous spectacles of Mexican indigenous
life... Great crowds of tourists have come, and the Tarascan [P’urhépecha] women show
no hesitancy in talking with them.”® As part of the attraction, the Island of Janitzio, one
of the most iconic and oft-reproduced geophysical features of Mexico, was framed as an
ancient landmass, rising out of the water and simultaneously incorporated into the body of
water, signifying a place and its peoples protected and preserved since time immemorial.
Associated with P’urhépecha men fishing with butterfly fishing nets (even depicted in the
Disney film The Three Caballeros), Night of the Dead on Janitzio remains a site and sight for
tourists, promoted through tourist guide-books, postcards, websites, advertisements, and
romanticized films, and drawing crowds of 100,000 spectators to the cemetery.

Correspondingly, in 1923 the Dance of the Old Men of Jaracuaro was appropriated,
commodified and transformed into a fixed choreographic and public spectacle, when
government officials requested one man, Nicolds Bartolo Juarez from Jardcuaro, to go
to Mexico City in order to teach the dance to students, who performed it on stage in a
theater for an audience of foreign visitors. Prior to this it was an informal masked-dance
occurring mostly in Christmas and New Year festivities around the streets of the village.
From 1923 onward, both the Dance of the Old Men and Night of the Dead were re-presented
on stages in Mexico City in theatricalized productions, for example in the Teatro Mexicano
del Murciélago (1924)° and Hamarandecua--P’urhépecha customs (1930).1° Subsequently
incorporated into the repertoire of representative authentic Mexico dances, the Dance of
the Old Men was increasingly taught in schools, captured in photographs, and deployed
as a tourist icon on souvenirs and in guidebooks. In a state-driven populist move, after
the 1968 Tlatelolco massacre and the Olympic Games in Mexico City, the Dance of the Old
Men was toured abroad and at home in potent contexts. As an essential element in ballet

folklorico programs, it was danced in Mexico and by dance troupes in the U.S. after the civil



rights Chicano movement of the 1960s. In the twenty-first century, villagers from the island
of Jaracuaro still perform the dance for tourists who visit the state capital city of Morelia
and the island of Janitzio.

As cultural practices, both Night of the Dead and the Dance of the Old Men are thoroughly
bound up with economic issues; as Néstor Garcia Canclini has noted, “in reality, economy
and culture march along intertwined with one another..any practice is simultaneously
economic and symbolic.”™ As cultural practices both Night of the Dead and the Dance of
the Old Men were modified, resignified, and redeployed as commodities, with meanings and
functions that were shaped and reorganized into a unified system of symbolic production
and expression with an exchange value in a larger system—a larger system that extends to
the world’s fairs. Since the early twentieth century tourism, mass consumption, corporate
power, and purchased entertainments have formed the central features and functions of
world’s fairs.? | propose that issues of tourism were embedded in the exhibits centering
on Night of the Dead and the Dance of the Old Men at the 2000 and 2010 world’s fairs.
Indeed, in Shanghai in 2010, Mexico explicitly promoted tourism, selling a fifteen-day tourist

package showcasing Aztec and Mayan culture.

It is, | offer, no coincidence that in 2006 the iconic mask of the Old Man from Jaracuaro
was the subject of the central of three photographs in the massive promotional poster
campaign of the Mexican Tourist Board in Europe (Fig. 4). At least in this visual image the
P’urhépecha masked, dancing body was re-presented with a brown-skinned hand clutching
the roughly hewn walking stick, so integral to the dance. Analogously, romanticized
photographic images of Night of the Dead on the island of Janitzio appear in the Mexican
Tourist Board’s promotional literature, and also in countless tourist guidebooks. In a
transnational system of distribution and circulation, these practices are highly valuable,
offering great returns. This commoditization of indigenous cultural practices perpetuates
the long history of exoticist display and spectacularization for economic return, as those
practices are co-opted for capital’s benefit.

However, most potently, it is not “simply”
indigenous practices, artifacts, and objects,
but rather indigenous bodies/people, that
provide the key to comprehending the
deployment of Night of the Dead and the
Dance of the Old Men at the world’s fairs.
Following the path of exhibiting humans
at world’s fairs, and maintaining the
trajectory of indigenous representation

Figure 4. A photo of the Dance of the Old Men of Jardcuaro

as a fundamental aSpeCt of the Mexican is given center position in the Mexican Tourist Board’s

presence at world’s fairs, bodies act as European advertising campaign in 2006. The other iconic
images are the volcano Popocatéptl, the colonial church at

the ultimate signifier of authenticity, the  cholula, and rolling mountains with cacti (and golfers?).



“really real.” Following a Darwinian trajectory, there is particular potency accorded living
“authentic” bodies or specimens. The body itself, as a physical entity, acts as “the ultimate
signifier of identity and the final authenticator,” engaging with “the intractability of the
notion of the ‘body’ as that which is really ‘real’, a repository of truth.””™ In Germany in
2000, the live people/bodies were captured and treated to become digitized images in a
twenty-first century materialization of nation. Yet, despite the overtness of the exhibition
as a copy of the “real” Night of the Dead on Janitzio, the over-extended efforts to present
the realness and liveness produced not a simulation of the reality, but a giant simulacrum—
a hyperreality—disconnected from the previous reality and made particularly potent
through the negation of the presence of the thousands of onlookers. Resonating with
Disneyland, this hyperreality promised a superior experience of otherness,’* as the scene
in the cemetery was not sullied by the inauthentic bodies of the visitors, which were left
outside the frame. In Shanghai in 2010, the real indigenous body of a P’'urhépecha man
was suggested, imagined, and even erased, with only the mask remaining, embodying the
ultimate transformation of a mask behind which the body/person is no longer visible while

the icon of economic value remains.
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Frontiers of the World’s Columbian Exposition

Stephen J. Whitfield

Frontiers can be crossed, or they can divide. Both meanings of the term can be
applied to the many-sided phenomenon of the World’s Columbian Exposition, which
opened and closed in 1893. Emblematic of the final decade of the nineteenth century,
the World’s Columbian Exposition becomes especially intelligible when considered from
the perspective of frontiers. This essay suggests six applications of a concept that mean
either a crossing, or a separation. Not coincidentally, the World’s Columbian Exposition
was held in Chicago, a frontier city that grew to staggering proportions in less than a
century. In rising from an unnoticed trading post to an industrial metropolis, Chicago
itself constituted a historic transformation, separated from obscurity to one of the
representative sites of urban modernity. The host of the fair was then the seventh largest
city in the world.! The second frontier is one of periodization, a marker that betokens
meaning. Occurring at the fin-de-siecle, the fair marked the border between the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, and thus between the rural and the urban, the village and the
metropolis, the agrarian and the industrial, and the present and the future. The United
States would shortly become an imperial power, with the defeat of Spain in 1898. Seen
in retrospect, the World’s Columbian Exposition therefore marked the rise from parochial
status to an international influence, an impact that the American gift for technological
innovation undergirded. Geopolitics is therefore the third frontier. The depression that had
begun a year earlier heightened the division between rich and poor, just as the squalor
and misery of Chicago itself could be contrasted with the dream of a fabulous future—

the White City. The separation of class indicates the fourth frontier.

The gaudy Midway Plaisance marked the emergence of mass culture, and the popular arts
would eventually permeate virtually every aspect of society in the coming century. The
folk arts and the local and regional cultures of the nineteenth centuries would be displaced
by the apparatus of mass communications, with its extensive and inescapable distribution
of images and sounds that would constitute popular culture. Taste would become a way
of separating Americans from one another, due to a distinctive popular culture, and thus

serves as the fifth frontier.



At the fair, a young historian would formulate the single most powerful idea by which the
national experience would be understood. He would insist upon the significance of the
American frontier itself, as a people moved westward across a continent; and thus the United
States would be forged. These were six kinds of frontiers, or dividing lines, that marked
the historical salience of the 1893 fair and that endow it with extraordinary retrospective
significance. The 1893 fair constituted an illuminating moment for students of the culture
of the period, because the World’s Columbian Exposition strove for a unity of expression
in which were coalesced the values and hopes of the era. Planned since the mid-1880s,
the fair was designed to celebrate the four-hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s landing
in the New World. But delays prevented the fair from opening earlier than 1893, which
was the 401st anniversary. The World’s Columbian Exposition was seen as symbolic of the
achievements of the new nation and of one of its newest cities, and was thus a gesture
of national and civic pride.? Chicago could show off before the assembled visitors of the
globe, and its civic leaders intended to reaffirm faith that American power and prosperity—
and the various ornaments of its civilization—could be perpetuated and extended. Yet such

assertiveness could not fully disguise anxiety about the destiny of the republic.

Chicago had barely existed at the beginning of the nineteenth century. By 1890 over a
million residents lived there and the city would grow by another half a million residents in
each of the following two decades. In 1847 Chicago lacked a single mile of railroad track;
within seven years the city had become the nation’s rail center. The terrifying fire of 1871
had been the most destructive in the history of American cities, which is why the fair was
devised to prove how much of a phoenix, rising from the ashes, Chicago had become.?
In 1890 a company capitalized at $5 million was organized to install the fair, and was so
successful that the number of shares soon doubled. The act of incorporation called for
promotion of “the arts, industries, manufactures, and products of the soil, mine and sea.”™
The site nevertheless needed the approval of Congress, which was granted; and President
Benjamin Harrison, a Republican, was supposed to dedicate the buildings on October 12,
1982. But because his wife was dying, Vice President Levi Morton came instead to mark the
occasion. The fair was not to be officially opened until the spring of 1893, however; and by

then Grover Cleveland, a Democrat, had been elected President.

The site chosen in February of 1891 consisted of 1,037 acres of marshlands on the edge
of Lake Michigan, a desolate spot called Jackson Park. Hubert Howe Bancroft, a major
historian of the American West, described the site as “a sandy waste of unredeemed and
desert land, in its center a marshy hollow, and without a trace of vegetation.”> Redemption
of this terrain was the goal of the fair, making it a version of what hardy frontier families
were already doing with epic persistence on the Great Plains; and thus a culture was
expressing itself, a nation was defining itself. As though the fair were a microcosm of the
republic that was spanning a continent, the World’s Columbian Exposition sprawled across
an area four times larger than any previous international fair. Chicago’s fair grounds covered
633 acres, compared to 160 acres in Paris four years earlier.® The 1893 fair cost $19 million

to construct.”



The site was chosen—and would be redeemed—by the versatile Frederick Law Olmsted
(1822-1903), the foremost landscape artist in the nation’s history. Joined mostly by his
colleague Calvert Vaux, Olmsted bore responsibility for Central Park in Manhattan, for
Prospect Park in Brooklyn, for the Public Gardens and the Fenway in Boston, and for the
Capitol grounds in Washington. He designed the first municipally-sponsored playground
and the first scientifically-managed forest. He is also partly credited for preserving the
scenic beauties of Niagara Falls and of Yosemite. No American was more suitable to direct
the draining of the swamps and the building of a city beyond the heart of Chicago. In
Jackson Park, Olmsted built artificial canals, lakes and islands, connected by bridges.
So elegant was his achievement that it seemed to some observers that, in miniature, the
New World was being reborn. “This wilderness,” Bancroft blissfully announced, had been

transformed into a “garden spot.”®

The novelist William Dean Howells said that the swampland had been “made to smile,”
and discerned the partial realization of his utopian dream of Altruria in the formation of
the White City, where the major exhibition halls were built.° A Traveler from Altruria (1894)
was, incidentally, one of the thirteen novels that the fair at least in part inspired. Howells’s
book makes the exposition an actual foretaste of utopia. For the fair resembled Altruria “in
being a design, the effect of a principle, and not the straggling and shapeless accretion
of accident.””® The integration of agriculture with industry was emphasized in a way that
offered hope to many of the American visitors. They could cherish the faith that familiar
signs of enterprise—the virtues of the early republic, with its myth of the stalwart yeoman—
might be combined with commercial and technological might." This anticipation of even
greater power was undoubtedly responsible for much of the wonder and excitement that
the fair stimulated among the 28 million visitors who arrived between May and October,
1893 (the opening and closing dates of the World’s Columbian Exposition). Among them
was the novelist Hamlin Garland, who sent an urgent letter to his parents in 1893, pleading
with them to leave their farm and come to Chicago: “Sell the cook[ing] stove if necessary

and come. You must see this fair.”"?

Howells himself needed no such command. He was the personal guest of the consulting
architect in charge of the fair, Daniel Burnham (1946-1912), who typified the boosterism
that pervaded Chicago. The name “Windy city” is attributed to Richard Henry Dana of
the New York Sun, who was not referring to the wintry blasts but rather to the “hot air”
of Chicago’s many braggarts.)”™® Burnham, for one, would come to believe that the impact
of the World’s Columbian Exposition could be compared, in the nation’s past, only to the
American Revolution and the Civil War."* Burnham assigned the general decorative scheme
to Augustus Saint-Gaudens (1848-1907), the sculptor whose most famous works included
the haunting, draped figure, located in Rock Creek Cemetery in Washington, D. C. That
memorial to the wife of Henry Adams the sculptor variously called the “Mystery of the
Hereafter” and “The Peace that Passeth Understanding”.’® In Chicago Saint-Gaudens was so
awed by the talent that had been assembled to work with him and under him that he hailed

the collaboration as “the greatest meeting of artists since the fifteenth century.”'®



In spite of the rhetoric of unified vision, so jumbled was the site upon which these visionaries
built that a visitor could see from one location a Renaissance dome, Roman columns,
Romanesque arches, a Greek pediment, and depictions of elks and buffalo in stone. Perhaps
this was also a testament to the diffuse and varied experiment that constituted the republic
itself. Burnham nevertheless merits recognition as the prodigal father of American urban
planning, and 1893 can be certified as the birth of the “City Beautiful” movement.” But
Chicagoans did not invigorate an existing development, as precedent dictated. Instead they
created a separate, enchanting enclave that was intended to demonstrate, as Burnham put
it, how “the orderly arrangement of fine buildings and monuments” might suggest “civic
beauty [which] satisfies a craving for human nature.”’® However eclectic in architectural style,
the World’s Columbian Exposition also evoked a certain standard of excellence that was
reflected in contemporary literature. Take Yek/ (1896), a tale of Jewish immigrants in New
York City written by a protégé of Howells, Abraham Cahan. In one episode, the sweatshop
workers sit down to a meal that Gitl, the wife of the protagonist Jake, has prepared. One
tailor gets a plate of his favorite dish, borscht, and is ecstatic: “It’s a long time since | tasted
such borscht!” He then compliments Gitl: “It ought to be sent to the Chicago Exposition.
The missess would get a medal.””® In the last decade of the nineteenth century, there could

be no higher praise.

At the Exposition Universelle in 1889, the great monument erected for that occasion had
been the bizarre but very durable structure that Georges Eiffel had designed. Its counterpart
in Chicago was composed of the largest piece of steel forged up to that time, for the
largest piece of revolving machinery on the planet. This 16-story wheel on the Midway was
constructed under the supervision of George Ferris. His handiwork—which weighed twelve
hundred tons, from which dangled thirty-six pendulum cars, each of which could hold forty
passengers—was one of those oddities that undoubtedly lured as many visitors to ride as
could be persuaded to visit the White City itself. Latin Americans still refer to the Ferris
wheel as /a rueda de Chicago.?° It was the most famous of the novelties and extravaganzas
of popular culture, which were generally located outside of the White City that Howells so
strikingly admired. They could be sampled along the mile-long strip that was called the
Midway Plaisance. It was another kind of frontier—between the stiff moralism of the late
Victorian ethos and the dynamic mass culture that would become so inescapable in the
next century and thereafter. Here, at the intersection of the two expressions of cultural
taste, the frontier was a barrier. In actual cities, historian Neil Harris argued, “there was
anxiety about the growth of pleasure quarters,” about the intrusion of commerce and
temptation. But the fair “kept these areas separated and defined,” and offered both “variety

and coherence.”?

At the Midway Plaisance, a raucous carnival atmosphere prevailed. Tourists could gawk
at the unusual and exotic displays, and could take advantage of a cornucopia of food and
drink while staring at the phenomenal variety of our species—from Hungarian gypsies to
Dahomean drummers, from Egyptian jugglers and swordsmen to Eskimos, from Javanese

carpenters to Sudanese sheiks. There were also Laplanders, Chinese, Syrians, Swedes,



Samoans and Sioux.??2 Much of the world—in all its multiplicity—had come to Chicago. The
exhibits included the first horseless carriage, which was perhaps the most popular single
exhibit.?2®> Anyone who tired of absorbing high culture, such as listening to Jan Paderewski
playing Chopin, could sample Aunt Jemima’s pancake mix. Among the other performers was
Bernarr MacFadden, whose sideshow muscle-flexing and famous slogan that “Weakness is
a Crime” helped inaugurate a fin-de-siecle fad for physical exercise. (MacFadden’s credo
serves as the title of Robert Ernst’s biography). The cult of the strenuous life addressed
civilian fears of the eclipse of the manly virtues.”>* Another strongman who showed off
his physique at the fair was Eugene Sandow, who earned three thousand dollars a week
for such stunts as lifting a grand piano with men seated on it, and placing a plank on his
chest to enable three horses to walk across it. “The Great Sandow” was hired by Florenz
Ziegfeld, Jr. the future theatrical impresario, whose career as a showman began at the fair,
where he assisted his father in importing acts for the main show.?> Unlike MacFadden, Harry
Houdini did not exactly get his start at the World’s Columbian Exposition. But he was there
as a teenage performer, already proving to audiences that skill and will could triumph over
obstacles and defy the barriers of time and space. The former Erich Weiss was about to
become a name with which to conjure.?® No wonder then that, according to one authority

on the vernacular, H. L. Mencken, the word “ballyhoo” originated on the Midway Plaisance.?’

The most famous instance of mass entertainment of the era was Buffalo Bill’s Wild West
Show, which was located just outside the fairgrounds.?® Also outside the Midway, but

entwined in the history of the fair, a musical craze was inaugurated: ragtime.

Among the black musicians who showed up in Chicago that year were Scott Joplin and W.
C. Handy. There James Weldon Johnson, a lawyer and educator who would also become
a lyricist and poet, met another poet, Paul Lawrence Dunbar; and an important artistic
friendship was formed. In Chicago, according to historian Ann Douglas, ragtime “became
accessible for the first time when a group of black pianists electrified the public with their
‘rags’.”?® The allure of the Midway, which was pitched to pleasure, thus collided with the
Victorian verities of duty and respectability. In 1936 the conflict would be satirized in a
nightclub act at Billy Rose’s Casa Mafana, where a song is set at the World’s Columbian
Exposition. Singing lyrics written by Billy Rose and Irving Kahal, a man tells a woman
that “Instead of making love,/We stand here talking of/The merits of the Fair and Grover
Cleveland./Forget the Ferris wheel,/My sugar plum, let’s steal/Into the painted realms of
make-believe land.”3° Fantasy was the sort of promise that fair was expected to deliver.

Though the World’s Columbian Exposition offered the World Congress of Beauty (with
“40 Ladies from 40 Nations”), this was the first fair to take women somewhat seriously.
The Woman’s Building benefitted from a $200,000 contribution that was provided by
the local realtor Potter Palmer and his wife Bertha, the sort of Chicagoans who would be
immortalized (though not by name) at the end of the decade in Thorstein Veblen’s mordant
classic, The Theory of the Leisure Class. (In the floor of the barber shop of Potter Palmer’s

hotel, the Palmer House, silver dollars were embedded, when it was not uncommon for



workers to be earning a dollar a day.)?' Bertha Palmer (1849-1918) directed the Women’s
Building, which Sophia Hayden designed in the Italian Renaissance style. Only women were
engaged in its planning and its programs.*? To provide two murals, Palmer commissioned
two American painters based in Paris, her friend Mary Cassatt (on “Modern Woman”) and
Mary MacMonnies (on “Primitive Woman”). Cassatt had advised her friend to collect French
Impressionism; and the paintings that Bertha Palmer lent to the fair allowed visitors from,
say, the Dakotas to see for themselves the bold and original works of Degas, Manet, Monet,
Renoir and Pissarro. This was exposure to high culture at its most sublime. But despite Mary
Cassatt’s own fame, and despite her friendship with Degas, for example, a Philadelphia
newspaper covering the fair preferred to identify her instead as the sister of Alexander J.

Cassatt, the president of the Pennsylvania Railroad.33

The World’s Columbian Exposition attracted other artists and intellectuals who lent their
talents to its success. The Japanese pavilion displayed prints that Frank Lloyd Wright
admired so deeply that they influenced his later architecture. Philosophers John Dewey
and Josiah Royce and social scientist Frank Lester Ward were among the luminaries who
spoke at the auxiliary congresses. The World Parliament of Religions met at the fair as
well. This was a meeting that was unprecedented in its ecumenism, ranging from James
Cardinal Gibbons to Mary Baker Eddy to Swami Vivekenanda. Representatives of 143
American denominations, plus foreign faiths, were present, so that controversial claims
were deliberately muted and ethereal idealism was given every indulgence. The president
of the World’s Congress Auxiliary even declared that “the Parliament of Religions has
emancipated the world from bigotry.”3* The inevitability of progress was a faith that was
widely shared, and was nondenominational. At the World Parliament of Religions, Hannah
Greenebaum Solomon formed the National Council of Jewish Women, the first Jewish

women’s organization in history formed for the promotion of Judaism.

The Parliament of Religions was wrong about the extinction of bigotry, but especially
so when racial prejudice is considered. The announcement would certainly have come
as a surprise to black Americans, who, on a site that the White City dominated, were
almost completely ignored in the various ways that tributes were paid to the advances of
civilization. To be sure, on Colored Jubilee Day, the chief speaker was the former slave
and abolitionist, Frederick Douglass, whom one historian has ranked as perhaps “the
greatest American of all time.”3®> The segregation of blacks from full participation and from
leadership in the fair, Douglass charged, was “only consistent with the fact that we are
excluded from every respectable calling.” He also objected to the exhibition of a Dahomean
village on the Midway, in which visitors’ impressions of black lives were confined to the
“barbaric rites” of “African savages brought here to act the monkey.”*¢ White racism was
then such a commonplace that, by the end of the nineteenth century, no division was
considered sharper, no line more impassable than the color line. No distinction seemed
greater than the one between the triumphalism of an industrializing nation (and host city)

and the reputed backwardness of peoples of color (within the United States and abroad).



“Darkies’ Day at the World’s Fair,” a lithograph that appeared in Puck, depicted a group of
blacks “as thick-lipped cannibals and dandies,” historian Joseph Boskin observed, “their
fairground march suddenly diverted by a tempting pile of watermelons.”*” A more dignified
and enlightened approach was taken by the chief assistant of anthropology at the fair.
Franz Boas, who had emigrated seven years earlier from Germany, was a professor of
anthropology at Columbia University and would become a conspicuous and influential critic
of the prevailing assumptions of black inferiority. But his role at the fair was curtailed;*® and

only two years after the fair opened, Douglass himself died.

The splendor of the White City was therefore hailed at the time in part because of its very
whiteness, an example of what was evoked in the anthem entitled “America the Beautiful”
(1893), where its alabaster cities might gleam, undimmed by human tears. But white
supremacy could not keep at bay the world outside. The artifice of the White City could
not obliterate the actualities of a metropolis noteworthy for its squalor, degradation, waste,
greed and crime. Even on the opening day of the World’s Columbian Exposition, the city’s
most prominent social worker, Jane Addams, had her purse snatched. (The pickpocket
was apprehended.)®® The chasm separating the rich and the poor was dramatic, nor could
any traveler from Altruria magically close that gap. The barrier that divided the leisure
class from everyone else was suggested by Ward McAllister, the social dictator of New
York’s high society—the Four Hundred who belonged to the most prominent families, the
exemplars of exclusivity during Edith Wharton’s “age of innocence.” He professed not to
grasp why the fair had been named after a mere Italian mariner. “In a social way,” McAllister
asserted, “Columbus was an ordinary man.” Other ordinary men and women—about seven
thousand of them—helped construct the World’s Columbian Exposition, which was built
with such speed and frenzy that accidents were inevitable. Indeed they were common—
about one per ten workers was seriously injured or killed. A carpenter who survived such
mayhem was Elias Disney.*° A little over half a century later, his son Walt would reinvent and

expand the amusement park.

Just outside of the fairgrounds, on the lakefront, an outdoor Labor Congress on August
28 attracted a crowd of about thirty thousand. They could listen to speakers like Samuel
Gompers, the immigrant cigar-maker who headed the American Federation of Labor; Henry
George, the theorist of the single tax that he argued should be imposed on the owners
of unused land; and attorney Clarence Darrow, who would become the most embattled
advocate of criminal defendants for the next third of a century. These orators spoke to and
for those who had to live in the festering slums of cities like Chicago. They spoke to and for
the victims of the same industrial forces that the fair was intended to celebrate. Absent,
however, was Eugene V. Debs of the American Railway Union. He would become the most
famous (or notorious) labor leader in the country the following year, when the Pullman
boycott exposed the severity of class warfare.4’ The company town of Pullman was located

only a few miles south of the fairgrounds. So miserable were the conditions of the working



class of Chicago that Rudyard Kipling, after visiting the city four years earlier, asserted:
“Having seen it, | urgently desire never to see it again.” A British labor leader, John Burns,
was even more blunt. He called Chicago “a pocket edition of hell.”?

Another frontier—the fourth—had thus become visible—a border separating those who
lived in appalling misery from those who enjoyed the prosperity that was so unevenly
distributed and so subject to the fluctuations of an unregulated market. After the fair closed,
thousands of workers joined the swelling ranks of the unemployed and enlisted in Coxey’s
Army. Jacob Coxey himself spoke on the fairgrounds, and mobilized the jobless to march
on Washington to demand public-sector employment. This was a “petition in boots.” But
Coxey’s Army was defeated in the capital, when the leader was arrested for stepping on the
grass. Leaderless, the struggle of the jobless collapsed in a year of panic and depression.4®
1893 had exposed the worst feature of the business cycles, the boom-and-bust palpitations
that periodically afflicted capitalism.

The depression of 1893 would last about five more years, an ordeal that lent special
poignancy to the theme song of the World’s Columbian Exposition. The exuberant band of
John Philip Sousa, whose career as the nation’s march-king took off at the fair, made “After
the Ball” into a sensational hit. Charles K. Harris struck a melancholy note with lyrics like
the following: “After the ball is over,/After the break of morn,/After the dancers leaving,/
After the stars are gone,/Many a heart is aching,/If you could read them all,/Many the
hopes have vanished,/After the ball.”* Beginning in 1927, that song would be heard again,
on Broadway, when Show Boat opened. That musical is partly set at the World’s Columbian
Exposition, and was unusual in revealing sensitivity to the tragedy of white racism. Amid the
gaiety and the spread-eagle patriotism of 1893, a stab of concern about the nation’s destiny
could be detected. What registered was a fear about what class warfare and the shocks of

industrialism, urbanization, racism and immigration might be portending.

Especially anxious about modernization was the most subtle of American historians,
Henry Adams (1838-1918). Though he had lost the stalwart faith of his distant Puritan
ancestors, he “professed the religion of World’s Fairs.”® The grandson and great-grandson
of Presidents, Adams went to Chicago to brood over the full-steam-ahead technological
fervor that the World’s Columbian Exposition celebrated. He wondered whether those awe-
inspiring fabrications of human ingenuity and ambition—the machines—might already be
veering out of control. The White City required three times more electricity than the city of
Chicago itself, so that, for Adams, bewitched by the twelve huge dynamos that dominated
the Westinghouse exhibit, the ubiquitous new form of power that he acknowledged
in his autobiography could not be reduced to a metaphor. After two separate visits, he
measured the fair as “a step in evolution to startle Darwin.”® Adams’s brother Charles
was also impressed. After initial hesitation (“Hell, | would exactly as soon take a season
ticket to a circus”), Charles Francis Adams insisted on staying an extra week. His brother,

who recognized that whirl was king elsewhere, concurred with the traveler from Altruria



that the order of the White City did emerge from chaos. The Education of Henry Adams
(1918), a classic account of declension, devotes an entire chapter to the World’s Columbian

Exposition as “the first expression of American thought as a unity; one must start there.””

But it was left to another historian—a generation younger—to strike the note that most
resonated among his contemporaries. At the July session of the American Historical Society
(AHA), which held a special meeting in Chicago, a 31-year-old professor from the University
of Wisconsin, invited attention to “The Significance of the Frontier in American History.”
This would constitute the sixth frontier associated with the World’s Columbian Exposition.
He had earned his doctorate only two years earlier, but the paper that he delivered was
to become the most famous essay in all of American historiography. Basing his claims
on the examination of census data, Frederick Jackson Turner (1861-1932) concluded that
the frontier had closed three years earlier; and with that closing the central phase of the
national experience was finished. In 1896 he would speculate that a new frontier was open,
for what he termed “imperial expansion” was operating in conjunction with the needs of
expanded American commerce. The secretary of the AHA, Herbert Baxter Adams, had
worried that the “World’s Congress of Historians and Historical Students” might sink
into “a pandemonium or an exhibit of cranks.” Thanks to Turner, such an indignity did
not occur. He had been desperate to put the finishing touches on his essay and thus not
embarrass Adams, who had served as Turner’s mentor at the Johns Hopkins University.
Turner therefore had to turn down an invitation that Buffalo Bill’'s Wild West Show had
issued to the members of the AHA in attendance. The impact of the Turner thesis was not
immediate. Other scholars, as well as journalists who heard the presentation, mentioned
it only in passing. Theodore Roosevelt, who had tried in vain to persuade Burnham to set
aside the wooded island as a hunters’ preserve, was among the first to praise Turner’s “first
class ideas.” The future President, who had been born in New York City but had reinvented
himself as a Westerner, also congratulated Turner for making coherent “a good deal of
thought that has been floating around rather loosely.”® The frontier thesis was much more

incisive—and ominous—than that.

