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Main hypotheses I

ÇThe Worldôs Fair was an effort to show Europe and the 
world that the US was an emergingworld power

ÇUS elites used worldôs fairs to enhance their social 
status and political legitimacy, by stressing American 
nationalism and their leadership roles

Ç Elites used worldôs fairs as educational institutions: to 
ñAmericanizeò the immigrant population

ÇWorldôs fairs were used to revive religion, since 
American progress was linked to Christian values

Ç US citiesexploited worldôs fairs to promote their 
national image, and local political elites
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Main hypotheses II

Ç As an institution, the worldôs fair was part of 

19th and 20th century American identity politics

ÇUS and Western nations used worldôs fairs to 

strengthen feelings of national solidarityby 

demonstrating their material superiority over 

non-Western nations

Ç Industrial and economic progress became 

vehicles for demonstrating moral superiority
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What are this learning moduleôs learning 

objectives

ÇThis module addresses the following questions:

ÇHow did the idea of the Worldôs Fair develop?

Ç What were the origins of the Worldôs fair?

Ç What were the major European worldôs fairs that 
influenced those in the United States?

Ç How successful were the US fairs and why did they 
assume a certain structure?

Ç What can we learn about US worldôs fairs through  
studying the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial 
Exhibition?
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Where did the idea of the fair originate?

ÇThe oldest is the Leipzig Trade Fair (Leipziger 
Messe) that began in Saxony in Middle Ages

Ç Oldest mention of Leipzig Fair is in 1165

Ç Fair was important commercial event that 
drew merchants from all over Europe

Ç Leipzig Trade Fair still major commercial 
event today

Ç This type of fair replicated on local level in 
US in state and county fairs 
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What were antecedents of US worldôs fairs?

ÇAmerican Institute Fair held in New York Cityôs 
Niblos Garden, and Crystal Palace,1829-1897

ÇSometimes considered the first US worldôs fair

Preparations are going on at the Crystal 

Palace for the Annual Fair of the American 

Institute. The reception of articles began 

yesterday. The Exhibition will open on 

Wednesday next. The position of the articles 

remaining in the Palace from the old display 

is little altered. The big tree occupies the space 

under the dome, and the Genius of Americais 

still standing beneath the shadow.

New York Times, Oct. 1, 1855
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How did the worldôs fair differ from 

traditional ideas of the fair?
Ç The trade fairwas largely organized by merchants, 

often with government help, and focus was on selling 
goods and making profits

ÇThe idea of the worldôs fair reflected the increased 
global competitionamong nations in 19th century

ÇWorldôs fair took on political and socio-cultural 
meaningthat absent from traditional trade fair 

ÇWorldôs fair provided entertainment, view of the 
world, inventions, and new scientific advancements

ÇWorldôs fair was an educationaland not just a 
commercial experience ïa form of museum
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The development of the worldôs fair

Ç From 1851 to 1899, there were 54 fairs worldwide 

Ç First worldôs fair was the Crystal Palace Exhibition, 

May 1 - Oct. 11, 1851 in London

Ç Crystal Palace was over 1800 ft. long and 108 ft. 

high, had 990,000 square feet and 14,000 exhibitors

ÇDesigned to show off worldôs great technological 

advancements

Ç A modular wood, glass and iron structure whose 

materials meant to be recycled
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The Crystal Palace, 

Hyde Park, London 

(1851) - exterior and 

interior views
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Statues of the Egyptian pharaoh 

Rameses II copied from the 

temple of Abu Simbel, [Crystal 

Palace], c.1859  
Egyptian Room ïtropical plants

Crystal Palace, 1854


