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The Paris Universal Expositions: 
(Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion
Introduction

Buket Altinoba, Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich

The relationship between art, fashion, and industry is visualised in the print La tour 
Eiffel vue des jardins de l’exposition (1889) by François Courboin, which appears in Octave 
Uzanne’s evocatively titled book Monument esthématique du XIXe siècle: Les modes de 
Paris, variations du goût et de l’esthétique de la femme, 1797–1897 (fig. 1). Depicted in the 
background of the print is the Eiffel Tower, the very icon of modernity built specially for 
the Paris World’s Fair and used in countless artistic and popular contexts to represent 
progress in technology and engineering (fig. 2). Posing in contrast to the wrought iron 
construction, an elegantly-dressed woman leans against a baroque-style balustrade. 
The promenade suggests the explicitly urban pleasure of strolling around with the dual 
intention of seeing and being seen. In this way, the promenade itself becomes a kind 
of fashion catwalk. The fashionably-dressed women depicted amidst nature’s greenery 
beside the old-fashioned balustrade might thus be said to represent the female coun-
terpart to the masculine (even phallic) iron tower. The modernity of metal, and of en-
gineering and technological progress, presented as inherently male-connoted, is thus 
contrasted with the female-connoted spheres of fashion and beauty. These counter-
parts both belong to the universe of the world’s fairs and the staging of Paris as a city of 
progress, art, and fashion.

A modern technique of reproduction makes these scenes visible: the more than 350 colour 
illustrations by François Courboin were printed in Uzanne’s book.1 This publication widely 
disseminated the latest fashion designs and contributed to the creation of what is famously 
known as Parisian fashion.

At the next Parisian Exposition Universelle in 1900, with the motto “Le bilan d’un 
siècle”, a monumental statue of an elegant allegorical woman, La Parisienne, towered 

1	 Octave Uzanne, Monument esthématique du XIXe siècle: les modes de Paris, variations du goût et de l’es-
thétique de la femme 1797–1897, Paris, 1898, URL: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k204703s.
r=les%20modes%20de%20paris%20uzanne?rk=21459;2 [accessed: 29.10.2024].

Buket Altinoba, Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich, “The Paris Universal Expositions: (Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion. Introduction”, in Buket Altinoba, 
Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich (eds.), The Paris Universal Expositions: (Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net, 2026, pp. 10–36, 
https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1144.c25327
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over the entrance gate, dressed in the 
latest fashion by the French couturier 
Jeanne Paquin and clearly marking 
Paris’s claim to be the world’s fashion 
capital (fig. 3).2 At the same time, as 
Anne Dymond has noted, La Parisienne 
served “to define a national identity 
that would successfully naturalize” dif-
ferent ideological viewpoints.3 Images 
of fashionable women, themselves 
quite literally Art Nouveau pieces, were 
seen on advertising posters, postcards 
and book covers at the universal exhibi-
tions, as well as in the illustrated press, 
for example in Brussels in 1897, in Paris 
in 1900 as mentioned above, and in 
St. Louis in 1904 (figs. 4–6). Exuding 
an unquestioned en vogue, fashionable 
aura, the women pictured stood in stark 
contrast to the ‘exotic others’ who were 

also displayed at the world’s fairs and were described as ‘traditional’ and ‘authentic’. 
Through such constructions of national identities and modernity in the form of the el-
egant young woman,4 fashion also became a marker of a racist, colonial, imperial and 
class hierarchy. The fashionable body of the light-skinned, bourgeois young woman 
could thus serve as the epitome of metropolitan modern elegance, a standard by which 
‘other’ women and men who deviated from this established norm were not only less 
modern, but also more rural, more working-class, more colonial.

2	 Anne Dymond, “Embodying the Nation: Art, Fashion, and Allegorical Women at the 1900 Expo-
sition Universelle”, in RACAR: Revue d’art Canadienne/Canadian Art Review 36/2, 2011, pp. 1–14;  
Rebecca Houze, “Fashioning Modernity at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exhibition in St. Louis Myths 
of the ‘New Woman’ and the ‘Vanishing Indian’”, in Buket Altinoba, Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam  
Oesterreich (eds.), ‘Gesamtkunstwerk’ World's Fair. Revisioning International Exhibitions, RIHA  
Journal Special Issue 16, 2024, DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/riha.2024.2.

3	 Dymond, 2011 (note 2), p. 1.
4	 Marina Warner, Monuments and Maidens. Allegory and the Female Form, Berkeley/Los Angeles, 1985.

2	 Firma U. Leonhardt & Co., Advertising  
graphic with representation of the Eiffel  
tower, 1895, Mühlheim an der Ruhr, Deut-
sches Patent- und Markenamt Berlin
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Simultaneously, and paradoxically, a unified vision of the world was invented by ex-
hibiting objects, art, and fashion from all over the world, arranged by nation. The dif-
ferent regions and countries of the world were represented side by side, while fine art, 
decorative arts, artefacts, machinery, technological innovations, palaces of industry 

3	 “La Parisienne”, “LA « VILLE DE PARIS », par M. Moreau-Vauthier. Statue 
de 6 mètres de hauteur surmontant la coupole de la Porte Monumentale”, 
cover of L’Illustration, No 2981, 14 April 1900
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and national exhibition architecture formed 
a symbiosis at the various universal exhibi-
tions.5 Visitors had only to walk from one pa-
vilion to the next in order to ‘travel’ and see 
the ‘whole world’ in one go, in a miniature 
re-enactment of the “tourist gaze”6 which 
invited comparisons between different na-
tions and colonies, fashions and costumes, 
notions of modernity and tradition.7 The 
miniaturised ‘doubling’ of the world as a key 
strategy of the world's fairs can be under-
stood as a performative form of reproduc-
tion and reconstruction.8

5	 For further details on this, cf. Altinoba, Karentzos, and Oesterreich, “Introduction: Viewing and 
Re-viewing World’s Fairs”, in Altinoba/Karentzos/Oesterreich, 2024 (note 2).

6	 John Urry, The Tourist Gaze. Leisure and Travel in Contemporary Societies, London, 1990.
7	 Susan Stewart, On longing. Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection, Bal-

timore MD, 1984; Zeynep Çelik, Displaying the Orient. Architecture of Islam at Nineteenth-Century 
World's Fairs, Berkeley, 1992; cf. Alexander C.T. Geppert, “World’s Fairs”, in European History On-
line, 15 January 2018, URL: http://ieg-ego.eu/en/threads/crossroads/knowledge-spaces/alexan-
der-c-t-geppert-worlds-fairs?set_language=en&-C= / [accessed: 29.10.2024]; Urry, 1990 (note 6). 
For the “process of visual comparison enabled by double slide projection, which has been used since 
the 19th century in art historical exercises and has made it possible to compare styles by provid-
ing visual evidence” (Claus Leggewie and Elke Mühlleitner, Die akademische Hintertreppe. Kleines  
Lexikon des wissenschaftlichen Kommunizierens, Frankfurt a.M., 2007, p. 70f.), see Lena Bader, “Bri-
colage mit Bildern. Motive und Motivation vergleichenden Sehens”, in Lena Bader, Martin Gaier, 
and Falk Wolf (eds.), Vergleichendes Sehen, München, 2010, pp. 19–42; Robert S. Nelson, “The Slide 
Lecture, or The Work of Art History in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”, in Critical Inquiry 3, 
2000, pp. 414–434, here p. 422.

8	 Art played a key role in the universalist view of the world as a single whole: it served—just as fashion 
did—as a direct criterion to characterise the modern, and as a marker of distinction.

4	 Henri Privat-Livemont, Poster advertising 
the Brussels International Exposition in 1897
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In addition to the concept of creating a miniature replica of the ‘whole world’ and the idea 
that the world's fair should ‘exhibit everything’, numerous related exhibition formats de-
veloped in France in the 19th century, such as the Exposition des produits de l'industrie 
française (1798-1849), the Exposition internationale des arts décoratifs et industriels 
modernes (1925) and the Exposition coloniale internationale (1931).

A total of five universal exhibitions held in Paris in the second half of the 19th century 
were part of the project to make Paris the capital of fashion and art.9 Beginning in 1855 

9	 At the end of the 17th century, Louis XIV used the power of fashion propaganda for dynastic and nationalis-
tic purposes: trade and courtly display made Paris the most important centre of urban fashion and the first 
world city of fashion (see Christopher Breward, “Fashion Cities”, in Joanne B. Eicher and Phyllis G. Tortora 
(eds.), Berg Encyclopedia of World Dress and Fashion Vol. 10: Global Perspectives, Oxford, 2010, pp. 226–229). 
David Gilbert has suggested that the hierarchy of locations “has to be understood through […] a long-term 
history, which places fashion at the intersection of key cultural and economic processes that shaped the ur-
ban order.” David Gilbert, “From Paris to Shanghai: The Changing Geographies of Fashion’s World Cities”, 
in Christopher Breward and David Gilbert (eds.), Fashion’s World Cities, Oxford, 2006, pp. 3–32, here p. 19.

5	 Encyclopédie du Siècle − L'Exposition de Paris 
1900, Paris, Montgredien & Cie, Librairie Illus-
trée, 1900, Universitätsbibliothek Heidelberg

6	 Alphonse Mucha, Exposition Universelle & Inter-
nationale de St. Louis (États-Unis) du 30 Avril 
au 30 Novembre 1904, Poster for the St. Louis 
World's Fair, 1904, color lithograph. Library of 
Congress, Washington, D.C.
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under Napoleon III, with the inauguration of the Palais de l’industrie, we can observe 
the interrelationship between art and industrial products, including a multitude of 
industrially-produced objects in the field of the arts, a form of co-production that would 
be repeated in the subsequent Paris Universal Exhibitions of 1867, 1878, 1889 and 1900.

Fashion was important both as an object of display and, at the world’s fairs, as an opportu-
nity for visitors themselves to show off the latest creations. Gendered fashions presented 
the black suit as the “uniform of the bourgeois man,” while the bourgeois woman wore 
rapidly-changing fashion styles, thus demonstrating her husband’s wealth in the public 
space and also visually enhancing his prestige.10 Such displays of wealth made manifest 
through women’s fashion were also the outcome of a parallel process in which production 
methods in fashion were becoming more affordable. This was the case especially in seri-
al production lines and ready-to-wear fashion, which were themselves closely linked to 
industrial and serial production processes (fig. 7), and were accompanied by advertising 

10	 See Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class. An Economic Study of Institutions [1899], Martha 
Banta (ed.), Oxford, 2007.

7	 Armand Kohl (illustrator) de Barclay (engraver), Salle de peigneuses Heilmann pour la laine (Hall for combing 
of wool), 1889
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and distribution in printed media, illustrated fashion magazines, and on mass-produced 
and -distributed postcards and photographic prints. 

The Paris universal exhibitions combined artistic and economic interests like no 
other place or event before: by exhibiting innovations in fields of technical reproduc-
tion and manufacturing (such as photography, printing techniques, ready-to-wear 
clothing, weaving techniques, and so forth), key processes entailing the commercial-
isation of art and fashion were simultaneously set in motion. Paintings and sculp-
tures could be walked around and viewed in the exhibition spaces of the world’s fairs, 
as could other commodities and luxuries that had previously been the preserve of the 
aristocracy. Design objects could be seen at the fair and then purchased directly in de-
partment stores. Based on the same principles as the world’s fairs, the newly-emerging 
Parisian department stores offered sufficient space to display samples of various items 
(fig. 8–9).11 These same department stores also appeared as exhibitors at the world’s fairs, 
showcasing their latest collections as well as new forms of display such as glass cabi-
nets, wax models, and live fashion models.12 Stores such as Le Bon Marché (founded in 
1852 as the first department store of its kind in the world), Grands Magasins du Louvre 
(1855), La Belle Jardinière (1856), Printemps (1865), La Samaritaine (1869), and Galeries  
Lafayette (established in Paris in 1894) all shared the purpose of selling ‘everything’, from 
fashion and household technologies to gourmet food and interior design items.13 

Certain designs and design objects were also first seen at the world's fair exhibitions. 
The Darmstadt Artists’ Colony, for example, presented concepts for complete interior 
designs at the Paris fair in 1900 (fig. 10).14 In this sense, it was the fairs that popularised 
design objects in order to create a fashionable, modern, ‘artsy’ private home that not 
only showcased art in the form of collections—mostly paintings and small sculptures, as 
in the semi-private salons of the 18th and early 19th centuries—but also transformed each 
individual item of interior decoration into a status symbol reflecting the ‘good taste’ of 
its owners. Private and public ‘showrooms’ became almost indistinguishable, as visual-
ised in Impressionist paintings of operas, theatres, cafés, boulevards, and world’s fairs. 

11	 Tobias Vogt, Artikel der Kunst. Alltagsobjekt und Wortspiel in den Pariser Bildkünsten des 19. Jahrhunderts, 
Paderborn, 2019.