For a disjunction could easily have been detected between the frontier individualism
that he exalted and the coming century of urbanism and cosmopolitanism that the White
City portended. The World’s Columbian Exposition foreshadowed the urban vision that
Turner’s version of American distinctiveness could not incorporate. The cosmopolitanism
manifested in the displays of sixty nations belied the nationalism that his essay reinforced.
The fair should be understood as having accelerated the decline of a markedly frontier
society and the cultural authority of an agrarian order. One agent of change was a Chicago
company whose mail-order catalogue was decisive in shattering provincial isolation. Sears,
Roebuck got its most important transfusion of capital from the Rosenwald family, whose
fortune was partly amassed from the ice cream and soda pop concession at the World’s
Columbian Exposition. Julius Rosenwald and his brother-in-law, Aaron E. Nusbaum, became

equal stockholders in a company that, more than any other in the first half of the twentieth



century, would surmount the frontiers separating city from countryside and production from
consumption.*® Increasingly citizens would become consumers. When President Franklin D.
Roosevelt was asked which book he would wish to place in the hands of the Russians who

were U. S. allies in the Second World War, he answered: the Sears, Roebuck catalogue.5°

The economic project that was entwined in “imperial expansion” was spelled out most clearly
in the first sentence of Hubert Howe Bancroft’s Book of the Fair: “Of all the distinguishing
features which separate mankind from the brute creation, perhaps there are none more
noticeable than that man is a trading animal.”®" Indeed, in Henry Blake Fuller’'s novel With
the Procession (1895), inspired by the fair, is recorded the claim that Chicago was “the only
great city in the world to which all of its citizens have come for the one common, avowed
object of making money.”*? An influential socialist critic, the novelist Edward Bellamy,
complained that “the underlying motive of the whole exhibition, under the sham pretense
of patriotisml[,] is business, advertising with a view to individual money-making.”*® Bancroft
by contrast saw nothing pejorative in such a purpose, and hoped that the further export of
goods would ease social conflict at home and establish the prosperity on which the nation’s

welfare depended.5*

In 1893 no one could be sure if these historians could be prophets as well, even though the
passing of the frontier did guarantee that the twentieth century would diverge unpredictably
from the past. Some of the most thoughtful visitors were therefore ambivalent, and were
suspended between the compulsive optimism of the nineteenth century and even a sense of
apocalypse. This is why the World’s Columbian Exposition remains undimmed as a piquant
chapter in the history of the American imagination. The last major meeting of the vaguely
socialist Nationalist Clubs, which had been formed in the wake of Bellamy’s blockbuster
utopian novel, Looking Backward (1888), was held at the fair.>®> Two days before it closed,
the mayor of Chicago, Carter Harrison, was assassinated on his doorstep, after returning
from the celebration of American Cities Day. After the mourning period, some said the
world’s fair should end in fire; others said with the wreckers’ ball.>¢ The combined forms
of devastation left standing only a couple of buildings in Jackson Park. What had begun
in make-believe ended as a monument to the frustrated longing for something closer to
perfection. The World’s Columbian Exposition stood athwart the frontier between the

actualities of economic desperation and a vision of communal harmony.
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Fixing Race: Visual Representations of
African-Americans at the World’s Columbian
Exposition, Chicago, 1893

Bridget R. Cooks

INTRODUCTION

At the turn of the twentieth century, racist cartoons and ethnic caricatures were expected
and enjoyed by the readership of some of America’s most popular magazines. Although
Harper’s Weekly, with its lofty subtitle “A Journal of Civilization,” positioned itself as a more
serious magazine than journals such as Harper’s Bazaar and Puck that routinely printed
degrading caricatures, it too occasionally published racist material. During the 1893 World’s
Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Harper’s Weekly published a fifteen-part Saturday
cartoon series about the fictional Johnson family by illustrator Peter Newell. Newell’s series
is in keeping with the popular nineteenth-century caricature tradition regarded as
acceptable among his peers in the mainstream American press. However, the Johnson
Family cartoons are remarkable because they are the only racist images in the issues
of Harper’s Weekly in which they appear, highlighting the importance of their message
that African-Americans were an unwanted presence at an event that served to solidify
America’s national identity. To date, there has not been an analysis of the anomalous
Johnson family series and its unique function in the context of Harper’s Weekly.

The Johnson Family series published from July 15 to November 11, 1893 depicts Mr. and Mrs.
Johnson, a former slave and his wife, and their son Peter, touring the World’s Columbian
Exposition. The cartoons provide insight into some of the social anxieties of white Americans
with regard to the presence of African-Americans at the exposition. They also explore white
American fears of racial and economic diversity through the antics of the imaginary yet
symbolically representative Johnson family.

During the World’s Columbian Exposition, the world turned to Chicago as a resource to
explore the national leadership and social progress of America, and the popular press
dedicated many feature stories and illustrations to the ongoing events of the fair. In this
context Harper’s Weekly’s presentation of the Johnson family cartoons functioned in three
key ways. First, the cartoons were part of a larger national effort to “fix” unstable categories
of race as the potential for black economic opportunities and social equity increased. As
illustrations of the inappropriate presence and ridiculous behavior of African-Americans,



the series instructed white readers on how to be white Americans and how to easily
identify behavior that was different and essentially “black.” The firm establishment of these
racial categories was particularly crucial to the formalization of segregation in the 1890s.

As historian Grace Elizabeth Hale explains,

Whites created the culture of segregation in large part to counter black
success, to make a myth of absolute racial difference, to stop the rising.
Racial essentialism, the conception of sets of personal characteristics as
biologically determined racial identities, grew in popularity among whites in
tandem with the rise of the new black middle class and its increasing visibility,
especially in cities.

Racial difference justified segregation and protected the freedoms that white supremacists
enjoyed. Beyond the slave-based cultural economy, racial lines of difference had to be
established to maintain the social order. As Mark M. Smith states, “Put simply, many whites
worried that blackness was in danger of becoming whiteness.”? Drawing social lines of
racial determination provided the sense of safety that whites longed for. Newell’s cartoon

series provided visual material to reinforce these lines.

Second, ironically, the Johnson family served as a kind of all-American family. Consisting
of a heterosexual couple with a young son, the cartoon depicted a family structure with
which many readers could identify. However, this identification was qualified by popular
beliefs of racial difference. At the expense of African-American integrity and progress, the
cartoon articulated insecurities that many white visitors to the fair may have experienced,
and transposed them onto an exaggerated racial other. At the same time, the cartoon

positioned white viewers in a level of cultural hierarchy above the African-American family.

Third, throughthe series whitereaders could take comfort in the exposition organizers’ efforts
to exclude African-American contributions to the exposition. The Johnson Family presented
African-Americans as buffoons who could not understand what they encountered at the
fair. Published concurrently in Harper’s Weekly were drawings and painted illustrations
that underscored what many readers believed to be the rightful social function of African-
Americans: to fulfill menial service positions. The tension between the coon-like role of the
Johnson Family and the representation of real African-American people in supplementary
text and pictures constructed the argument that African-Americans should live in servitude
rather than be equal participants in the exposition and the ideal America it presented.

AFRICAN-AMERICANS IN CARICATURE

The visual depiction of African-Americans in caricature was not a new phenomenon in
1893. Although African-Americans had been so depicted since the seventeenth century,
their distorted representations increased in popularity from the 1830s through the 1850s,
when the minstrel show developed in the north to become a popular national art.® White
blackface performers enjoyed “acting black” while barring blacks as performers and
participants in public celebrations. This ironic presence and absence of blackness and black



people reveals the schizophrenia of negrophobic and negrophilic attitudes that whites had
for blacks as they sought to define the attributes of blacks while blurring the lines of race

and class. Media historian Lisa Gitelman explains,

The White construction of minstrelsy’s “blackness” possessed inherent
contradictions: it played off a contrived sense of authenticity while it alsorelied
upon counterfeiting. The form reinforced racial boundaries by denigrating
black Americans, yet it also defiantly transgressed those boundaries for
pleasure and profit in what had become marked as a lowbrow, “popular”
form of entertainment for the white working class.*

The blackface performance was an important formation of the visual economy of blackness
that Newell exploits. Like the minstrel show, Newell’s caricatures deny African-American

cultural contributions and re-inscribe boundaries that protect an unstable white identity.

The fear of black progress in the post-Reconstruction period resurged in the arts through
the popularity of racist coon songs, and the visual depiction of black caricatures in The
Johnson Family served as projections of white male anxieties, just as they had in the minstrel

show. Gitelman observes,

Minstrelsy subverted the questions of racial essentialism on which it fed,
providing a raucous catharsis for matters that seemed so pressing elsewhere
in the American national scene: slavery, abolition, and Dred Scott helped
form the context and complexion of the minstrel show; Plessy v. Ferguson
(1896) would be context for the recorded coon song.”s

The recorded coon song, a form made popular shortly after the technological development
of the phonograph in 1877, was a derivative of the minstrel show. Without the presence of
the racially identifiable minstrel performer, the recorded song freed sound as a signifier of
blackness causing confusion among white listeners.® Dependence on sound to identify the
singer as black could be masked by a white singer who “sounded black.” Because of this
absence, the visible markers of race became all the more important in the 1890s as the
anxieties attendant upon racial confusion increased. The illustrated caricatures of African-
Americans such as Newell’s Johnson Family harken back to the performed caricatures of
the minstrel show in order to remove all doubt about the easy recognition of that which is

“authentically” black.

Among the minstrel characters, the most popular male types are Jim Crow, Rastus, Tom,
buck, Zip Coon, uncle, and Sambo. Newell’s depiction of Mr. Johnson as an older African-
American man, characterized visually as mostly bald with a fringe of gray hair, exploited the
uncle type. The uncle is often well-dressed in a formal uniform, an important attribute for
depicting the black male body in a state of perpetual labor in the service of white people.
This readiness to serve combined with the age of a man past his prime for hard labor
makes the uncle a harmless, one-dimensional, dependable, loyal man. He is disciplined, well

mannered and has a pleasant demeanor.



Like all the fictional black character types, the uncle shares the exaggerated facial feature
of oversized lips, often tinted bright pink or red to contrast with the brown of his skin. In
addition, his eyes are sometimes shown as large saucer-like circles with the whites visible
on the outer edges of the iris. The uncle is also drawn with particularly oversized teeth, an
important element since he is frequently depicted with an impossibly large open-mouthed
smile. Smiles are an essential feature across character types to show the pleasure with
which the slaves work in the service of their owners. The other common expression is a
donut-like open-mouthed form used to emphasize shock and surprise in the character,
often in response to a new social situation. In his depiction of Mr. Johnson, Newell visualizes

each of the ways in which the uncle is characterized.

The most prominent female caricature is the mammy, utilized by Newell for the stereotype
of Mrs. Johnson. The mammy is easily recognizable by her large size, dark skin, brightly
colored dress with apron and a handkerchief tied around her head. She is a distorted figure
of a female house slave. Although thousands of black women were owned by young white
charges during slavery, the differences between these real women who served as mammies
and the mammy character are striking. Slaves suffered from malnutrition and neither house
slaves nor field slaves had much body fat. Actual mammies were thin, drawn, and tired. The

mammy character that Newell presents through Mrs. Johnson is large and smiling.

Newell also used the pickaninny character to represent the son Peter Johnson. Recognizable
by his or her dirty, unbrushed hair and tattered, filthy clothes, the pickaninny’s mischievous
behavior is attributed to the supposed natural savagery of children who would, in their
native habitat, play with animals in the mythologized jungles of Africa. Pickaninnies are
always shown as unsupervised and needing to be tamed, part of a failure of the black family
to function cohesively. The humor of visual representations of the pickaninny depends
upon the dangerous dilemmas that are created by the figure’s curiosity, frequently through
depictions of fatal and near fatal incidents with alligators. It is notable that Peter Newell
gave Peter Johnson his own first name, perhaps suggesting identification with the young,
curious boy spending time with his family. This identification with the child in The Johnson
Family suggestively foreshadows Newell’s later career, which he dedicated to texts and
illustrations specifically for children. Indeed, although many children are curious, the history
of racial stereotyping through images plays a specific role in the meaning of the Johnson
child for Newell’s cartoon.

Despite his popular racist and ethnic caricatures, Newell has been remembered largely
as a “gentle artist” who created “gentle cartoons.”” A popular American illustrator known
in the 1880s and 1890s for his work in Harper’s Weekly, Monthly, Bazaar, and Young
People publications, Newell is perhaps best known as the second artist to illustrate Lewis
Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1901) and Through the Looking Glass (1902).
Newell’s illustrations of the tales are still familiar images of the Alice characters today.
The characterization of Newell as “gentle” must refer to his later career as a celebrated

children’s book author and illustrator. This requires one either to ignore the insidious



images he produced of African-Americans or to acknowledge that racist humor was so
common and acceptable at the turn of the century that it is hardly worth criticism, even on
the part of art and literary historians today. Because of the specifically racist pedagogical
function of The Johnson Family in the context of the national phenomenon of the World’s
Columbian Exposition, an exploration of Newell’s historically typical racist caricatures is

not only appropriate, but long overdue.

LEARNING TO BEHAVE

The Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition was organized to construct a narrative of
the United States’ glorious past in order to boost national morale and patriotism. The
celebratory spectacle not only belied the instability of racial categories, but also the shaky
political climate in the United States in the 1890s marked by the financial panic of 1893,
which contributed to the unease of the working and middle classes who were concerned
about the economic stability of their jobs, family, and country. In response to the desperate
situation in which many Americans found themselves, the exposition promoted the image
of the United States as a united national economic power. To create the illusion of this unity
through the fair, the nation’s diverse economic, political, and racial makeup was minimized
and the reconciliation between the North and the South along racial lines was emphasized.
For the fair organizers, recognition of national diversity would have served to blemish the
brilliant appearance of the “White City” and complicated the appearance of a unified,
Anglo-Saxon manifest destiny. For African-Americans who had survived slavery and
had lived to see the passage of the thirteenth amendment a mere thirty years earlier,
the proposal to celebrate the glory of the nation presented an intriguing opportunity.
However, from the beginning stages of the exposition’s organization, fair officials made

efforts to exclude African-Americans as participants.8

It was important for Northern and Southern white conservatives to maintain the racial
and social distance between black and whites at the end of the nineteenth century. In
effect this distancing would stabilize racial divisions and curb the potential for black social
and economic mobility in the capitalist system. In theory, the free market allowed blacks
equal opportunity to participate in the American economic system. However, the need to
reestablish white authority in the three decades after the Civil War was manifested in both

racial and economic terms.

The Federal distribution of greenbacks during Reconstruction challenged the notion of the
natural intrinsic value of American currency coined in silver and gold. This paper money,
void of intrinsic material value, caused speculation about its worth and validity in the free
market. As Michael O’Malley explains, skepticism about the worth of greenback currency
extended to what was considered by some the God-given intelligence of the white race
in comparison to the clear barbarism of the black: “Diluting the money supply diluted the
nation’s blood, and elevating the freedman depreciated the value of whiteness.” Indeed,
the “resurgent racism of the 1890s was accompanied by a political obsession with gold

and silver and the ‘intrinsic value of specie.””? The investment in maintaining essential racial



difference in 1893 was both a social and economic strategy to maintain the hierarchical

order upon which the country was founded.

Late nineteenth-century world’s expositions and museum exhibitions shared the common
goal of enforcing racial hierarchies and acceptable methods of social behavior. Although
many world exposition exhibits were designed to amuse, a pedagogical function was
always present. In his book The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, Tony Bennett
addresses the role of private and public exhibition spaces in the mid to late nineteenth
century. In the private sphere of the museum, admission was restricted to the social elite. In
the public sphere of the world’s exposition, civilized behaviors practiced within the bourgeois
private sphere could be seen by a wider audience where they would serve to instruct the
lower economic classes about forms of behavior expected of the upper class. The subject
and object positions were learned literally through practice in the public exhibition setting.

Bennett asserts that the role of the public exhibition was to transform and develop visitors
by creating a more inclusive audience and that it created a new public sphere. The exhibition
became a space of observation and control “in order that the visitor’s body might be taken
hold of and be moulded in accordance with the requirements of new norms of public
conduct” defined by the social elite.”© The Newell cartoon illustrates how this was done. In
“The Johnson Family in Cairo Street” (Fig. 1), the family explores one of the diversions of the
exposition’s Midway section in which groups of people from Africa, Asia, the Pacific Islands,
and “Old World” Europe were imported to the fairgrounds for display and performance.
The Midway functioned as the antithesis of American progress and was the place to witness
anthropological differences. In the context of the Midway, Newell presents Mr. and Mrs.
Johnson riding a camel in front of the Egyptian exhibit. The caption reads:

The text is written to emphasize the style of
“broken English” that Mr. Johnson speaks.
Newell’s decision to render his speech
phonetically fosters the notion that African-
Americans were incapable of speaking or
learning grammatically correct English.
Matched by the physical distortion of
the family, the spelling of the monologue
emphasizes racial and cultural difference
in such a way as to highlight the family’s
inferiority through class. Mr. Johnson speaks

in a black dialect the way his community

speaks, and he is shown as an alien on the

exposition grounds, in opposition to the

Figure 1:
MR. JOHNSON. “Cloriah [sic], Whah's Petah?” images of civility, progress, and correctness
MRS. JOHNSON. “Taggin’ on behin’ some’res, | s’pose.” that the exposition organizers strove

to promote.



Caught up in the excitement of the Midway, Mr. and Mrs. Johnson have lost their son Peter
who, just out of sight, swings mischievously on the camel’s tail. Mr. and Mrs. Johnson are
presented as irresponsible caretakers for their son and as a result, Peter-as-pickaninny
misbehaves. The Johnsons’ inability to participate properly in the fair suggests that African-
Americans exhibit poor behavior both as parents and children, carelessly breaking the
rules of conduct in the public sphere. Simultaneously, the Johnsons become part of the
Midway as another exhibit. Their misbehavior demonstrates their racial difference and

supposed inferiority, reinforcing the racial hierarchy constructed in the Midway.

Harper’s Weekly offered two alternatives for behavior at the exposition. Appearing in the
sameissue as “The Johnson Family in Cairo Street” is the illustration “Columbian Exposition—
How the Crowds Lunch” (Fig. 2) which depicts the only other visual representation of an
African-American in the issue. The illustrator offers a collage of six pictures of exposition
crowds eating lunch on the fairgrounds. In the largest illustration, picture 3, an African-
American man is shown, not as a visitor but as a waiter. Here the artist asserts that the
proper place for African-Americans at the
fair is serving whites. This waiter’s position
is echoed in picture 6, in which a Turkish
man sells hot kebabs at a sandwich stand.
Although they maintain different racial and

national identities, these two men share

the same role as other in relation to the
white identity of the visitors they serve at
the fair. Although African-Americans were
allowed to work as waiters at the exposition,

they also participated as visitors and hosts

of exhibits. These multiple positions are not
represented in Harper’s Weekly; instead
limited depictions promoted African-

Americans in static roles that were already
changing at the turn of the century. The
lack of diverse imagery to reflect these
changes speaks to white concern about

social and economic development among

African-Americans and the desire to

keep them as national others like recent

Figure 2. Columbian Exposition—How the Crowds Lunch . .
European immigrants.



A second illustration offers another example

HARPERSV; d?u{WEEI@LY of proper behavior at the exposition. On the
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cover of the September 16, 1893 issue of
Harper’s Weekly, the painting “Columbian
Exposition—In the Cairo Street, Midway
Plaisance” (Fig. 3) depicts two white women
riding a camel. The women appear calm as
the camel is led gracefully by an elegant
Egyptian man. Although there are crowds
of people around the couple, few watch
the women go by. The couple embodies
appropriate behavior at the fair and thus
does not warrant attention or scrutiny
by other fairgoers. Their clothing is more
elaborate than Mrs. Johnson’s, indicating
that they are of a higher economic standing.
The stylish couple provides an example
of how visitors should dress and act while
experiencing the exotic displays of the
Figure 3. Columbian Exposition—In the Cairo Street, Midway. Because they are part of the
Midway Plaisance. middle class, they function as a model for
visitors of other racial groups and economic classes. Readers could easily compare the
two depictions of camel riding—one presented as ridiculous spectacle, the other as

exemplary model—and choose which one to follow.

Through Newell’s cartoons, the diversity of African-Americans in Chicago is reduced to
spectacle, to a type of visitor who is unable to comprehend what the exposition has to
offer. By contrast, in his book, All the World Is Here!: The Black Presence in White City,
historian Christopher Robert Reed discusses the various roles of African-Americans in
the public sphere of the Chicago exposition. Diverse groups of African-Americans looked
forward to the fair for different reasons. For students hosting the exhibits of Hampton
Normal and Agricultural Institute and Atlanta University, the fair provided the opportunity
to feature accomplishments in black education. Leaders such as emigrationists Reverend
Alexander Crummel and Bishop Henry McNeal Turner looked forward to discussing
their agendas of black freedom in Africa. Working class blacks looked to the fair as an
employment opportunity and a place for learning and entertainment.” However, in Newell’s
imagination, the Johnson family is unaware of these struggles for cultural representation
in the fair. Disengaged from the political aspects of the event and left behind in the
progressive vision that the fair represents, the family goes through the exposition shocked,
surprised, and displaced. The cartoon naturalizes their incompatibility with the fair and

with the world at large.



KNOWING ONE’S PLACE

The Johnsons’ appearance at the fair demonstrates the gap between national white
idealism for American progress and the myth that blacks inherently occupy a static primitive
space that cannot be changed. In the penultimate cartoon of the series, “Columbian
Exposition—The Johnson Family Rest at the Kentucky State Building,” Mr. Johnson sees his
former master (Fig. 4). Sitting in the foreground of the cartoon is a wealthy white couple
who look at the Johnson family with smirks on their faces. In the background is another
white woman who looks at the Johnson family and smiles. In the center of the cartoon, a
white colonel shakes Mr. Johnson’s hand. Mrs. Johnson stands beside her husband and
stares wide-eyed directly at the colonel’s face. Behind Mr. Johnson are two other figures,
an African-American man and an African-American woman who peeks into the frame and

looks at the reader. The text reads:

COLUMBIAN EXPOSITION_THE JOHNSON FAMILY REST AT THE KENTUCKY STATE BUILDING.

THE COLONEL (Mr. Joluson's forawer master). * Wert, Wik, B, WHAT Al ¥ou Dois’ uean?”
MR. JOHNSON. “War, sam, I'S LAK A ROLE SUOE DAT'S DEEX w1 A0KkD—"u0UT Tiug I's Grrris’ soue rosisu!”

Figure 4.
THE COLONEL: (Mr. Johnson’s former master). “Well, well, Ez, what ah you doin’ heah?”
MR. JOHNSON: “Wal, sah, I's lak a nole shoe dat’s been black’d--’bout time I’s gittin some polish!”

Newell’s emphasis on racial difference is evident in the dialogue between the colonel and
Mr. Johnson. Both men start their conversation with the same word, but the different
spelling of that word distinguishes Mr. Johnson as speaking in a black dialect and his
white rural counterpart as speaking with a moneyed Southern drawl. Like his presence at
the fair, Mr. Johnson’s language is a poor imitation of his former master’s. This important



distinction highlights the difference between the supposed racial inferiority of blacks and
uneducated white “country bumpkins” or recent European immigrants who were also
subjected to ethnic caricature in the late nineteenth century for foreign and antiquated

cultural differences.

This peculiar cartoon asserts the instructional and transformational function of the
public sphere. The Johnson family comes to the exposition to become part of the
national public as African-Americans. In this new public sphere, Mr. Johnson can shake
hands with his former master as if they were equal, yet the exaggerated manner in which
the family is portrayed and the language used to articulate Mr. Johnson’s thoughts
maintain that he is still considered inferior. For the reader, this portrayal secures

black inferiority within the ideology of the public sphere.

At the same time, Newell recognizes a desire for social progress and respect within African-
American culture during the late nineteenth century. Mr. Johnson explains that heis attending
the fair to take advantage of the opportunity to experience the exposition and all that it
has to offer. He describes his attendance at the fair through the metaphor of an old shoe
blackened with polish, needing to be buffed and made presentable. Mr. Johnson’s desire
to transform himself through cultural exposure is recognized in this cartoon. Ironically, the
polishing process of attending the fair makes him blacker. The function of the cartoon is to
define Mr. Johnson’s blackness as dysfunctional and coon-like in opposition to the refined
manner that defines whiteness. The image presents a duality by depicting the family as
misfit visitors at the fair yet humorously showing their intentions as understandable even if

insufficient and unacceptable.

A revealing part of the cartoon’s compositionis the placement of the white American woman
sitting beside the well-dressed man and the African-American woman who leans into
the border of the picture frame. The composition of the cartoon separates the races—
the left side contains the African-Americans and the right side contains the white
Americans—forcing a comparison of their positions. On one side, the white couple rests
together on a bench staring smugly at the black family. On the other side, the African-
American woman stands isolated. She looks much less secure in her position as she leans
into the picture and stares at us with curiosity. This contrast between security on one
side and insecurity on the other raises the question of social status in the public sphere.
The characters’ visual representations reflect their social positions through race and
class. African-Americans stand in a precarious position connected to whites through the
legacy of slavery; in this cartoon, Newell depicts the white characters enjoying a more
comfortable position at the fair. The white women are seated while Mrs. Johnson stands.
They look condescendingly at the Johnsons as they sit with their hands folded in their
laps. The social distance between the Johnson family and white Americans is made clear
compositionally, showing that the basis of their amicable relationship is African-American
subservience. The possibility of African-American independence from the slave-master

relationship becomes a source of amusement.



As a traditional family unit, the Johnsons mirror the familial structure in which many readers
participated. At some level readers had to identify with the family in order to learn lessons
from them. Through this identification, readers could relate to the family roles of father,
mother, and child, and begin to transform themselves into acceptable members of the public
sphere. In this way, the Johnsons are a typical American family of their time performing
the anxieties of the American fairgoer through the cartoon series regardless of race, and

yet their caricatured appearance forces the reader to regard their race.

The choice of creating an African-American family to act out the racial and class anxieties of
the average fairgoer re-inscribed African-Americans’ marginal social position by removing
evidence of African-American mobility at the turn of the century. The possibility of learning
from the family’s wrongdoings fulfilled the pedagogical function of teaching readers to
distance themselves from the backward behavior of African-Americans and instead
become part of the new public sphere. As a result, The Johnson Family precludes African-
Americans’ ability to use the public sphere as a way to reinvent and re-present their popular
image. The caricature of blackness satirized the potential for transformation and reinforced

that African-Americans were inherently inferior.

THE JOHNSON FAMILY: RACIAL INFERIORITY, LABOR,
AND THE SEARCH FOR LOCATION

Although black men’s employment opportunities at the exposition were limited, they took
advantage of positions that were made available. Their labor goes unacknowledged in The
Johnson Family cartoons. Commenting on the evidence of black laborers in exposition
photographs, Reed writes,

The importance of this is found in the fact that, given the racism of the day,
these employees could have been excluded or hidden, but were not. They
are featured as integral parts of the organizations, appearing dignified and
representing neither themselves nor their race in a derogatory fashion.?

Likewise, the acknowledgment of black labor was animportant criticism of the representation
of blacks at the fair in activist and author Ida B. Wells’ preface to The Reason Why the
Colored American Is Not in the Columbian Exposition,

The labor of one-half of this country has always been, and is still being done
by [African-Americans]. The first credit this country had in its commerce
with foreign nations was created by production resulting from their labor.
The wealth created by their industry has afforded to the white people of
this country the leisure essential to their group progress in education, art,
science, industry, and invention.®

In contrast to historical contributions of labor by African-Americans, the possibility of
black labor in the exposition is marginalized through the Johnson Family and depicted as

comic spectacle.



In the first cartoon of the series, “The Johnson Family Visit the Great White City” (Fig. 5),
Mr. Johnson stands in front of his family with an exaggerated pose and a look of shock
on his face. Typical of nineteenth-century caricature of African-Americans, Mr. and Mrs.
Johnson’s eyes bulge. Mr. Johnson’s large mouth is open wide enough to form a complete
circle. The family looks lost, confused, and in awe of their surroundings. To the right of
the family, a white man dressed in an official Columbian Guard uniform and a white man

visiting the fair look at the family and laugh.

The overwhelming effect that the exposition environment has on the family is a mix of
fact and fiction. Many visitors, African-American and not, were in awe of the exposition
architecture and design. Readers may have identified with the family’s amazed reaction.
However, because of the family’s caricatured appearance and the laughter they elicit
from onlookers, readers may have also found humor through a sense of superiority over
the family. The accompanying caption emphasizes the Johnsons’ misfit presence at

the exposition:

HARPER'S WEEKLY

" THE JOHNSON FAMILY VISIT THE GREAT WHITE CITY.

PATERFAMILIAS (entering the gate at the head of the procession). ' GREAT LAN', GLorian! I'D A GIBEX DAT sPOTTED MULE OB MINE FOR
DE CONTHAC' OB WHITEWASHIN' DIS YER PLACE!"

