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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
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Seth Boydenôs 

Appointment as 

Commissioner to London 

World's Fair signed by 

Governor George Fort of 

New Jersey 1851
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Other prominent European 

worldôs fairs

Exposition Universelle of 1889, Paris

May 6 - Oct. 31, 1889 

Weltausstellung 1873 (Vienna 

Worldôs Fair) whose motto: Kultur und 

Erziehung(Culture and Education) 

1855 Paris 

Exposition 

Universelle
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Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition
ÇFair constituted the ñcoming outò party for US as it 

exhibited its industrial wares

ÇExhibition laid out on 285 acres of Fairmont Park on 
Schuylkill River in central Philadelphia 

ÇMeant to celebrate 100 yrs. of American economic and 
cultural progress

Ç Exhibition's official name (decided by Congress): 
ñInternational Exhibition of Arts, Manufactures and 
Products of the Soil and Mineò 

ÇTitle suggests Congressô lack of marketing 
sophistication
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US governmentôs role in Philadelphia fair

Ç 1871 US Congress created Centennial 
Commission to plan Philadelphia Exhibition

ÇUlysses S. Grant chose Commission members

ÇPhiladelphia chosen due to historic importance 
and because Fairmont Park was largest US park

ÇCongress allocated $2.6 million and Philadelphia 
and Pennsylvania Legislature $2.5 million

Ç Joint stock company benefited from fair profits 
(although Congress was reimbursed for funds)
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Brochures from

Philadelphia

Centennial

Exhibition
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1876 PHILADELPHIA INTERNATIONAL EXHIBITION BRONZE AWARD MEDAL

AWARDED BY UNITED STATES CENTENNIAL COMMISSION IN 1876. 



Department of Political Science

Center for Middle Eastern Studies

Rutgers University

US diplomats and the Philadelphia fair

Ç US consuls played key role in securing 

foreign participation, e.g., consuls in Ottoman 

Turkey, Egypt and Tunisia

Ç Egypt and Tunisia had already participated in 

London, Paris and Vienna worldôs fairs

Ç Egyptôs representative a Belgian national and 

professor of Egyptology, A. Brugsh Bek

Ç Foreign nationals controlled much of structure 

of non-Western exhibits and their products 
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Size and scope of the Philadelphia Exhibition

Ç 44 countries participated with 250 pavilions

Ç Fair took 10 yrs. to plan at cost of $11 million

ÇFair inaugurated May 10, 1876 by Pres. Grant 
and Emperor of Brazil Dom Pedro II

ÇFair counted over 10 million visitors (US pop. 
1876=40 million) before it closed in Nov. 1976

ÇFair closed on positive note but many companies 
that participated went bankrupt and assets seized 
(ñAfter the Exhibition,ò NY Times, Nov. 18, 1876)
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Advertising the fair

Ç Philadelphia Exhibition became one of first 

major advertising projects in US

Ç Visitors were encouraged to view fair as a 

vacation destination, such as Las Vegas or 

Disneyland today

Ç Many railroads brought visitors right to fair 

entrances

Ç Special train fares meant to encourage visits
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May 10, 1876, Pres. Grant 

and Brazilian Emperor 

Dom Pedro II turn on 

the Corliss Engine (1400 

HP, 40 ft. tall, 200+ tons

Dom Pedro

Ulysses S. Grant
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Role of intellectuals in 1876 fair
ÇMuseum directors and curators, ethnographers, 

anthropologists and archaeologists, hired as 
consultants, argued that fairs should be ñliving 
museumsò

Ç Visitors meant to feel that they had ñvisitedò a 
foreign country and culture

Ç School children were encouraged to visit fairs on 
Saturdays

Ç In Philadelphia, fair organizers worked to maintain 
national decorumby suppressing hawkers of 
memorabilia, e.g. Holy Land ñartifactsò, at the fairôs 
gates ïthis differed from spectacleof later fairs
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Patriotism and Philadelphia fair

Smithsonian Institution exhibit of George

Washingtonôs personal effects

Right arm of Statue of Liberty, given 

as centennial gift by France 
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Book distributed to 

children during the

Philadelphia Exhibition to 

teach them about the fair
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The Philadelphia Fair and foreign cultures

ñEgypt-Soodan (sic) ïthe oldest people of the world send its greetings 

to the youngest nationò ïinscription on entrance to Egyptian Exhibit
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Contrast between statue of 

LôAfricainein Art Gallery (now 

Philadelphia Museum of Art) and 

delicate Japanese bird statue in Japan 

Exhibitshows differing perceptions of 

non-Western countries

Foreign cultures at the Fair
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Positive perception of Japan at 

1876 fair

Ç Japanese government displayed not 
only traditional crafts, but industrial 
technological and agricultural  exhibits

Ç Dozens of Japanese exhibitors came 
to fair

Ç Japanese did not try to reinforce 

American stereotypes about their country

Ç Japan emphasized educational 
progress and discipline to which their 
children subjected
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Scenes from the Tunisian Exhibit

Exhibits reinforced American stereotypes about a ñBedouinò

Culture and hence undeveloped (Islamic) civilization