12	 See Julia Petrov, Fashion, History, Museums. Inventing the Display of Dress, London, New York, Oxford, 2019, 
pp. 70–72; Valerie Steele, “The Rise of the Fashion Museum”, in Valerie Steele (ed.), Fashion Designers A–Z: 
The Collection of the Museum at FIT, Cologne, 2019, pp. 19–31, here p. 21; Judith Clark, Amy de la Haye and 
Jeffrey Horsley (eds.), Exhibiting Fashion: Before and after 1971, London, 2014, p. 11.

13	 See Les cathédrales du commerce parisien: grands magasins et enseignes, Béatrice de Andia and Caroline 
Francois (eds.), exh. cat., Mairie de Paris, Musée Cognacq-Jay, Paris, 2006. Rafael Serrano Saseta, La 
création d’un type architectural. Les grands magasins parisiens (1844–1930), Lille, 2004.

14	 Weltentwürfe. Die Künstlerkolonie Darmstadt 1899–1914, Philipp Gutbrod (ed.), exh. cat., Darmstadt, 
Mathildenhöhe, Darmstadt, 2015; Paul Sigel, “‘Most charming examples’—Beiträge der Darmstädter 
Künstlerkolonie auf internationalen Ausstellungen um 1900”, in ICOMOS—Hefte des Deutschen National-
komitees LXIV, 2017, pp. 69–80.



18

They fed into a discourse on ‘modernity’ that defined the latter as a state of changing 
‘vogues’: being modern required not so much that one was extremely wealthy, but that 
one knew what was en vogue. In this sense, a certain bourgeois ‘bohème’ look came to 
represent style rather than wealth. Illustrated by the image of the flâneur, who strolled 
about seemingly aimlessly, the urban environment became a realm for gazing at and 
consuming commodities and fashions (fig. 11).15 

The universal exhibitions were, so to speak, the showcase of this new world of con-
sumption and entertainment, and they went hand in hand with the viewing habits of the 
modern flâneur, promenading from one shop window to the next, as described by Wal-
ter Benjamin.16 Impressionist James Tissot’s The Shop Girl (fig. 12) and Jean Béraud’s The 
Shop of the Couturier Doucet (fig. 13), in which the flâneur looks through the shop window 
at the goods on display from a crowded street,17 depict and reflect such constellations of 

15	 Esprit Montmartre: die Bohème in Paris um 1900, Ingrid Pfeiffer (ed.), exh. cat., Frankfurt, Schirn Kunst-
halle, Frankfurt, 2014.

16	 Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften. Vol. 5. Das Passagen-Werk, Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann 
Schweppenhäuser (eds.), Frankfurt a.M., 1991.

17	 Debra N. Mancoff, Fashion in Impressionist Paris, London, 2012; Impressionism, Fashion and Modernity, 
Gloria Groom (ed.), exh. cat., Chicago, The Art Institute of Chicago, New Haven, 2012.

8	 Unknown, Les Grands Magasins du Louvre, 1877, engraving, Bibliothèque National de France
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vision in an exemplary way. From the crowded street, advertising was another instrument 
that helped to disseminate images of modernity in the cities, as Colonnes Morris and other 
billboards produced and reproduced pictures of consumer goods using images that were 
themselves easily consumed—again with the help of reproduction techniques such as the 
rotary press and lithography (fig. 14).18 

Given the aforementioned observations regarding the intertwined innovations in art, 
fashion, and industry at the Paris universal exhibitions, one of the key questions that this 
volume addresses from a variety of perspectives is how the Expositions Universelles cre-
ated a link between the technical developments of industrialisation and mass consump-
tion and the purchasing power of the public, and what role art and fashion played in this 
process. Discussions of this question are followed by considerations of how fashionable 
taste was constructed at the world's fairs and which forms and materials were established 
as trendsetting or fashionable. Such tendencies can be seen in various areas, ranging 
from small copies of sculptures, to furniture and textiles, and complete interior designs  
showcasing specific artistic styles in every detail. The simultaneous presentation of prod-
ucts of industry and art at the world's fairs performed “an important function as a lynch-

18	 Stéphanie Le Gallic,  Lumières publicitaires. Paris, Londres, New York, Paris,  2019; Christiane 
Lamberty, Reklame in Deutschland 1890–1914. Wahrnehmung, Professionalisierung und Kritik der 
Wirtschaftswerbung, Berlin, 2000.

9	 Léon & Lévy, Exposition Universelle de Paris 1867, stereoscopic image, Galerie Anglais - Cristaux, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France
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pin connecting education in taste and consumption. The visual value of things became 
constitutive of the culture of display and the fabrication of visibility.”19

In his 1836 article De l’Application de l’art a la vie usuelle, Théophile Gautier argued for 
a practical and social approach to art, advocating that art should not be confined to a lux-
ury enjoyed by a privileged few but should be accessible to all. He believed that indus-
try could play a crucial role in the field of art, and in particular that the development of 
the Manufacture nationale in Sèvres, which introduced innovative moulding techniques, 
could bring about favourable conditions—including lower costs—for the masses to ac-
quire noble taste.20 Gautier's vision extended to architecture, where he foresaw the use 
of novel materials such as prestressed concrete in building construction. This, he be-
lieved, would facilitate the emergence of new architectural forms and allow the produc-
tion of larger panes of glass as opposed to the traditional small windows and segmented 
mirrors.21 In essence, Gautier's ideas reflected the importance of industrial strategies 
and innovative production methods in 19th-century art and architecture. 

19	 Gudrun M. König, Konsumkultur. Inszenierte Warenwelt um 1900, Wien, 2009, p. 13, p. 303 (translation by 
the authors). 

20	 Théophile Gautier, “De l’Application de l’Art a la Vie usuelle”, in La Presse 154, 13 December 1836.
21	 See Micheal Clifford Spencer, The Art Criticism of Theophile Gautier, Geneva, 1969, p. 43.

10	 Joseph Maria Olbrich, Darmstädter Zimmer, Paris World's Fair, 1900
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Alexander Geppert picked up on this intention to render objects of ‘good taste’ accessible to 
broad sections of the population, noting: “From the point of view of the state, the universal 
exhibitions served to promote ‘industriousness’ and consumption, but they also played a role 
in the cultivation of taste. Excursions to these exhibitions were organised early on, and spe-
cial programmes provided scholarships for workers, craftsmen, officials and, later, school-
children. These visitors were then given the task of familiarising themselves with the latest 
technological advances at the exhibition, in order to report on them in detail on their return.”22

22	 Geppert, 2018 (note 7). In referring to Raphael Samuel’s dictum of the “grand ‘marriages of art and 
industry’ (Raphael Samuel),” Alexander Geppert is pointing to the fact that “large international ex-
hibitions played a significant and often underestimated economic role, particularly compared to the 
singular focus much academic research has had on the ethnographic dimension of the exhibition phe-
nomenon. ‘World exhibitions were places of pilgrimage to the fetish Commodity’ is a classic quote 
from Walter Benjamin (1892–1940),” Geppert, 2018 (note 7); for Benjamin see: Walter Benjamin,  
“Paris: Capital of the Nineteenth Century”,  in Perspecta 12, 1969, pp. 165–172, here p. 167. 

11	 Jean Béraud, Sur le Boule-
vard, ca. 1880, oil on can-
vas, 33.4 × 25 cm, Paris, 
Paris Musées / Musée Car-
navalet – Histoire de Paris
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12	 James Tissot, The Shop Girl (from the 
series Women of Paris), 1883−1885, oil on 
canvas, 146.1 × 101.6 cm, Toronto, Art 
Gallery of Ontario

13	 Jean Béraud, The Storefront of the Cou-
turier Doucet, ca. 1899, oil on panel, 
56 × 44.5 cm, Paris, Private Collection
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The advent of industrialisation led 
to increased experimentation with 
mechanical methods, laying the 
foundations for new technologies 
of reproduction that were close-
ly linked to commissioned sculp-
tures and monuments. The market 
for classical busts, sculptures, and 
marble copies reached a peak in the 
19th-century, when the bourgeoisie 
became increasingly interested in 
buying miniatures of famous per-
sonalities or ancient heroes. As a re-
sult of the commercial trade in these 
objects, unglazed, fine-grained por-
celain miniatures of this type were 
produced for the market and became 
widely appreciated.23 

In the realm of European art in-
stitutions, collections of plaster 
casts gained immense popularity in 
the 19th century and were associated 
with refined taste.24 Museums used 
plaster casts of antique statues and 
sculptures to enhance the public's 
aesthetic sensibilities, perpetuate 
the European tradition of classical 
education, and provide a founda-
tion for private collections. Displays 
of plaster casts and other copies of classical models were a common sight at 19th-cen-
tury world’s fairs, such as those shown by Italian manufacturers of reproductions in 
the marble sections of the various world's fairs.25 They served the aesthetic education 

23	 See Charlotte Schreiter, Antike um jeden Preis: Gipsabgüsse und Kopien antiker Plastik am Ende des 
18. Jahrhunderts, Vol. 29, Berlin, 2014 (Transformation der Antike, 29).

24	 Francis Haskell and Nicholas Penny, Taste and the Antique. The Lure of Classical Sculpture 1500–1900, 
Oxford, 1981, pp. 79–91; see also Schreiter, 2014 (note 23).

25	 Milena Gallipoli, “Casting the Canon. Plaster Cast as Global Dissemination Media During the Long 
19th-Century”, in Shao Dazhen, Fan Di’an, and LaoZhu (eds.), Proceedings of the 34th World Congress of 
Art History, 2019, pp. 2239–2243, URL: http://www.ciha.org/content/terms-proceedings-34th-world-
congress-art-history [accessed: 29.10.2024]. 

14	 Jean Béraud,  Colonne Morris,  between 1880 and 1884,   
37.5 × 56 cm, oil on canvas, Paris, Musées / Musée Carna-
valet - Histoire de Paris
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of the general public and the development of its taste and thus also set the standard 
for the development of museums in the 19th-century.

Carmen Mörsch emphasises that making the collections as accessible as possible to all 
people free of charge was intended to strengthen national consciousness.26 The world exhi-
bitions formed an important part of this national, aesthetic education project: Against this 
backdrop, 19th-century England saw an institutionalization of museums as a place of edu-
cation for school classes and later, after the 1851 World’s Fair, for adult education as well. 
‘Philanthropic galleries’ began to appear, places where social reformers, members of the 
clergy or artists themselves used paintings and sculptures as tools to help factory workers 
and the ‘have-nots’ gain a better understanding of the civic virtues and present the arts as a 
component of a successful life independent of class or origin.27

The history of arts and crafts museums is closely linked to the history of the Uni-
versal Exhibition. The purpose of such museums was to promote taste: the Musée 
des Arts Décoratifs in Paris, for example, was initiated by the Union centrale des Arts  
Décoratifs, which had been founded in 1864 by the industrialists of the Union centrale 
des Beaux Arts appliqués à l'industrie, and modelled on the South Kensington Muse-
um.28 The plan was to open the Musée des Arts Décoratifs at the same time as the 
1900 Paris Exposition Universelle; however, it did not open until 29 May 1905 in the 
Marsan wing of the Louvre.29 

This concept of beaux-arts appliqués à l'industrie became widespread among manufac-
turers and artists during the Second Empire. In the fashion industry, the cataloguing and 
presentation of three-dimensional models went hand in hand with miniaturisation, tour-
ism and accessories,30 e.g. wax mannequins served as exemplary displays to attract com-
missions and demonstrate the potential for mass reproduction (fig. 15). This development 
opened up new opportunities, as the economic potential of replicas, such as architectural 
models or small sculptures, had already been recognised and led to the establishment 

26	 Carmen Mörsch, “Socially Engaged Economies. Leben von und mit künstlerischen Beteiligungspro-
jekten in England”, in Texte zur Kunst, no. 53, 2004, pp. 52–70, URL: https://www.textezurkunst.de/
de/53/socially-engaged-economies/ [accessed: 29.10.2024]. The people of Great Britain were to be en-
abled to experience their country as an economic power and democratic state. These arguments were 
particularly important during and after the world’s fair of 1851 and influenced the establishment of 
London’s South Kensington Museum.

27    	Carmen Mörsch, Time for Cultural Mediation, no date, URL: https://www.kultur-vermittlung.ch/
zeit-fuer-vermittlung/v1/?m=1&m2=6&lang=e [accessed: 17.02.2025]

28	 See URL: https://madparis.fr/les-origines-l-union-centrale-des-beaux-arts-appliques-a-l-industrie  
[accessed: 20.11.2024].