Figure 5. PATERFAMILIAS (entering the gate at the head of the procession). “Great Lan’, Gloriah! I'd a giben dat spotted Mule
ob mine for de Contrac’ ob whitewashin’ dis yer place!’



In this cartoon, Mr. Johnson vocalizes his desire to be a part of the construction of the fair.
The offer of a spotted mule that he would have traded for the painting contract would
be worthless on the scale of the exposition’s budget, yet of value to the Johnson family’s
economic situation. The reference to the mule presents Mr. Johnson as unable to understand
the exposition’s environment because his working class status in America as a former

slave is so far removed from the grandeur of America constructed by the fair.

The laughing white visitor and the Columbian Guard may find humor in the possibility
that an African-American man could be a businessman managing the contract for such an
enormous project. Or, they may be amused by the thought of Mr. Johnson in the position of
painter at the exposition. What is denied in this Johnson family encounter is the labor that
African-American men did contribute to the construction of the fair. The incompatibility of
the Johnson family with the exposition contradicts the real presence of African-Americans
on the fairgrounds. Although the exposition’s hierarchy of labor excluded African-American
men as painters, they were part of the construction team with white men who cleared and
prepared the grounds for the erection of buildings and created the extensive ornamental

plasterwork on the rooftops and friezes of the neo-classical exhibition buildings.’*

Figure 6. C.D. Arnold, Architectural Relief Construction Crew.



In a construction photograph by official exposition photographer C.D. Arnold, an African-
American worker is clearly visible. On the far right side of the photograph, a white man is
depicted supervising the construction of a relief molding by a crew of exposition employees
(Fig. 6). In the center, a white man gracefully poses to present a completed relief panel.
In front of him two white male workers focus on their tasks. Immediately to the left of

this central figure is a young African-American man working alongside a white man.

The position of Columbian Guard filled by the uniformed man laughing at Mr. Johnson
was another employment opportunity kept out of reach of African-Americans. The guard’s
laughter is an affront to Mr. Johnson’s hopes for employment and a reminder to the Johnson
family, and Harper’s Weekly readers, that America’s tradition of racial discrimination will be
kept in place despite the celebration of progress in White City. Ignoring African-Americans’
participation as part of the exposition’s construction helped to enforce the invisibility
of African-Americans not only as contributors to the fair but also on a larger scale as
contributors to the progress of the nation.

CONCLUSION

Humorous stereotypes illustrated in The Johnson Family series easily pervaded popular
culture to make the exposition a stage for the clash between savagery and civility and
progress and regression. Perhaps the Johnson family’s misadventures created discomfort
for typical white readers, who may have reflected impulsively on their own undesirable
behaviors that cause others to laugh. However, the figures’ visually caricatured appearance
would also have reassured these nineteenth-century readers that they were not like the

Johnson family.

For some African-American readers, The Johnson Family may have reinforced the urgent
need to have a choice of images representing black America. For others, it may have smugly
secured their own positions as part of a burgeoning African-American upper class. For this
emerging class, The Johnson Family clarified their rise away from economically poor blacks
and distinguished them as socially mobile. On a popular level, The Johnson Family helped
define common misconceptions of black identity by depicting the African-American family
as incapable of joining and participating in national progress. Represented through the lens
of contemporary misguided notions about race, the cartoon supported the impossibility
of African-American equality on the grounds of both biological determinism and social
ineptness. This resistance to understanding cultural difference and the contributions of
African-Americans guaranteed the truth of W.E.B. DuBois’ 1903 prediction that the problem
of the twentieth century would be the problem of the color line. It also solidified the future

of African-American challenges to white American superiority in the new public sphere.
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Staging Gentility at the Columbian Exposition:
Masculinity on and off the Midway

Constance Crompton

When boxer James “Gentleman Jim” Corbett and strongman Eugen Sandow met in a
fashionable New York restaurant in March of 1894 they nearly came to blows. As Corbett
told the New York World, if Sandow “had been in any pugnacious mood the chances are
that he would have had his head knocked off.”’ The animosity between the two men was
the culmination of their use of competing discourses of race, sex, class, and science, in
the production of the meaning of white middle-class men’s muscles in Chicago during
the Columbian Exposition in the preceding year. Sandow, whose well-defined muscles
and sculpted physique set him apart from the more oafish boxers and weightlifters of the
day, was at the center of a discursive shift that moved muscularity from the freakishness
of a sideshow attraction to the central and necessary sign of masculinity for every white
middle-class man. This shift is dramatized by Sandow and Corbett’s performances in
Chicago during the Columbian Exposition.

The Columbian Exposition was meant to celebrate American and global achievements
in industry and art, but it also served to display models of manhood to a national and
international audience. The fair itself ran from May 1 to October 31, 1893, and marked
the close of an era, as defined at the American Historical Association Meeting that ran
in conjunction with the fair by historian Frederick Jackson Turner. On July 13, 1893 he
presented fellow historians with his thesis that the frontier had once shaped the national
character through its capacity to expand ever westward, but that conditions that built
that character were vanishing. Situating the closing of the frontier in the context of the
Columbian conquest he concluded that “now, four centuries from the discovery of America,
at the end of a hundred years of life under the Constitution, the frontier has gone, and
with its going has closed the first period of American history.”? Turner declared the frontier
closed, but did not leave his audience with an alternative sphere to concentrate the growth
and industry that he thought were characteristic of the American spirit, but instead
suggested that “the American energy will continually demand a wider field for its exercise.”?
As the frontier was closed the national gaze turned inward. Every corner of that nation
had been explored. Bounded in space, the nation’s products, bodies, and culture were left
to be examined, showcased at the Exposition alongside comparable artifacts from around
the world. On the frontier white men’s muscles had been essential for proverbial hewing



wood and hauling water; in a nation with no frontier, the meaning of those muscles had
to be recast. On the Columbian Exposition Midway and off men’s bodies were exhibited,
offering competing visions of what male muscles meant in contemporary culture.
The shows that featured Eugen Sandow (The Strongest Man on Earth) and James
“Gentleman Jim” Corbett serve as case studies of white masculinity on display in and
around the Columbian Exposition provide insight into how white men might re-imagine
their bodies in an age when the frontier was closed, technologies of vision proliferated,

and men’s muscles moved from being functional to being aesthetic.

The racially charged visual spectacle of the Midway provided the backdrop for Sandow’s
and Corbett’s assertions about the relationship between gentility and muscularity attendant
on the strong male body. According to the Minneapolis Penny Paper’s account from 1895,
the two men invited a comparison of their physiques and strength, although Sandow, “the
strong man, while repudiating with indignation the idea of coupling him with prizefighters,
yet claimed that if he should fight Corbett, he could literally break the man in two.” Sandow’s
suggestion let him distance himself from prizefighting, the illicit commercial boxing for
which Corbett was famous. The suggestion got a rise out of Corbett, who “told [Sandow]
the [he] could whip him through and through at any time and in any place he might set,”
and considered Sandow’s “slurs to [his] profession as an insult to [Corbett himself].”®> The
two men never did take to the ring. The meaning of their bodies had already been set: their
sparring, which discursively pitched one ersatz-gentleman’s science of the body against
another, took place in and around the Columbian Exposition Midway in the summer of 1893.

CONTEXTS FOR WHITE MIDDLE-CLASS MALE BODIES

The World’s Columbian Exposition was held between May and October 1893 at the purpose-
built White City in Jackson Park on the southeast end of Chicago. Modeled on London’s
Great Exhibition of 1851, the World’s Columbian Exposition boasted exhibits of innovations
in agriculture, machinery, fine arts and manufacturing. Many of the states sponsored
purpose-built buildings to exhibit their wildlife, culture, and industry. The fair centered
around the Court of Honor, a series of buildings ranged around the Great Basin, an artificial
lake. The exposition’s most important exhibition spaces—those devoted to Agriculture,
Machinery, Administration, Mines, Manufactures and Liberal Art—ringed the edges of the
lake. Open by day and into the evening, the Court of Honor was illuminated by electric light,
which reflected up off the water—outdoor electric light was a novel sight to visitors from
Chicago and the rest of the country.® In addition to industrial and geographic divisions, the
buildings were also divided by sex: located between the Court of Honor and the Midway

Plaisance, the Woman’s Building occupied a liminal space just outside the Court of Honor.

The bounded nature of women’s involvement in the fair invites the investigation of the
remaining, non-feminized spaces. The Columbian Exposition was the first World’s Fair
to have a building dedicated solely to women.” It may be tempting to describe this as
the only gendered space at the fair, however, the Woman’s Building suggests that



everything that was not in that building must have been the province of men. Although
mainstream masculinity, and the white male body, are generally read as a stand-in for
humanity in general,® and are often therefore culturally invisible or beyond comment, the
abundance of visualist technologies at the fair invite the cultural historian to /ook at men’s
culturally inconspicuous expressions of gender, rather than focus solely on women as

bearers of gender.

White middle-class men’s achievements were also thrown into relief by contrast to
depictions of non-white Americans. The fair had a separate space to display women’s
achievements, but the national venue for displaying talent along that other great conceptual
marker, race, was defined by time not by space. There was no building or pavilion dedicated
to African American achievements. The compromise between having an African American
building and ignoring African Americans all together was Colored Peoples Day, held on
August 25, 1893. While prominent activist Frederick Douglass argued that fellow African
Americans should partake in the day, Ida B. Wells, another great social reformer, argued
that Colored Peoples Day was too pejorative to warrant participation. With the exception
of Colored Peoples Day the official representations of non-white people were limited to
national or anthropological contexts, as in the case of the buildings sponsored by Japan,
Turkey, Siam, and Guatemala, and by the Chinese markets, Arab bazaars and Samoan,
Sudanese, and Dahomey villages on the Midway. While the former contained racialized
difference in demarcated exhibition space, the Midway sexualized racial difference, using

rivalry over women'’s affections to veil disputes over racial superiority.

Fair-goers could experience a new set of technologies, specifically electric light and
moving images, that helped focus their attention on the body. Individual inventors, such as
George Westinghouse and Thomas Edison, were as much showmen at the fair as they were
inventors. Their personalities as well as products were on display. Westinghouse had won
the bid to electrify the fair, and spent much of the summer of 1893 at the exposition extolling
the virtues of alternating current. Although Thomas Edison’s General Electric Company,
which championed direct current, did not power the fair, Edison himself was in attendance.
He was exhibiting the kinetoscope, an early film technology which predates projected
film. The kinetoscopic mechanism was housed in a wooden casing eight inches wide
and standing roughly four feet tall, with a binocular eyepiece at one end of the top of the
casing that allowed one person to peer into the machine at a time. Films depicting people
were exceedingly popular. The kinetoscope film was fed vertically under the eyepiece at
roughly forty frames per second, putting the moving body on display as it had never been

seen before.?

The kinetoscope had many features in common with European moving image technology,
such as the zoopraxiscope (which was on display on the Midway) the electrical tachyscope,
and the phonoscope. The kinetoscope’s success over these continental technologies had

as much to do with Edison’s financial clout as with his innovation.”© From its inception



Edison’s kinetographic subject matter, which assumed a male audience, was reminiscent of
the Midway performances, those which made up unofficial, if popular, cultural expression
at the fair. In addition to films of vaudeville actresses performing suggestive dances in
such films as Annabelle [sic] Serpentine Dance and Dance De Ventre, which Edison would
record in the following year, he also turned the male subjects on display in Chicago into
kinetographic subjects with Corbett and Courtney Before the Kinetograph (1894) and
Sandow (1894), bringing Sandow, the strongman, and Corbett, the boxer, into competition
for kinetoscopic viewers’ attention. Edison’s choice of film subject tells us which male
bodies the paying public wanted to see. The films of Corbett and Sandow let images of
the men’s white, moving, and—as an effect of the kinetoscope—near luminescent bodies,
circulate without their actual presence. In the summer of 1893, however, anyone who

wanted to see Corbett or Sandow had to come to Chicago to see them in person.

While the exposition featured products of industry and the arts, the Midway featured
those other cultural products: gendered bodies (Fig. 1). The Midway offered a wide range
of bodies on display. One peep show, advertised as a nudist colony, was only visible
through a hole at shoulder height. Visitors who paid to peep were actually looking in
at a mirror and were greeted with a reflection of their own head perched on a painting
of a cleverly unrevealing nude male body." In the Midway’s Zoopraxographic Hall [sic]
Eadweard Muybridge exhibited his zoopraxiscopic discs which were printed with still
images of animals captured at timed intervals. When spun the discs made the animals
appear to move. Muybridge did not, however, limit himself to animals. His zoopraxiscopic
discs of men wrestling were equally popular.? Another Midway performer who would later
become famous for his physical feats, Ehrich Weiss, was testing out his new stage name,

Harry Houdini.”®

Annie Oakley, who would also feature in an eponymous Edison film in 1894, was in Chicago
with William “Buffalo Bill” Cody that summer. The reception and content of Buffalo Bill’s
show underscores the changing role of the American male body. While Buffalo Bill’s
show had been popular at the 1889 World Fair in Paris, he was excluded from the official
Columbian Exposition program. However, Cody and his Congress of Rough Riders were a
staple adjoining the Midway."* Cody’s Wild West had displayed indigenous people wildly
out of context, mixing the visual markers that signaled tribal difference. The Rough Riders
continued in the same vein, featuring simultaneous performances by Russian, Turkish, and
Roma riders. Horsemanship certainly required skill and strength, but the Rough Riders’
status as a spectacle underscored the irrelevance of horseback riding to urban men.
Physical strength was inessential in the modern middle-class work place, which brought
the purpose and meaning of male muscle into question. The frontier was closed, and Cody
provided a cap to that closure by turning the west into a spectacle to be displayed to the

tourists at the Exposition Midway.



Enjoyment of the Exposition and Midway
was not limited to people who could travel
to Chicago. Those who could not take in
the exposition first hand, or who wanted
to commemorate their visit with images
that they could enjoy at home, had the
option of buying one of the many souvenir
guidebooks. These books, such as Official
Views of the World’s Columbian Exposition,
which included photographs taken by

Harlow Higinbotham, president of the

exposition’s directors, served to spread

Figure 1. The Columbian Exposition Midway.

the racial and gendered orthodoxy of the
exposition beyond Jackson Park. Official Views takes readers on a virtual walking tour of
the exposition. According to Official Views architecture is the central point of interest to
the virtual visitor. The majority of the volume is dedicated to photographs of buildings:
the Court of Honor, the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building, the Transportation
Building, the Mines Building. In the foreground of these images white visitors mill about,
they, like the readers, are spectators. It is only in the final 23 of the guidebook’s 115 plates,
dedicated to views of the Midway, that people are posed as representations of the
displays, rather than as spectators. Two Middle Eastern men and a camel represent “Types
of the Arabian Village” and three men and five women pose beside a traditional fale
or house, in “The Samoan Village—On the Midway” (Fig. 2). These were not the only “
Types” on the Midway: it boasted model Irish, Viennese, Sudanese, Dahomey, and Chinese
villages, a “Moorish Palace,” as well as Indian and Japanese bazaars. Billed as an exhibit
devoted to national costumes, the Midway also featured “The World Congress of Beauty:
40 Ladies from 40 Nations.” White middle-class men appear in Official Views, but they
are spectators in the foreground. The Official Views photographs confirm Robert Rydell’s
assertion that the fair’'s central mission was to win “the support of white Americans,
regardless of social class, for a view of the world that held that progress toward civilization
could be understood in terms of allegedly innate racial characteristics.”’™> Whiteness is not
outside this racialized economy, but is cast as default for humanity, as though the white
onlookers in the Official Views photographs had no racial particularity worthy of note.

IN THIS CORNER: JAMES CORBETT

One of the Midway’s most popular
entertainments was a daily demonstration
of the self-styled “scientific boxing method”
by heavyweight champion James Corbett
(Fig. 3). Spectators could gather at the
Midway’s Natatorium café or the Old
Vienna restaurant and watch Corbett, who

performed in nothing more than shorts,
Figure 2. Types of the Arabian Village.



boots, and the newly significant boxing gloves, while pummeling a man-sized punching
bag. A popular performer on stage as well as in the ring, Corbett’s audience would have
read Corbett through the legal status of his profession and, with the Samoan, Sudanese,
and lrish villages as a backdrop, through the specter of racial dominance that haunted

boxing as white and non-white men sparred for the world heavyweight championship.

James “Gentleman Jim” Corbett positioned
himself as genteel. Unlike bare-knuckle
boxers or catch-as-catch-can wrestlers, he
was a gentleman, a claim he substantiated
through the careful rhetorical framing of
his background and his boxing methods.
Born in 1866, Corbett was raised in San
Francisco, a frontier city shaped by the
gold rush. Expelled at age 16 from Sacred
Heart College due to a fight with a fellow
student, he nevertheless used his brief
enrolment in college as a platform on which
to build his gentlemanly persona. Even
though between 1872 and 1882 the number
of students enrolled in post-secondary
education increased from 32,000 to 64,000,
college students only made up one percent
of the population.’”® Since so few men had
post-secondary education, Corbett’s stint at
Sacred Heart was a distinguishing marker of
class status. He was a gentleman, slumming Figure 3. James “Gentleman Jim” Corbett.

amongst the prizefighters.

Corbett’s boxing career provides a frame of reference for the meaning of the strong
white male body in the years leading up to the Columbian Exposition. Corbett spent his
late teens and early twenties boxing in California, where, as in most states, prizefighting
was illegal, although rarely prosecuted. Even though they were illegal, prizefights were
governed by rules, determined at the start of the match, in order to prevent disagreements
about the length of each round or the permissibility of scratching or biting. In 1891 Corbett
traveled to San Francisco to fight Peter Jackson, a black boxer from Australia. The bare-
knuckle boxer and reigning heavyweight John L. Sullivan had repeatedly refused to fight
Jackson in the preceding three years, for fear that the title might pass from a white boxer
to a black boxer. Corbett and Jackson’s 61-round match dramatized racial tensions without
conclusion—the match terminated with a draw. Corbett’s use of his strong male body to

fight was overlaid with racial meaning and was heavily regulated, even sanctioned.



John L. Sullivan was not reluctant to take on white pugilists. However, the Sullivan-Corbett
fight, which Corbett won, took Sullivan, a bare-knuckle boxer, out of his element. This
match was the first world-championship match to adhere to the Queensberry rules, which
relied on dress and style to make the sport seem less like brawling.” The Sullivan-Corbett
fight made American boxing seem gentlemanly, since it required professional equipment
and expertise, and drew its official regulations from an aristocratic lineage. The press set
Corbett’s win in classed terms: the educated “Gentleman Jim” had defeated the working-
class Sullivan. While “stories of [Sullivan’s] excessive drinking and brawling appeared
frequently in newspapers,” Corbett’s private life was above reproach.’ Corbett’s speed and
“unaggressive tactics” inside the ropes made him popular as “the most scientific and agile

heavy-weight pugilist ever seen in the ring.”™

Corbett did not display classed masculinity solely in the ring; his theatre career prepared
audiences to read his boxing demonstrations, like the ones he gave at the exposition, as
performances of masculinity. The vaudeville stage had given Corbett a venue to publicly
taunt John L. Sullivan into a match. In the fall of 1892, less than a year before the World’s
Fair opened in Chicago, Corbett toured with a purpose-written play about a struggling
young boxer, Gentleman Jack.?° An expensive production, Gentleman Jack featured over
100 actors including comedians and dancers.?? The public was interested in watching
Corbett: the play itself was well received in the United States and England?? and in most
states, nebulously defined boxing exhibitions or demonstrations like the ones Corbett
held at the Chicago World’s Fair Midway were legal and popular.?®> Corbett, who toured
the country during his twenties and thirties, had an exceedingly long career as a
prizefighter and demonstration boxer. He would not lose the title until a match in 1897;

at the Exposition in 1893 he was in peak form.

Despite his initial popularity Corbett’s two Midway performances—vaudeville shows and
boxing demonstrations—were ultimately distasteful to Chicago’s better element. Corbett
was under contract with the company that ran the Natatorium, a café with an adjoining
gymnasium that took its name from the swimming pool it contained. Corbett performed in
the café with his own vaudeville troupe. Despite early accolades from the press, suggesting
that Corbett and “his clever company [would] prove one of the greatest features on the
Midway plaisance,”?* by the end of July he was asked by the fair’s directors to leave. The
incident attracted some national attention. According to The Morning Oregonian an official
complained that the “fair is intended as educational for all peoples. All the villages and
industries in [the] Midway Plaisance are interesting and instructive, Corbett is anything but
instructive. | don’t think his performance tends to elevate. | don’t object to his vaudeville
show, but | will not tolerate his fighting.”?> Although competition between men was
acceptable, in order to fit within the strictures of middle-class masculinity any competition
had to be genteel. The inability of boxing, even under the Queensberry rules, to “elevate”



onlookers signals the failure of Corbett’s attempt to frame boxing as scientific and
genteel. In a final face-saving measure, he publicly requested that Dr. Harlow Higinbotham,
president of the directory of the fair, clear his name: in a letter published in The Daily
Inter Ocean he asked Higinbotham “whether in any respect [he, Corbett, had] during the
course of [his] engagement upon the grounds acted other than in a manner becoming
a gentleman.” Higinbotham replied that “it has not come to [his] knowledge that during
[Corbett’s] engagement with the Natatorium company [Corbett had] at any time deported
[himself] in any particular that reflects discredit upon the World’s Columbian Exposition
or [Corbett himself].”?¢ His public reassurance notwithstanding, Higinbotham still asked

Corbett to leave by July 29, 1893, several months before the fair’s closure on October 28th.

It is not clear whether Corbett’s boxing demonstrations, his history of prizefighting, or
the salacious content of his vaudeville show caused his dismissal from the Midway. The
apocryphal popular account of his dismissal, however, reveals how white masculinity was
sexualized in the setting provided by the Plaisance’s ethnic villages and bazaars. The
racial and commercial content of the Midway was shaped by two men: Isaac Ben Yaker,
responsible for introducing fairgoers to Little Egypt, the exposition’s most popular
bellydancer, and Sol Bloom, Corbett’s erstwhile manager and future congressman. Yaker
managed thirty-five of the Midway’s bazaars and was the impresario of the Sudenese
Village. According to one likely fictitious story of Corbett’s final days at the Midway, the
pugilist had been courting a young woman from the Irish village. The two were at dinner
when a man from the Sudanese village started paying unwanted attention to the young
woman. Corbett took this as provocation and started a fight with the Sudanese performer,
who stuck a knife into Corbett’s shoulder. Apparently Corbett’s response was to knock
the man out with a single blow.?” This account, coupled with the fair director’s displeasure
with Corbett’s boxing demonstrations reveals that boxers could not be recast as genteel.
No matter how refined Gentleman Jim tried to be, fighting, while gripping to his audiences,
was not genteel. It was Eugen Sandow, whose white body was framed as beautiful rather

than practical, who won approval while performing in Chicago in the summer of 1983.

IN THIS CORNER: EUGEN SANDOW

A Prussian, Sandow was born Friedrich Mdller in Konigsburg, in 1867 (Fig. 4). In 1889 he
immigrated to Britain. In November of that year, he secured the title of Strongest Man
on Earth by defeating French strongman Charles Samson. The competition took place
at the Royal Aquarium with the Marquis of Queensberry and Lord de Clifford presiding
as judges. Sandow preserved his popularity, even though he only held the title from
November 1889 to December 1890, Charles Samson and Louis St Cyr, who preceded and
succeeded Sandow as “The Strongest Man on Earth,” practically disappeared from the
press. The key to Sandow’s ongoing popularity was his ability to turn the muscled male
body into a spectacle by changing the discursive meaning of muscles: the ideal muscled
man, whom Sandow represented, did not use his muscles to fight or to work, but rather

cultivated a physique that was an object of visual culture—a body to be observed.



Just after the fair opened, Sandow
embarked on a tour of the United States.
On June 12, 1893 Sandow started an
engagement at the Casino Theatre in New
York, where he was billed to follow the
musical comedy Adonis. A play about a
beautiful statue that comes to life, only to
choose to be turned back into stone, the
Adonis production starred Henry Dixey,
who had played the titular character in
the original 1884 run. In the last scene of
Adonis, Henry Dixey, whose slim figure
was in keeping with the 1880s ideal of
male beauty,?® would stand motionless
upon a dais as if he were made of marble.
The curtain would fall, only to rise again,
revealing Sandow in Dixey’s place, dressed
in no more than a loin cloth and sandals.
Sandow would step down off the pedestal,
but unlike Dixey, he would not turn back
into a mock statue. Instead he turned
summersaults with his ankles bound
and eyes blindfolded; he lifted a wicker
“barbell” with a man perched in a basket
at either end; he positioned himself under
a board on which three ponies would step
as they crossed over his stomach. The

producer’s decision to contrast Sandow

with Dixey at Dixey’s expense suggests
Figure 4. Eugen Sandow. that in the closing decade of the century
Dixey’s lean body was out of fashion.

Lauded in the press as an example of “perfect manhood,”?° Sandow’s body was the emblem
or brand of that manhood. The marketing of products at the exposition made it clear that a
body could be a brand: the exposition saw the first unveiling of pancake mix, presented by
a living spokeswoman, Nancy Green, in the character of Aunt Jemima.3° In the Trocaderos’
promotional material, Sandow is branded, not as an average gentleman, or even as a man
with a figure to which others might aspire, but rather as a man apart from other, average,
men. A promotional lithograph produced by Cincinnati’s Strobridge Lithography Company
in 1894 shows Sandow’s most widely reported feat, in which he used a one-armed dead-lift
to hoist the wicker-basket-and-man dumbbell over his head (Fig. 5). The stage-like space
that surrounds the three figures in the poster is highly abstracted. The black background
does not meet the stage at a horizon line but rather fuses with the floor in a series of black



and russet brush strokes. Sandow casts a hard shadow on the floor as if he were lit from just
above the upper right-hand corner of the image. The same light illuminates the two men
perched in their baskets, but, as though they lack Sandow’s corporeal substance, they cast
no shadow. Sandow is clearly more substantial than regular middle-class men represented
by the figures in the baskets. Sandow is meant to be observed—his pose, the poster’s
color scheme, and the gaze of the men in the baskets invite the onlooker to marvel at

Sandow’s appearance.

Other men were certainly invited to
compare themselves to Sandow—a
comparison enabled by close inspection:
according to Billie Burke, Ziegfeld’s second
wife, Sandow “succeeded [in Chicago]
because Flo called in all the society ladies
he knew and permitted them the thrill of
feeling Sandow’s muscles” backstage at
the Trocadero theatre.®® However, the real
meaning of Sandow’s body was created by
the periodical press. The backstage shows
capitalized on the sexualized availability
of Sandow’s body to both women and
men. Putatively private, these sexualized
encounters were public performances
since newspapers like The National Police
Gazette and Frank Leslie’s Weekly Magazine
publicized them in both written reports
and reproduced images. After his shows,

journalists and select guests would be

invited back stage to feel Sandow’s muscles.

To titillate readers, press coverage played

Figure 5. The Sandow Trocadero Vaudevilles

on the presence of women in Sandow’s
dressing room and their opportunity not
just to see Sandow, but to touch him.

The most lurid descriptions of these backstage visits invite a homoerotic reading. The
National Police Gazette, a magazine directed at the lower middle-class reader, makes
wealthy fans’ visits seem clandestine: “The public at large may see Sandow any night [...]
in light gymnasium suits, which suggest dimly the marvelous muscular development of the
handsome young giant. But after the show is over [...] carriage after carriage rolls up to the
door. Men in dress suits and women in opera cloaks alight and pass quickly into the big
empty play-house.”®? The described visit has the feeling of illicit exclusivity. Like a model in
a tableau vivant, Sandow wears a “thin pair of flesh-colored tights [which] fit closely over his

well-formed legs, a small pair of white satin trunks and light slippers.” At private viewings



Sandow’s body is available as a visual and tactile object, in a way that it is not in his public
performances. The gendering in the title of this Police Gazette article, “The Ladies Idolize
Sandow,” is undermined by the description of Sandow physically compelling at least one

e

man to run his hand over Sandow’s body: “As | come around | want you to pass your right
hand flat across my chest.” He approaches the first man, takes the outstretched hand and
rubs it over the hard muscles of his iron-ribbed chest.” Although the title frames Sandow
as the object of women’s desire, the ensuing article describes men’s attention to his body

as much as it does women’s.

Ostensibly, the event chronicled in the National Police Gazette was a lecture in which
Sandow is both the orator and the object of study. He reportedly said, “| am going to
explain to you the muscles of my body, in order that you may appreciate the difference
between ordinary development and perfect development,” at which point the “men look
interested. The women gape at him in wonder.”®®> While the sensationalism of the article
subverts any potential reading of Sandow’s private performances as educative (or to
borrow language from the press’ indictment of Corbett, they lacked the power to elevate),
this passage is instructive about the gendered gazes of Sandow’s audience. While the
women stand about slack-jawed, the men’s interest is dispassionate. Over time Sandow
would render his “perfect” body an object of scientific interest enabling him to court the
masculine gaze of empirical observation, which was a more respectable viewing position

for the middle-class reader than eroticized scopophilia.

In press coverage reports, Sandow’s sexualized performances are further shaped by
breaking down the distinction between him and all other middle-class young men.
Sandow’s regular attire is, Chicago’s The Daily Inter Ocean reported, “the dress of the
average young Englishman who frequents music halls and other fashionable London
institutions.”®* Sandow is thus positioned as both the object of the theatre-goers’ gaze,
and, sartorially at least, a member of the theatre-going audience. This elision facilitates
a continuity between Sandow and his male fans: if a strongman can be an audience
member, perhaps each audience member can be a strongman, and thus subject to the
gaze that compels average middle-class men to live up to the standards of the idealized

muscular body.

Part of Sandow’s performance of “perfect manhood” involved posing as a credible authority
on the subject of anatomy.®®> Although not actually a scientific practitioner, Sandow
capitalized on a rumor that he had started medical school, but had to leave due to a falling
out with his father. He flaunted his anatomical knowledge, in one private viewing pointing
out “each muscle as he came to it [and calling it] by its scientific name,” impressing the
onlookers with how well he “understands anatomy.”3¢ This particular account, from the June
25, 1893 issue of The Daily Inter Ocean, helped garner interest in Sandow in Chicago—he
would start performing with the Trocaderos in August. The article introduced Corbett (who
was famous for his “scientific” boxing method) as a man whose body is likewise of empirical

interest, and who, like Sandow, was himself a gentleman with scientific knowledge.



The press stimulated men’s desire to emulate Sandow as a means of defusing the homoerotic
reading of his body. The framing of his body as ideal, however, was not produced in a
cultural vacuum; rather, it developed relationally and differentially through contrasting
models of manly musculature. The less-than-ideal muscled masculinity personified by
the heavyweight boxer, Gentleman Jim Corbett, provides a contrast with the ideal
masculinity personified by Sandow. Corbett, the originator of scientific boxing, used
similar rhetorical strategies as Sandow in an attempt to secure his fame. Both men
attempted to exploit popular science to inscribe their bodies as ideally masculine.
The public responded differently to the performance of masculinity by a man like
Corbett, who was essentially slumming, and Sandow, the son of a green grocer, who was

ascending through the ranks of class and financial power.

The press pitted Sandow’s version of scientific and genteel muscularity against Gentleman
Jim’s version. Journalists had already compared Corbett and Sandow, only to find Corbett
wanting on the ground that he was not visibly muscular: “compared with Sandow, Corbett,
the fighter, is like a lean spring chicken beside a bulldog.”®” As we have seen, The New
York World, a newspaper consistently hostile towards Sandow, was not convinced Sandow
would win in a boxing match against Corbett: the quip that “if [Sandow,] the strong man
[,] had been in any pugnacious mood the chances are that he would have had his head
knocked off” if he crossed Corbett is telling.®® Although, at first glance the slur seems to
be directed at Sandow, Corbett is framed as the man who must resort to using, rather than

simply displaying, his muscles, thus undermining his gentility.

CONCLUSION

The Midway peep show—advertised as a nudist colony that reflected cartoonish
representations of men’s bodies back at onlookers—dramatized the uncertain utility
of men’s muscles in a country without a frontier to settle. White middle-class men were
clearly interested in looking at other male bodies in the hopes of finding a new model of
perfect manhood. In 1894, the year following the Columbian Exposition, both Corbett and
Sandow became popular film subjects. The visual technology on display a the Columbian
Exposition, coupled with the sexualized and racialized spaces of the Midway, make the
presentation of Sandow and Corbett’s bodies in Chicago an ideal example of the changing
meaning of the male physique. While the strong body had once been essential for fighting
the elements (and indigenous peoples) on the frontier, muscles were not essential for the
day-to-day work life of middle-class American men. Both Sandow and Corbett attempted
to reframe muscularity as scientific, and, by extension, as middle class. Sandow, with his
inclination to pose rather than fight, succeeded where Corbett failed: Sandow became
the proprietor of seven middle-class gymnasia which were decorated to resemble the
gentlemen’s clubs of London’s St. James Street; the editor of a Physical Culture magazine;
the impresario of the first British bodybuilding competition (for which the first prize trophy,
a statue of Sandow, served as the model for the Mr. Olympia trophy from 1977 onward);

and the official Professor of Scientific and Physical Culture to King George V, whereas Jim



Corbett, after a brief stint as a black-face performer, faded into obscurity. The popularity
of visual technology at the Columbian Exposition signaled the coming visualist age. In this
age, muscles that were put to use posing on stage, rather than punching, represented the

ideal modern masculinity.
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Picturing Female Patriotism in Three Dimensions:
High Street at the 1926 Sesquicentennial

Lydia Mattice Brandt

Incorporating enormous exhibition buildings, a giant electrified Liberty Bell, and avenues
scaled to the automobile, the architects of the 1926 Sesquicentennial International
Exposition intended the “Forum of the Founders” to be the symbolic center of the
Philadelphia fair. The southwest quadrant, however, ended up being the heart and most
popular destination for the world’s fair commemorating the 150th anniversary of the
Declaration of Independence. Filled with reproductions of historic buildings constructed
by various national women’s organizations under the aegis of the Sesquicentennial’s
Women’s Committee, “High Street” evoked the “charm and dignity” of the Colonial
period. Away from the main Beaux Arts axes and formal courts, the architectural replicas
provided a more intimate setting for visitors to celebrate the nation’s birthday (Fig.
1. Complete with houses, stores, side alleys, and back gardens, the reconstructed
Colonial street was rooted in ideas about the powerful role of women and the domestic
environment in providing a moral compass for American society. With a vision of Colonial
Philadelphia on the brink of the American Revolution, they offered proof of the ways in
which moral, dignified homes resulted in strong communities and patriotic citizens.
These varied efforts became even more important in the wake of the corruption that
engulfed the largely male Sesquicentennial organization, proving the need for a strong
domestic influence on society. While greed clearly drove the male politicians’ interest
in the fair, the Women’s Committee provided exhibits they hoped would honor the
country’s past with philanthropic and patriotic missions. Through recreations of historic
American architecture and landscapes, therefore, women presented a material past that
present-day fairgoers could revere and emulate—both literally (by embracing Colonial
Revival furniture and architecture) and figuratively (by becoming active and responsible
citizens like themselves)—in celebration of the nation’s birthday.



Figure 1: The free map of the 1926 Sesquicentennial International Exposition, Philadelphia. The black circle marks the location
of High Street and the accompanying replicas of Mount Vernon and Sulgrave Manor.

“ALL THE GRACIOUS HOSPITALITY OF COLONIAL DAYS”:
REPLICAS AT THE SESQUICENTENNIAL

Soon after forming in 1925, the Sesquicentennial Women’s Committee decided to construct
a series of replicas of historic houses rather than a single Woman’s Building like that which
had united the gender at the 1876 and 1893 fairs.! Sarah Dickenson Lowrie, the leader of
the effort, wrote in her weekly newspaper article of the Women’s Committee’s decision to

build multiple buildings rather than a single one:

Somehow, the majority of the women could not be waked up to feel an
interest in four walls that would house the masterpieces of the feminine sex.
The thing had been done too often to have any effect of achievement. There
was a time when we had to prove that women could do things and were
doing things that men did. But we do not have to prove that any more and
to reiterate it seems to be a bore. But we women have another thing to
prove nowadays, and that is that the family life is influenced not only by
the home life but by the community life. We are bound to be exceedingly
interested in family life, and we realize more than we ever did that what
comes in from the outside to that home is of vital experience. What is more
natural than that we should set ourselves, by means of a picture—a picture
of three dimensions—to make a composite of an original community which
had a great effect on the homes of the past and at the same time prove, if we
can, that the essentials of that first community are still the essentials of the
surroundings of the homes today.?

Occupied by a wide variety of women’s organizations such as the National League of
Women Voters, Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR), War Mothers, Daughters of
1812, and the Philadelphia Teacher’s Association, High Street was not only evidence of the



strong communities shaped by the women
of yesterday, but also those nurtured by
the domestic sphere of the 1920s (Fig. 2).
Lowrie wrote in High Street’s guidebook:
“The exteriors of the houses, and in most
cases the interiors, are pictures of a historic
past, but they are also settings for a very
real present. For in every case the hostess
organizations occupying these buildings
[...] are the modern instances of the original
ideas of the founders of the nation.”® By
building, outfitting, and occupying the

replicas, the various women’s organizations

made explicit analogies between the selfless
Figure 2: Okie, Bissell, and Sinkler’s rendering for patriotic acts of High Street’s historic

“High St t” at the S i t ial. . . .
1gh street-at the sesquicentennia occupants and their own modern missions.

Designed by Philadelphia architecture firm Okie, Bissell, and Sinkler, the project was the
brainchild of Lowrie, a well-known suffragette and settlement house worker in Philadelphia,
and Elizabeth Price Martin, the founder of the Garden Club of America and wife of a
prominent Philadelphia judge (and chairman of the Sesquicentennial Athletic Committee).*
Their initial idea was to contrast domestic life of the past with that of the present day,
using replicas of historic buildings alongside model modern houses.> After considering
the project’s limited budget (the women were allotted $200,000 by the fair, $2.4 million
in today’s dollars), the final High Street exhibit consisted of replicas of twenty buildings
that had once stood in downtown Philadelphia (most on High Street, known today as
Market Street). Replicating or imitating important historical buildings was a tried-and-true
technique at American world’s fairs. Versions of landmarks such as George Washington’s
Mount Vernon, John Hancock’s demolished Boston mansion, and Independence Hall
had been popular exhibits at previous fairs such as the 1893 Chicago World’s Columbian
Exposition, the 1907 Jamestown Tercentennial Exposition in Virginia, and the 1915
Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco. Like the women in charge of
High Street, those overseeing such historically-oriented, large scale exhibits were usually
upper or upper-middle class white women also involved in historic preservation efforts

or heritage organizations back at home.®

Among others, High Street featured the house occupied by Washington as president of
the United States (occupied at the fair by the Daughters of the American Revolution),
the townhouse of early government creditor Stephen Girard (the Sesquicentennial’s
Foreign Relations Committee), the city home of the prominent Dr. William Shippen, Jr.
(Good Housekeeping magazine), and the boarding house in which Thomas Jefferson

wrote the Declaration of Independence (the Women’s Southern Committee and the



Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation). Other buildings included a Quaker meetinghouse,
stables, infirmary, inn, working forge, log cabin bakery, schoolhouse, Benjamin Franklin’s
print shop, and a marketplace. Replicas of Mount Vernon and Sulgrave Manor, Washington’s
English ancestral home, stood just outside of High Street, marking the entrance to that
section of the fairgrounds (hosted by the Metropolitan Philadelphia branch of the Young
Women’s Christian Association and the Colonial Dames of America, respectively). In order
to ensure that High Street was free and accessible to all fair visitors, organizations donated
funds to maintain the buildings and exhibits.”

Lowrie and the architects chose to focus on the overall impression or atmosphere of High
Street, rather than adhere to strict historical accuracy in the recreations of individual
buildings.® Lowrie told the architects: “our first duty was to make the street interesting from
the outside and with enough historical houses to give the right historical atmosphere.”?
With a goal of creating a Colonial fantasyland rather than an authentic reconstruction, the
architects of High Street were playful with the scale, details, and locations of the buildings
(some of which had not actually stood on colonial Market Street proper).’° Buildings were

finished with faux-brick and stone to give the illusion of permanent materials, even though

they were constructed of wood and staff, a kind of papier-maché (Fig. 3).

Figure 3: A parade on High Street.



Because of the limited budget and the focus on the effect of the ensemble, High Street’s
interiors were also finished to varying degrees of authenticity. A few buildings were
outfitted with historic or revival interiors that at least approximated historic conditions,
done at the expense and discretion of the women’s organization in charge of the
particular building." For instance, the Foreign Relations Committee worked with Chapman
Decorative Company of Philadelphia to outfit the Girard House with period rooms “after
the French Empire style” favored by its wealthy and fashionable colonial inhabitant.”
Other groups depended primarily upon the Colonial exterior to manifest the ideals
presented in the building’s modern interior exhibits. The National League of Women
Voters, for example, took charge of the First Infirmary, a small gambrel-roofed house in
the center of the block that represented Philadelphia’s first public hospital.”® Within, they
educated “that body of newly enfranchised voters that they may feel the responsibility
for good government attained by the original inhabitants of the Street.”' Their exhibits
chastised U.S. citizens who did not take full advantage of their voting rights, depicting
those who chose not to vote as “slackers who prefer golf, picnics, the movies and other

diversions to exercising their rightful voice in the conduct of government.”’™

To ensure that visitors understood the various exhibits as part of an ensemble and to
heighten the feeling of a completely reconstructed Colonial community, High Street was
lined with hitching posts and old-fashioned street lamps. Small picket fences and gardens
designed by local women’s horticultural organizations adorned most of the replicas of

private houses.® The visual effect of the exterior architecture was supplemented by
interpreters in Colonial costume: hostesses (representatives of the various women’s
organizations) dressed in bonnets and aprons, accompanied by a town crier who
walked up and down the street calling for lost children and announcing parades, plays,
and puppet shows throughout the day (Fig. 4).” The end result was that visitors to the fair
could imagine what it was like to walk in the shoes of Washington, Jefferson, and other
founding fathers along America’s first street. The effect of the exhibit was praised in the

Saturday Evening Post:

It needs an actual street like this, reconstructed before our eyes, to reveal
the fine heritage of beauty and dignity in ordinary everyday life which our
ancestors have passed on to us [...] But above all, what those early leaders
reveal as we throw the searchlight of history upon them, is character—
character in the quality of their homes as well as in their outer lives [...] So
these homes of another era are in reality symbols of the solid, unspectacular
integrity of our forefathers, which we believe still exists in our people today.®

By experiencing a living, breathing version of the community at the heart of the early
republic, the fair's Women’s Committee hoped that visitors would be so moved by the past

that they would seek to revive its values and styles in their own lives.



Figure 4: Town crier and hostesses in front of the “Little Wooden House” on High Street.

THE ROLE OF WOMEN, THE HOME,
AND CIVIC RESPONSIBILITY AT THE SESQUICENTENNIAL

The replicas of Colonial buildings created by the women’s organizations were part of a
larger effort by women throughout the Sesquicentennial to provide a living example for
how the character and values of the founding fathers could be sustained in contemporary
life. In the wake of the Nineteenth Amendment, rising divorce rates, and the emergence
of companionate marriage, Lowrie and her compatriots saw the Sesquicentennial more
specifically as an opportunity to advocate for a conservative approach to citizenship for
America’s women.”” Unlike the emerging view that insisted that women were equal to
men, a view embodied by the sexy flapper, the Sesquicentennial Women’s Committee
sustained the long-held belief that women were morally superior and, therefore, the rightful
custodians not only of the home but also of society’s values at large.?® At an exposition
embroiled in political scandal and financial corruption, the activities of these women
offered proof of a need for their supposedly moral, domestic influence on public life.

In many ways, the efforts of Philadelphia’s women did save the Sesquicentennial’s
reputation, offering not only popular attractions such as High Street, but also by providing
a positive distraction from the political corruption that marred the fair’s planning. Women
were central to the Sesquicentennial’s organization from the start, before the exposition
became entangled in scandal. The first governing body of the fair, the “Committee of 100”
of 1920, included at least seven female members who held equal responsibilities with their
male counterparts.?’ The final board of directors for the Sesquicentennial included four
women out of fifty-six members, a representation unprecedented in previous American

world’s fairs.?? Although they wielded positions equal to those of the male members, these



women formed the separate “Women’s Committee of the Sesqui-Centennial” in 1925 along
with representatives from Philadelphia’s women’s organizations; this committee then
quickly delegated various responsibilities to sub-committees.?® Through efforts including
the replicas of historic buildings built on the Sesquicentennial grounds, the preservation
and clean-up of downtown Philadelphia, the compilation of walking tours of the historic
parts of the city, and the organization of bus tours to explore historic Germantown, the
Women’s Committee sought to make an array of historic resources available to inspire and
educate Sesquicentennial visitors and city residents.

By creating a separate committee, women were indeed able to escape the political
wrangling of the male-dominated groups backing the fair. Their distinct set of projects
was, therefore, untainted by the political corruption behind the fair’s funding, planning,
and day-to-day operation, corruption usually credited with the venture’s failure to pay for
itself, to rally local support, or to draw a national (or international) audience.?* After the
idea of a 150th-birthday party for the United States was first suggested for Philadelphia in
1916, the eight years of discussion that followed were dominated by a tug-of-war between
progressives, who saw the fair as an opportunity to reform Philadelphia with City Beautiful
planning, and the city’s Republican machine, which was interested in using the fair to
reward loyal ward bosses on the city’s South Side with municipally-funded improvements
and infrastructure.?® With the election of Republican Mayor Freeland W. Kendrick in 1923,
the latter prevailed and the fair became a municipal project and a means to pay political
favors.?® In protest against the very undemocratic process of planning and building the
Sesquicentennial, many Philadelphians opposed the fair outright and the federal government

delayed and significantly reduced its appropriation.?”

The efforts by the Women’s Committee, meanwhile, were credited as being “the one part
of the Sesqui-Centennia [...] concerning which there was no regret nor criticism; the one
feature that didn’t fall short of hopes or promises.”?® The Committee was dedicated to
mending the fair’s reputation. One member described their work: “We women are striking
the patriotic note and are upholding the spiritual side of the celebration. We desire to show
to the world that we are not a nation of money grabbers and commercialists solely, and so
we are emphasizing those things which made the country what it is and will keep it so.”??
By presenting idealized images of Colonial life, the replicas and activities of the Women’s
Committee provided a counterpoint to the dirty politics behind the Sesquicentennial;
in both the lives of the founders and the work of its members, the Women’s Committee
offered examples of how to be responsible citizens. While their male counterparts were
busy patting each other on the back and stuffing their own pockets, a reporter wrote three
months into the exposition, “...it is only fair to say that this odious backbiting seems chiefly
confined, so far as the Sesqui is concerned, to the men. The women have shown a far better
spirit, and too much praise cannot be given to the unselfish manner in which scores of them
have labored to make the exposition a great success.”3°



The Women’s Committee’s preference to work within a separate, gender-defined group
reflected the position of many conservative women in the 1920s. Acting under the mantle
of the Women’s Committee, female members of organizations created a “separate women’s
public sphere” at the Sesquicentennial.®® Maturing during the late nineteenth century
when women did not have the right to vote, most of these organizations provided literal
or ideological spaces where women could support each other in positions of power and
achieve social reform without having to fully immerse themselves in the traditionally male
political sphere. Even after World War | and the Nineteenth Amendment demonstrated
the potential contributions of professional women, these organizations continued to
segregate themselves by gender. Rather than see suffrage as a means for equality with
men, their members understood the vote as a way to promote the social reform agendas

they had already been advocating for decades.3?

Echoing the arguments of earlier female-led urban reform and preservation
organizations, the Women’s Committee sought to positively shape the moral impact of
the Sesquicentennial through the extension of the domestic environment into the public
sphere. Similarly, late nineteenth-century “municipal housekeeping” associations had
expanded the principles of a productive and efficient household to an urban scale
through efforts literally to clean up the city and provide relief for the deplorable living
conditions of the largely immigrant poor.?® At the same time, newly formed historic
preservation organizations presented similar arguments for the potential moral impact
of women and the home on public life. When the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association of
the Union (MVLA) began as the first national women’s preservation organization in the
United States in the 1850s, for example, it argued that Mount Vernon should be saved as an
example for how the home had—and would continue—to shape virtuous American citizens.3*
As women founded other preservation organizations in the following decades, they
echoed the MVLA’s arguments. Although all of these groups claimed to lack political
agendas and to be acting within traditional female roles, they were certainly active in

political life and made significant contributions to the public sphere.

Like settlement house workers and historic preservationists of the late nineteenth century,
the Women’s Committee and its affiliated organizations conservatively suggested that
women citizens could offer a healing influence to society through the physical extension
of the domestic sphere.®®> The corruption of the Sesquicentennial was a case-in-point: the
Women’s Committee brought exhibits to the fair that inspired patriotism without being
spoiled by the greed of men.

“HOW A BRAND NEW HOUSE MIGHT BE BUILT AND YET PRESERVE

THE OLD CHARM”: THE WOMEN’S COMMITTEE AND THE COLONIAL REVIVAL
Much like early female-driven historic preservation efforts, the Women’s Committee
recognized the physical power of specifically historic buildings to reinforce the larger public

importance of the domestic sphere. Lowrie wrote in the guidebook to the exhibit:



For the Street is not merely a picture of what has been, it is a symbol of
what is. In it are the essentials of the exterior and the interior of an American
home. The twentieth century home is bound to be effected [sic] by the
community just as the community is bound to effect the home...This is no
truer of today than it was of a century and a half ago in America, and all the
essentials existed then and on the High Street of Washington’s, Franklin’s
and Jefferson’s day. We cannot improve upon those essentials, we can only
amplify them and honor the original valuations of them, by making the most
of the ideals that we owe to the first makers of homes in this country.ss

While the Women’s Committee hoped that just the experience of seeing and visiting High
Street’s historic homes would be enough to rouse patriotism and remind visitors of the
important influence of the home on civic life, they also advocated a more active relationship
between the homemaker, the domestic environment, and virtuous citizenship. The exhibits
suggested that just as Colonials had shaped a perfect setting for a dignified revolution by
carefully choosing and arranging objects in the buildings on High Street, so the modern
woman could do in her contemporary home.?” While one newspaper commented on what
Martha Washington would think as she “[set] out to go shopping in the Street of '76,”
another described the appreciation a “Colonial housewife” might have for candles on sale
in High Street’s market: “Tall tapers such as she probably never saw are here colored most
charmingly.”3® By likening Colonial women to modern consumers and offering an array of
Colonial Revival goods, High Street demonstrated how female exposition visitors could

create the tasteful homes supposedly key to the American woman’s larger civic role.

After centuries of making household goods by hand, women’s responsibilities shifted in the
nineteenth century from those of producer to consumer. By the 1920s, Americans had long
considered the furnishing of domestic interiors as a self-expression of the inhabitants.3°
Lowrie herself spoke of the interiors of High Street as extensions of the women who created
them; she praised the “charm of the good taste of the past generation.”™° The idea that
through the creation of sound moral environments, American women could nurture the
growth of strong citizenship amongst younger generations and ward off the potentially
corrupting influences of urban and industrial life was also well established by the 1920s.
Accordingly, High Street presented the outfitting of a home not only as a reflection of a
woman’s personality, but also a part of her essential duties as wife, mother, and guardian

of society’s morals.*?

The simple, patriotic designs of the Colonial era were especially favored in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as a tasteful way to outfit a dignified and
appropriate domestic environment for American families. The idealized emulation of
America’s early material culture, art, and architecture, often termed the Colonial Revival,
was at its peak at the time of the Sesquicentennial.*®* As technology and a modern
economy allowed for more leisure time and the private automobile became vastly more

accessible, more Americans began to travel to see historic sites and to collect antiques—a



pastime that had previously been limited only to the wealthy.** The renewed interest in
finding and defining a traditional American aesthetic was also a reaction against unfamiliar

(and imported) Modernism at a time of heightened concerns over nativism.4®

Dubbed the “democratization” of American memory by historian Michael Kammen, this
spreading interest in the Colonial Revival was also fed by a growing number of house
museums and public collections of American decorative arts.*®¢ By the 1920s, the period
room, derived from the New England Kitchen exhibits at late nineteenth-century American
world’s fairs, the MVLA’s restoration of Mount Vernon, and subsequent full-scale replicas
of historic buildings constructed at international expositions, had become common in
American museums across the country.*’” Period rooms provided a visual means for
people to understand the ways in which Americans historically arranged their houses; they
also suggested ideas for how contemporary homes could be furnished and decorated.
When the first major permanent exhibition of historic American interiors opened at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in 1924, for example, the popular periodical
House Beautiful featured a multi-paged spread of images of the period rooms entitled
“The House in Good Taste.”® The article provided specific information about the style and
arrangement of historic furnishings, all the while suggesting that the same types of pieces

and arrangements could be adopted for modern homes.

As early American furniture became increasingly revered and well-studied and the general
population became more interested in and exposed to the nation’s early material culture,
manufacturers and retailers began to create and aggressively market reproduction
furniture and decorative arts. While only the wealthiest Americans might have afforded
(or even been interested in) historic decorative arts a few decades previously, copies of
museum-quality pieces became widely available by the mid-1920s.4° Such affordable Colonial
Revival goods allowed more Americans than ever to revel in their material heritage.

The Women’s Committee took advantage of the popularity of Colonial Revival goods
and used High Street as an opportunity to promote the role of the female consumer in
America’s past and present. Unlike most historic house museums, the finished interiors
of High Street were not filled with historical artifacts. Rather, they demonstrated how
reproduction furniture could be arranged to create tasteful interiors and offered goods
widely available for purchase, suggesting ways in which the modern woman could use
the lessons of the past to create her own home. Much like the American Wing at the
Metropolitan and most contemporary studies of American decorative arts, however, the

Women’s Committee focused on the most elite Colonial houses and furnishings.

Most of High Street’s finished interiors featured a combination of revival and antique
furniture and decorative arts, arranged as period rooms. Overseen by the Daughters of
the American Revolution, the Philadelphia Arts and Crafts Guild furnished the replica of
the house occupied by George and Martha Washington during their time in Philadelphia
(recently partially reconstructed on its original site). Using an inventory of the furniture



owned by Washington during his presidency, the house offered a vision of the “alterations

33

and furnishings, in good taste but ‘not extravagant’ directed by the first president
himself (see Fig. 5). At least 75,000 people saw the rooms outfitted with the Guild’s
reproductions of Colonial furniture, all of which were for sale at their Rittenhouse
Square galleries. Accompanying the reproductions were also genuine antique prints and

decorative arts, wallpaper copied by W. H. S. Lloyd and Company from a Connecticut

house in which Washington once slept, and revival brocades designed by F. Schumacher
& Co. and Arthur H. Lee & Son.%°

Figure 5: The dining room of the Washington House on High Street.

Similar to the DAR’s Washington House was a replica of the boarding house in which
Jefferson drafted the Declaration of Independence, overseen by the Southern Committee
and the recently formed Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation which was then in the
process of restoring Jefferson’s Monticello.’" Because little was known of the actual
furniture from the long-demolished building (since reconstructed on its original site), the
major department store chain Strawbridge & Clothier provided reproduction furniture
based on items at Monticello in order “to make live again the most intimate surroundings
of this national document.”®? The department store produced a pamphlet to accompany
the exhibit, complete with historical descriptions, images, and prices of the reproduction

furniture fit for “present-day American homes.”%3



High Street’s replica of the townhouse of the first doctor to offer medical classes in
Philadelphia was the ultimate lesson in the way modern tastes could be merged with a
Colonial-era aesthetic. Finished and furnished by Good Housekeeping magazine, the
Shippen House displayed “the charm of Colonial times with the added comforts and
necessities of modern living” and showed “how a brand new house might be built and yet
preserve the old charm.”>* The building was the only one on High Street with an interior
finished from top to bottom, including bedrooms, bathrooms, and a modern kitchen. With
all items well-labeled (and conveniently listed in the building’s pamphlet) and available for
purchase at retailers across the country, the Shippen House encouraged female visitors
to think about the ways in which modern conveniences such as electricity, refrigerators,
and running water could be combined with Colonial Revival furniture and details.
The Women’s Committee’s final report on the building proclaimed: “This masterpiece of
furnishing was accomplished by the Good Housekeeping Studio which undertook the
modernizing of the interior in so practical a manner that it was easily demonstrated that
one can possess one’s ancestral home and be modernly at home in it.”>®> The Shippen,
Declaration, and Washington Houses made historic American architecture and decorative
arts stylish and attainable by advocating the consumption of Colonial Revival goods.%®
They also suggested that through consumption and interior decoration, American women
could craft the homes that would shape the patriots of the future.

Through a series of replicas of historic American buildings amidst a scandal-ridden, failing
world’s fair, the Sesquicentennial’s Women’s Committee created a positive vision not only
of America’s past, but also of its present and future. From the Daughters of the American
Revolution to the League of Women Voters, the various women’s organizations hoped to
offer a compelling example of the power of the feminine, domestic sphere through their
own efforts on High Street. The official historians of the Sesquicentennial wrote in their
account of the fair: “It was in keeping with the general recognition of the broadening scope
of woman’s sphere in modern life that women were called upon to take a greater part in
planning and administering the Exposition than had been the case in connection with any
previous international exposition.”®” Their collection of Colonial Revival-inspired replicas
was, as Sarah D. Lowrie put it: “not only a text in architecture and in good taste, but a text
on how to live simply, effectively and with dignity.”*® By making the most of small budgets,
providing educational opportunities, and focusing on patriotism, the women who built
High Street strove to be living proof that the values embedded in Colonial dwellings lived

on in modern homes.
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Expressions of Pride at A Century of Progress

Cheryl R. Ganz

The 1933 Chicago World’s Fair opened its gates during very, very bleak times. Factory
failures, unemployment, and the deepening depression dominated headlines around the
world, and the Windy City’s residents certainly endured their share of hardship and despair.
What inspired the optimism of organizers and businessmen willing to gamble on a world’s
fair at a time like that? After all, Philadelphia’s 1926 fair, held during the rollicking 1920s, had

been a financial failure.

Those who organized the 1933 fair, known as A Century of Progress, believed that their
massive project would bolster the local economy and project a sense of optimism, and this
vision drove them. From the outset, they also realized that, although visitors from far-flung
places would attend, the city itself must provide the fair’'s core resources and financial
support. At the time, immigrant groups—German, Poles, Scandinavians, Irish, ltalians,
Russians, and many more—comprised two-thirds of Chicago’s nearly five million residents.
Groups clustered by language and nationality—a reality that gave Chicago another

moniker, the “city of neighborhoods”—
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and ethnic identities. If the benefits the fair

Pageant Of the Natlons Of the Worid organizers imagined were to materialize,

DITORILM THEATRS they needed to engage these groups.
Chlcago Worlds Fair and Cenlenmal n |933 Hence, very early in the planning stages,
: organizers established the Committee of

Coordination of Nationalities.