29	 “For the purposes of the World’s Fair, therefore, the decorator and collector Georges Hœntschel was 
entrusted to decorate the pavilion of the Union Centrale des Arts Décoratifs, on the theme of a collec-
tor’s cabinet.” “Wood paneled Drawing Room”, Musée des Artes décoratifs, Paris, URL: https://mad​
paris.fr/wood-paneled-drawing-room-1900 [accessed: 20.11.2024]. See also URL: https://madparis.fr/
Qui-sommes-nous-1717 [accessed: 20.11.2024].

30	 Stewart, 1984 (note 7).
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of a separate market with sales outlets and catalogues. Given the relationship between 
machines and mechanical processes for the reproduction of busts, statues, and sculptural 
groups, which were characterised by market strategies, commissions and innovation, the 
world’s fairs established specific modes for their display. A key factor in this evolution was 
the collaboration between sculptors and bronze foundries, known as fondeur-éditeurs, 
which facilitated the mass production of art and artifacts. A notable example is the re-
nowned Maison Barbedienne (fig. 16),31 where mechanically inclined sculptors developed 

31	 See Isabel Hufschmidt, Die Kleinplastiken von James Pradier. Skulptur im industrialisierten Kunstbetrieb 
des 19. Jahrhunderts, Stuttgart, 2011, p. 111.

15	 Entrance of the clothing section at the 1889 Exposition Universelle
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efficient techniques for replicating high-quality sculptures. These methods made large-
scale reproduction financially viable, particularly with advancements in casting and the 
invention of the machine à réduire32 by Achille Collas. This machine could copy sculptures 
at full size or adjust their scale, producing variations in different sizes and materials to 
suit varying budgets (fig. 17).33 James Pradier's reproduction of Leda, which was exhibited 
to great acclaim at the world's fairs in London and Paris, is a notable example (fig. 18). 
Another example, Pradier’s prize-winning reproduction of Sappho, patinated by Victor 
Paillard, demonstrated the possibilities and high quality of mechanical reproduction. 
New techniques of material reproduction, such as electrotyping, were demonstrated at 
world's fairs and influenced trends in ornamentation, miniatures and small bronze stat-
uettes. The techniques of reproduction became widespread and set fashionable trends 

32	 Élodie Valloit, Créer le multiple: la Réunion des fabricants de bronze (1839-1870), unpublished Doctoral 
thesis in Art History, Université Paris Ouest Nanterre, 2014, p. 42.

33	 “Five different [of these] machines were patented in France alone between 1835 and 1840.” Ben 
Russell, James Watt: Making the World Anew, London, 2014, p. 213. 

16	 Anonymous engraver, Société A. Collas et Barbedienne. Sculpture par procédés mécaniques, engra-
ving on wood, 12.9 × 16.4 cm, Paris, Paris Musées / Musée Carnavalet – Histoire de Paris
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that included papier-mâché architectural ornaments, biscuit porcelain miniatures, small 
bronze copies of antique statues, and small bronze replicas of antique statues, such as 
Atalante's Toilet, based on the original in the Louvre (fig. 19 a and 19 b). Also designed as 
a decorative piece for clocks and furniture (fig. 20), Atalante captures the 19th-century’s 
fascination with classical themes while meeting the demand for aesthetically pleasing 

17	 Unknown, Drawing of the Collas 
machine, 1838

18	 James Pradier, Léda et le cygne, 1851,  
ivory, gold, silver, turquoise, bronze, 
marble, 66 cm, Geneva, MAH Musée 
d'art et d'histoire, Ville de Genève. 
Achat par souscription avec l’aide de la 
SAMAH, 1986
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yet functional art objects. Additionally, electroplated objects made of copper with a thin 
coating of precious metal gained popularity, reflecting the era’s fascination with combin-
ing artistry and industrial innovation.

Some of these processes were indeed known at the time, but their artistic value had nev-
er been as vividly showcased as it was at the world’s fairs. The burgeoning bourgeoisie and 
middle classes played a pivotal role in driving the market for small sculptures (Kleinplastik), 
fueling demand for accessible yet artistically significant works.34 As Isabel Hufschmidt notes, 
both groups were instrumental in marketing and popularising sculpture as an economic 
choice or a genre aesthetic preference, thereby contributing to the establishment of an artis-
tic canon.35 Seriality and mechanical reproduction profoundly reshaped art and the concept 
of ‘original and copy’—a dynamic that evolved significantly from the 19th century into the 

34	 Cf. Hufschmidt, 2011 (note 31), p. 24, p. 48.
35	 Ibid, p. 26, p. 100.

19 a	 James Pradier, La Toilette d'Atalante, 1850,  
white marble, 97.5 × 60 × 75 cm, Paris, Musée 
du Louvre

19 b	 James Pradier, La Toilette d'Atalante, 1852, 
bronze with “patine brune”, 34 cm, copy of 
antique statues in small sizes in bronze after 
the original statue at the Louvre Museum. 
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early 20th century. These developments extended to the perception of works by artists such 
as Auguste Rodin, Edgar Degas, and Emile Gallé, whose creations were often reproduced 
and disseminated on a larger scale. The interplay between seriality, art reproduction, and 
material aesthetics raises important questions about how these practices, as integral parts of 
modernity, merged art and technology. This evolving relationship between art, technology, 
and consumer culture is a phenomenon that, until the beginning of the 20th century, showed 
significant variations in terms of copying, models and sources of inspiration.

The serial production of artistic objects found a counterpart in serially-produced fash-
ion. At the first French universal exhibition in 1855, the Parisian clothing manufacturer 
Opigez-Gagelin presented the first patterns, known as modèles reproducteurs, and won 
the Grand Prix medal for their innovative ready-to-wear dresses36 (prêt-à-porter fashion), 

36	 Françoise Tétart-Vittu and Gloria Groom, “Key Dates in Fashion and Commerce, 1851–89”, in Groom 
(note 17), 2012, pp. 270–280, p. 271. 

20	 Bronze d’Art pour Pendules et Ameublement “Atalante par Pradier”, Catalogue des modèles en 
bronze et plastiques, anciens et modernes édités par la Maison Susse frères, fabrique de bronzes 
d'art pour pendules et ameublement, 1855-1871
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which were unique in France at the time. This fashion, once the privilege of the aristoc-
racy but now affordable to the middle classes, was presented at the world exhibitions by 
women who played an important role as consumers of fashion—and became a favour-
ite subject of the Impressionists. The latter established fashionably-dressed women and 
men as motifs worthy of art, picturing them with the novel iron architecture of the world’s 
fairs, the Parisian boulevards and, a little later, the métro de Paris, also inaugurated in the 
context of the 1900 Universal Exhibition (figs. 21 and 22). The entrances to the métro sta-
tions prominently displayed the Art Nouveau style, symbolising a convergence of art and 
technology in the urban landscape of the time.

In contrast to the contemporary fashion styles exhibited as innovative luxury goods, 
the ‘traditional’ and ‘rural’ costumes of the ‘peripheries’ were presented in folkloric and 
‘exotic’ displays. In this context, the latter can be read as regional and colonial coun-
ter-images designed to accentuate the ‘modernity’ of the Paris metropolis. For instance, 
the performers hired to bring the Rue du Caire to life at the Exposition universelle in 1889 
(fig. 23) reproduced popular orientalist notions of Egypt, which were themselves repro-
duced as photographs in a volume published by the Rue du Caire creator, Baron Alphonse 
Delort de Gléon. Nevertheless, many artists came to the Rue du Caire for its exotic inspi-
ration, including Félix Vallotton, who made a wood engraving of his impressions, with 
performers clothed in rags on stage while the audience were in fashionable dresses, hats, 
and suits (fig. 24).

Ethnographic works and artefacts from the world’s fairs found their way into coloni-
al and ethnographic museums, where they were viewed by artists looking for sources 
of inspiration to develop their ‘modern’ forms of expression. The Paris Exposition uni-
verselle of 1878, for example, was also held in the Palais de Trocadéro (fig. 25), which at 
the time housed an ethnographic museum, the Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro, 
whose collections formed the basis of the Musée de l'Homme. The latter was rebuilt for 
the occasion of the 1937 world exhibition. The Fauves, Henri Matisse and Pablo Picasso 
all visited the Ethnographic Museum of the Trocadéro Palace at the beginning of the 
20th century, as did the Cubists and Surrealists, all of whom made their own, decidedly 
‘modern’ formal experiments based on their perception of the ethnographic artefacts.37  

Perspectives 

This volume brings together the contributions offered at a study day held at the 
Deutsches Forum für Kunstgeschichte in Paris in November 2020—in a digital format 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic—as well as some selected additional essays. The chapters 
discuss, from an array of perspectives, the extent to which the Parisian world’s fairs can 

37	 See Bärbel Küster, Matisse und Picasso als Kulturreisende. Primitivismus und Anthropologie um 1900, 
Berlin, 2003; Judith Weiss, Der gebrochene Blick. Primitivismus, Kunst, Grenzverwirrungen, Berlin, 2007. 
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21	 Gustave Caillebotte, The Pont de l‘Europe, 1876, oil on canvas, 124.7 × 180.6 cm, Geneva, Musée du Petit Palais

22	 Édouard Manet, The Railway, 
1872–1873, oil on canvas, 
93.3 × 111.5 cm, Washington 
D.C., National Gallery of Art 
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be understood as interfaces between art and serial production, and the extent to which 
art and fashion at the world’s fairs contributed to the production of Paris as “the capital 
of the 19th century.”38 

Particular attention is paid to issues of colonial interdependence as reflected in fashion, 
for example through the use of fabrics such as cotton and silk or jewellery, and the demar-
cation between fashion and traditional costume. The relationship between modernity and 
mass culture, interactions between everyday objects and art production, and strategies of 
exhibition and museography are also considered.

38	 Walter Benjamin, “Paris – Hauptstadt des 19. Jahrhunderts” [1935], in Benjamin, 1991 (note 14); see 
Steffen Haug and Gregor Wedekind, “Paris, die Hauptstadt der Bildmedien des 19. Jahrhunderts”, in 
Steffen Haug and Gregor Wedekind (eds.), Die Stadt und ihre Bildmedien, Paderborn, 2018, pp. 7–13.

23	 Alphonse Léopold Marie Delort 
de Gléon, L'Architecture arabe des 
khalifes d'Égypte à l'Exposition uni-
verselle de Paris en 1889: la rue du 
Caire, pl. 27, Paris, 1889, Biblio-
thèque Nationale de France



33

The various perspectives on the themes outlined above range from the applied arts, fine 
arts and fashion to reproduction, technology, folklore and consumption, in the context of 
the universal exhibitions in the 19th and early 20th centuries. The first three contributions 
are devoted to the representation of fashion.

In her essay, Maude Bass Krueger emphasises the importance of the Expositions uni-
verselles in the creation of modern French fashion. Her fundamental research illustrates 
this in an overview based on the five Parisian world’s fairs of the 19th century (1855, 1867, 
1878, 1889 and 1900). She looks into how clothing was categorised, including where and 
how it was displayed, and how it was reported and received. The focus is on the rapid 
evolution of the fashion industry as presented at the world’s fairs during the second half 
of the 19th century, and its complex relationship to the national contexts of cultural pro-
duction and representation.

Maria Gindhart’s essay describes how fashion in the era of the Expositions univer-
selles was used to differentiate between ‘modern’ and ‘colonial-traditional’ bodies. She 

24	 Félix Vallotton, Rue du Caire: (“Ex-
position Universelle”, plate V), stamp, 
1901, first stamp: engraving on 
wood, 16.5 × 12.2 cm, Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France, Gallica
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examines the term coloniale moderne in relation to jewellery produced for and influ-
enced by the 1931 International Colonial Exhibition in Paris. These jewellery collec-
tions contained references to ‘wild,’ ‘primitive’ or ‘colonial’ aesthetics, which were 
then appropriated and reinterpreted as constituting specifically ‘modern’, ‘French’ 
design. The ‘civilising process’ of this appropriation and transformation of design into 
a gendered item constituting ‘good taste’ on the Paris fashion scene entailed the use 
of foreign raw materials and the re-evaluation of certain rare luxury resources such as 
ivory and gold as ‘exotic’ and fashionable.

The next two essays continue the debates around practices of appropriation in the con-
text of world exhibitions. Focusing on the paradox of the modern and the traditional, Miri-
am Oesterreich explores the presentation of folklore and folkloric bodies and their relation 
to an architectural exhibition located in Paris. Oesterreich analyses the representational 
strategies of the Mexican nation at the 1889 world's fair in Paris, exploring the reproduc-
tion of ‘American antiquity’ as a commodity to be established and consumed through the 
invention and reinvention of images, as well as referencing and cross-referencing a canon 
of ‘pre-colonial’ forms. It is a process of ‘nation building’ based primarily on the constant 
circulation of images. 