Figure 1. This 1928 Official Bulletin of the Committee on Co-
ordination of Nationalities includes portraits of Chicagoans
in ancestral heritage costumes. The American Negro family
chose instead to wear American clothing of the 1930s.




Although they were now Chicagoans proud of their adopted city, most immigrants in
these groups enthusiastically accepted invitations to express their ethnic heritage: food,
dance, costume, flags, and a huge assortment of ephemera were common media. While
these peoples lacked representation on the high level fair management committees, they
controlled their own events, displays, and the souvenirs they sold.? This article examines

three mementos sold at A Century of Progress, each demonstrating pride in ethnic or racial

heritage and accomplishment.

MAYOR ANTON J. CERMAK
MEMORIAL PLATE

Chicago, like all great American industrial
cities, rose to prominence on the backs of
immigrants. Over time, immigrants claimed
positions in business, social, and political
circles, heightening ethnic pride among
others with roots in a shared homeland. In
1931, two years before A Century of Progress
opened, Chicago immigrant groups united
to elect the city’s first foreign-born mayor,
Anton J. Cermak (1873-1933), a shrewd
street politician from Bohemia (now the
Czech Republic). Cermak’s tireless efforts
to bring jobs to the bankrupt city garnered
a popularity and gratitude that spanned
ethnic lines and helped develop the
city’s first multi-ethnic political machine.

Tragically, while visiting Miami in February

1933, an assassin’s bullet intended for
Figure 2. Chicago mayor Anton J. Cermak was immortalized President-elect Franklin D. Roosevelt

on a 1933 Chicago world’s fair souvenir dinner plate.
downed Cermak.

Despite frigid weather, throngs of grief-stricken Chicagoans watched Cermak’s funeral
procession and witnessed his internment at Chicago’s Bohemian National Cemetery.
A souvenir porcelain plate, available at the exposition, embodied the city’s admiration
for its late mayor. The plate’s border, which includes the logo of A Century of Progress,
traces Cermak’s life and career—in his homeland, as a coal miner in lllinois, as a state
representative, and as chief bailiff in Chicago. Images of the fair’s most iconic buildings,
the Travel and Transport Building and the Hall of Science, provide the backdrop for a
portrait of Cermak as mayor. Rays of sunlight beaming from the portrait imply his optimism
and, for his constituents, his saintliness. The words that Cermak uttered to FDR from his
deathbed —“I'm glad it was me and not you”—encircle the portrait. A Biblical quotation

honoring Cermak, “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his



friends,” appears below the portrait. To Chicago’s ethnic voters, Cermak had sacrificed his

life for them, not just their newly elected president.

MAIL FLOWN BY ZEPPELIN

Eager to tout their ethnic pride and accomplishments, A Century of Progress’s German-
American Group issued an invitation for Germany’s LZ-127 Graf Zeppelin to visit the
exposition. The Zeppelin Company (Luftshiffbau Zeppelin G.m.b.H.) agreed to fly the
zeppelin to Chicago and the fair if the U.S. Post Office Department issued a special postage
stamp to help offset the expenses of the flight. Happily for the German-American Group,
in the fall of 1933, the POD issued a green 50¢ stamp featuring a zeppelin in its vignette.
As stipulated, 42 1/2 of the 50¢ went to the Zeppelin Company. The German-American
Group and its president, Chicago Postmaster Ernest J. Kruetgen, officially welcomed Graf
Zeppelin and Dr. Hugo Eckener, head of the Zeppelin Company and the airship’s commander.
Kruetgen sold the first sheet of stamps to fellow German-American Karl Eitel, owner of the
Bismarck Hotel, where Eckner stayed during his visit. The German-American Group itself
purchased 2,000 stamps, a significant investment during the Great Depression.

The German-American
T R LR
won f-. Eckener
and his &

VIA GRAF ZEPPELIN
Chicago to Friedrichshafen

M. S. Johnson
Glenview, Illinois

T
CENTURY OF PROGRESS
EXPOSITION

DISPATCHED FROM CHICAGO

Figure 3. The German-American Group cacheted mail franked with the 50¢ zeppelin stamp. The Graf Zeppelin carried this
envelope from Chicago to Friedrichshafen after the airship visited the 1933 Chicago world’s fair.

In yet another postal-related expression of ethnic pride, the German group sponsored
cacheted souvenir envelopes in standard and business size for the Graf Zeppelin visit.
The cachet depicts a medal with three profiles—(Ferdinand von) Zeppelin, the creator;
(Ludwig) Durr, the builder; and (Dr. Hugo) Eckener, the (Zeppelin Company) leader.
It pointedly omits the Nazi flag with its swastika but includes American and German flags.
The Prussian State Mint in Berlin had issued the medal in 1929 to commemorate Graf
Zeppelin’s flight around the world. Three prominent Chicagoans, all German-Americans,
comprised the cachet committee—Postmaster Kruetgen, real estate agent Bernard DeVry,
and Walter W.L. Meyer, a prominent attorney and philatelist. Because the rates varied

depending on legs flown by the Graf Zeppelin, envelopes could be franked with one, two,



three, or four stamps. Rubber stamp markings applied by Meyer identified his return address
and whether the cover should be flown by the zeppelin to Akron, Ohio; Seville, Spain; or
Friedrichshafen, Germany. Chicago’s German-American charities received the proceeds

from sales of the cacheted envelopes.

DU SABLE PICTURE POSTCARDS

Souvenirs produced by ethnic groups for A Century of Progress expressed pride of heritage,
accomplishment, and the groups’ rightful places in Chicago’s progress. African-American
clubwomen of the National De Saible Memorial Society, battling prejudice and exclusion
from Chicago’s “white” establishments, used a postcard to make a pointed statement about
their place in the city’s history—a statement that stirred so much ire in 1933 that a second,
“footnoted” card appeared in 1934. They claimed that a black man had been Chicago’s first
settler and founder.

African-American clubwomen—educated, middle class, professional—spearheaded fair
participation by proposing a replica of the log cabin built by Jean Baptiste Point Du Sable
at the mouth of the Chicago River in ca. 1774. His settlement pre-dated that of the Kinzies,
long believed by non-African-Americans to be Chicago’s founding family. The replica cabin
ultimately stood on the Midway near other reproductions of pioneer sites. The clubwomen
themselves provided tours, surprising many visitors with their dignity, knowledge, and
grace. Their presentations instilled pride among African-American visitors, but others
listened in disbelief as they heard Du Sable named as Chicago’s founding father.*

De’ Saible's
First Building
in Chicago

Figure 4. Both the 1933 and 1934 postcards sold at the Du Sable cabin used imaginary images from an 1884 publication in a
campaign to bring rightful recognition to Chicago’s first settler.

During the Great Depression, most people had little money for expensive souvenirs. By
comparison, postcards cost very little, and they were sold by the millions. In 1933, the
African-American clubwomen sold a postcard with an illustration of Du Sable’s cabin,
cropped from the frontispiece engraving of Alfred T. Andreas’s History of Chicago (1884).
A signature identifies E. White as the artist who sketched the cabin. The text on the
addressee side reads, “A reproduction of the first house built in Chicago in 1779 by Jean
Baptiste Point De Saible, a Santo Domingan Negro.” Text on the reverse of the postcard



emphasized the significance of the cabin in Chicago after Du Sable sold the property: “In
this house the first white child was born and married, the first election and the first court
were held.”® The card projected a strong and, for many, unwelcome message about the
distinctive place held by blacks in Chicago’s history. Some visitors insulted the guides and
asked incredulous questions; still, they bought the postcards.® Disquieted by the negative
reaction, the clubwomen determined to document their claim. To strengthen their assertion,
the postcard issued in 1934 reproduced the entire Andreas frontispiece, similar text, and
the authoritative reference.”

The replica cabin, intelligent and genteel guides, and souvenir postcards sparked a public
dialogue that eventually elevated Du Sable to his rightful place as a key figure in Chicago’s
history. Further, they validated the clubwomen’s claim that African-Americans deserved
recognition for their contributions to Chicago’s development and had a right to a place in
the city’s social, cultural, political, and economic future.

CONCLUSION

The variety and number of souvenirs sold at A Century of Progress underscore the success
of fair organizers in engaging Chicago’s diverse population groups in their risky endeavor.
The exposition’s balance sheet verifies this. Upon closer scrutiny, the souvenirs also reveal
the depth of pride ethnic populations felt in both their heritage and their investment in
Chicago’s progress. The expressions of most groups went uncontested. African-Americans,
however, used fair participation and souvenirs to state a clear but charged message. A
Century of Progress offered them the stage to demonstrate their dignity and claim their
rightful place in the city’s history.

For two years during the Great Depression, A Century of Progress brought enchantment
to Chicagoans. Generations reminisced about the fair and displayed their souvenirs
throughout their lives. Now, with those generations nearly gone, younger generations seek
ways to understand and, perhaps, taste of bit of the fair experience. Ephemera and artifact
souvenirs open a window into the challenges, optimism, and expressions of pride that was

A Century of Progress.
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“Plump, Moist, and a Bit of a Chump:”
Facing the Future with Elmer at the 1939 World’s Fair

Katie Uva

When the 1939 World’s Fair opened, it promised the “dawn of a new day,” a shining vision
of modernity in which nations would be at peace with one another and mankind would
progress in a collective and uninterrupted fashion, aided by technological and industrial
advancements. The Fair was a joint endeavor, funded by New York City, New York State,
the federal government, foreign governments, and nearly $28,000,000 in private bonds.!
All of the Fair’s stakeholders hoped it would generate a great deal of revenue and
reinvigorate New York’s economy, which was still struggling with the effects of the
Depression. Many of these stakeholders were businessmen who hoped that the Fair would
provide not only an immediate economic boost but also still-greater long-term effects—
that the Fair would “give the public a chance to see and hear what an indispensible

contribution industry is making to social and economic existence.”?

By the end of the 1939 season, however, the Fair’s organizers were somewhat disappointed.
Admissions totaled 26 million, far short of the 45-60 million they had projected.®> Some
blamed the Depression for keeping non-locals away; many potential visitors balked at all of
the expenses (lodging, food, transportation) a visit to the fair would cost them. Still more
people criticized the high cost of admission to the Fair; in the first season, a ticket cost 75
cents for adults and 25 cents for children, with another 50 cents for parking and additional
expenses for concessions and some exhibits.* This was no small matter to the average
American family, which in the mid-1930s lived on an income of $1,524 per year, with an

average of just $12 of disposable income.>

Beyond the issue of cost, however, loomed a larger problem. While many visitors to the
Fair were impressed by its striking visuals, its many entertaining exhibits and amusements,
and its displays of foreign cultures and international cooperation, others were put off by
the Fair’s vision of a streamlined, technologically dependent future. A future in which
automation replaced manual labor, leaving Americans to spend unprecedented amounts of
time enjoying leisure and recreation, held limited appeal in 1939, when one in six Americans
was unemployed.® Many Americans related this unemployment directly to automation;

technological unemployment had been the subject of much debate throughout the 1920s



and 1930s, with a 1939 Gallup poll showing that 23% of Americans cited automation as the

source of their unemployment.”

A more generalized resistance to technology was another factor, although harder to
measure. The Fair unequivocally celebrated technology, science, and efficiency, asserting
that they would point the way to a more rational and successful future. Nevertheless, there
was an undercurrent of standardization, rapid change, and possible dislocation that the Fair,
with its buoyant optimism, did not address. A promotional booklet for the Fair embodied

these contradictions, and the pervasive element of coercion, with these closing lines:

Tomorrow is but a step away—two steps to the moon. It is the land of faery,
of make-believe—and it is the land of reality. It is both a prophecy and a
fulfillment. It is New York’s World’s Fair—and yours. You will be coming.s

In the context of disappointing ticket sales, high costs, and possible alienation, the Fair’s
planners found themselves scrambling to make a change at the end of the first season. One
idea was to shift the promotion of the Fair, which had been Grover Whalen’s responsibility,
to someone else. Whalen, whom Time magazine described as “barrel-chested and haughty,”
had made a career as New York’s “official greeter,” and was famous for throwing ticker-tape
parades and wearing a silk top hat.? After a lackluster season, at the Fair, however, Whalen’s
approach seemed to need reevaluating. He was replaced with the “dourly responsible”

Harvey Dow Gibson who promised to revive the Fair for its second season.”

Gibsondelivered onthat promisein April of 1940.He called a press conference and introduced
the newspapermen to Elmer, a genial, chubby man with horn-rimmed spectacles, a hat
“creased in the style popular with southern deputy sheriffs,” and his thumbs perennially
hooked into his vest in a gesture of pleasure and contentment. “Howdy Folks!” Elmer
greeted the onlookers." Gibson went on to explain his marketing creation: Elmer would
stroll the grounds of the Fair, greeting people and posing for photos. His face would also
grace many of the Fair’s promotional materials, including a poster displaying the newly

lowered price and the slogan “Makes You Proud of Your Country” (Fig. 1).

The second year of the Fair sought to be a
marked departure from the first. Since its
beginning, the Fair had been plagued by less

%l:lrngl:lt:.-'w than stellar receipts, but it had also begun
g . to seem out of touch with reality. It had
promised a peaceful world of international
cooperation just as Hitler launched his
invasion of Czechoslovakia and Poland,
and Stalin invaded Finland. This irony was

impossible to ignore during the second

season when the pavilions of many European
Figure 1: EImer posing with publicity poster, 1940.



nations were operating in diminished fashion and the Soviet pavilion was gone entirely,
replaced by the “American Common.”"?

Elmer was one way of bringing the Fair into safer territory. In the face of ominous
international developments, the Fair refocused on America, changing the theme from
“The World of Tomorrow” to “For Peace and Freedom.” It also sponsored events like
“I am an American Day” and reinserted “average folks” into the discussion with contests
to find the most typical American family. ElImer was the supreme manifestation of this
attempt to ease the public’s mind and make the Fair less of a “comprehensive picture of
the epochal achievements of a century and a half of modern civilization,” and more of a

“supercounty fair.”™

Most people applauded this transition. Newspapers praised the fact that the Fair lowered
the price of admission and changed its tone from silk hat to felt hat. The New York Times
wistfully opined, “...if the world were full of ElImers, there would be no crime and no wars,
though bridge, golf, and betting on the horse races might still remain to trouble humanity.”™
Elmer was a composite of codified American values, as American as the apple pie he baked

in one promotional photograph (Fig. 2).

Still, Elmer’s position was ambiguous. On
the one hand, he was an amiable, accessible,
all-American country fellow. On the other
hand, Elmer was absolutely a figure of fun,
and not an American anyone would aspire
to be. He was praised for his simple values
and plain-spokenness, but also derided as
a rube and a bumpkin whose hobbies
included gum chewing, strolling, smiling,
and “raising his voice in convention
quarters.””™ He was a lovable character
but one rooted in a rapidly disappearing
past. Modern Americans differentiated
themselves from Elmer in their urbanity
and their willingness to embrace the
future. Conscientious Americans would

much sooner model themselves on the

Middletons, a fictional family designed by

Figure 2: Elmer baking a pie. Westinghouse to promote the Fair (Fig. 3).
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Figure 3: The Middletons, 1939.

Unlike Elmer, who was “plump, moist, and
a bit of a chump,” the Middletons were
trim, well-dressed, and good-looking, a
“lovable family” characterized mainly by
their unbridled enthusiasm for the Fair, and
particularly for Westinghouse products.'®

the second
reorientation and the presence of Elmer

Ultimately, Fair’s season

as a promotional tool met with mixed
success. The second season brought in
roughly 75%

of the number who had come over the

seventeen million visitors,

course of the first season. While Elmer’s
face remained on promotional materials
throughout the second season, the actors
who played him were fired in June 1940,
with the majority of the second season

remaining. Elmer’s mixed reception reflects

the central conflict of the Fair itself. While it sought to simplify its message and celebrate

American values of kindness, honesty, and decency, it was also trying to sell Americans a

radically different future in which the role those values would play was unclear. In addition,

the Fair's emphasis on the American past while war took hold in Europe made the Fair

seem nostalgic and passé. In its attempt to distract people from reality, the Fair ultimately

underscored its own distance from reality even further. As Life noted, “The 1940 Fair is a

World of Escape.””
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Deconstructing the Unisphere: Hip-Hop on a Shrinking
Globe in an Expanding Universe

Nettrice R. Gaskins

The 1964-65 New York World’s Fair (NYWF) opened on April 21, 1964 for two six-month
seasons concluding on October 21, 1965. Occupying nearly a square mile of real estate in
Flushing Meadows-Corona Park in Queens, New York, it was the largest world’s fair ever
held in the United States. Celebrating itself as a “universal and international” exposition, the
Fair was dedicated to “Man’s Achievement on a Shrinking Globe in an Expanding Universe.”
Commissioned to celebrate the beginning of the “Space Age,” a twelve-story high,
stainless steel model of the Earth called the Unisphere was conceived and constructed
as the theme symbol of the Fair, to promote “Peace Through Understanding” and capture
the public’s avid interest in the rapid advances being made in rocketry, materials science,
computer and information technology.! These events coincided with the end of Second
Great Migration of African Americans from the South to the North that resulted in the
growth of a highly urbanized population in Queens and other boroughs of New York
City.2 The 1964-65 NYWF took place during a time of social and political upheaval, as
well as scientific and technological progress. This chapter will show how these events and
specific technical artifacts built for World’s Fairs made a lasting impression on the urban
dwellers that encountered them—i.e. the lasting image of the Unisphere. Some of these
objects would remain at the site beyond the conclusion of the Fair, becoming a stage for
popular media forms in urban art and culture developed in inner cities, made popular

through commercialization.

Langdon Winner (1980) notes that technical
artifacts such as machines, structures,
and systems of modern material culture
have political qualities. This includes their
contributions to efficiency and productivity;
positive and negative environmental side
effects; and how they embody types of
power and authority. In Winner’s view,
“what matters is not technology itself, but
the social (political) or economic system in

. o »3 .
Figure 1. The Unisphere, from the northwest. which it is embedded. Master builder of



the 1964-65 NYWF Robert Moses’ careful manipulation of legislatures, banks, labor unions,
the press, and public opinion led to the most enduring results of his work: his public works
and vast engineering projects. With Moses at the helm NYWF officials commissioned the
construction of the Unisphere by the United States Steel Corporation. Moses hired Gilmore
D. Clarke to modify his 1939 World’s Fair plan for the NYWF, placing the Unisphere in a
prominent position where it remains to this day. Ironically, Moses was known to deliberately
design and build public works around New York City based on his social class bias and
racial prejudice.* Daily Gotham blogger Michael Bouldin writes,

Moses segregated previously integrated neighborhoods. The parkways
leading out to the open air, the ones he built while starving mass transit,
feature pretty little bridges built so low that no buses can use them, cutting
off the poor (read: the black) from this bounty. Robert Moses’ racism
permeates literally all he has done. Along the way, he engaged in staggering
acts of corruption that would be impossible today...s

Low-income residents and African Americans, who normally used public transit, were kept
off the roads and out of public beaches and parks because the buses that transported
them around the city were too tall to pass under the overpasses built by Moses to get to
these areas. Developments such as this cast a shadow over the 1964-65 NYWF. On the
opening day of the Fair, New York civil rights activists held a controversial “stall in” on
the expressway leading to Flushing Meadows-Corona Park. According to historian Brian J.
Purnell, in July 1963, black journalist Louis Lomax told an audience of 1000, “Imagine the
confusion which might result if 500 people get in their cars, drive towards the Fair grounds,
and run out of gas.”® Local activists determined that this form of protest was the only way
to transform a power structure that disadvantaged African and Latino American citizens.
The conservative nature of the Fair’s entertainment stood in stark contrast to the era’s
political revolution, while the lack of an African American presence at the fair appeared
very much out of step with civil rights advances. In spite of this, the popular memory of
the NYWF sparked imaginations and reshaped people’s vision of the world. This chapter
explores how the site of the NYWF later became a trendy location for urban production.
Here, the approach is to position this production within a specific theoretical and practical
purview with which audiences may be familiar but which they may not have fully explored

in cultural-historical discourse.

THE SPACE AGE AND AFROFUTURISM

The Space Age began with the launch of Sputnik 1 by the Soviet Union in 1957 and ushered
in @ new era of political, scientific and technological achievements. It was the space race
that was the genesis for the Seattle World’s Fair in 1962 and this vision was challenged
two years later.” The ‘64/°65 NYWF’s twin themes “Man’s Achievements in an Expanding
Universe” and “A Millennium of Progress” celebrated the boundless potential of science
and technology for human betterment. As a main exhibition, the United States Space Park
showcased new technological frontiers and responded to America’s fascination with space

travel and living during the Cold War.® In this two-acre park visitors could explore a vast



collection of rockets and other related artifacts. In the Hall of Education, next to Space Park,
multimedia space exhibits were on view. There, visitors could watch two space vehicles
“Rendezvous in Space” and inside the Moon Dome in the Transportation and Travel pavilion,
audiences were encircled by a Cinerama screen showing “To the Moon and Beyond.”?
Between Seattle ‘62 and New York ‘64 the space craze grew in popularity due, in part, to
the Hanna-Barbera produced animated TV sitcom The Jetsons. The show imagined life in
a futuristic utopia that consisted of elaborate robotic contraptions, aliens, holograms, and
other inventions.® Populux and Googie architecture,” characterized by Space Age designs
depicting motion, such as boomerangs, flying saucers, atoms, parabolas, and free-form

designs, were on view in both the Seattle and New York World’s Fairs.

Throughout this period, artists and builders paid scant attention to one another’s work, but
Gilles Deleuze developed a philosophical idea that can be used to investigate the particular
effects of technical artifacts such as the Unisphere, the centerpiece of the 1964-65 NYWF,
on creative production in the inner city. The Space Age as a “plane of immanence” can be
defined by its “intersections with other concepts, both inits field and in surrounding fields.”?
Artifacts like the Unisphere exist as points on a logical, political, aesthetic and cultural
plane. This allows us to look more closely at these objects and other contexts in which these
objects are situated. The presence of the Unisphere is a modern example of a Zeitgeist, or
spirit of the age effect that represented a shift in social, cultural and political awareness.
This object did not simply exist in the confines of Flushing Meadows-Corona Park, but it
amplified from that location, functioning and operating upon those who experienced it,
immanently mapping its environment, discovering its powers and relations (and relative
limits of those powers and relations). This idea of a symbol or object transcending its
immanence resonates with Afrofuturism, an aesthetic that combines elements of science
fiction, science/engineering, fantasy, Afrocentricity, and magical realism with non-Western
cosmologies in order to critique, revise, interrogate, and re-examine historical events.
Decades later, people whose ideas (and presence) were largely missing from the NYWF

carried the Fair’'s themes, creating in the process new ways to represent power and progress.

e Bl Workds of i Ra In the early 1950s jazz musician Sun Ra,
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the father of Afrofuturism, abandoned his
birth name, developed a complex persona
using cosmic philosophies and lyrical
poetry, and began preaching awareness
and peace.®™ Sun Ra presented a unified
conception, incorporating music, myth,
and performance into his multi-leveled
equations (philosophies). Sun Ra’s view
of space influenced later generations of
artists and musicians. By one account, Sun
Ra was well aware of the 1964-65 NYWF.

According to Lewis, Sun Ra “suggested

Figure 2. The Heliocentric Worlds of Sun Ra, Volume Two -
Sun Ra (1965).



they go” there in 64, making it highly likely that his life altering “trip to Saturn” was meant
to coincide with the space race and world’s fairs of the 1960s. Sun Ra’s talk of space travel
and transcendence through jazz music pulled together several strands of Afrofuturism,
as an act of personal mythology. Psychedelic funk music legend George Clinton and his
group Parliament-Funakadelic (P-Funk), inspired by Sun Ra, conceived of the ‘Mothership’
as a way to re-appropriate the image of the slave ship."* “The Mothership Connection”
(1975) draws on imagery linking African Americans and space travel initiated by Sun Ra
that is important for Afrofuturism. Describing the album, George Clinton says,

We had put black people in situations nobody ever thought they would be in,
like the White House. | figured another place you wouldn’t think black people
would be was in outer space. | was a big fan of Star Trek, so we did a thing
with a pimp sitting in a spaceship shaped like a Cadillac, and we did all these
James Brown-type grooves, but with street talk and ghetto slang.

What was emerging during the late 1960s and early 1970s was what scholar Cornell West
calls the “new cultural politics of difference” that intertwined with social and political
revolutions.’® In West’s view the distinct articulations of the privileged can become aligned
with urban cultural practitioners seeking to empower themselves through production.
African Americans and other groups, mostly from under-resourced, urban communities in
and around New York City used art to re-appropriate (sample) technical objects and media
as a way to reposition themselves, figuratively, as performers on the world stage. This was
a time in which African American cultural production began to displace European models
of high culture, recognize the global cultural marketplace, and explore multiple methods
for the construction of subjectivities across geographies, class, sexualities, and race. These
developments countered racist, imperialist propaganda and exclusion that has been noted
by scholars.” On the other hand, the alignment of privileged and underprivileged groups
created interdependence and, arguably a false sense of empowerment for urban artists.
This is especially true for entertainers whose desire for economic materialism superseded

authentic power.

PLANET ROCK, SAMPLING THE SPACE AGE & DECONSTRUCTING THE UNISPHERE
Deleuze’s philosophical framework (used here to embed Afrofuturism in the Space Age
era) allows us to see a clear progression from Sun Ra to P-Funk, electrofunk/disco and hip-
hop, as part of Afrofuturistic cultural production juxtaposed with the 1960s world’s fairs as
a way to uncover striking parallels in the histories of the two domains. In the 1980s hip-hop
pioneer Afrika Bambaataa extended the Sun Ra and P-Funk mythologies to push hip-hop
along as a cultural movement. Bambaataa created a science fiction perspective as part
of hip-hop culture by ushering in the space age, electro-funk hit, “Planet Rock” in 1982.
Born in Bronx, New York in 1960, Bambaataa was perhaps too young to fully experience the
NYWF but the influence of the Space Age on hip-hop artists is prevalent in early music and
music videos.'® Practitioners like Bambaataa sampled, appropriated and re-appropriated
this imagery as part of Afrofuturistic cultural production. This work makes clear reference
to spaceships and space travel, i.e. TV shows like The Jetsons and Star Trek, with African



mythology, history, and African-inspired
music genres such as soul and funk.” Afrika
Bambaataa, who grew up in the streets of
New York City, found inspiration in the music
technology and style of European groups
like Kraftwerk and in P-Funk stage shows
(circa 1976) that landed the Mothership. The
image of a spaceship landing on a three-
ringed planet (the Unisphere) appears in

cover art for a “Planet Rock” remix album.

Black British theorist Stuart Hall cites three
Figure 3. Afrika Bambaataa & The Soulsonic Force. impulses in black diasporean creativity?°®
Don’t Stop... Planet Rock - The Remix EP (1992). that | will take up here in relation to
Afrofuturism in hip-hop: the importance of
“style” as a subject; the importance of African/black music and rhythm as a foundation
of deep structure; and the importance of dance and the body to the formation of social
knowledge among black people. These motivations can be viewed in relation to hip-hop
and its emergence as a black cultural practice in the late 1970s. In hip-hop there is an
ongoing debate about the importance of style over technique or vice versus. According
to author Mark Dery an emergent ontological parallax occurs when the historical plight
of African-Americans is coupled with a bricolage of futuristic techniques to create art.?
Afrofuturistic cultural production often reflects an awareness of the global marketplace
and objects or symbols that embody both visual blackness, and its corporeal memory of

the Middle Passage as the birth of modern existence, and emergent technology.??

Parliament/Funkadelic fit into a postindustrial aesthetic project to propel black
Americans toward a digital future where musical performance and technology collide,
suture, and produce an impossible but undeniable synergy. If these songs sound fresh to
contemporary ears, it may be in some part because they emerge at the edge of what we can
call Afrofuturism, or the radical re-assembly of black musical practice through technology.
Afrika Bambaataa and the Soul Sonic Force bridged the electrofunk/disco aesthetic and hip-
hop production. Thus, the Space Age was passed along through music and other artistic and
cultural forms. According to Thomas F. DeFrantz hip-hop represents a significant cultural
shift enabled by technology in the post-industrial age, when the production process of
black popular music changed dramatically from the late 1960s to the 1980s.23

The Unisphere was abandoned after 1965 and largely neglected until its rehabilitation in
the late 1980s and early ‘90s when it became one of the city’s most iconic and enduring
symbols.?4 During the period of its restoration the Unisphere became a backdrop for many
hip-hop projects including on The Beastie Boys’ Licensed to /Il album cover, in the music
videos for Craig Mack’s “Flava in Ya Ear,” A Tribe Called Quest’s “Award Tour,” and M.O.P.’s

“World Famous.” These examples are visual ethnographies of place: capturing both the



scene and some of the dynamism of the artists and their culture. This period also coincides
with the golden era of hip-hop when the rise of urban culture in mainstream media—i.e.
break dancing, rap and electronic music, turntablism and other activities made popular
through commercialization—dispersed creative expression and artistic subcultural forms
that originated in urban communities throughout the world. In the ‘90s certain aspects
of this production emptied, or deconstructed artifacts such as the Unisphere—which
is readily recognized—and the context in which these objects were created in order to
construct new meanings in ways that reflect the worldly, ostentatious lifestyles in popular

hip-hop culture, i.e. during the “bling” era.