The reproduction of the architecture of an imagined ‘American antiquity’ at the fairs of 
1867, 1878 and 1889 forms the basis of Sven Schuster and María José Jarrín’s article, which 
highlights this display’s uncertain position between scientific knowledge and leisure park. 
The authors note the precolonial-style architecture often used for the pavilions occupied 

25	 Unknown, Le Palais du Trocadéro à Paris vers 1867, Library of Congress’s Prints and Photographs division
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by Latin American countries at Paris world’s fairs and investigate the architectural negoti-
ations of exoticism and ‘authenticity’ in this context. Mexico, Peru and Ecuador declared 
themselves to be the ‘heirs’ of the Aztec and Inca empires and took advantage of contem-
porary archaeological research and the display of archaeological and ethnographic arte-
facts in Paris. 

While the latter contributions focus on pavilion architecture, facades, scientific dis-
courses and their popularisation through images, the subsequent contributions concen-
trate on exhibition interiors and specific display designs.

Justine Lécuyer engages with interior design and the question of ‘good taste’. She dis-
cusses the role of upholsterers in promoting Paris as a city of art and fashion, paying spe-
cial attention to the challenge posed to ‘French taste’ by ‘foreign production’. Lécuyer 
highlights the use of historical styles to create ‘French taste’ as well as the efforts of French 
upholsterers to balance traditional and modern aesthetics. The duality of this approach is 
seen in the work of famous upholsterer Pierre-Henri Rémon, who presented both a Re-
gency living room and a modern-style anteroom at the 1900 exhibition, as Lécuyer dis-
cusses. She also notes the importance of novel upholstering made especially for the Paris 
world’s fairs, with some works being donated to institutions such as the Union centrale des 
Arts décoratifs and the Musée des Arts décoratifs.

In her essay, Léa Kuhn discusses the relationship between idea and execution in the 
work of glass artist Emile Gallé, focussing on the omnipresence of inscriptions in his pieces 
as a clear indication of the primacy of idea over execution. Arguing that Gallé’s presenta-
tion of his work at the Paris exhibition of 1900 fostered an idealistic view of himself as 
an artist, the article suggests that Gallé’s glass objects were showcase pieces designed to 
demonstrate his own concept of art, which was intended to be received by the visitors of 
the Parisian world's fair in a particular way.

In her paper, Buket Altinoba highlights the advancements that revolutionised the re-
production of sculpture in the 19th century, exemplified by innovations such as the Collas 
machine and artists’ collaborations with foundries. On the one hand, technical process-
es played a central role in shaping the perception of sculpture as a ‘mechanical art’ with 
a lasting influence on artists such as Antonin Mercié, who employed the Collas machine 
to resize his models. On the other hand, the newly-invented machines and their output 
were demonstrated competitively as innovations in the service of the arts and gained 
popularity as captivating spectacles, frequently displayed at international exhibitions 
like the Parisian world’s fairs.

Sophie Cras's essay concludes the anthology by bringing together discourses around 
costumes, textiles and economics. Taking the exhibitions of domestic and social eco-
nomics at the 1855 and 1867 Parisian world’s fairs as an example, she analyses the muse-
ographical challenge of how to give material form to “economic laws”. Clothing products 
and, especially, “traditional costumes from different countries” were prominently repre-
sented in these special exhibitions. These textile objects, and even the reconstruction of 
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a miniature hat factory, were assembled to promote the concepts and values of capitalist, 
liberal economics, such as the division of labour, free trade, property ownership, etc. Cras 
points out that these exhibitions were designed to put economic knowledge on display, to 
make it comprehensible to a wide audience and thus to popularise it. At the same time, 
clothing gave an exceptional visibility to women as economic actors—not only as con-
sumers, but also as workers. She asserts that world’s fairs can be considered as laborato-
ries where the visual and material culture of social economics was devised.
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Fashion on Display at the Expositions 
Universelles in Paris, 1855-1900

Maude Bass-Krueger
Universiteit Gent

In 1895 Gaston Worth (1853–1924), the son of the eminent couturier Charles Frederick 
Worth (1825–1895), published a report for the customs office to assess the economic and 
cultural value of the French womenswear couture and confection industries.1 Part of the 
text is a hagiographic account of Charles Frederick Worth’s role in establishing what was 
by then known as the couture industry, “which makes dresses and coats sur mesure” as 
distinct from confection, which “mass-produces the same garments to be sold by other 
merchants.”2 The more important contribution is a detailed chronology of the couture 
and confection industries, whose births Worth dates to around 1850.3 By the time Worth 
wrote his report in 1895 he had just enough historical distance to trace the rise and apoth-
eosis of an industry that, four decades later, had become one of the largest and most im-
portant in France, employing nearly 100 000 people in Paris alone.4 What Worth’s report 
also reveals is the inextricable link between the rise of the confection and couture indus-
tries and the world’s fairs, called Expositions Universelles when they were held in France. 
In Worth’s telling, the attention these new ready-made garments received at the world’s 
fairs, particularly in London in 1851 and Paris in 1855, helped cement their acceptance–
first by the public, and then by critics.5 When they were held in Paris, the Expositions Uni-
verselles also brought international customers to the nascent industry—a captive audience 
of eager customers and consumers whose purchases helped the industry to flourish.6

Yet, while the confection/couture industries and the Expositions Universelles evolved at 
the same time, both becoming powerful economic machines and critical spaces for national 
representation over the course of the second half of the 19th century, relatively little is known 
about the relationship between the two. How was confection, and then couture, presented 

1	 Gaston Worth, La couture et la confection des vêtements de femme, Paris, 1895. 
2	 Ibid.
3	 Ibid., p. 15; p. 19.
4	 Ibid., p. XVII.
5	 Ibid., p. 23.
6	 Ibid., p. 25.

Maude Bass-Krueger, “Fashion on Display at the Expositions Universelles in Paris, 1855–1900”, in Buket Altinoba, Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich (eds.), 
The Paris Universal Expositions: (Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net, 2026, pp. 39–59, https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1144.c25328
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at the Parisian Expositions during this critical early period? Maxime Laprade has written on 
the presentation of couture at Universal Exhibitions from 1900 until 1925, focusing particu-
larly on Liège in 1905 and Brussels in 1910.7 Damien Delille has also retraced the fluctuating 
categorisation of fashion as a branch of industry, decorative arts, and art around the turn of 
the 20th century, including how fashion was categorised during the 19th-century world’s fairs 
and industrial exhibitions.8 Françoise Tétart-Vittu, in her work on 19th century confection 
and magasins de nouveautés, as well as in an article on fashion at the 1855 and 1867 Exposi-
tions Universelles, has also explored some of the early ready-made shawls, dresses, and coats 
displayed by Gagelin and others.9 Several articles have taken a closer look at the links be-
tween gender, modernity, and fashion at the 1900 exhibition.10 The world’s fairs in general 
have been the object of numerous articles and books, covering nearly every aspect of their 
representation through a wide range of intersectional lenses.11 The colonial exhibitions of 
the 20th century have also been the subject of several excellent investigations.12 What this 
article attempts to do is to provide a relatively straightforward overview, hitherto lacking in 
the bibliography of fashion at the world’s fairs, of how confection/couture was categorised 
at the Paris Expositions Universelles of 1855, 1867, 1878, 1889 and 1900, including where and 
how it was displayed, and how it was reported and received. This survey is the result of sus-
tained research into the discipline, collection, and display of fashion history in 19th-century 
France, but it is not exhaustive.13 My intention is merely to lay a foundation by bringing to-
gether available primary and secondary sources, as well as photographs, for what I hope will 
blossom into further research and theoretical frameworks in the years to come.

7	 Maxime Laprade, “Haute couture et expositions universelles, 1900–1925”, in Apparence(s) 7, 2017. 
8	 Damien Delille, “Entre art et industrie: la réforme de la mode au passage du XXe siècle”, in Regards 

Croisés. Revue franco-allemande d’histoire de l’art et d’esthétique, La mode 6, 2016, pp. 61–84.
9	 See Françoise Tétart-Vittu, “Les confections ou les toilettes diversifiées” and “La mode aux exposi-

tions universelles”, in Sous l’Empire des Crinolines, exh. cat., Paris, Musée Galliera, Paris, 2008; See also 
the articles by Tétart-Vittu in Au paradis des dames: nouveautés, modes et confections 1810–1870, exh. cat., 
Paris, Musée Galliera, Paris, 1992. 

10	 See Maria João Pereira Neto, “Universal Exhibition Paris 1900: Celebration of Modernity, Women, and 
Fashion”, in Maria do Rosário Monteiro and Mário S. Ming Kong (eds.), Modernity, Frontiers and Revolu-
tion, London, 2019, pp. 423–428; Anne Dymond, “Embodying the Nation: Art, Fashion, and Allegorical 
Women at the 1900 Exposition Universelle”, in RACAR: Revue d’art Canadienne / Canadian Art Review, 
vol. 36, no. 2, 2011, pp. 1–14. 

11	 Within this vast historiography on world’s fairs, see, for example: Paul Greenhalgh, Ephemeral Vistas: The 
Expositions Universelles, Great Exhibitions, and World’s Fairs, Manchester, 1988; and Patricia Mainardi, 
Art and Politics of the Second Empire. The Universal Expositions of 1855 and 1867, New Haven, 1987.

12	 See Michelle Tolini Finamore, “Fashioning the Colonial at the Paris Expositions 1925 and 1931, ” in Fashion 
Theory 7, Issue 3–4: pp. 345–360; Zeynep Çelik and Leila Kinney, “Ethnography and Exhibitionism at the 
Expositions Universelles”, in Assemblage 13, 1990, pp. 35–59.

13	 An interest in the display of fashion at the Expositions universelles developed out of my dissertation work 
on fashion collections and display in the 19th century. See Maude Bass-Krueger, The Culture of Dress 
History in France: The Past in Fashion, 1814–1900, PhD, Bard Graduate Center, 2016.
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1855: Confection at France’s First Exposition Universelle

The resounding success of London’s Crystal Palace exhibition in 1851 sparked compet-
itive rivalry in France. Spurred by nationalist sentiment and by economic motivations, 
Napoleon III (Louis Napoléon Bonaparte, 1808–1873; President of France 1848–1852) 
sought to organise a formidable French response.14 France’s first Exposition Universelle 
opened in Paris in 1855 with two main buildings: the Palais des Beaux Arts on the Avenue 
Montaigne and the Palais de l’Industrie, situated in between the Champs-Elysées and the 
Seine. Here, 21 779 exhibitors from thirty-four nations presented their goods, services, 
and inventions to over 5 million visitors. Although the 1855 Exposition had the pretentions 
of being “splendid, richer than that of London,” the Palais de l’Industrie was ultimately 
less impressive than the Crystal Palace as a feat of architectural engineering.15 Attempt-
ing to relativise its success, the French organisers focused instead on the variety of items 
on display: “The eye is rather amazed by the many wonders it encounters at each step 
than it is dazzled by the first inspection [of the building],” they wrote in their report of 
the exhibition.16 The French assessment of the 1855 exhibition was consistent with their 
assessment of 1851: there was general agreement that while Great Britain led in industrial 
production, France took the lead in industrial artistry, refinement, fashion, and taste.17

But while various social commentators may have perceived the French offering of 
1855 as demonstrating the nation's role as “souverains de la mode,” the luxury fashion 
industry itself was not yet on display at this first French exhibition.18 The “confection 
des articles de vêtements” was organised within Group 7, which covered interior design, 
fashion, industrial drawing, printing, and music.19 Within this group, Class 25 further 
specified “the making of garments; the making of objects of fashion and fantaisie.”20 
Twelve separate sections subdivided the wardrobe into its various components, ranging 
from “Materials and elements for the making of Garments; buttons, etc.” (Section 1), to 

14	 Mainardi, 1987 (note 11), p. 39.
15	 Henri Edouard Tresca, Visite à l’Exposition Universelle de Paris, en 1855, Paris, 1855, p 3.
16	 Ibid., p. 61. “L’œil est plutôt étonné des nombreuses merveilles qu’il rencontre à chaque pas qu’il n’est 

ébloui par la première inspection.”
17	 For overviews of the French response to the 1851 and 1855 exhibitions, as well as a thorough overview of the 

1867 exhibition, see Édouard Vasseur, L’exposition universelle de 1867: L’apogée du Second Empire, Paris, 2023. 
18	 In a review of the 1855 exhibition published in the Revue des Deux Mondes, the economist Louis Reybaud 

noted that “l’Exposition de 1855 nous a montrés telles que nous sommes, les maîtres dans l’empire des 
travaux d’art et des produits raffinés, les souverains de la mode, les arbitres du goût; elle ne nous a pas 
assigné une place équivalente dans la grande fabrication, celle qui dessert les besoins les plus univer-
sels.” Cited in Vasseur, 2023 (note 17), p. 33. 

19	 Natalis Rondot, “Ameublement et décoration, Modes, Dessin industriel, Imprimerie, Musique”, in 
Catalogue officiel, 2nd edition, Paris, 1855, pp. XLV–XLVII.  

20	 “Confection des articles de vêtement; fabrication des objets de mode et de fantaisie.” Rondot, 1855 
(note 19), pp. XLV–XLVII.  
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“Shoes, Gaiters, and Gloves” (Section 4); hats and hairstyles had their own section, as 
did hair accessories, embroidered and crocheted objects, fans and parasols, and pipes. 
Section 3 was reserved for “Clothing and Accessory garments” (habits et vêtements acces-
soires), a grouping which included systems for measuring garments as well as male and 
female garments and accessories (belts, collars and cuffs, scarves, and the like).21 Wom-
en’s garments were further divided into four categories: skirts, pants, and aprons; jackets 
and bodies; habits complets, further defined as “dresses, kaftans, antéris, pôs, etc.”22

It is within this last subsection that fashionable dress was presented, categorised 
as vêtements confectionnés. In the lengthy report on the exhibition published after its 
opening, the member in charge of providing an overview of Class 25 highlighted the 
glaring discrepancy between the confection sector’s industrial prowess and the weak 
showing of its exhibitors. Confection, the reviewer noted, “represents in France and in 
England, as much for domestic consumption as for export, a considerable sum”—an 
estimated 22 million Francs in 1850 for England and 20 million for France, a differ-
ence the writer chalked up to “the price inferiority of British products.”23 Yet there were 
too few exhibitors, the reviewer noted, with tailoring completely absent. Mechanical 
sewing was the real draw of the section, with the reviewer aptly noting that the sew-
ing machine “will be a revolution for the sewing industries.”24 Waterproofed garments 
were also deemed to be of interest, and the reviewer conceded that the “confection de 
vêtement de femmes” had a showing of “coats, mantles, scarves, and court and ball 
dresses, which compete in richness and elegance.”25 The Maison Opigez-Gagelin—a 
drapers’ store that sold fabric, shawls, and “objets confectionnés”26—was cited as the 
strongest exhibitor, along with the houses of Delisle, Bouillet, and Cremière-Large.

21	 Rondot, 1855 (note 18), pp. XLV–XLVII.  
22	 Ibid. 
23	 Tresca, 1855 (note 15), p. 739. “Cette industrie représente en France et en Angleterre, tant pour la 

consommation intérieure que pour l’exportation, une somme de capitaux considérable. Le chiffre 
d’exportation de l’Angleterre s’élevait, en 1850, à plus de vingt-deux millions de francs; celui de la 
France n’atteignait pas tout à fait vingt millions. Cette différence s’explique par l’infériorité de prix 
des produits anglais.”

24	 “Il y a là toute une révolution pour les industries de couture.” Tresca, 1855 (note 15), p. 739.
25	 “La confection des vêtements de femme consiste, surtout à l’Exposition universelle, en manteaux, 

mantelets, écharpes, robes de cour et de bal, qui luttent de richesse et d’élégances. Plusieurs maisons 
de Paris occupent le premier rang: la maison Gagelin, déjà récompensée à Londres d’une manière ex-
ceptionnelle; la maison Delisle, la maison Bouillet, et la maison Cremière-Large ont envoyé de magni-
fiques produits.” Tresca, 1855 (note 15), p. 740.

26	 A bill from the “Maison Gagelin, Opigez, Chazelle & Cie” from 1844 mentions that the house sold 
Indian cashmere, French shawls, silk fabric, wedding trousseaus, lace, and court fabric as well as 
“grandes nouveautés, articles de goût, objets confectionnés”. The bill is sold by Diktats and can 
be seen at URL: https://www.diktats.com/products/gagelin-opigez-chazelle-et-cie-facture-de-la-
maison-a-la-providence-93-rue-de-richelieu-paris-1844 [accessed: 29.10.2024].
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Symbolic of their perceived lack of importance, fashion and accessories were sidelined 
in the exhibition: the display cases were located in the far-left corner of the vast hall, 
pushed up against the wall, near the exit to the Place de la Concorde (fig. 1). Once inside 
the vast Palais de l’Industrie, the visitors oriented themselves according to national dis-
plays. France, the host country, was front and center. Immediately upon entering in the 
Palais from the main entrance on the Champs-Elysées, the stands dedicated to glass, 
terracotta, and pottery first caught the visitors’ attention, while the textiles were locat-
ed just to the right. Shoes were straight ahead. Fashion, or ready-made garments, were 
found in a corner near the exit, wedged in between umbrellas and damasks. 

As we can see from the discreet placement of the vêtements and accessoires cases, the 
display was not a main attraction. In fact, the catalogue lists only 30 exhibitors. Of these, 
only twelve exhibited women’s clothing, mainly capes and cloaks—the first ready-made 
garments to gain popularity. Bisson, Vauzelle & Cie showed “mantelets et robes de ve-
lours, de taffetas et de cachemire brodés”; Bonnaire had a “manteau de cour de soie, 
or ou argent, avec garnitures assorties”; Bouillet had “vêtements de femme de soieries 
brodées”; etc. The Maison Opigez-Gagelin was the only exhibitor to call their designs 
“nouveautés confectionnées”.

1	 A detail from the map of the Palais de l’Industrie, Exposition Universelle 1855, showing the dis-
play “Vêtements et Accessoires” in the lower left-hand corner. Published in T. Bouquillard, 
Exposition universelle de 1855. Plan-guide du Palais de l'Industrie, Paris, 1855
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Indeed, were it not for this exhibition’s role in the creation myth of Charles Frederick 
Worth the fashion component might have been wholly unremarkable. Worth, who had 
worked for Opigez-Gagelin since 1853 as head sales assistant, made a noteworthy gown 
for the 1855 exhibition: a court train in “antique white moiré embroidered with pearls 
and gold, value at 30 000 francs,” which he had hoped would be purchased for the 
Musée des Arts et Métiers—an indication that Worth conceived of fashion as art from 
the outset.27 The fashion industry was in a transitional mode in the mid-19th century and 
the business model of ready-made clothing—both mass produced and luxurious, which 
would later be called couture—had yet to take hold. Worth’s own role at Opigez-Gagelin 
is a testament to this. In 1855, the 30-year old Worth was employed as a sales assistant 
for silks, shawls, coats, and “confections”, or ready-made embellished mantles. As re-
counted in The House of Worth, Worth “encouraged his bosses to expand the ready-to-
wear side of the business, which was a rapidly expanding feature of all major drapers’ 
stores.”28 The Expositions Universelles hitherto had mainly been dedicated to showcasing 
industrial, or mass-produced items, thus precluding female dress, which, until the 1850s 
was still largely made on demand. 

Although ready-made fashion may not yet have been on full display in 1855, fashion 
was an important appeal of the world’s fair. The expositions, like the Vauxhalls and Ti-
voli pleasures gardens of the Directory, were places where men and women of different 
social classes—and nationalities—could observe at each other. Indeed, this social aspect 
of the Exposition was just as important as the objects and machinery on display. The ef-
fect of all the objects and all the people must have been overwhelming. Popular prints 
published during the exhibition showed the repeated trope of couples entering the ex-
hibition with aplomb, only to leave bedraggled and brow beaten. There was simply too 
much to see; too much to take in. Yet while visitors may have been too overwhelmed to 
remember any one thing precisely, the prizes distributed by the juries helped companies 
such as Gagelin-Opinez publicise their wares in the months and years following the fairs.

The 1867 Exhibition: The Demarcation of Confection de Luxe 

Hosted in 1867, Paris’ second Exposition Universelle brought together over 50 000 ex-
hibitors from 32 countries; 11 million visitors passed the turnstiles over the eight months 
it remained open.29 If the 1855 exhibition was France’s attempt to respond to British in-
dustrialisation, the 1867 exhibition, as François Brunet and Jessica Talley have written, 

27	 Interviewed in 1889, Worth suggested that Napoleon was counselled not to buy the gown since the 
embroidered motif was too reminiscent of the royal fleur-de-lis. Chantal Trubert-Tollu et al., The House 
of Worth, 1858–1954, London, 2017, p. 21.

28	 Ibid., p. 21. 
29	 See Edouard Vasseur, 2023 (note 17).
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“staged industry and labor not only as economic values but as cultural facts, envisioned 
in socio-ethnographic terms if not as forms of spectacle.”30 The main building, the Palais 
Omnibus, was a 15-hectar stadium shaped building made from iron, glass, concrete, and 
brick that was divided into seven concentric galleries. Products were organised by two 
schemas: the concentric rings presented objects by groups or themes, from the Gallery of 
Labour outer ring to the Fine Arts inner ring. But visitors could also cut through the rings 

geographically, thus viewing all the products on display from one nation starting from 
the outmost gallery and moving inward. The Palais was surrounded by a landscaped park 
with national and thematic pavilions, as well as with human zoos or ‘ethnic’ spectacles. 
As Brunet and Talley write, in retrospect the 1867 Exhibition was “a swansong of the Em-
pire, seen as celebrating ‘modernity’ as a mask for social exclusion, economic failure, 
military perils, and a deeper misunderstanding of the times.”31

30	 François Brunet and Jessica Talley, “Exhibiting the West at the Paris Exposition of 1867: Towards a New 
American Aesthetic Identity?”, in Transatlantica 2, 2017.

31	 Ibid, p. 2.

2	 Engraving of the “Vêtements” gallery in the Palais Omnibus at the 1867 Exposition Universelle, 
in François Ducuing, L'Exposition universelle de 1867 : publication internationale autorisée par la 
Commission impériale, vol. 2, pp. 344−345
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The classification system for ready-made garments was heavily modified for this second 
French display of industrial power: textiles and garments were combined into “Group IV”, 
with garments (vêtements) leading the group title: “Quatrième Groupe ou Galerie. Vête-
ments (tissus compris) et autres objets portés par la personne,” signaling a fully formed 
categorisation for ready-made clothing and a new hierarchy of importance over textiles. 
In fact, the grouping “Vêtements” now ranked fourth in the group headings after Art, Fine 
Arts, and Furniture. The new grouping and circular layout also meant that visitors could 
visit the entire “Vêtements” gallery—clearly labeled as such (fig. 2)—from beginning to 
end, from textiles to accessories to confection. Ready-made women’s clothing, or “con-
fection pour femmes” (organised in the subclass 35 “habillements des deux sexes”), led 
the grouping in the layout: a map of the Palais Omnibus shows that when visitors entered 
through the main door via the Grande Avenue, the display of fashionable female dress 
would have been almost the first thing they saw upon entering the space (fig. 3).

No longer confined to a corner near the exit, French fashion was now front and center 
to the consternation of some:

A gauche, en entrant, quels étalages se présentent à nos yeux? Ceux de neuf 
maisons de confection. Quelque estime que nous ayons pour l’industrie de 
MM. Despaigne, Lavigne et Chéron, Opigez-Gagelin, Mathieu et Garnot, 
Doucet, Enout et Cie, et celle des Magasins du Louvre, du Coin de rue et de 
la Compagnie lyonnaise, nous nous permettons de trouver étrange qu’on 
leur ait accordé la grande moitié de la galerie, et qu’on les présente comme 
le dessus du panier de notre industrie nationale.32

What the reviewer failed to grasp— though explicitly stated in the report for Group 35 —
was that ready-made clothing was indeed on the verge of becoming “pinnacle of our na-
tional industry.”33 The official summary report, written by Auguste Dusautoy (1864–1871), 
a tailor for the court and military, as well as a politician, signaled that while ready-made 
clothing for women (confection pour femmes) had only existed since 1845 (here Dusau-
toy’s chronology differs slightly from Worth’s) it had now become “one of the important 
branches of Parisian commerce” with over 17 000 workers.34 Dusautoy’s report also 
clarified the gendered relationships between the different branches of male and female 

32	 “On the left, as we enter the building, what displays do we see? Those of nine garment manufacturers. 
Whatever esteem we have for the industry of Messrs Despaigne, Lavigne et Chéron, Opigez-Gagelin, 
Mathieu et Garnot, Doucet, Enout et Cie, and that of Magasins du Louvre, Coin de rue and Com-
pagnie Lyonnaise, we find it strange that they have been given the better half of the gallery, and that 
they are presented as the pinnacle of our national industry.” Prosper Poitevin, “V – le grand Vestibule”, 
in L’Exposition universelle de 1867, illustrée, vol. 2, Paris, 1867, p. 342. 

33	 M. Auguste Dusautoy, Exposition Universelle de 1867, Jury International de la 35e Classe (Habillement des 
Deux Sexes), Rapport par M. Auguste Dusautoy, Paris, 1867, p. 29.