Figure 4. Craig Mack, Flava In Ya Ear - production still (1994).

Craig Mack’s “Flava in Ya Ear” (1994) picks up where Bambaataa’s “Planet Rock” left off.
The original song, widely regarded today as a hip-hop classic, makes several references
to the Space Age—i.e. “The Jetsons,” robots, holograms, and so on. In the music video
for the hit single, Craig Mack performed at Flushing Meadows-Corona Park, the site of
the 1964-65 NYWF. The video was an early effort for director Hype Williams who began
making music videos in the early 1990s after writing graffiti and a brief career in graphic
design.?®> Williams uses the site as a backdrop to capture some of the particular effects
of the object, without any of the original political qualities. “Flava in Ya Ear,” signals the
beginning of the “bling-bling,” or “bling” era in hip-hop with its flashy, ostentatious and
elaborate accessories and materialism. Contemporary hip-hop culture, no longer localized
or geolocated in the inner city became a global phenomenon. Hype Williams went on to
invigorate the music video industry by using innovative technical processes that evoked
bling—the “sound” of light hitting silver, platinum, or jewels—that complemented precise
digital hip-hop music production.?® Williams continues to direct popular music videos and
films using his trademarked style and Afrofuturist aesthetic.



Figure 5. Talib Kweli. In this World - production still (2010).

Today, the Unisphere still represents progress, albeit a different kind that reflects popular
culture and the meteoric rise of hip hop itself, which led to popular urban artists becoming
mainstream pop music icons. Perhaps not on the same scale, this feat of achievement
can be compared and contrasted with the effort it took to built the Unisphere, itself, i.e.
constructing the satellite orbit rings that circle the object (Earth). According to the United
States Steel Corporation,?” each ring weighed a ton, was 450 feet around and needed
to be lifted by four cranes using a complex communication network. The three large orbit
rings of stainless steel that encircle the sphere at various angles are said to represent Yuri
Gagarin, the first man in space, John Glenn, the first American to orbit the Earth, and Telstar,
the first active communications satellite.?® Today, with the power of the Internet, urban
artists and their work have become more visible to a global audience, and in turn more
respected and known in popular culture. The Unisphere satellite orbits were highlighted in
2010 music video, “In this World” by rapper Talib Kweli and DJ/turntablist Hi-Tek. The song
and lyrics challenge the materialism of the previous decade with a contemporary, more

practical view of urban life.

Welcome to my longitude and latitude, my attitude

Is shaping my surroundings, skyscrapers, public housing

The sheep is running from the sun, the wolves is howling at the moon
It’s tragic how you in the street cause you ain’t got no avenues

When it come to rapping who’s the baddest dude? (In this world)

The music video features a virtual, three-dimensional simulation of the Unisphere in which
director Punit Dhesi and visual effects editor Steven Tapia replace the sphere (Earth)
with the rapper/artist Talib Kweli, himself. Animated, particle-based rings orbit the rapper
as he performs. Once again, we see a rapper performing at the site of the 1964-65 NYWF.
However, whereas Craig Mack performed “Flava in Ya Ear” in front of the Unisphere,
“In this World” successfully captures the ‘essence’ of the artifact to give form to an idea of
what it means to be black in the post-bling era. By tracing the orbit of the Unisphere and



simulating its motion around the performer (Kweli) the effect re-interprets the symbol as an
act of showcasing the once excluded urban dweller within the structure or system in which
both symbol/dweller is embedded. Thus, the urban artist moves to the center of the world
stage. This act of inclusion through transcendence of immanence moves its subject from

the position of less importance to that of someone that has power over his/her own world.

CONCLUSION

Day and night, the vast communication network of the Internet passes packets of data
around planet Earth in an unending stream to feed marketplaces that thrive by connecting
people from disparate locations. Here, “Man’s Achievements on a Shrinking Globe in an
Expanding Universe,” a vision of the 1964-65 World’s Fair has beenrealized. Since early times
industrial World’s Fairs have been a gathering place where people came to trade,
exchange ideas and celebrate their achievements and aspirations. Although African
Americans were not a part of the design, construction or exhibition of (or participation
at) these expositions they have found ways to use what remains of them as a stage for
creative production and performance and (in the case of the Unisphere) as a symbol
of empowerment and transcendence. Deconstruction of the Unisphere, if we refer to
Derrida, can be described as an effort to understand an idea such as progress through its
relationships to various contexts. The Unisphere remains as a symbol of human progress,
although the idea of progress continues to change according to the social, political, or
economic systems in which both the subject and object are embedded. In the more recent
examples such as hip-hop music videos the Unisphere is no longer central. It exists in the
background, or the physical properties of the object disappear entirely. It has become
a figurative representation of urban living and of the increasingly global relationships of

culture, people, and economic activity.
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“An Unhappy Rivalry: Art and Industry at the 1855
Exposition Universelle in Paris”

Katie Hornstein

The Exposition Universelle of 1855, held in Paris, France, was the first European world’s
fair to combine an exhibition of industrial products from around the globe with an
exhibition of works of art submitted by participating nations, including France.' The French
government’s decision to show industrial products concurrently with fine art was an
attempt to outshine the Great Exhibition held in London in 1851, which had only admitted
those works of art, including sculpture, that were “connected with mechanical processes”.
If the Great Exhibition’s focus on industrial products reflected England’s status as
Europe’s most industrialized nation, France’s exhibition, according to an official French
government decree, would show how “the perfections of industry are inextricably tied to
the fine arts”? and stake a claim for France’s artistic as well as industrial eminence on the
world stage. While certainly not intended by the French government to be a competition
between art and industry, many contemporary commentators nevertheless understood
the 1855 Exposition Universelle as a demonstration of industry’s new preeminence over

all other forms of cultural production, including the arts.

The decision to feature twin exhibitions of artworks as well as industrial products brought
together two realms of cultural production that had traditionally been exhibited apart
from one another in France. Salon exhibitions of government-sponsored fine art were held
with regularity in the hallowed galleries of the Louvre since 1737; they were overseen by
the official arbiter of French artistic production, the Académie des Beaux-Arts, which was
founded in the seventeenth century.® These official fine art exhibitions carried with them
a historical and institutional legitimacy that France’s industrial exhibitions, which began
in 1798 as a display of industrial products on the Champ de Mars, did not. Intended to
showcase and encourage France’s rising industrial economy, early nineteenth-century
exhibitions of industrial products were held semi-regularly in different locations around
Paris, including the courtyard of the Louvre (1801, 1802), the galleries of the Louvre (1819,
1823, 1827) and the esplanade in front of the Invalides (1806).4 The lack of a dedicated
building frequently necessitated the construction of temporary structures and underscored
the haphazard nature of these early displays of industrial products. Nineteenth-century
commentators often lamented their disorganization, with frequent complaints that the
criteria for exhibiting products were not rigorous enough and that there were too many



frivolous objects on display that did not actually represent material evidence of industrial
progress.® To house the 1834 industrial exhibition, which opened days after the closure of
the 1834 Salon exhibition in the Louvre, a series of four rectangular wooden pavilions were
constructed at the Place de la Concorde (Fig. 1). They were taken down at the close of the
exhibition, a fact bemoaned by many contemporary observers who championed the cause
of creating a more enduring edifice for public displays of industrial products.® The next
industrial exhibition of 1839 relocated to the Champs-Elysées, where it would remain up
through the Exposition Universelle of 1855.

To create a worthy architectural setting for France’s first world’s fair, the government
formed a private company to build two different pavilions for the exhibitions of fine art
and industrial products on the Champs-Elysées, the Palais des Beaux-Arts and the Palais
de I'Industrie. Initial plans had been for the international fine arts exhibition to be held
in the Louvre and run concurrently with the industrial exhibition on the Champs-Elysées.
According to Patricia Mainardi, the decision to erect a new Palais des beaux-arts was
made hastily by Napoleon IlI’'s Imperial Commission and took many artists unpleasantly by
surprise.” There were also extensive renovations being carried out on the Louvre at the time
by Emperor Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte’s official architect, Hector Lefuel: the construction
work would have made it difficult to accommodate an international art exhibition on the
scale of the one envisaged for the Exposition Universelle. Though the construction of the
Palais des Beaux-Arts and the Palais de I'Industrie effectively continued the long-standing
tradition of holding art and industrial exhibitions apart from one another, the differences
between these two buildings also point to a shift in the values that informed such public
displays. In a striking reversal of the architectural fortunes of art and industrial exhibitions,
the Exposition Universelle of 1855 relegated the fine arts to an ephemeral building and
bestowed the industrial products with a permanent and comparatively grander structure.
The government’s desire to concentrate all of the Exposition Universelle’s attractions in
one location at the bottom of the Champs-Elysées had necessitated the Salon’s move into
the provisional Palais des Beaux-Arts, which was to be demolished at the exhibition’s close.
The Palais de I'Industrie, on the other hand, was intended to be an enduring monument
to France’s industrial prowess (Fig. 2). Built of the costly and ultra-modern materials of
glass and iron by the architect Jean-Marie-Victor Viel and the engineer Alexandre Barrault,
the Palais de I'lIndustrie featured a forty-eight-meter triple nave and a lateral stone facade
entrance that mimicked the form of a Roman triumphal arch. Though many critics faulted
the Palais de I'Industrie for awkwardly combining classical architectural form with industrial
materials, and for the overheated conditions of its interior during the hot summer months of
the Exposition Universelle, the building nevertheless gave the industrial exhibition an aura
of permanence and importance that it had not previously possessed. In another symbolic
marker of this realignment of exhibitionary practices of art and industrial products,
all Salon exhibitions after 1855 were held in the Palais de I'Industrie until it was demolished
in 1897 to make room for the Grand Palais that was being built for the Exposition
Universelle of 1900. One critic, in his opening description of the first Salon held in the

Palais de I'Industrie in 1857, viewed the new space as an ominous sign that art had been



irreversibly eclipsed by industry: “Without a compass, art has allowed itself to be taken into
the Palais de I'lndustrie [...] it has entered and will no longer be exiting.”®

Though the fine arts and the industrial product exhibitions were given equal attention
in the official literature of the 1855 Exposition Universelle, it was clear that each domain
served remarkably different purposes: for the first time at a world’s fair, exhibitors of
industrial products were permitted to affix prices to their wares, thus registering the rising
importance of exchange value in expanding capitalist economies.® While selling was officially
banned inside the Palais de I'Industrie, visitors were given the opportunity to purchase these
very same objects in a building designed expressly as a space of commerce, the Comptoirs
de Vente, or sale booths. The large building, located on the grounds of the Exposition
Universelle in convenient proximity to the Palais de I'Industrie, consisted of 1500 individual
booths where manufacturers and retailers could sell their wares to a curious public. As one
newspaper argued, the prohibition on purchasing the goods displayed inside of the official
industrial exhibition meant that “we can only look and are unable to buy; this stimulates our
desire but cannot satisfy it.” The newspaper’s enthusiasm for buying these goods could
hardly be contained; it contended that the Comptoirs de Vente constituted a better form
of the official industrial exhibition, one that could actually satiate the desire to consume
these new wonders of contemporary industrial production: “it is there, incontestably, that
Parisian commerce will focus itself during the entire season; it’s there where, every day, we

all go to empty our wallets.”©

Contemporary sources often described the industrial exhibition in terms of the desire it
generated in the minds of visitors to own the objects on display. Works of art, however, were
exempt from such discussions. Unlike the industrial products, art in the Palais des Beaux-
Arts could not show its price and was not available for purchase in a specially designated
space. The official government report of the fair revealed that a group of foreign artists had
petitioned the French government to affix prices to their works, only to have their requests
denied.” Within the confines of the exhibition spaces, art’s value was set entirely apart from
the value of industrially produced, commodified objects, which reflected a concerted effort
on the part of the French government to keep art isolated from the pressures of pragmatic
industrial utility. Despite such efforts to define the economic value of the industrial products
against art’s priceless aesthetic value, contemporary commentators often understood
them as trapped in an unhappy rivalry. The French illustrated newspaper, L’lllustration,
which devoted several long articles to the Exposition Universelle, worried that the fine arts
exhibition would inevitably fail to capture the public’s interest if it had to compete with the

industrial exhibition:

A double competition has opened between art and industry. For the first,
the bringing together of these two exhibitions is an upsetting circumstance.
From the point of view of expectations, of the curiosity aroused within the
public, one must recognize that industry prevails over art. The crowd carries
itself to where there is life; and the life of modern peoples is principally in the
creative forces of industry.»



L’lllustration also bemoaned the fact that visitors had to buy two different tickets if they
wanted to attend both exhibitions. They argued that the French government should have
granted admission to the Palais des Beaux-Arts free of charge since there was no question
that “[the arts] must be heartily encouraged and not left to conflict with the limits of
each family’s budget.” The newspaper regretted “this sad test” that would “measure the
taste of our time for the fine arts based on the total figure” of the profits generated from
ticket sales.”®

When these figures were finally released, the differences in attendance were as stark as
L’lllustration had feared: 3.6 million visitors purchased tickets to view the industrial products
in the Palais de I'Industrie, whereas only 900,000 had entered the Palais des Beaux-Arts.
This discrepancy would seem to confirm art’s increasing irrelevance in the face of public
fascination with industrial products. But taken in the context of historical measures of
Salon attendance, the figure of 900,000 attendees was very high, and suggests that the
international fine arts exhibition in the Palais de Beaux-Arts was wildly successful.' It is only
in comparison to the larger number of attendees at the industrial exhibition that the public’s
interest in the fine arts appeared low. In the end, the Exposition Universelle of 1855 may
have exacerbated the perception of an increasing schism between art and industry, despite

its stated intention to unify them through one magnificent national spectacle.
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Figure 1. Charles Gavard, Vue de la place de la Concorde et des batiments de I'exposition industrielle de 1833, 1835.
Steel engraving.
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Figure 2. Max Berthelin, Palais de I'industrie, coupe transversale, 1854. Ink and watercolor.

'Patricia Mainardi has shown that there were plans for a fine arts exhibition at the London Great
Exhibition in 1851, but did not ultimately come to fruition. See Patricia Mainardi, Art and Politics of
the Second Empire: The Universal Expositions of 1855 and 1867 (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1987), 29-30.

2“_ les perfectionnements de I'industrie sont étroitement liés a ceux des beaux-arts.” Exposition des
produits de I'industrie de toutes les nations 1855 (Paris : Commission impériale, 1855), iii.

The Salon became a somewhat itinerant institution between 1849 and 1857, the point at which it
was held regularly in the Palais de I'Industrie until the building’s destruction in 1897. See Catherine
Granger, Lempereur et les arts: la liste civile de Napoléon Il (Paris : Ecole nationale des chartes,
2005), 165.

sMémorial du commerce et de I'industrie: annales de la science et du droit commercial : recueil
mensuel de Iégislation, de science, de doctrine et de jurisprudences commerciales (Paris : Bueaux
du mémoiral du commerce, 1849), 225-27.

sSee, for example, Alexandre-Edouard Baudrimont, Dictionnaire de I'industrie manufacturiére,
commerciale et agricole, vol. 2 (Bruxelles: Meline Cans et Compagnie, 1837) 358-59.

sA lengthy article that appeared in the arts journal LArtiste in 1839 also called for a permanent
structure to house industrial exhibitions and demanded that they be held at regular intervals. See
“De I'exposition des produits de I'industrie,” L’Ariste 2 (1839): 1-4.

’See Patricia Mainardi, Art and Politics of the Second Empire, 42-44.

sThéodore Laborieu, “Les beaux-arts en 1857,” L’art du dix-neuviéme siécle, 20 juin 1857, 97-98. “Le
hasard est un peu frére de la Providence, en cela il est souvent un grand prophéte ; voila pourquoi
I’art, sans boussole, s’est laissé porter au Palais de I'lndustrie ; cette fois, nous le disons avec toute
la conviction dont nous sommes pénétrés, il y est entré pour n’y plus sortir.”

°Visites et études de S.A.l. le prince Napoléon au palais de I'industrie ou guide pratique et complet a
I’Exposition, vol. 1 (Paris: Perrotin Libraire-Editeur, 1855), 10.

0“_es comptoirs de vente de I'exposition,” Journal de I’Exposition Universelle, 1juin 1855, 3. “Le
Palais de I'Industrie, en étalant ses richesses, ne sera qu’une « exposition » et non « une vente. »



Nous pourrons regarder seulement sans pouvoir acheter. |l excitera notre convoitise et ne pourra
la satisfaire. C’était donc une heureuse idée d’établir, a c6té méme de I’'Exposition Universelle,

- de somptueux Comptoirs de Vente, - reproduisant I'Exposition elle-méme. Cette idée, concue
par d’habiles et intelligents spéculateurs, a été mise a exécution avec une telle rapidité, que, déja,
les Comptoirs de Vente sont ouverts ; - c’est |a, incontestablement, que le commerce de Paris

va se concentrer pendant toute la saison ; c’est la que, chaque jour, nous irons tous vider nos
escarcelles.”

1As a compromise, the prices of their works could be written down in a notebook that could
be consulted by the public. Napoléon-Joseph Charles-Paul Bonaparte, Rapport sur I'exposition
universelle de 1855 (Paris : Imprimerie impériale, 1857), 39.

2/ ’lllustration, 2 juin 1855, 349. “Un double concours est ouvert a I'art et a I'industrie. Pour le
premier c’est une circonstance facheuse que la coincidence des deux expositions. Au point de vue
de I'attente, de la curiosité excitée dans le public, il faut bien reconnaitre que I'industrie prime l'art.
La foule se porte |a ou est la vie ; et la vie des peuples modernes est principalement dans les forces
créatrices de I'industrie.”

s“Exposition universelle des beaux arts,” in L'/llustration, 19 mai 1855, 318. “ll faut I’encourager
largement et ne pas le mettre aux prises avec les restrictions du budget de chaque famille. Ce sera
une triste épreuve a faire en vérité que celle d’estimer le plus ou moins de gout de notre époque
pour les beaux arts d’apres le chiffre total plus ou moins éléve des recettes.”

“While no definitive record of Salon attendance figures exists, eighteenth century Salons attracted
between 100,000 and 200,000 visitors. The number of visitors steadily increased over the course
of the nineteenth century, with 461,000 visitors attending the Salon of 1861. Relative to these
numbers, the figure of 900,000 appears to be quite elevated. For Salon attendance figures for
eighteenth-century Salon exhibitions see, Udolpho Van de Sandt, “Le salon de ’Academie de 1759
a 1781,” in Diderot et I'art de Boucher & David: les salons, 1759-1781 (Editions de la Réunion des
musées nationaux: Paris, 1984), 79-84. For 1861 figures, see the article in “Revue des beaux-arts,”
in L’lllustration, 6 avril 1861, 15.
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Taking the Factory to the Fair

Allison C. Marsh

In 1892 the Libbey Glass Company was not on strong financial footing, having suffered
dramatic swings in its balance sheet since moving its glassworks from New England to
Toledo, Ohio. In a contentious effort to regain market share, President Edward Drummond
Libbey invested $100,000 in an exhibit at the Columbian World’s Exposition, personally
financing most of the venture.! But this was not simply a display of glassware. The Libbey
Glass Company set up a fully functional factory on the Midway Plaisance, advertising
“300 Employees constantly at work” and “5,000 visitors comfortably accommodated at
any one time.”? The exhibit showcased every aspect of glass making: blowing, cutting,
spinning, weaving, engraving and decorating. It set the furnace and the workers in the
center of a large circle with a railing set around the perimeter, allowing visitors to circulate
around each work station while keeping them approximately twenty feet away from the

workers at all times.

In addition to the miniature factory, Libbey created its own, self-proclaimed Crystal
Palace—a room furnished entirely with objects manufactured in the spun glass department.
Lights reflected through glass lampshades, illustrating the practical utility of glass
fabric. Glass “tapisseries” covered the walls; glass decorations adorned the ceiling. The
upholsterings of divans, chairs, ottomans and cushions were made out of glass cloth while
colored glass neckties and bonnets demonstrated how one could have an entire wardrobe
made of glass fabric. Reportedly, Princess Eulalia of Spain, so enamored with the spinning
process, promptly commissioned a royal robe to be made of spun glass.® The marketing
opportunity was not lost on Libbey; the company secured the exclusive concession to
manufacture and sell American glassware within the Exposition grounds. The admission fee
to enter the factory (originally ten cents, later raised to twenty-five cents to ease demand)
could be applied to any object in the glass shop. Fairgoers could purchase all types of
glassware, from souvenir medallions to thirteen-piece ice cream sets. Visitors who wanted
to personalize their memory could watch while their names were engraved on glassware
produced on site.* For the Libbey Glass Company, the investment at the Columbian
Exposition was a success. Not only did the miniature factory turn a profit, the advertising
benefit of souvenirs helped the company solidify their market share for years to come.



Despite a seeming novelty of having a factory at the fair, Libbey’s fully functional glass
factory was not in fact a unique style of exhibit at the Columbian Exposition. On the second
floor of the Hide and Leather Building, a model shoe factory had 175 machines in full
operation. A shoe could be measured to the foot, cut, sewed, and finished in fifteen minutes.®
The exhibit turned out 1,000 pairs of shoes per day, and visitors could witness every step
of the operation from the cutting of the hide to the final inspection.® The sewing machines
used to stitch the leather shoes were provided by the Singer Manufacturing Company and
were one of four separate exhibits staged by the company at the Exposition. Singer linked
the quality goods its machines could produce with the quality of the machines themselves

and included both factory tours and public demonstrations as part of its marketing strategy.

The 1893 World’s Fair thus introduced visitors to a new exhibit design concept: the factory
tour. No longer were the tremendous dynamos removed from their functional context.
Fairgoers could witness the entire manufacturing process and end by purchasing finished
goods. This exhibit design style was known as a process exhibit and quickly came to be seen
as an ideal method for showcasing consumer goods. Process exhibits were a new medium
by which both producers and consumers of goods could interact with the technology of
manufacturing. They also evolved as a significant marketing tool precisely at the point

when manufacturers were beginning to build brand identity for common goods.

Guidebooks publicly exclaimed the educational benefits by advising men, women, and
children that they could “learn as much from these miniature mills and factories as by
making a tour of the manufacturing centers of the United States.”” Whereas travel guides
often romanticized visitors to the fairs as accomplished students who went to the Fair
every morning and made a systematic study of some particular subject spending “three
or four hours... asking questions, and making notes,” as early as the Columbian Exposition
engineers were cultivating a more cynical view of the typical fairgoer.® In preparing
exhibits for the Department of Electricity, one journal estimated that the visitors to the
Columbian Exposition without technical knowledge or experience would outnumber those
who possessed either by one thousand to one. Engineers lamented how newspapers
sensationalized the supposed dangers of new technologies and recognized that it was

“difficult to combat these impressions by arguments.”®

In contrast to the gloomy outlook of the engineers, the budding field of public relations
had a different take on the educational benefits of process exhibits. For them the benefit
of showcasing a manufacturing process was not for the fairgoer to understand the
technical details, but rather to instill a sense of confidence in the end product. Guides to
exhibition design for world’s fairs suggested that manufacturers of light goods set up their
machines in order to showcase the number of processes required to manufacture their
products. By highlighting the number of steps, manufacturers could illustrate the quality
of their goods and justify the price of the final product. The process exhibit became a

distinct form of advertising.



Exhibitors at World’s Fairs quickly realized that the cost of a display did not usually offer
immediate returns, and they saw the commercial goal of an Exposition as an opportunity for
publicity rather than direct sales.’”® As vehicles for publicity, exhibitors were in competition
with each other to attract and sustain the attention of the fickle fairgoer. Despite some
attempts at serious displays, exhibitors admitted that many visitors were simply “entertained

by seeing the wheels go round.”"

When Sir Lawrence Weaver published Exhibitions and the Arts of Display in 1925, a guide to
exhibition design, he hoped to aid exhibitors in displaying their “vastly differing wares with
success, not to one vague public, but to many classes of people visiting the Exhibition with
varying intent and point of view.”? His advice on appealing to a wide audience was simple:
avoid the “spirit of the museum.” In particular, Weaver argued in favor of the installation
of a miniature factory. H. W. Waters echoed Weaver’s enthusiasm in his 1939 history of
exhibitions when he noted that the “appeal created by the curiosity of the ‘What is it doing?’
is much stronger than that of the ‘What is it?’”'®

In particular, Weaver encouraged food manufacturers, with their enticing smells, to set up

model factories at fairs. Weaver’s advice stated:

The most gallant [exhibition display] is the installation of a miniature factory.
It is the most interesting form of moving exhibit; it convinces the visitor of the
purity of the product, for he can see with his own eyes of what pure materials
and by what cleanly methods it is made. It is best of all when the product
is such, say chocolates or biscuits, that he can forthwith buy and consume,
or take away a small or even a substantial quantity... and no sort of publicity
is so valuable to the exhibitor because the interest of the working process
stamps the name of the product on the visitor’'s mind more permanently than
any printed publicity can do.*

In this short paragraph Weaver summarizes several basic tenets of how a miniature factory
helped with public relations. He dictates the need for companies to capture the audience’s
attention, appear to show transparency in what can be considered a mysterious product, and
offer a souvenir for people to take home and remember the experience, and by extension
the product and company. The Natural Food Company clearly already believed in the value
of the miniature factory (see Fig. 1), inviting visitors to the 1904 Jamestown Exposition to

see shredded wheat and Triscuit being made.

Figure 1. The Natural Food Co. proudly advertised that, “If
you like SHREDDED WHEAT BUSCUIT you will like it better
after seeing how it is made.” They also welcomed visitors to
their factory at Niagara Falls, which they claimed to be the
“cleanest, most hygienic food factory on the continent.”



The miniature factory did have some noticeable limitations. Some manufacturing
processes could not be displayed simply due to exceptional noise or dust, offensive odors,
or limitations due to equipment size or power needs. It was also very costly to install
and run a model assembly line.’> Process exhibits required considerably more space than
static exhibits, which increased the cost of the display. Companies also incurred expenses
in dismantling the machinery in their home factory, transporting the equipment and raw
materials to the Exposition, setting up and dismantling the display, and transporting and
setting up the machinery again at the plant. Additionally, factories often suffered the
loss of the normal production at the plant during their presence at the Fair.® As a result,
process exhibits of manufacturing were often limited to large, well-established companies

or to industry conglomerations.

Perhaps the most elaborate examples of factories at the fairs were organized by the
automobile industry. Two years after inaugurating the assembly line at his Highland Park
plant, Henry Ford set a new standard for industrial exhibits with his working assembly line
at the 1915 Pan-Pacific Fair, where a finished Model T rolled off the assembly line in front of
the crowd every hour. Ford’s working assembly line at the Pan-Pacific turned out between
18 and 25 Model Ts a day. Fairgoers were so eager to see the conveyor belt that exhibit
manager Frank Vivian had to build barricades to keep the crowds a safe distance from the
workers. Enthusiastic tourists lined up two hours before the exhibit opened simply to get a
position at the front of the railing.”

When the gates opened at the 1933 Century of Progress Fair in Chicago, Ford was
noticeably absent. General Motors had won approval from the fair’s organizing committee
to display a Chevrolet assembly line before Ford even submitted his plans to stage a revised
encore of his 1915 assembly line. Without Ford as a competitor, GM stole the show (Fig. 2).1®
The General Motors Building was the largest structure by a private exhibitor, with over
120,000 square feet. Designed by Albert Kahn, the exhibit hall had showrooms featuring
displays of Buick, Oldsmobile, Chevrolet, Pontiac, Cadillac, and LaSalle cars; GM’s household
appliances and accessories; a research lab; a movie theater; artwork; gardens; and, of

course, an assembly line.”®

The 420-foot by 90-foot Assembly Room
was set below the main floor level. The
balconies surrounding the assembly line
served the dual purpose of elevating the
fairgoers, which allowed them an overall
view of the process, while at the same time
keeping them physically separated from
the workers. The Assembly Room boasted

two parallel lines, one for the Fisher Body
Figure 2. Crisp white uniforms at the General Motors 1933 and one for the Chevrolet assembly- All

pavilion project a professional image in contrast to the of the employees wore spotlessly clean
reality of a blue collar, assembly line wage earner.



uniforms, which reflected their job positions. The GM workers wore white jumpsuits and
white hats while the engineers who performed the final tests at the end of the assembly line

wore dark slacks, ties, and white lab coats.2°

When the Century of Progress fair was extended through 1934, Ford, which had staged its
own expositions in Detroit and New York in 1933, built a dramatic pavilion. The Ford exhibit,
anchored by the iconic gear motif of the Rotunda, was an instant success. It drew 76.9% of
all fairgoers and beat General Motors’ attendance records by a two to one margin.?’ Walter
Dorwin Teague, one of the foremost industrial designers and architects of the time, created
the modernist pavilion not with a working assembly line, but rather with two-story high
photomurals of selected scenes from the Rouge plant. In addition to the photos, a long
exhibit hall that extended out from the rotunda featured dioramas, miniature models, and
working examples of the production processes of Ford’s suppliers. After the close of the
Century of Progress Fair, Ford dismantled the Rotunda and moved it back to Detroit where
it became a permanent visitor center and starting point for the Ford Rouge factory tours
until it was destroyed by fire in 1962.

Ford’s image-heavy exhibit in 1934 signaled a shift in corporate display techniques.
American exhibits at world’s fairs during the four decades between the 1893 Columbian
Exposition and the Century of Progress in 1933-1934 showcased a maturation of corporate
identity from one based on products to a self-conscious display of image. Corporate image
building became less focused on the manufacturing process or assembly line and more
focused on brand identification, paralleling the development of the advertising and public
relations professions. The changes in exhibition design underpin the changing attitudes
towards the purpose of the exhibits themselves. No longer were the educational benefits of

exhibits touted; the factories gave way to entertainment.

1Carl U. Fauster, Libbey Glass since 1818: Pictorial History & Collector’s Guide (Toledo: Len Beach
Press, 1979).

2Advertisement in The /lllustrated World’s Fair (Chicago: lllustrated World’s Fairs Publishing Co., May
1893), p. xi, Reel 110, #5. Note on World’s Fair sources: The Smithsonian Institution Libraries have
microfilmed most of their World’s Fair literature collection. The reels of microfilm referenced here
can be found at the primary library at the National Museum of American History.

sl ibbey Glass Company World’s Fair 1893. Souvenir booklet. The Ward M. Canadyy Center for
Special Collections, William S. Carlson Library / The University of Toledo, MSS -066, Box 10, 14.

““The Great Libbey Glass Company at the World’s Fair,” The lllustrated World’s Fair. Reel 110, #5, p.
502.

sThe lllustrated World’s Fair, vol. V, no. 30, p. 733, Reel 110, #5.

sPhotographic History of the World’s Fair and Sketch of the City of Chicago (Baltimore: R. H.
Woodward and Co., 1893), p. 454, Reel 116, #4.



'The Book of the Fair: An Historical and Descriptive Presentation of the World’s Science, Art, and
Industry, as Viewed through the Columbian Exposition at Chicago in 1893 (Chicago: Bancroft Co.,
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Fordism, Corporate Display, and the American
Expositions of the 1930s

Lisa D. Schrenk

The 1930s saw a dramatic transformation in the way companies presented themselves to
the public at world’s fairs, events that have served as industrial showcases since the first
international exposition held in London in 1851. Nowhere was this change more clearly
illustrated than in the spectacular buildings sponsored by the major American automotive
corporations. Ford and General Motors, and to a lesser extent Chrysler Motors, were
in fierce competition with one another to attract visitors to their massive fair pavilions.
All three companies commissioned buildings from well-established architects for the
1933-34 Century of Progress International Exposition, but later relied upon industrial
designers not only to produce seductive exhibit designs but also the pavilions in which
the displays were housed. As Ford and GM continued to try to outdo each other at these
events and the influence of industrial designers grew, an evolution took place within the
companies’ corporate palaces. Exhibits intended mainly to educate consumers about
the production of modern commercial products began to be replaced by ones that were
designed primarily to reinforce brand recognition through elaborate rides and other
entertaining features—a practice that influenced presentations sponsored by major non-
automotive corporations which also exhibited at six world’s fairs held in the United States

in the years between the two world wars.!

The first prominent automotive exhibit at an American world’s fair was the Ford Motor
Company display at the 1915 Panama Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco.
Henry Ford, a pioneer of modern manufacturing techniques, introduced millions of people
to the concept of mass production through the presentation of a fully functional Model-T
assembly line in the Transportation Pavilion. One reporter recalled, “The crowds seem
never to tire of watching a rear axle grow into a complete motor car.”? The exhibit helped

publicize this modern manufacturing practice.

Soon assembly lines were integrated into a wide range of industries. Ford’s exposition
presentation also led to the development of more sophisticated display techniques at

later American fairs, most readily apparent in the automotive exhibits, as commercial



presentations moved away from the static displays of products popularized in the nineteenth
century to more enticing and complex modern exhibits highlighting mass production and
a growing consumer culture in the 1930s.

The publicity resulting from the 1915 exposition contributed to growing sales figures
for Ford automobiles in subsequent years. By 1925 the company was producing
approximately 10,000 Model T cars per day.®> However, by the mid-1920s the company’s
market share had slipped, due in part to Henry Ford’s resistance to developing new models.
It was primarily the rise of competition from other automotive companies, in particular
General Motors whose Chevrolet became the best-selling car in 1927, that finally convinced
Ford to introduced the Model A in that year.?

By the time organizers began constructing the 1933-34 Chicago’s World’s Fair, the practice
of introducing yearly model changes as a means to increase sales was well established by
Ford and other major players in the automotive industry. In fact, the concept of artificial
obsolescence, in which corporations stimulated consumption in saturated markets through
the promotion of new color choices or changes in styling, was quickly adopted in the 1930s

for a wide variety of consumer goods ranging from typewriters to kitchen appliances.®

A Century of Progress was the first international exposition to be dominated by the display
of these new modern, commercial products. Because it was held in the worst years of the
Great Depression, most foreign governments were not in a position to invest the large
sums of money required to construct grand national pavilions. Homegrown industries,
however, were quick to fill the resulting void. Even though large American corporations,
like foreign governments, were attempting to cope with the financial ramifications of
the severe economic downturn, many companies foresaw potential long-term returns in
exhibiting at the Chicago fair. As Harvey S. Firestone exclaimed, the event presented “a
great opportunity for private enterprise to show its achievements to millions of people...
[and] for industrial enterprises to publicize their goods and services.”® More broadly,
the fair offered an ideal stage from which to launch a massive public relations campaign
promoting the important role of industry in reviving the ailing economy. The fact that the
fair’'s board of trustees was filled with leaders of Chicago’s business community, including
Robert R. McCormick (editor and publisher of the Chicago Tribune), Julius Rosenwald (chief
executive officer of Sears, Roebuck and Company), and Philip K. Wrigley (of chewing gum
fame), only reinforced the fact that the exposition was to be largely a commercial event.”
The result was a fairground dominated by corporate pavilions filled with seductive displays
highlighting the production of new, modern commercial products that developed out of

company-owned research laboratories.®

Commercial buildings at the exposition ranged from small souvenir stands to some of
the largest pavilions on the fairgrounds. Various architectural forms were employed to
meet the different agendas and goals of the sponsoring businesses. Some companies
sought sleek, modern designs to convey a feeling of progress, while others, like Radio Flyer



and Time-Fortune, used prominent symbolic forms to advertise their commercial goods.
A number of corporations, including Owens-lllinois and Masonite, sponsored buildings
constructed out of their own products. Hundreds of other companies not in the financial
position to fund their own buildings, presented displays in the General Exhibits Building or
one of the other large, fair-owned thematic pavilions. Each attempted to stand out within

the 84 linear miles of displays that were competing for fairgoers’ attention.

Daniel Burham, Jr. and the other members of the exposition’s board of directors who had
visited various European expositions in the years leading up to the Chicago fair in search
of novel ideas for their event, quickly realized that static exhibits were dead exhibits.®
It became clear that incorporating the concept of motion into displays, as was done by
Ford in San Francisco, was the key to attracting and maintaining the interest of modern
fairgoers. “People like to see wheels go ‘round,” according to General Manager Lenox Lohr
at the opening of A Century of Progress. “There is motion or the suggestion of movement—
progress—in all exhibits.”’® Moving dioramas, movies, assembly lines, entertaining spectacles,
and other exciting forms of dramatization became popular features at the fair.

Henry Ford had planned to construct a large corporate pavilion at A Century of Progress
to house an automobile factory similar to the Model-T assembly line he had presented
at the Panama-Pacific Exposition.” However, after discovering that General Motors had
already signed a contract to build its own massive automotive assembly line at the fair,
Ford boycotted the event and instead sponsored his own “Exposition of Progress,” held in
Detroit and then New York City in late 1933."2

Figure 1. General Motors Building at A Century of Progress.



The GM Pavilion, built in part to celebrate the company’s 25th anniversary, was a great
success. Huge throngs gathered in the orange, blue, and silver art deco-styled building
designed by Albert Kahn to witness the complete manufacturing process of Chevrolets.
From a second-story balcony promoted as being a fifth of a mile in length (but actually
only 420 feet long), up to a thousand spectators at once could observe the 200 workmen
below complete each step of the assembly process over and over again, as they produced
a steady stream of automobiles that began with bare frames and upon completion were
driven out of the building under their own power (Fig. 1).1

The assembly line was not the only dramatic feature in the General Motors pavilion.
Under the building’s 177-foot high tower was an imposing cathedral-like hall featuring
“Precision,” a sixteen-foot tall freestanding heroic sculpture of a skilled autoworker
created by Swedish artist Carl Milles. General Motors originally planned to decorate the
room with “Forge and Foundry”, a massive 43’ by 69’ painting celebrating the beauty and
utility of machinery by Mexican muralist Diego Rivera, but controversy over the inclusion
of Lenin in his Rockefeller Center mural in New York City led the corporation to cancel the
commission just before the artist was about to travel to Chicago to carry out the work.™
Other walls of the 120,000-square-foot pavilion were decorated with murals, including a
series of 40 works painted by Axel Linus, Santiago Martinez Delgado, and Miklos Gasper that
illustrated the contributions of various raw materials by individual states to the production
of the company’s automobiles. Elsewhere in the building murals showing manufacturing
processes served as backdrops for wood sculptures of autoworkers in action by Swedish
sculptor Carl Hallsthammar. Nine additional murals of inlaid wood were produced for the

pavilion by German craftsman Matt Faussner.”®

Off the central entrance hall were two large display rooms where fairgoers could inspect
the latest models of GM vehicles. A major attraction of the North Hall was Chief Pontiac,
a mechanical talking Indian who “breathed,” and moved his head, eyes, and mouth while
answering questions from fairgoers about the recently introduced Pontiac Economy
Straight Eight engine.’”® The North Hall also held the General Motors Research Laboratory
exhibit, which included scientific demonstrations, such as the emission of prismatic light
from a spectroscope and voice waves from an oscillograph, that were designed to educate

the general public about some of the basic laws of science affecting industry.

FORD AT A CENTURY OF PROGRESS

A Century of Progress reopened for a second season in 1934 with a number of significant
changes. The most prominent addition to the grounds was the massive Ford Building. The
automotive magnate clearly realized his error in shunning the fair in 1933 after witnessing
the extent of free publicity and goodwill that General Motors and the other corporations
received as a result of their participation. Just as with the application of model changes and
color options, Ford found that once again his company was trailing GM. When exposition
organizers decided to reopen the event for a second season, he took full advantage of the



opportunity and “stole the show” by building the largest and most expensive corporate
pavilion at the fair.”

On an eleven-acre site that had held a United States Army Camp and a village of American
Indians the previous year, Ford spared no expense and built a spectacular pavilion filled
with eye-catching exhibits that drew more than seventy-five percent of all visitors during
the 1934 fair season.”®

To design the building, he turned to Albert Kahn, as General Motors had done the year
before. Kahn produced plans for a colossal pavilion that featured a 210-foot gear-shaped
rotunda with projecting extensions to each side. To the north, an elongated section 550
feet in length was topped by large, widely spaced letters spelling out “Ford.” Influenced by
the rise of streamlining, Kahn designed both the signage and the building as if attempting
to make it easier for people to read the pavilion’s machine-age forms as they rapidly
passed by in a speeding automobile. While the building’s color scheme was relatively plain
(predominantly white, with accents of dark green, blue, and yellow), the pavilion presented
the most lavish use of electric lighting at the exposition in 1934." The building incorporated

over one hundred miles of electrical wire and at night emitted seven billion candlepower.?°

Henry Ford’s underlying goal in participating in the Chicago fair was to inspire fairgoers to
explore new ideas, just as he had been motivated to build his first gas engine after viewing
the gas-powered water pump motors on display at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition
in Chicago.? In a carefully crafted attempt to educate fairgoers more completely on the
total production process of his vehicles, as well as on the social and economic benefits of
individual automobile ownership, the automaker hired industrial designer Walter Dorwin
Teague to present “the fascinating story of the motor car” through the use of “graphic,
entertaining forms” of display, while completely avoiding any appearance of direct selling
tactics.?? To keep from duplicating the General Motors assembly-line exhibit, the designer
developed an abstract dissection of the assembly process, borrowing many of the more
successful theatrical forms of display that had appeared in other fair pavilions the previous
season, including instructive dioramas, striking murals, full-scale animated working
exhibits, motion pictures, and live performances. Teague strove to imbue all of the
displays with a high level of dramatic presentation as he attempted “to give the public
a feeling of intimacy with industry’s methods.”?® He also introduced a sense of stylistic
unity throughout the pavilion by applying a harmonious use of color and graphics to the
building and its displays.?*

As in 1915, motion was a major factor in many of the Ford exhibits. Fairgoers were drawn
to the rotunda’s “Court of the World” by a rotating globe twenty feet in diameter that
identified the location of the company’s production plants around the world.?*

As with many other pavilions at the fair, Teague covered the interior walls of Kahn’s
building with murals. Wanting to demonstrate the company’s commitment to progress,



he chose the medium of photography instead of painting. The twenty-eight twenty-foot-
high, enlarged photographs created a 600-foot photomontage of the workings at Ford’s
River Rough plant. Interspersed with the photographs was a series of maxims, such as
“Progress Comes From Prosperity Built by Work... Done in Peace,” expressing the paternal
wisdom of Henry Ford.?¢ On the floor below, sixty-seven vehicles from his personal collection,
beginning with a replica of King Tutankhaman’s chariot and ending with contemporary
automobiles, illustrated the evolution of passenger travel.?”

To the right of the rotunda the gigantic Industrial Hall featured a second rotating sphere
at its entrance that contained a series of dioramas. Reflecting Ford’s central theme, “Man
must go to the earth for all materials,” the miniature scenes illustrated the major resources
used in the production of automobiles. 22 Along both sides of the hall numerous dioramas,
working models, relief maps, photographs, and trained lecturers dramatically traced the
progress of raw materials, including iron, aluminum, rubber, asbestos, and, Ford’s favorite,
soybeans, from their original state to finished parts for a Ford V-8.?° Motion was also
a feature of one of the most popular exhibits in the room, the assembly and testing of
speedometers. In a theater located adjacent to the main hall fairgoers could stop and
watch the movie “Rhapsody in Steel,” which featured a puckish hood-ornament imp who,
through assorted antics, illustrated the various industries and operations involved in the

creation of a Ford car.3°

Realizing the great popularity of exhibits that incorporated visitor participation, Ford
built “Roads of the World,” an outdoor driving venue designed to compete with the
highly successful Chrysler Motors raceway show located nearby. Kahn’s pavilion served
as a backdrop for a large oval track comprised of sections of roadway built to resemble
almost two dozen world famous thoroughfares ranging from the “earliest Roman roads to
the smooth paved highways of today.”® Interested fairgoers could experience the various
pavements by taking a four-minute ride around the loop in a Ford automobile. Nearby,
within the beautifully landscaped Ford Gardens, an orchestra shell served as the setting
for daily concerts and as a place for fairgoers to relax and reflect upon all of the wondrous

exhibits they had experienced in the Ford Building.3?

POST CHICAGO EXPOSITIONS

Having reaped the benefits of exhibiting at A Century of Progress, many companies went
on to construct pavilions and sponsor exhibits at later American world’s fairs. Hoping to
copy Chicago’s success and revive their own local economies, San Diego, Dallas, Cleveland,
San Francisco, and New York City all held major expositions in the later years of the 1930s.
Most of the themes and presentation practices that emerged at A Century of Progress
reappeared at these later fairs. Some displays were unboxed and reassembled without any
notable modifications, while others were updated and refined. Business leaders and fair
organizers also introduced new, more sophisticated corporate attractions, as exhibition

designers built upon lessons learned in Chicago.



Henry Ford, in particular, was sold on the value of continued corporate participation in
world’s fairs. After the close of A Century of Progress, the Ford Motor Company reconstructed
the rotunda of its pavilion in Dearborn, Michigan, directly across the street from the
company’s headquarters. Many of the exhibits created for the Chicago exposition went
on permanent display inside. Those that still projected a “static conventional character”
were transformed into compelling presentations by Teague, who continued to have a
close relationship with Ford and its corporate leaders throughout the decade, including
designing both buildings and exhibits for the automaker at later world fairs.33

The Ford Motor Company constructed the largest and most expensive of the corporate
pavilions at the 1935 California-Pacific International Exposition in San Diego and at the
Texas Centennial Exposition, held in Dallas the following year.3* Located prominently at the
end of a long green space known as the “Palisades,” the circular entrance tower of the Ford
Building in San Diego, designed by Teague, recalled the gear-shaped rotunda of Albert

Kahn’s design for the company two years earlier in Chicago (Fig. 2).

Figure 2. Aerial view of the Ford Building at the 1935 California Pacific International Exposition showing the outdoor Ford
Bowl performance space on the left and the Roads of the Pacific venue wrapping around the rear of the pavilion.



With its doughnut-shaped exhibit hall located behind the circular entrance, the new building
symbolically formed the “8” of a Ford V-8 emblem in plan (a symbol also featured in the
round garden courtyard).

While no other manufacturer of automobiles constructed a pavilion at the California
exposition, all three of the major American automotive corporations sponsored halls at the
Texas fair. Both the Chrysler and General Motors exhibits were housed in earlier buildings
that had been updated for the event. Ford, however, built a new pavilion for its displays.
Albert Kahn returned to design the building. His solution, with its rectangular form, strong
vertical linear elements, and lack of rotunda, ironically was more reminiscent of Holabird
and Root’s Chrysler Pavilion at A Century of Progress than of Kahn’s own earlier exposition
design for Ford (Fig. 3).

Figure 3. Postcard of the Ford Pavilion at the 1936 Texas Centennial Exposition.

The automaker hired Teague to produce the exhibits and interior designs for both its San
Diego and Dallas pavilions. As at Chicago, the exhibits within the halls emphasized process
rather than finished products. In San Diego the whole interior of the Ford Building was
envisioned as a modern production line. Guides led fairgoers smoothly and efficiently past
displays along the large circular corridor. To keep people moving continuously, recorded
voices offered explanations of exhibits, thereby eliminating the need for interested v
isitors to pause and read detailed captions.?> Painted murals and dioramas contributed an
additional dimension to the displays. Along the upper half of the curved inner wall of the
main hall, Mexican muralist Juan Larrinaga painted a 450-foot long mural entitled “The
March Of Transportation”. Once again, giant photographs of the River Rouge plant and
aphorisms by Henry Ford decorated the interior of the rotunda. “The Court of Nations”



display, which filled the hall, included dioramas depicting the production of raw materials
used in the manufacture of Ford cars. In the center, a revolving hemisphere, recalling
those found in the company’s pavilion at A Century of Progress, contained a dozen
additional dioramas illustrating the use of automobiles in different Pacific nations including
the United States and Mexico.?® Other exhibits in the building included mechanical
presentations of automotive parts, demonstrations of assembly-line processes, and
illustrations of the potential uses of soybeans in the manufacturing of automobiles. Both
past and present models of Ford cars were also prominently displayed (Fig. 4).
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Figure 4. The circular corridor of the Ford Building at the 1935 California Pacific International Exposition.

After the close of the 1935 fair season, workers in San Diego replaced the large letters
spelling out “FORD” on the main building’s entrance tower with the word
“TRANSPORTATION” as the pavilion was transformed into a generic “Palace of
Transportation.” Like other corporations that had exhibited in San Diego in 1935, the
Ford Motor Company shifted its focus and many of its exhibits to the Texas Centennial
Exposition in Dallas, which opened in June 1936.

At both the California and Texas events, Ford sponsored exhibits located beyond the walls
of its main pavilions through the construction of concert and entertainment venues. For

instance, next door to the Ford Building in San Diego fairgoers could attend symphony



concerts in the Ford Bowl. Behind the pavilion was located the “Roads of the Pacific”
attraction (both the Ford Bowl and road attraction are visible in Fig. 5). A Pacific version of
the “Roads of the World” exhibit from Chicago, the California edition consisted of fourteen
different sections of Pacific Rim roadways, including the Inca Highway in Peru, the Summer
Palace Road in China, and the Oregon Trail. Over 500,000 fairgoers test-drove new Ford
V-8s over the ever-changing pavement.®’ In Dallas, Ford presented a third version of the
popular entertainment attraction, this time as the “Roads of the Southwest.”s8

In San Francisco at the 1939-40 exposition, Ford received its own building in the Court
of the Pacific area, while Chrysler and General Motors exhibited within the Vacationland
Building. The automakers’ presentations in San Francisco were not all that different from
those of earlier fairs. Highlights in the Ford pavilion included a model service station and,
in 1940, a quarter-size replica of the company’s wind tunnel, while General Motors exhibited
a full-scale transparent Pontiac.3°

In contrast to the Golden Gate Exposition, which was more of a political exposition
promoting Pacific unity and, more specifically, the United State’s paternalistic role in the
region, the concurrent New York World’s Fair was a closer descendant of the corporate-
dominated Chicago fair. Many companies looked to industrial designers, including Walter
Dorwin Teague, Norman Bel Geddes, and Raymond Loewy, to plan their New York displays.4°
Because of Teague’s prominent position, the influence of his ideas on exhibiting could be
found throughout the fairgrounds, especially his predilection for theatrical presentations of

simplified messages over detailed explanations of scientific or technical processes.*

Even at the Ford Building, designed jointly by Albert Kahn and Teague, public education was
no longer a perceptible central goal.*? Despite Henry Ford’s keen interest in schooling the
masses, Teague reduced detailed concepts to seductive displays. The design of the pavilion
itself reflected this change as the New York version of the outdoor roadway attraction,
this time dubbed the “Roads of Tomorrow,” was dramatically elevated and incorporated
into the design of Kahn’s massive fair building. Maintaining a connection with earlier Ford
pavilions, the architect included a large rotunda entrance. Inside were two major features
that developed directly out of Teague’s desire to entertain fairgoers at the cost of providing
detailed information regarding the automaker’s products and developing technologies.
The first was a towering, three-dimensional mural that, according to its creator muralist
Henry Billings, was designed “not to instruct but to impress.”® Located in the entrance
lobby, it was a mesmerizing work of kinetic art with flashing lights and whirling gears and
pistons, abstractly expressing the dynamic power and mechanical production of a modern

assembly line.



Figure 5. The Cyclorama of Production in the Ford Building at the New York World’s Fair.

The other major highlight of the Ford Building, the 30-foot high “Cyclorama of Production,”
consolidated the wide range of manufacturing exhibits that had appeared in the Industrial
Hall of the company’s pavilion in Chicago into a unified rotating display (Fig. 5). Its basic
form paid homage to the various revolving exhibits that Teague had produced at earlier
expositions in order to draw fairgoers’ attention to the Ford exhibits. In a practice later
used by Walt Disney for his It’s a Small World attraction at the 1964-65 New York World’s
Fair, the Ford display consisted of eighty-seven groups of animated, cartoon-like figures
demonstrating how twenty-seven different raw materials were used in the creation of
Ford automobiles. As fairgoers viewed the display, a recorded voice instructed them in the

wonders of mass production and its positive impact on the economy.44

While Ford was able to dominate corporate exhibit displays at the fairs held immediately
after A Century of Progress, General Motors once again eclipsed the company in New York.
This time the company accomplished this through the creation of Futurama, an extravagant
presentation that became the fair’'s number one attraction.*® Even Ford officials involved
with the exposition confessed that they and their designers were completely outdone
by GM.4¢ Futurama, created by Norman Bel Geddes, was the largest and most expensive
corporate presentation at the New York fair.#” General Motors had initially just planned to
revive its exhibit concept from Chicago by featuring an automotive assembly line, but Bel
Geddes convinced corporate executives to allow him to present his own vision of the city of
tomorrow.*® Housed in a massive, smooth-sided, streamlined pavilion, Futurama presented

fairgoers with images of an idealized vision of 1960 America. Sitting in moving chairs,



visitors experienced a series of three-dimensional animated models that gradually increased
in scale and incorporated dramatic elements to control and heighten the experience.*®
After a fifteen-minute simulated airplane ride over a highly detailed model representing
Bel Geddes’s futuristic vision and including over two million individual buildings, fairgoers
swooped down to receive a closer look at one urban intersection. In dramatic fashion, the
chairs then swung around and visitors found themselves within a full-sized replica of the
same intersection, which was brought to life by the presence of other fairgoers walking
along the elevated walkways or leaning over the side to examine General Motors’ latest
models populating the roadway below. Each of the four modern buildings at the intersection
housed other exhibits for visitors to explore before they finally received their souvenir

“| have seen the future” pin.

CONCLUSION

An eighteen-year hiatus in the staging of world fairs during the mid-twentieth century
prevented Ford from presenting a timely rebuttal to General Motor’s Futurama. However,
by the 1964-65 New York World’s Fair, both corporations were once again building massive
pavilions that housed revised versions of their dramatic automotive exhibits: Futurama Il for

GM and Walt Disney’s Magic Skyride, a roadway trip through time, for Ford.

More recently, at Expo 2010 held in Shanghai, General Motors once again bested the
absent Ford Corporation at the exhibition game. The SIAC-GM Pavilion, designed by
Chinese architect Rong Wujie, was a crowd favorite. The building’s spiraling recycled-
aluminum facade symbolized modernity and the road to the future. As with GM’s earlier
Futurama exhibits, the company’s main objective was to reinforce brand recognition and to
promote itself as a progressive, forward-thinking corporation through the presentation of
a sophisticated entertainment experience. The main feature of the pavilion was the “4-D”
movie “2030, Xing!” which projected a seductive vision of driving in the future, free from
petroleum, congestion, and crashes.’° At the end of the movie the screens dramatically
disappeared revealing a stage-show featuring acrobats and an assortment of GM concept
vehicles (see Fig. 6). Upon leaving the pavilion, fairgoers could view the innovative cars
up close, but unlike at many previous expositions, the venue lacked a test track where
visitors could experience driving (or at least riding in) one of the state-of-the-art vehicles.
Improvements in the financial health of the major American automotive corporations after
the economic crisis of the early twenty first century, however, provide potential conditions
for the Ford Corporation to once again compete with General Motors on the world stage by
promoting its own innovative developments in transportation vehicles through exciting new
forms of exhibit design, including possibly a twenty-first century edition of their popular

roadway attraction, at a future international exposition.
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Figure 6. SIAC-GM stage show with acrobats and concept vehicles.
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The Past Was No Illlusion

Walt Bransford

FOREWORD: REFLECTING ON THE PAST (BY CELIA PEARCE)

The following essay, written by a pioneering computer graphics practitioner, was originally
published in 1997 as the opening chapter a volume of essays on the future of entertainment
technology.! Digital Illusion featured numerous articles about state-of-the art computer-
based entertainment innovations, from Habitat, the 1984 graphical online world that
introduced the term “avatar” into the lexicon, to DisneyQuest, Disney’s early foray into
high-end virtual reality. When invited to contribute to Digital lllusion, a collection about
the future, architect Walt Bransford, who pioneered computer-aided design software for
architects, chose instead to write about the past. More specifically, he chose to write about

the history of world’s fairs. Why?

Given world’s fairs’ fall from grace, it is safe to say that at the time of the original publication
of this essay, fairs were already a “thing of the past.” As Bransford himself points out,
the 1984 New Orleans fair presented a turning point in the decline of the world’s fair as a
prominent cultural form. Yet as this essay astutely reminds us, world’s fairs were a kind of
crystal ball, giving us glimpses into our future. Numerous everyday technologies that we now
take for granted as commonplace — trains, Ferris wheels, telephones — were introduced
at world’s fairs. Fairs were centers for experimentation, “market testing” new ideas, and
promoting new social agendas connected with the growing influence of technologies and
corporations. A number of chapters in this volume also point out the darker side of world’s
fairs and the numerous missteps, from egregious imperialist representations of race, to
entire world’s fairs that were never built. These failures serve to remind us of the culturally
situated nature of the “future” portrayed by world’s fairs, their particular positioning at
specific points in history.

In some sense this essay presciently anticipates Meet Me at the Fair by reminding us that
the future is always in flux. Bransford also reminds us that the future can often be read in
the “tea leaves” of the past, and that we can gain a greater perspective by studying the
“history of the future,” the ways in which our past imaginings of the future have influenced

(or failed to influence) the current cultural landscape.



ARE WE REALLY AT THE FRONT OF THE LINE?

There’s much to consider in the marriage of digital technology with the art of illusion, which
has taken many forms over the ages. In creating fictions—whether through storytelling,
writing, live performance, or still or moving images—space and time are elements upon
which many illusions depend. Manipulations of either may be subtle or overwhelming,
designed-in or an artifact of another goal. Many technologies of the recent past weren’t
created for the purpose of illusion but enabled new ways to perceive and interact with the
world and with people. They were powerful—and often entertaining. These experiences
stimulated the imagination, becoming a basis for new forms of entertainment products. One
path spawns ten more, and opportunity follows new expectations. Many early attractions
sold what we would now call simulation experiences. It's informative to look back at
some inventions that blended the concepts of experience, immersion, illusion, interaction,
and distribution, via the perceived manipulation of space and time. This chapter creates
an illusion of its own: a trip back in history. There are hints back there—keys, secrets,
and a character or two—which we can use today.

Film is one of the developments with prominent illusion and immersion components
that were later exploited for entertainment, but thrills were delivered long before that in
more mundane forms. Such thrills share certain traits; they provided an experience that
many participants perceived as magical, transcendent, or at least very different. Many
late nineteenth-century developments in transportation and electricity were practical but
amazing for the time. They delivered experiences for diverse audiences, showcased new
technologies, or used familiar technologies in new ways. They would soon affect nearly
everyone’s lives, stimulating our imagination, elevating our perceptions, and transforming

our awareness of the world and of ourselves.