34	 Ibid., pp. 29–30.
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clothes-making: whereas men’s clothing had traditionally been made by male tailleurs, 
and was quickly being overtaken by male confectionneurs, women’s clothing was tradi-
tionally the purview of female couturières, but was becoming—to Dusautoy’s dismay—the 
business of male confectionneurs.35 According to Dusautoy’s report, by 1867 confection pour 
femmes was generating higher revenue compared to the traditional branch of dressmak-
ers (couturières): 55 million francs for the confectionneurs as opposed to 40 million for the 
couturières.36 Paris, according to Dusautoy, was the de facto leader of female confection, 
as it had no competition: “no other nation exhibited confection pour femmes” at the 1867 
exhibition.37 The greatest success of the 1867 Exposition, according to Dusautoy, was the 
impressive display of French female confection: “L’Exposition de 1867 est une éclatante 
démonstration que cette industrie mérite un classement hors ligne, par l’importance des 
maisons qui ont exposé, aussi bien que par la richesse et la variété de leurs produits.”38

The grammarian Prosper Poitevin (1804–1884), reviewing the Group IV for the of-
ficial illustrated guide, reported that the section opened with a display of two dresses 

35	 “Convenons qu’il est au moins singulier de voir des hommes présider aux toilettes des femmes, même 
de celles du plus grand monde, et de venir arbitres de la mode […] C’est là un usage qui, nous l’espérons 
ne se généralisera pas […].” Dusautoy, 1867 (note 33), p. 28.

36	 Ibid., p. 31.
37	 Ibid., p. 29.
38	 Ibid.

3	 A detail from the map of the Palais Omnibus showing the location of Class 35 directly to the 
left of the vestibule. Engraving by Auguste Bousquel and Frézouls, printed in Plan générale 
du Palais et du parc de l’Exposition universelle de 1867
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by Opigez-Gagelin, “the two most remarkable articles of luxury confection [confection 
de luxe] on display.”39 Without mentioning Worth’s name, Poitevin noted that the de-
signer’s absence—Worth had left Gagelin in 1858 to form a partnership with Otto Gus-
tav Bobergh, a senior sales assistant at the Compagnie Lyonnaise, and establish Worth 
& Bobergh at 7 rue de la Paix—was glaring.40 Yet Gagelin was still prosperous: the jury 
report noted that Opigez-Gagelin employed 100 workers in-house and 200 workers as 
subcontractors; they were also exporting by now an astonishing 700 000 ready-made 
sewing kits.41 What Poitevin’s report also makes clear is that the newly-named category 
of confection de luxe was still undifferentiated in grouping from ready-made garments 
sold by department stores. Directly across from Opigez-Gagelin, visitors could admire 
ready-made dresses sold by the Compagnie Lyonnaise and Grand Magasins du Louvre. 
While Poitevin applauded the “rich exhibition” of three gold-embroidered coats and 
dresses displayed by the Maison du Louvre, however, they “shine more by execution 
than by invention: they bear the mark of a worker, but not the cachet of a master.”42 
Poitevin’s eye also landed on the white mousseline dress from “Mme Doucet” which, al-
though admirably executed, was less to the reviewer’s taste. The fancy dress maker Del-
phine Baron was also present at the Exhibition and was awarded a first-class medal for 
two costumes: a mignon, or favorite, of Henri III and a Russian “tsiganne or bohemian”.43 
Two images of the display cases reveal that the garments for Class IV were displayed on 
sewing mannequins.

Similar to 1855, the fashion displayed was only a part of the overall exhibition. A litho-
graph from the 1867 Exposition depicts a fictional family admiring French fashion upon 
entering the exposition; halfway through, as they sit down to rest, they watch a parade of 
“Germans, Russians, Spaniards, Persians, Chinese, Indians, Mexicans, and Arabs who 
have come to visit the World Fair.”44 In 1855, the clothing of foreign visitors were as cen-
tral to the expositions as the objects; in 1867, Parisian fashion took center stage (being 
the first thing the family sees and the third image on the plate), with the clothes of others 

39	 Prosper Poitevin, “VI – France, Groupe IV − Vêtements”, in L’Exposition universelle de 1867, Illustrée, vol. 1, 
Paris, 1867, p. 251.

40	 Ibid., 251.
41	 Dusautoy, 1867 (note 33), p. 41. Opigez-Gagelin received the 1st medal of the 1st class, like in 1851, 1855, 

and 1862. One of Gagelin’s employees, a certain Mme Wallès, “fabricante de confections”, also received 
a bronze medal for her services. 

42	 “La bonne volonté n’a pas manqué à la maison du Louvre ; sa riche exposition le prouve ; mais les trois 
magnifiques manteaux brodés or et les robes qui ornent sa vitrine, brillent plus par l’exécution que 
par l’invention : ils portent la marque d’un ouvrier, mais non le cachet d’un maître.” Poitevin, 1867 
(note 39), p. 251.

43	 Ibid., p. 252.
44	 Lithograph of the “Visite de la famille Cocardeau à l’Exposition Universelle de 1867” at the Musée 

Carnavalet, G.36922. It can be viewed online at URL: https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/
recherche?keywords=visite%20de%20la%20famille%20Cocardeau [accessed: 29.10.2024].



49

coming second. The French had begun to strike an imperialist tone about the superiority 
of their fashion designs. This sentiment can also be heard in the jury's report; although 
they mention the “beautiful” examples of embroidery submitted by Tunisia, they regret 
that they cannot put them in the same category as the confectionneurs.

The 1878 Exhibition: The Glaring Absence of Couture

The 1878 Exposition Universelle was the first Exposition organised under the Third Repub-
lic (1870–1940) and aimed to showcase the nation’s recovery following the Franco-Prus-
sian war and the upheaval of the Paris Commune. Opening 20 days after its scheduled 
start due to construction delays, the Exposition featured even more countries and exhib-
itors than previous editions, with a main spotlight on electricity and electric inventions. 
The 1867 exhibition marked the beginning of increasingly spectacular presentations: 
one could visit the ‘inside’ of the head of the Statue of Liberty, stroll down the Rue des 
Nations to marvel at diverse architectural facades, or admire Baccarat’s Temple of Mer-
cury, a nearly 5-meter-high crystal reproduction of an ancient Roman monument; Prax-
inoscopes, an aquarium, and hot air balloons offered novel optical experiences as well.45 
The ‘othering’ displays of foreigners, whether in human zoo type settings or in recreated 
settings was even more pronounced.

The 1878 Exhibition also signaled a drastic shift for the confection and—nascent—
couture industries. The classification for ready-made garments in 1878 was like that 
of 1867, with a few slight changes: Group IV was now called “Fabric, Garments, and 
Accessories.” Within this group, confection belonged to Class 38, “Habillement des 
deux sexes,” which included “Clothes for men, women; rainwear; Head coverings for 
both sexes; artificial flowers and feathers; wigs and hairpieces; shoes; confection for 
children; garments for professional wear; and folk-dress from different regions.”46 
These last two categories were new additions. While the space allocated for Class 38 
was among the largest of the Palais, the location was no longer front and center but 
rather located at the back of the section française, with luxury furniture (meubles de luxe) 
and metalworking at the front (fig. 4).

45 houses displayed garments for the showing of Class 38, and guides noted that the 
display was one of the most visited of the exhibition, but the list of exhibitors reveals 
a clear demarcation between confection, now taken over by large department stores, 
and the new category of couture: while department stores were heavily represented at 

45	 For an overview of how the 1878 Exposition navigated between tradition and modernity, see Guillaume 
Evrard, Directing the Eye: Stories of Modernity and Tradition at the 1878 Paris Universal Exhibition, disser-
tation, The University of Edinburgh, 2014. 

46	 Catalogue official, Exposition universelle internationale de 1878 à Paris, Paris, 1878, p. 343.
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the 1878 Exhibition, the category of what had previously been known as confection de 
luxe, but was now called couture, was no longer shown.47 Not even the stalwart Opi-
gez-Gagelin was present, the company having been liquidated in 1875 after the death 
of Charles Gagelin (1789–1875). Instead of commenting on the luxurious quality of the 
new ready-made clothing, the guides and newspapers focused on the democratisation 
of good quality, comfortable, and flattering ready-made clothing produced by depart-
ment stores such as La Belle Jardinière.48

Whereas confection and confection de luxe were displayed side-by-side in 1867, the 
new group of couturiers specialised in the latter category appear to have willingly re-
frained from participating in the 1878 Exhibition in order to better distinguish their 
products. If the Exposition Universelle was the perfect setting to showcase industrial de-
sign, then it was no longer the place to display couture—which was now marketed as an 
artistic process. Indeed, the creation of the Chambre Syndicale de la Couture et de la Con-
fection pour Dames et Fillettes, a trade group created by Charles Frederick Worth in 1868, 
a year after the previous Exposition, may have played a role in the absence of Paris’ lead-
ing couturiers from the 1878 fair as well.49 While the association clearly distinguished 

47	 See the detailed overview of the stand “L’habillement des Deux Sexes”, in Les merveilles de l’Exposition 
de 1878: histoire, construction, inauguration, description détaillée des palais, des annexes et des parcs, Paris, 
1878, pp. 570–575.

48	 Ibid., p. 570; M. Soussens, “Variétés – Promenades à l’Exposition”, in La Liberté, journal quotidien poli-
tique et religieux 201, 1 September 1878, pp. 3–4.

49	 Sophie Kurkdjian, “The Cultural Value of Parisian Couture”, in Valerie Steele (ed.), Paris, Capital of 
Fashion, London, 2019, p. 143.

4	 A detail from the map from the Palais de l’Industrie at the 1878 Exposition Universelle showing Class 47 
“Habillement des deux sexes” as well as two display cases of “Costumes” at the entrance to the section 
“France – Portraits historiques”. Plan de l'Exposition internationale de 1878. Palais du Champ-de-Mars et du 
Trocadéro
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between confectionneurs and couturiers in their very title, historians Sophie Kurkdjian 
and Didier Grumbach both note that during the Chambre’s early history, the two groups 
had few differentiating qualities.50 As the century unfolded, the growing desire to dis-
tinguish mass-produced, mechanised confection from the hand-made, exclusive, and 
artistic realm of couture began to intensify. This distinction eventually led to a schism 
within the Chambre in 1910, whereby each faction established their own association, 
marking their respective identities.

The 1878 Exhibition Universelle was also transitional in terms of display, with reviewers 
taking note of “life-size mannequins were dressed in the richest national costumes.”51 As 
seen from the map, two display cases likely featuring wax mannequins wearing regional 
French dresses were located at the entrance of the main hall, guiding visitors into the cen-
tral display of historic portraits. Wax modeling, or ceroplastics, had roots in antiquity, as 
animal and plant-based wax was used to craft masks for funeral effigies. And while wax 
models for ethnographic displays or entertainment purposes began to gain popularity from 
the 1830s onward—the Madame Tussaud wax museum opened in London in 183552—the 
use of wax mannequins specifically for the display of fashion didn’t emerge until the late 
19th century, likely in the years following the 1878 Exposition.53 At the time of the Exposi-
tion, wax mannequins were mainly used to display regional, folkloric, or theatrical dress, as 
demonstrated by the numerous examples of regional dress displayed on wax mannequins 
(or real people) in tableaux vivants scenes exhibited by other nations at the 1878 Exposi-
tion.54 The innovative department stores of the era, wishing to leverage the public’s fasci-
nation with wax museums and the emerging trend of live fashion shows, started using wax 
mannequins as stand-ins for live models as a way to promote and sell ready-made clothing 
from the mid-1880s onwards. 

Indeed, the use of wax mannequins within tableaux vivants scenes to showcase 
French regional dress was remarkable enough that a reviewer dedicated an extensive 
commentary to it in an exhibition guide, with the critic remarking that such presenta-
tions could transcend mere amusement and serve a more profound purpose.55 If such 
exhibits were to feature historical clothing, the critic conjectured, they could become 

50	 See also Didier Grumback, Histoires de mode, Paris, 2013, p. 29, cited in Kurkdjian, 2019 (note 49), p. 143; 
Guénolée Milleret, Haute Couture: Histoire de l’industrie et de la creation française, Paris, 2015. 

51	 “Dans la classe de l’habillement, des mannequins de grandeur naturelle ont été parés des plus riches 
costumes nationaux.” Les merveilles de l’Exposition de 1878, 1978, (note 47), p. 334.

52	 The Musée Grévin, which opened in 1882, was the French equivalent of Madame Tussaud & Son’s Wax 
Museum, founded in London in 1835.

53	 See Maude Bass-Krueger, “Realistic wax mannequin”, in B. Penner, A. Forty, O. Horsfall Turner, and  
M. Critchley (eds.), Extinct: a Compendium of Obsolete Objects, London 2021, pp. 269–271.

54	 The illustrated guide Les merveilles de l’Exposition de 1878 (note 47) features dozens of engravings of 
interiors and costumes of nations and peoples. It is often hard to tell if the illustrations are showing 
wax mannequins or human models, as both were used. 