Entertainment is a product, just as are its foundation technologies. Its developers usually
expect some return for their efforts beyond the satisfaction of creation. That return on
the entertainment investment drives much of the evolution of our popular culture. Our
step back into a colorful past will show that the art and science of high-tech illusion is a
constant. We can anticipate continuous serendipitous discovery of new ways to combine

new inventions.

GETTING THERE: UNBOUNDED IMMERSION

What is now thought of as early mechanized travel—railroad trains—stimulated the
imagination of a nation. This immense moving object, propelled by a large, loud locomotive
that seemed alive, brought the high-technology steam engine from the factory floor into
near-direct contact with everyone in their everyday lives. Trains met practical necessities
but were also a form of entertainment (and still are for rail fans of all ages worldwide).
Rapid (30 miles per hour was fast in 1890) train transportation over yet-unassimilated

landscapes was a vividly compelling experience.



In 1893, there were no movies showcasing a culture and its communities, no broadcast
cultural norms, few widely available books about great American cities or the Majestic
Land, and few travelogues for armchair journeys. This was the year of the Chicago World’s
Fair, and simply getting to Chicago was an event of unparalleled discovery. The expanding
continental American rail network was just over 20 years old, providing for many people
their first experience of moving across land faster than they or an animal could walk.
This early conjoining of consumer and high technology challenged the imagination in
many ways: One was immersed in a moving object with many other people, propelled
by machine, and provided the collective experience of seeing the landscape of a huge,
developing country in all its natural and man-made splendor. The associated anticipation,

experience, and discovery of the trip itself combined to define a sense of place.

Comfortable and secure in these machines, early rail travelers encountered a new kind of
territory. Portions of the personality of an emerging nation developed there. It was fertile
ground for the imaginations of many, as they encountered shifting boundaries between
reality and illusion. From this experience grew new forms of expression in American
literature and art. It also helped spawn a technology-based industry of illusion for mass

entertainment and education.

THE WORLD’S COLUMBIAN EXPOSITION AT CHICAGO:

NEW EDGES OF IMAGINATION

By 1893, there had been several world’s fairs, each a means of disseminating culture,
technology, and architecture. But the World’s Columbian Exposition at Chicago that
summer was like no other before or since. Located 12 miles south of downtown Chicago
on the shore of Lake Michigan and covering 633 acres, it was the largest fair to date and
the first event of such magnitude in the Western Hemisphere. The timing of the fair as a
punctuation in the establishment of American Culture offered extraordinary opportunities.
America was adapting commercial, social, and cultural systems to an infrastructure that
was the crowning achievement of the Industrial Era: maturing systems of mechanized

farming, production, transportation, and early electrical communication.

The fair at Chicago was a showcase for technology, art, and entertainment. It was the
world’s introduction to America as a thriving Nation of Vision. It officially changed the
perceived geographic center of the county—a sociospatial concept—from the East Coast
to its actual location: a booming modern city, the gateway to a newly conquered Wild

West frontier.

Just getting to the fair was an experience few could have anticipated (and many were
probably ready to walk right back home). The Chicago Fair was a mass experience that
packaged the familiar and the bewildering with a furiously developing future. It was palace,
mud, and marble, plow and violin—a mind-expanding agitation soothed by the waves of



Lake Michigan. It was thousands of tiny experiences found by millions of visitors during two
Chicago summers. The scale, diversity, and quantity of attractions and people provided a

feast for the imagination.

IMMERSION IN A TECHNOLOGY SHOWCASE

As at all the preceding international expositions, new technologies were abundant. Huge
steam-powered machines performed tasks never imagined—part of a parade of technology
that was freeing people from relentlessly boring jobs and allowing them time for leisure.
But steam power was becoming old news. At the fair, energy was converted from steam by
a really new device: the steam-driven AC Electric Generator. Several electrical technologies
were showcased at the fair. Extensive electric lighting introduced a spectacular nighttime
experience across the immense spread of buildings, ponds, and grand promenades. Until
then, night was a slice of time spent in an area no larger than what one sees, usually only
several feet. Most people stayed home or slept. Society’s concept of day really was over at
night! Large-scale lighting at the fair opened new vistas and new shared spatial perceptions
of the familiar. It is difficult to appreciate the impact of this now, but it was simultaneously
bewildering and enchanting. And this was not electricity’s only impact on space and time
in its appearance at the Chicago Fair.

Transmission of information over long distances was not new; the telegraph was nearly
50 years old. It really shrank time and space; information traveled much faster than it
could be carried. But at the Chicago fair, visitors were treated to long-distance telephone
calls between Chicago and Boston and between Chicago and New York. Phones were
connected to phonographs, concert halls, and opera houses on the East Coast. The great-
grandparent of the fax machine made an appearance, too; Gray’s Teleautograph transmitted
handwriting by electricity. These were just as exciting and revolutionary at that moment as
the mechanized transportation of people and goods had been a few decades earlier. What
must it have been like to experience for the first time a human voice carried farther than
the ear could hear? All these experiences with technology fired the imagination of the day
much as the confluence of computers, interactivity, and the Internet does now.

ENTERTAINMENT AT THE FAIR: COLLISIONS OF CULTURES, VISTAS, AND MOTION
The Midway Plaisance was critical to the fair’s solvency. It was a long, narrow strip of
land extending for nearly a mile eastward from the main grounds, with the first separate
entertainment area for a world’s fair. Familiar forms of entertainment were abundant, along
with many installations representing foreign countries. Time and space jumbled and jumped
amid a crop of ancient and old-world village recreations, first tried at an earlier Paris world’s
fair and now alive on animmense scale. A night in Tunisia, a hot afternoon in Cairo, or a quick
stop by The World Congress of Beauty by the International Dress and Costume Company
could be had by all. The Panorama of the Bernese Alps was billed as an “electric theater”

where light and sound effects combined with landscape paintings to create the illusion of



a mountain storm: Disneyland, a decade before Walt was born. This artificial fantasyland
forever established the idea that leisure time could casually seek destination beyond one’s

home turf—a respite from the reality of what was still a difficult survival situation for many.

GOING UP

One thing didn’t escape the view of anyone who came near the fair. At the center of the
Midway, spinning in grandeur above the Midwestern plain, was a contraption that is now
a fixture of the global language of fairs and theme parks: the world’s first Ferris Wheel. It
was designed and built (in eight months) by Pittsburgh engineer and bridge builder George
W. Ferris. Rising nearly 270 feet in the air, it spun upon a 45-foot axle, the largest single
piece of steel yet forged. It had 36 wood-veneered passenger cars, each the size of a bus
and carrying 60 passengers—40 of whom sat on plush swivel chairs for the 20 minute ride
of two revolutions. One compartment was reserved for a band, which provided full-time
music to fair goers and wheel riders. For many, this was their first introduction to a view of
mass human activity from a point higher than eye level. The Eiffel Tower at the Paris World’s
Fair of 1869 did much the same trick, but the Ferris wheel went further; not only was it
surrounded by human activity, it moved. It offered a vivid experience of an environment
just moments before absorbed on foot; it was another machine that called to question the
normal arrangement of time and space. But unlike a train trip, this gizmmo went up, over,
under, and back around, delivering a remarkable view of the fair and nearby neighborhoods
of Chicago. Just imagine a family fresh off the lowa prairie, arriving days earlier on their
first train trip, now experiencing the enchanting, surely pleasurable overload of a ride on
the Ferris Wheel. Who can know what visions and dreams arose from these friendly and
startling experiences with technology? The Ferris Wheel became the memory of the fair
for many visitors. It survives today in local fairs everywhere—in an entertainment venue and

cash machine called “The Midway.”

THE PARIS FAIR OF 1900: CHANGING CONTEXT, RISING EXPECTATIONS

By 1900, leisure time was a reality; people sought ways to spend their new leisure capital.
Large-scale sports such as professional baseball and amusement parks on the scale of Coney
Island were designed to meet this demand. The Paris World Exposition of 1900 meant to
eclipse the popular successes of 1893 Chicago. More people knew about convenient travel
and had seen pictures of faraway locales. Electric communications and print media brought
news and views of the planet and its peoples to a knowledge-hungry populace. Milestones
in illusion technology like the Trans-Siberian Railway Panorama, the Mareorama, and the
Cineorama Air-Balloon Panorama were devised for the Paris fair to capitalize on this new

awareness, leisure time, and leisure spending.

People had become accustomed to stationary dioramas and panoramas—they were
common even at county fairs. The mountain storm simulation at the Chicago fair added
electric lighting and sound. The Railway Panorama and Mareorama at Paris enlivened
panoramas—as the Ferris Wheel enlivened towers—by introducing motion. Further, the



attractions were designed such that no two experiences were identical. These “rides” were
elaborate, expensive, and, as is common today, developed and funded by corporations
dealing in the real thing—a related product to sell. The Trans-Siberian Railway Panorama was
built and sponsored by the Compagnie Internationale des Wagons-Lits, a major European
railroad company. The designers wanted to deliver magic with the best in technology, but
the medium was not just a showcase. It was illusion for illusion’s sake, riding on assumptions

about the ability of the imagination to transcend the medium.

THE RAILWAY PANORAMA

This 45-minute experience was an essay in detail. It offered a chance to experience the
14-day journey by rail from Moscow to Peking, a 6,300-mile journey over tracks not yet
completed at the time of the Paris fair. There were three realistic railway cars, each 70 feet
long with saloons, dining rooms, bars, bedrooms, and other elements of a luxury train.
Totally detailed and lavishly equipped, the cars were elevated a little above a place for
spectators in conventional rows of seats. This gallery faced a stage-like area where
the simulated views along the train trip were presented by an inventive contraption.
The immediate reality of a vehicular trip is that nearby objects seem to pass by more r
apidly than distant ones. So, nearest to the participants was a horizontal belt covered with
sand, rocks, and boulders, driven at a speed of 1,000 feet per minute. Behind that was a
low vertical screen painted with shrubs and brush, traveling at 400 feet per minute.
A second, slightly higher screen, painted to show more distant scenery, scrolled along at
130 feet per minute. The most distant one, 25 feet tail and 350 feet long, painted with
mountains, forests, clouds, and cities, moved at 16 feet per minute. Real geographical
features along the way were depicted on this screen: Moscow, Omsk, Irkutsk, the shores
of great lakes and rivers, the Great Wall of China, and Peking. The screens, moving in one
direction only, were implemented as a belt system. Due to the inexact speeds of the scenery,
the “journey” never repeated itself exactly, providing an ever-changing combination of

scenes and a reason to pay to visit the attraction again.

THE MAREORAMA

The scenery in the Railway Panorama moved, but the spectator’s seats and the railway
cars didn’t provide any motion cues. The Mareorama eliminated that shortcoming.
An ingenious system provided movement to a ship-shaped platform, positioned between
a pair of moving screens. Each was 2,500 feet long and four stories tail, painted by a team
of artists working under Hugo d’Alesi, well known at the time for his beautiful vistas on
the posters of railway and shipping companies. The 215,000 square feet of screen were
rendered with scenes based on sketches made by d’Alesi during the real voyage that the
Mareorama simulated. The extremely heavy cylinders holding the rolled-up screens were
supported by floats in a water basin. A system of jacks, floats, hydraulic pistons, and pumps
driven by electric motors moved the cylinders to roll and pitch the panoramas. This same
mechanism controlled the motion of the spectator platform. As the platform rocked and
the screen moved from one cylinder to another, the participant was treated to a simulated

fair-weather, hazard-free voyage from Nice to Constantinople. What is important about



both the Railway Panorama and the Mareorama is that they were high-technology illusions
as entertainment product. They were immersive and shared, just like the real things they
simulated, and they were expensive, on a scale equivalent to theme park attractions today.

GOING UP AGAIN: THE CINEORAMA AIR-BALLOON PANORAMA

Similar quality, detail, contemporary high-tech tricks, and expectations were prominent in
the final example of attractions at Paris in 1900—the Cineorama Air-Balloon Panorama. This
blend of new technology and creativity may have been the first-ever ride-film attraction.
The Air-Balloon Panorama took its cue from a then-novel invention: the hot air balloon.
(Remember, this was a few years before the Wright brothers.) The thought of air travel
must have strained the mind much more than imagining what it would be like to travel on
one’s first train trip! The Railway Panorama and the Mareorama delivered a virtual journey
on familiar modes of transportation; they were heavily themed earthbound experiences
with enhancements of depth and motion. The Air-Balloon Panorama attempted to deliver
an experience into territory traveled only by, at that time, a handful of people: straight up
into the air and across the land, a Ferris-Wheel car without the axle leash.

Full 360-degree stationary painted panoramas had been displayed before, and wide-angle
stationary scenes projected from slides had also been attempted enough times to solve
most of the problems of hiding seams and overlaps. But for the Air-Balloon Panorama, the
designers decided to use another exciting embryonic technology. The magic medium of film
was used to create a panoramic movie to provide the illusion of rising to the clouds. French
engineers, led by a Monsieur Grimoin-Sanson, built scaffolding for ten movie cameras, all
driven by a system of gears powered by one hand crank. Each camera was positioned to
cover a 36-degree field of view. The 1,000-pound panoramic movie camera was suspended

from a real hot air balloon, which ascended over Paris to a height of 1,500 feet.

This experience was virtually recreated in a white-walled polygonal room 100 feet in
diameter. At the center sat a large concrete structure housing ten projectors, and on this
was the platform on which the spectators stood in an extra-large balloonist’s wicker basket.
From the ceiling hung the bottom portion of a balloon, complete with nets and rigging. The
projection system was a feat of engineering. Electric arc lamps, producing intense light and
heat, were vented by a system of ducts and fans. Each of the ten strips of film was glued
into a 1,300-foot loop, providing nearly six minutes of projection. From their stationary
platform, the participants saw a full-surround movie of the earth receding, and experienced
the sensation of rising in the air. When the balloon reached its highest elevation, the film
direction was reversed, and the participants “descended” safely to earth. Film. Flight. Paris

from the air. Magic indeed!

IT°’S NO FAIR
There have been many fairs across the planet since the Paris event. There were high points
at Chicago, 1933; Brussels, 1958; New York, 1964; and Montreal, 1967. But the fairs and their



attractions quickly became less memorable, finally rolling off the collective U.S. memory
with a whimper into the Mississippi at New Orleans in 1984. Today’s mega-theme parks,
regional amusement parks, county fairs, and high-tech arcades now own the territory of the
blockbuster (usually licensed properties) thrill rides and the best, imagination-stretching
illusions. As an entertaining educational technology showcase, fairs enabled their own
demise. They featured, demonstrated, and made accessible technologies that established
entire communications industries, ones that compressed space and time as a matter
of course. The fairs helped acclimate Western culture to a free-market future of
instant information but gradually ceased being the only place on Earth to learn where

the culture is going.

TICKETS PLEASE

Much has happened since something as mundane as a passenger train changed the way
people see their world. What hasn’t changed? People. We will always seek entertainment.
We still need constant social contact and exchange; we are drawn to wherever people
congregate. Now we have many means of creating opportunities to congregate, to be
amazed, to learn. The result has been an extraordinary diversity of modern illusionary
entertainment experiences: online and out of home, homemade and professional. We now
have some fine new steam engines, pulleys, cables, and rails; computers, interactivity, and
the Internet have combined into our very own imagination-busting, wallet-lightening, and
revenue-enhancing technosphere. Time and space spin on new first-forged axles. It’s a fun
bump and grind: to interact with new vistas of information, floods of never-seen names,
and, sometimes, faces and places, becoming friends in growing communities, infant
economies, and market opportunities. There are now a few million people here, ready to
line up and hand over the plastic for a new World’s Eye View of something. Where will
this take us? Where do we take it? Where’s the fair in all its promise? There are now
much more cost-effective ways to disseminate experiences. Is there a “headhouse” of
these technologies that will carry us in imagination, image, and interaction to a genuine
equivalent of a world’s fair? Tickets, please—especially when the other side of the
transaction involves some escape or a way to experience familiar things in new ways.

For the creative and entrepreneurial types among us, the future is no illusion.

This essay has been reprinted with permission from the author and editor in a modified form
from its original publication in Digital lllusion: Entertaining the Future with High Technology, Clark
Dodsworth, Editor (Addson-Wesley 1997).
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Eames at the Fair: A Legacy of Communication Design

Celia Pearce

DESIGN + COMMUNICATIONS

The Office of Charles and Ray Eames has become an iconic symbol of mid-twentieth century
modernism and California’s role in that movement. Best known for its classic, museum-
worthy furniture created for Herman Miller, the Eames case study house, innovative filmic
essays, and collaborations with numerous seasoned and budding designers in Los Angeles
during the 1940s through the 1970s, the Eameses are perhaps the most ubiquitous and
well-known industrial designers of the 20th Century.

The Eames Office is also well-known for its visually compelling and unique style of innovative
filmmaking, abstract designerly films that often sat somewhere between documentary and
art, or as filmmaker and grandson to the Eamses called them, filmic essays.' These typically
provided intimate studies of a class of artifacts, a cultural practice, or a process, often
without the benefit of conventional cinematic techniques such as dialog, narration or even
live actors. Their first Eames film, Traveling Boy (1950), comprised entirely of toys, set the
stage for their future filmmaking endeavors. 1957 was a particularly productive year for the
Eames film team, producing two of its best-known films, Toccata for Toy Trains, which draws
viewers down to the scale of figures in a miniature world of train and train-related toys, and
Day of the Dead, an exploration of the Mexican Dia de los Muertos festival which takes place
annually on All Soul’s Day. In an ironic “life imitates art” twist, that same year, the Griffith
Park miniature railroad in Los Angeles asked the Eames to design a one-fifth scale station
and railyard through which a rideable miniature train would pass on its journey. Over time,
the Eameses would be come known for their highly innovative experiments with immersive

multimedia presentations, many of which were implemented for word'’s fairs.?

This chapter focuses their contribution to science, math and technology communications,
principally through World’s Fairs, as well as other related exhibitions and media. It also
explores the Eameses personal fascination and prescient treatment of the nascent field of
computing, and their innovative uses of exhibit design and media to introducing a mass
public to the workings, benefits and potential of the technology. This paper will also focus

on the trajectory of the Eames Office during its second two decades, which demonstrates



an increasing interest in developing sophisticated techniques for communicating scientific
concepts to a lay audience through immersive blended experiences that combined media,
built environments, and physical mechanical devices to introduce the general public to the
principles of communication and computing. This work was also supported by a certain
“scientific method”? that included a high degree of R&D, hypothesis, experimentation, and

modeling and simulation of ideas at various scales, using various materials and media.

THE FORAY INTO THE FAIR: IBM AND THE DAWN OF THE INFORMATION AGE

As early as 1953, the Eames Office began using its design-focused approach to film to
explore the world of computers. The first of these, A Communications Primer, a self-instigated
project propelled by personal interest, set the stage for a series of media presentations
and exhibitions, including a number at world’s fairs, aimed at explaining communications
theory and computing to a lay audience. A visual interpretation of Claude Shannon’s The
Mathematical Theory of Communication,* the film illustrated Shannon’s Input/Output
diagram and signal processing theory. Presciently anticipating the advent of computer-
aided-design tools fully a decade before they were invented, and propelled entirely by
personal interest in the subject matter, the Eameses set out to make a film that presented
communication theory to architects for use in planning and design. A Communications
Primer was exemplary of the Eames “design laboratory” ethic, fusing art and science
through domain research, R&D, prototyping and experimentation. The film combined live
action, still photography, and animation, and was adopted by a number of communications
professors, including Shannon himself. The film brought the Eames Office to the attention
of IBM, who used it to introduce its staff to Shannon’s theories.® IBM was hence to become
an Eames client and patron, launching a thirty-year relationship resulting in dozens of
projects, including films, multimedia, ephemera and books, as well as foundational world’s
fair and other public exhibitions. Much of this work revolved around realizing Charles and
Ray’s passion for communicating science to the general public in a fun and accessible way,

a theme that would increasingly preoccupy them in the second half of their careers.”

The first Eames project created for a
World’s Fair was the film The Information
Machine: Creative Man and the Data
Processor, commissioned by Elliot Noyes,
design director at IBM, in 1957. This was also
the first film that the Eames Office made
for a client, and one of many projects they
did for the communications giant targeted
at informing and evangelizing computing,
as well as science and mathematics, to

the general public. Created for the 1958

World’s Fair in Brussels, Belgium, the film

Figure 1. A still image from the 1953 Eames film, can be seen in some respects as a seque| to

A Communications Primer. . . . .
A Communications Primer, extendlng many



of the concepts presented in the earlier film. The Information Machine, however, took a
different stylistic approach, using hand-drawn animation to illustrate humans’ increasingly
complex need and ability to process information. Drawn in a friendly, even old-fashioned
style, by Delores Cannata, the film was shot by Park Meek and John Whitney. In 1950,
Whitney had invented the first analog computer stop-motion animation table by modifying
a World War Il Antiaircraft gun director. IBM also played a role in Whitney’s trajectory as a
pioneering computer animator by later awarding him its first post as artist-in-residence for
the company.8

It’s easy for the modern reader to take for granted the significance of a pair of educational
films on communications and computing; however, when seen in light of their historical
context, it’s extraordinary that the Eameses—principally furniture and exhibition designers
and filmmakers—would have the foresight to anticipate that this might be an important topic
to capture. In 1953, computing was in its infancy. This was the year that IBM had introduced
the 701 computer. Used primarily by the federal government, research laboratories and
aircraft companies, the 701 rented for a $12,000 a month (in 1950s dollars), and a total of
18 units were shipped.® As IBM computing pioneer Howard Aiken put it in a 1952 in a quote
often misattributed to Thomas J. Watson, “Originally one thought that if there were a half
dozen large computers in this country, hidden away in research laboratories, this would
take care of all requirements we had throughout the country.”’® Taken in that light, it’s
remarkable that the Eameses would have been aware of and taken an interest in computers
at this early a stage in their development, prior to coming into direct contact with IBM.

The period between A Communications Primer and The Information Machine set the stage
for what was to follow. 1954 saw the introduction of the first silicon-based computer
transistor by Texas instruments. The same year, IBM brought to market the 650, the first
mass-produced computer, which sold an astonishing 450 units in its first year, over an order
of magnitude increase in sales from the 701. Transistorized computers, replacing vacuum
tubes, were introduced the following year by AT&T Bell Labs. In 1956, MIT Lincoln Labs
created the TX-0; the following year, Digital EQuipment Corp. was founded to commercialize
the TX-0, which was eventually released in 1960 as the PDP-1, made famous for hosting the

first computer game, SpaceWar."

The IBM collaboration for the World’s Fair opened the door for other world’s fair and
exhibition projects. In 1958, the Eames Office was commissioned to create a film for
the 1959 U.S.S.R.-U.S.A. cultural exchange in Moscow’s Sokolniki Park. The event would
become famous for the Kitchen Debate, in which Russian leader Nikita Khrushchev and
then Vice President Richard Nixon debated the values of their respective political and
economic systems against the backdrop of a modern kitchen filled with high-tech
appliances. This was an exhibition designed by George Nelson to highlight American
products and culture, the first cultural exchange between the two countries since the
Russian Revolution. Nelson and the United States Information Agency, which sponsored the



project, asked the Eameses to produce an introductory film on “a day in the life of the
United States.” By “flying under the radar,” as well as finishing the piece at the last minute,
the office avoided creating a patriotic propaganda film touting American military might,
and instead took a more effective humanistic, and personal approach aimed at building
a bridge between the two cultures, another hallmark of their filmmaking and exhibition
style.? Glimpses of the U.S.A. was one of the first multiscreen film presentations ever
created, comprising over 2,200 still and moving images of American life. The images were
projected onto seven twenty-by-thirty foot screens, roughly the shape of televisions of the
period. These were suspended in an offset grid such that they appeared to float against
the backdrop of a giant geodesic dome designed by Buckminster Fuller. The space was
spectacular and futuristic, midway between a science fiction film and the Wizard of Oz.
While not a World’s Fair in the traditional sense, the exhibition had the function of a mini
world’s fair pavilion (including the budget), designed to promote a particular country or
industry in an international context. Given the fact that the audience must largely have
spoken only Russian, the choice of the Eameses, known for their expertise at compelling
conveying culture through images, would have been an understandable choice for the
project. The piece was an intimate and personal visual portrait of American life which
aimed to emphasize commonalities rather than differences, and Ray Eames herself
referred to it as an “affective” experience.”® Over three million Russians passed through the
exhibit, ranking it their fifth favorite exhibit, after, among other things, cars, color

television, and Disney’s Circarama.”

This was not the first project the Eamses had done for the U.S. government. In fact, one of
the earliest projects taken on by the fledgling design company was a contract for leg splints
from the U.S. Navy during World War I1.'> Charles and Ray applied their previous research
experiments with molded plywood to create 150,000 form-fitting leg splints for the Navy
by the end of World War I1.'® This contract enabled them to move into 901 Washington Blvd.,
which became their headquarters for the next forty-five years. As with Glimpses of the
U.S.A., the Eameses leveraged this contract to develop new techniques and technologies

that could be applied to their own internal and future client-based projects.

Figure 2. Glimpses of the U.S.A, a multiscreen presentation created by the Eames Office for the 1959 U.S.S.R.-U.S.A. cultural
exchange in Moscow, against the backdrop of a Buckminster Fuller Geodesic Dome.



SCIENCE FOR THE MASSES

Between 1960 and 1964, the Eames Office also produced a series of exhibitions, films and
multimedia productions dealing with mathematics and scientific concepts, continuing to
build its interest and expertise in innovative methods of communication design. In 1960,
they continued their collaboration with IBM by producing /ntroduction to Feedback, the
first in a series of proposed films designed to explain computing concepts to a lay audience.
The film used everyday situations which would be familiar to mainstream audiences, such
as threading a needle, or a little girl playing jacks, combined with animations, diagrams
and other still images, to illustrate the computing principle of feedback, “[...] the cycle by
which performance is measured, evaluated against desired results, and corrected for future
performance.”” The ten-minute film won several awards at film festivals in Europe, Canada

and Australia.

The museum exhibit for which the Eames Office is best known, Mathematica, was
produced the following year at the California Museum of Science and Industry, which
stood on the site of the former State Exposition Building, a sort of permanent World’s Fair
pavilion promoting California’s culture and industries. The museum had approached IBM
about the exhibit, and they in turn asked the Eameses to submit a proposal.’® Mathematica
was perhaps the most ambitious and influential science exhibition of its time. This exhibit
further explored the Eameses special brand of “information overload,” incorporating
sophisticated graphical communication techniques, including media, kinetic and hands-
on interactive exhibits, and the densely populated History Wall, the first visual timeline.””
The History Wall is an interesting example of an analog attempt to create a kind of
hypertext experience, drawing connections between events. While it is often critiqued
for its information overload, it allowed viewers to quickly scan information in context and

delve deeper into events based on their interests.?°

As with other architectural and installation projects, the Eameses and their staff built an
elaborate scale model, and from it captured a series of color photographs taken at ground
level to give the viewer a sense of immersion into the exhibit, not unlike the technique
used for Toccata for Toy Trains. Charles was famous for his personal collection of pachinko
machines, some of which were kept at the office, and one of the interactive pieces was
a pachinko machine that dropped marbles to form a bell curve to demonstrate the laws
of probability. Other components included a mechanical Mdbius band circumnavigated
on a rail by a giant arrow, and an interactive multiplication cube composed of spherical
lights that would turn on and off to display user-initiated calculations. Also created for the
exhibition were a series of “peep-show” films, using a Victorian-style single-viewer display.?
All or portions of Mathematica were later replicated at the Museum of Science and Industry
in Chicago, the New York World’s Fair in 1964-1965, and the Time & Life Building in New
York, as well as a number of other museums. Versions of it are still on display at the Museum
of Science, Boston, and the New York Hall of Science, which sits on the site of the original
New York World’s Fair, which will be discussed in the next section.



Throughout the sixties, The Eames Office continued to hone its facility for science and
technology communication. For the 1962 Century 21 World’s Fair in Seattle, they were
asked by the U.S. Department of State to create an introductory film for the government’s
five pavilions, each of which was devoted to a different aspect of science. The impetus for
this fair had been the poor showing of the U.S. at the Brussels Fair as compared to its chief
Cold War rival, Russia,?? as well as the rise of the Soviet space program, and U.S. scientific
progress was to be a centerpiece of the U.S. Pavilion. With landscaping done by the Disney
Corporation, the fair left a number of legacies to Seattle’s skyline, including its historic
Space Needle.?®

The House of Science was a six-screen film presentation intended to convey the
“excitement, diversity, and the richness of the scientific discipline.”?* Like many other
Eames films about science and technology, The House of Science used a metaphor—in
this case architecture—to illustrate the evolution of scientific disciplines, representing them
through hand-drawn animation as buildings that divided into various subdisciplines as
the sciences had become increasingly specialized. While the U.S.A. pavilion for the
Russian cultural exchange used a montage of images on multiple screens, The House of
Science introduced the technique of creating a contiguous image across multiple screens.
The film also included still and live-action footage of contemporary scientific exploration
in various settings.?®> The history portion of the presentation was written by renowned
science historian and philosopher Thomas Kuhn, who published The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions?® the same year the House of Science debuted.

For the Seattle World’s Fair, the Eameses
also did a small side project for one of
its other ongoing clients, Herman Miller,
the principle manufacturer of the firm’s
furniture designs. During the installation of
the Department of State Pavilion, Charles
and his staff took numerous photographs
of the installation of the Herman Miller
Pavilion at the fair, which were later used
as the basis 