55	 “Le Vêtement”, p. 262.
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powerful educational tools, especially when paired with costume history books, which 
were commonly available in bookstores.56 The reviewer was prescient, as this type of 
presentation would come to dominate fashion sections at the 1900 Exposition. 

1889: The Continued Absence of Couture, or The Elephant in the Room

If the 1889 Exposition, designed as the centennial exhibition of the French Revolution, 
was the most spectacular in terms of pavilions and entertainment, it was lackluster for 
fashion. During the 1878 Exhibition, the absence of couture was largely masked by the 
public's enthusiasm for the high-quality ready-to-wear collections offered by depart-
ment stores. However, by the 1889 Exhibition, the continued noninvolvement of the 
couture industry was impossible to ignore. For reasons that have yet to be uncovered, 
Gaston Worth withdrew from his role as a jury member for Group 36, which covered 
the “Habillement des deux sexes”. The report noted that “unfortunately, as a result of 
misunderstandings and unfortunate absences, [luxury fashion houses] were poorly rep-
resented in most sections of our class.”57 Writing for the Livre d’Or de l’Exposition, the 
rapporteur Alfred Grandin noted that “Rich enough in appearance, the monumental en-
trance to class 36, devoted to clothing for both sexes, didn't provide much inspiration for 
its organizers, and it's really much more industrial than artistic.”58 A photograph show-
casing one side of the display, along with a report from an American guidebook, con-
firms that a “Greek costume by Madam Margaine”—seemingly the only couturier who 
chose to exhibit—anchored the presentation of class 36, which had a choice spot to the 
left upon entering the main building, with four display cases arranged around a central 
Salon  (fig. 5).59 Despite the centrality of the group’s location, a report on the garments on 
show by Henri Anry was bleak: 

We must begin this article by offering our condolences to our female read-
ers, for they have been much maligned, as far as clothing is concerned, or at 
least the main piece of clothing, the dress. And however brilliant the exhibi-

56	 Ibid., pp. 262–263.
57	 “Malheureusement, par suite de malentendus et d’absentions regrettables, [les maisons de luxe] 

étaient fort peu représentées dans la plupart des sections de notre classe.” Exposition universelle inter-
nationale de 1889 à Paris. Rapports du jury international Groupe IV. Tissus, vêtements et accessoires. Classes 
30 à 40, Paris, 1891, p. 530.

58	 “Assez riche d’aspect, l’entrée monumentale de la classe 36 consacrée aux vêtements des deux sexes, n’a 
pas fourni grande inspiration à ses organisateurs, et c’est véritablement beaucoup plus industriel qu’ar-
tistique.” Alfred Grandin, “Porte”, in Lucien Huard (ed.), Livre d’Or de l’Exposition, vol. 1, Paris, 1889.

59	 “Class 36.—Wearing Apparel for Both Sexes”, in Reports of the United States Commissioners to the 
Universal Exposition of 1889 at Paris, Washington, 1890, p. 371. 
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tion of women’s clothing may have appeared on the surface, it was nonethe-
less one of the weakest, and one of the least indicative of the current state of 
the industry it represented. In fact, it represented nothing at all.60

Anry attributes the reluctance of top-tier couturiers to showcase their latest designs to 
fears of imitation. While this could have been a contributing factor, it was not necessarily 
the primary one. Historical evidence indicates that even Worth sold patterns to fashion 
magazines, allowing clients to recreate his designs affordably.61 It is thus unlikely that the 

60	 “Nous devons commencer cet article par offrir nos condoléances à nos lectrices, car elles ont été fort 
mal partagées, en ce qui concerne le vêtement, ou tout au moins la pièce principale du vêtement, la 
robe. Et si brillante à la surface qu’ait été l’exposition du vêtement féminin, elle n’en était pas moins au 
fond l’une des plus faibles et l’une de celles qui donnaient le moins l’idée de l’état actuel de l’industrie 
qu’elle représentait.” Henri Anry, “Le costume féminin”, in Huard, 1889 (note 58).

61	 Trubert-Tollu, 2017 (note 27), p. 30.

5	 Entrance of the clothing section at the 1889 Exposition Universelle
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abstention of Paris’ main designers—the American reviewer was hoping to see garments 
from “Worth, Pingat, Doucet, Rouff, Lafferiere, Raudwitz, Honnet, Morhange, Dasu-
zaeau, and others”62—from the 1889 exhibition was driven primarily by concerns about 
plagiarism. Additionally, the Chambre syndicale de la confection et de la couture pour dames 
et fillettes had organised its own displays at the International Exhibitions of Amsterdam 
(1883) and Antwerp (1885), revealing that its members were indeed willing to showcase 
their designs—on their own conditions.63

The root of the issue for the 1889 Exposition likely lay in the persistent categorisation 
of couture alongside confection. As we have seen, by 1878, and even more so by 1889, the 
most important Parisian designers had begun to perceive themselves as a separate class of 
dressmaker: couturiers, and their designs as couture rather than confection. Consequent-
ly, they may have resisted being grouped together with the “workshops specially equipped 
for export and [the] large department stores.”64 Anry’s summation of category 36 was suc-
cinct: “Here, in the vitrines of stained fir wood, between the white imitation marble col-
umns of Class 36, it was all very banal, and to be frank, very unattractive.”65

1900: The Spectacular Return of French Couture

If 1878 and 1889 marked the retreat of couture from the showcases of the Universal Exhi-
bitions, 1900 signaled its triumphant return. The tone was set from the start, as visitors 
passed through the official entrance on the Place de la Concorde under a monumental 
arch with a larger-than-life figurehead of La Parisienne, sculpted to wear a gown and jacket 
by Jeanne Pacquin, one of Paris’ most important couturiers. From the entrance, visitors 
walked along the Seine to the Champ de Mars, where they found the enormous Palais des 
Fils, Textiles, et Vêtements (fig. 6). Once inside, visitors crowded into Class 85, located 
in the center of the building, to the stands of the “Collectivité de Couture – Salon de Lu-
mière,” an abbreviation for the fashion group organised by the Chambre syndicale under 
the direction of its president, Léon Perdoux.66 “The crowd swarms and rushes to the cou-
ture exhibition. Noses are pressed against the windows where the latest fashions of the 

62	 “Class 36 – Wearing Apparel for Both Sexes,” 1890 (note 59), p. 367.
63	 Exposition universelle internationale de 1900 à Paris. Rapports du jury international. Groupe XIII. Fils, tissus, 

vêtements. Deuxième partie. Classes 85 et 86, Paris, 1902, p. 80. These early displays deserve more research.
64	 Anry, 1889 (note 60).
65	 Ibid., “[…] Ici, dans les vitrines en sapin noirci, entre les colonnes à chapiteau de simili-marbre blanc de 

la classe 36, c’était très banal, et disons le mot, très laid.”
66	 As mentioned above, the Chambre syndicale de la confection et de la couture pour dames et fillettes started 

organizing their own display in 1883, first at the Exposition international in Amsterdam, then in Ant-
werp (1885), Moscow (1891), Amsterdam (1895), and Brussels (1897). These first exhibitions have not 
yet been well researched.
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day are displayed in bright light,” wrote a reporter for Le Messin, “people are dumbfound-
ed for hours before this revelation: how to dress in the grand monde.” 67 Twenty of Paris’ 
most famous couture houses exhibited a total of fifty-two models, showing as a collective 
but presenting their designs in individual displayss.68 Designers who were not members of 
the Chambre syndicale or the Collectivité de couture also exhibited, bringing the total num-
ber of French designers exhibiting in this section to ninety-seven. To distribute the prizes 
fairly, the jury created three separate categories: couture, “les maisons de confection et de 
fourrure” and “les maisons de nouveautés”.69

67	 “La cohue grouille et se précipite à l’Exposition de la couture. On s’écrase le nez contre les vitrines 
où s’étalent dans la lumière les dernières nouveautés du jour. […] Les gens restent abrutis pendant 
des heures devant cette révélation: comment on s’habille dans le grand monde.” G.R., “Chronique 
Parisienne”, in Le Messin, 12 June 1900. 

68	 The report mentions the houses in alphabetical order: “Aine-Montaillé; P. Barroin; Bonnaire; Boué soeurs; 
Callot soeurs; G. Doueillet et Cie; Félix; Lafferrière; Lebouvier (Blanche); Lacroix (Margaine); Ney Soeurs; 
Paquin; Perdoux, Bourdereaux, Véron et Cie; Raudnitz (Ernest); Raudnitz et Cie; Redfern; Rouff; Mayer 
(Sara), Morhange (A.) et Cie; Vaganey; Worth.” Exposition universelle internationale de 1900 à Paris. Rapports 
du jury international Groupe XIII. Fils, tissus, vêtements. Deuxième partie. Classes 85 et 86, Paris 1902, p. 80.

69	 Ibid., p. 79. 

6	 A detail from the map of the “Fils, Tissus, Vêtements” pavilion at the 1900 Exposition Universelle sho-
wing classes 85 and 86. Ministère du commerce, de l'industrie, des postes et des télégraphes. Exposition uni-
verselle de 1900. Direction générale de l'exploitation. Service des installations générales. Plan d'ensemble. Rez-
de-chaussée (Paris: Imprimerie de A. Gentil, 1900).
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Photographs of the displays, as well as press commentary, reveal that increasingly spec-
tacular staging of the garments, with some houses choosing to display garments on hu-
man-like wax mannequins (fig. 7). The House of Worth, now run by Gaston Worth, went 
even further, displaying wax mannequins in a tableaux vivant, complete with a full inte-
rior—the scene, titled “Going to the Drawing Room,” featured a group of women in full 
evening dress, assisted by a maid (fig. 8). These type of full-scale wax dioramas, replete 
with posed figurines and staged décor, had been popularised and commercialised by 
the Musée Grévin since its opening in 1882—visitors to Paris noted that it was a certain 
trademark of the museum.70 Worth’s stand was not the only place to find fashion diora-
mas at the Exposition. Across the Esplanade of the Champ de Mars, visitors also flocked 
to the Palais du Costume, a pavilion organised by the Maison Félix and privately funded 
by fashion industrialists. There, fifteen lavish tableaux scenes recreated “The Dress of 
Women Through the Ages,” with wax mannequins wearing ‘authentic’ recreations of 
historical fashion posed inside reproduction period rooms. This spectacularised display 
of fashion history was in direct contrast to the more ‘scientific’ and rigorous exhibition 
of French fashion history organised in the Palais des Fils, Textiles, et Vêtements, which 
featured a traditional display of dress mannequins, glass vitrines, and paper sources.71

In other words, by 1900 the couture industry was finally visible to all—the pub-
lic, jury members, and fellow industrialists—as one of France’s, if not the, leading 
industries. It had its own history, written by archaeologists and thinkers of France’s 
leading universities and research centers;72 it was one of the largest economic drivers 
of the nation’s industry, as attested by an increasing number of reports and financial 
reviews that impressed on its readers the mighty weight of the sector; it had a power-
ful, and politically active, syndical association that helped protect its members from 
copies and counterfeits (as well as from the increasingly vocal social demands of its 
underpaid workers); and it had also managed to successfully align itself with the arts 
on the art/industry divide. As couture negotiated its separation from confection, and 
reintegrated the Expositions on its own terms, it also allowed itself to partake in the 
spectacularisation of its displays, which blurred the lines between commerce, enter-
tainment, and art. 

70	 See E.V. Lucas, A Wanderer in Paris, London, 1909, p. 246, cited in Vanessa Schwartz, “Museums and 
Mass Spectacle: The Musée Grévin as a Monument to Modern Life”, in French Historical Studies 19, 
no. 1, 1995, p. 14.

71    	See Maude Bass-Krueger, “Fashion Collections, Collectors, and Exhibitions in France, 1874–1900: 
Historical Imagination, the Spectacular Past, and the Practice of Restoration”, in Fashion Theory 22, 
no. 4–5, 2018, pp. 405–433.

72	 See Maude Bass-Krueger, “The Power of (Writing) History: Jules Quicherat, France’s First Fashion 
Historian”, in Dix-Neuf 26 (4), pp. 263–81.
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Summary

Tracing the evolution of fashion—vêtements, confection, confection de luxe, couture—
through the Paris Expositions Universelles of 1855, 1867, 1878, 1889, and 1900 allows us 
to witness the rapid evolution of the industry in the second half of the 19th century, as 
well as its complex relationship to these national moments of cultural production and  

7	 1900 Exposition Universelle, Paris. Palais des Fils, tissus et vêtements, Couture section. De-
tail of a stereoscopic view
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representation. In 1855 and 1867, the first exhibitions of ready-made clothing where 
held, where mass-produced ready-made confection, as well as its more refined cor-
ollary, confection de luxe, were novel and of interest to the public. The novelty, howev-
er, was not in the presence of ready-made garments, but rather in the way they were 
presented. The year 1878 signaled the apotheosis of the department store and its own 
confection departments, but it also marked the retreat of confection de luxe—now also 
called couture—from the Exposition, which was considered too industrial for an industry 
that wanted to focus on craftsmanship and artistry rather than machine production. But 
these Expositions witnessed increasingly immersive forms of display: wax mannequins, 
‘authentic’ reproductions, human ethnographic displays, full-scale recreations. As cou-
ture became more recognised, both internally and publicly, by French and foreign pa-
trons, its disappearance from Expositions designed to showcase the best a nation could 
produce at any given time became increasingly problematic. The extensive presence of 
fashion and couture at the 1900 Exposition signified the dominant power relationship 
that couture had come to occupy in the French national socio-cultural and economic 
landscape. The use of wax mannequins and recreated dioramas—previously reserved 
for ethnographic displays, exhibitions of traditional or non-Western fashions, and sen-

8	 The stand of the Maison Worth at the 1900 Exposition Universelle, posterior print from c. 1955, 
185 × 130 mm
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sationalist wax museum displays—signaled that the couture industry was now confident 
enough to use technological novelty, entertainment, and commercial attractions to draw 
attention. By 1900, couture’s symbolic and material power revealed the industry and 
the nation's desire to promote the fashion industry as the pinnacle of all the nation had 
to offer in terms of economic, social, and cultural capital.

Illustration page 38: Engraving of the “Vêtements” gallery in the Palais Omnibus at the 1867 Exposition Universelle, in François 
Ducuing, L'Exposition universelle de 1867 illustrée, vol. 2, pp. 344−345 (detail of fig. 2, page 45)
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Coloniale Moderne: 
Jewellery and the 1931 Exposition 
coloniale internationale in Paris

Maria P. Gindhart
Marshall University, Huntington, West Virginia

On 24 May 1930, the European edition of the Chicago Daily Tribune, published in Paris, 
announced, “Colonial Exposition Expected to Affect Fashions for Ladies”. The article 
reminded readers of the influence of previous exhibitions on women’s attire and sug-
gested that this trend would likely continue with the 1931 Exposition coloniale interna-
tionale (henceforth ECI). More specifically, the article stated that “Her Majesty La Mode 
will ‘go colonial’ in the year of 1931; that is to say—exotic, tropical, primitive, native, Ne-
gro and Asiatic.”1 When considering jewellery in 1931, rather than having ‘gone colonial’, 
it would be more accurate to say that it went coloniale moderne, fusing the ‘foreign’ with 
the French. In addition, when wearing colonial-inspired jewellery, there were distinct 
rules of decorum that needed to be followed, especially by Parisian women—and those 
who wanted to emulate them. Ultimately, the appropriation of colonial styles and mate-
rials highlighted the artistry of French jewellery designers and the fashion sense of the 
women who wore their creations while doing little to promote an appreciation of the 
colonies and their arts indigènes.

Fashion historian Michelle Tolini Finamore has applied historian Robert Rydell’s 
term coloniale moderne to the design aesthetic promoted at the ECI, and that designa-
tion often befits jewellery produced for and influenced by the exhibition. At a time, as 
Finamore notes, when French colonial policy had evolved from assimilation to associa-
tion, coloniale moderne was a decorative synthesis of the metropolitan and the colonial.2 
But the French and the ‘foreign’ did not have equal weight in this amalgamation. While 

1	 All translations are those of the author. “Colonial Exposition Expected to Affect Fashions for Ladies”, 
in Chicago Daily Tribune, 24 May 1930.

2	 Michelle Tolini Finamore, “Fashioning the Colonial at the Paris Expositions, 1925 and 1931”, in Fashion 
Theory 7/3/4, 2003, pp. 345–360, here p. 346. Cf. Robert W. Rydell, World of Fairs. The Century-of-Progress 
Expositions, Chicago, 1993, pp. 61–91.

Maria P. Gindhart, “Coloniale Moderne: Jewellery and the 1931 Exposition coloniale internationale in Paris”, in Buket Altinoba, Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich 
(eds.), The Paris Universal Expositions: (Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net, 2026, pp. 61–81, https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1144.c25329
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association is often discussed as a form of collaboration, the coloniser and the colonised 
were not equal partners. As art historian Victoria L. Rovine has argued, while “the arts 
and cultures of France’s colonial possessions were lauded for their potential impact on 
French fashion and design,” the resulting adaptations were “located within a cultural 
narrative that reinforced French cultural superiority.”3

In terms of jewellery in 1931, traditional forms, motifs, and materials of colonized re-
gions were often used or referenced, but the final products were expected to be quintes-
sentially French. As fashion journalist André de Beauregard wrote in Art-Goût-Beauté in 
July 1931, “all the marvellous work of overseas craftsmen” inspired the creation of jew-
ellery “to the taste of French elegance.”4 The following month, he was even more direct, 
pronouncing, “Naturally our creators have too much delicate finesse to consent to use and 
apply a motif borrowed from exotic art without adapting it to Parisian taste.”5 After all, 
Paris was the “capital of jewellery”, and as the secretary general of the syndicate of haute 
jewellery Jean Lanllier observed in his foreword to the ECI jewellery catalogue, “It takes 
its artistic atmosphere, unique in the world, to foster the blossoming of the imaginative 
faculties of its artists and it also takes, to discipline them, the genius of the race made up 
of order, measure and reason.”6 Consequently, one might view the ways in which French 
jewellery designers refined colonial influences as a mission civilisatrice. However, just as 
“all colors were colonial, all ensembles exotic” according to scholar of French culture 
and film Elizabeth Ezra’s assessment of press releases about the influence the ECI would 
have on fashion, the domestication of materials and motifs from the colonies could take 
many forms—and the success of French jewellers in this regard was often in the eye and 
interpretation of the beholder.7

The ECI, which was held in the Bois de Vincennes on the eastern edge of Paris from May 
to November 1931, was advertised as ‘around the world in one day’. This was perhaps most 
prominently done through a design by Victor Jean Desmeures, which was produced—its 
title translated into multiple languages—as a poster, postcard, stamp, and bookmark, and 
which depicts the racialised busts of four men: a Native American, an Asian, a sub-Saha-
ran African, and a North African (fig. 1). This image serves nicely as a starting guide to the 
influences on jewellery design in 1931. The Native American man at left wears a necklace 

3	 Victoria L. Rovine, “Colonialism’s Clothing. Africa, France, and the Deployment of Fashion”, in Design 
Issues 25/3, 2009, pp. 44–61, here p. 54.

4	 André de Beauregard, “La Joie des parures”, in Art-Goût-Beauté 11/131, 1931, np: “tout le merveilleux 
travail des artisans d’outre-mer”; “au goût de l’élégance française”.

5	 A[ndré] de Beauregard, “Bijouterie fantaisie. Évolution et adaptation”, in Art-Goût-Beauté 11/132, 1931, 
np: “Naturellement nos créateurs ont trop de finesse délicate pour consentir à utiliser et à appliquer 
sans l’adapter au goût de Paris un motif emprunté à l’art exotique.”

6	 J[ean] Lanllier, “Paris, capitale de la joaillerie”, in La Joaillerie française à l’Exposition coloniale, Paris, 1931, 
np: “Il faut son atmosphère d’art unique au monde, pour favoriser l’éclosion des facultés imaginatives de 
ses artistes et il faut aussi, pour les discipliner, le génie de la race fait d’ordre, de mesure et de raison.”

7	 Elizabeth Ezra, The Colonial Unconscious. Race and Culture in Interwar France, Ithaca, NY, 2000, p. 21.
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1	 Victor Jean Desmeures, Exposition Coloniale Internationale. Paris 1931. Le Tour du 
Monde en un Jour, 1931, postcard
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made of animal teeth or claws, which some jewellers of the time incorporated into their 
creations along with other materials associated with the colonies. The Asian man in the 
foreground and the sub-Saharan African man at right wear, respectively, a chapeau chi-
nois and a gold necklace, both of which inspired jewellery by Van Cleef & Arpels. At top, 
there is a North African man wearing a white keffiyeh rather than jewellery, but brooches, 
necklaces, and bracelets influenced by those from the Maghreb were popular in 1931.

While the colonial pavilions to the south of the Daumesnil Lake were a main feature 
of the ECI designed to indicate to visitors that the metropole was part of Greater France, 
the ECI organisers also decided to have a section métropolitaine in which visitors could 
view a range of French products. Some of these goods were meant for export to the colo-
nies, while others were designed to promote consumption at home. As art historian Romy 
Golan has commented:

Intent on fostering a ‘colonial style’ as successful as art deco had been at 
the 1925 Exposition des Arts Décoratifs, the exposition’s sponsors (that is, 
the ministry of the colonies) exhorted every French furniture, textile, and 
fashion manufacture of renown […] to think and sell colonial at the fair.

The largest display of French-made products was in the Palais de la section métropo-
litaine, which dominated the western side of the ECI with its 85-metre-high tower and 
42 000 square metres of exhibition space.8

The Palais des industries de luxe, meanwhile, was an annexe of the section métro-
politaine located to the north of the Daumesnil Lake between the American and Dutch 
pavilions. As noted in one ECI guidebook (with the presumption that most visitors 
touring the exhibition began at the main entrance at west and moved anticlockwise 
around the lake):

After the Dutch section extends the Palais des industries de luxe over  
14 000 square meters. Located in full greenery and of Oriental style, this 
palace is intended to highlight the refinement of French taste in these  
luxury industries of which we are so justly proud.9

8	 Romy Golan, Modernity and Nostalgia. Art and Politics in France Between the Wars, New Haven, 1995,  
pp. 116–117; and Patricia A. Morton, Hybrid Modernities. Architecture and Representation at the 1931  
Colonial Exposition, Paris, Cambridge, MA, 2000, p. 20.

9	 Ce qu’il faut voir à l’Exposition coloniale, Lille, 1931, p. 102: “APRES la section hollandaise, s’étend le 
Palais des Industries de luxe sur 14.000 mètres carrés. Situé en pleine verdure et de style oriental, ce 
palais est destiné à mettre en lumière le raffinement du goût français dans ces industries de luxe dont 
nous sommes si justement fiers.”
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Jewellery and the 1931 Exposition Coloniale Internationale  in Paris

One fashion magazine remarked that this pavilion brought together creations from 
around France—including Limoges porcelain, Alençon lace, Lyon silk, Baccarat crys-
tal, and Parisian furniture, dresses, perfume, and jewellery—that had justly made the 
country famous. Equally as importantly, it was recognised that the pavilion, by testifying 
to “the vitality of French decorative art, will contribute greatly to the influence of the 
motherland.”10

The major French jewellers, several of whom had shops in the Place Vendôme or on 
the Rue de la Paix in Paris, participated in the ECI in “an attempt to exorcise the eco-
nomic depression which was devastating the luxury industries” in the wake of the 1929 
stock market crash. Many, however, were displeased by the lack of organisation as well 
as by the space in which the jewellery was exhibited.11 In contrast to the fittingly opulent 
settings provided at the Exposition internationale des arts décoratifs et industriels mod-
ernes in 1925 and the exhibition Les Arts de la bijouterie, joaillerie et orfèvrerie at the 
Musée Galliera in the summer of 1929, the room dedicated to jewellery at the ECI was 
architecturally uninspiring and far from the Salon d’honneur around which jewellery’s 
sister arts, including fashion and perfumery, were grouped.12 Van Cleef & Arpels were 
sufficiently bothered by “the small size of the space allocated to each jeweller” to men-
tion it on their page of the ECI jewellery catalogue while alerting readers to that fact that a 
larger selection of “colonial-style creations” could be seen at their Parisian store.13 But at 
least one newspaper seemed to approve of “the sparkling glass display cases, with sober 
lines” in which the jewellery was displayed.14

In terms of the jewellery executed especially for the ECI, Henri Clouzot, the curator 
of the Musée Galliera, remarked in 1931 that “one might regret the small number, if the 
crisis of the moment were not the best of excuses”. The first work he signalled was “a 
sumptuous diadem, shaped like a Cambodian headdress, but treated in the best French 
taste, although in all impartiality it is difficult to qualify such a jewel as ‘colonial’” (fig. 2).15 
This was the only piece listed—as “An Oriental diadem all in diamonds”—on the Cartier 

10	 Suzanne Desternes, “Les Industries de luxe à l’Exposition coloniale”, in Art-Goût-Beauté 12/133, 1931, 
np: “la vitalité de l’art décoratif français, contribuera dans une large mesure au rayonnement de la 
mère patrie.”

11	 Sylvie Raulet, Van Cleef & Arpels, New York, 1987, pp. 22–23.
12	 Henri Clouzot, Les Arts précieux à l’Exposition coloniale, Paris, 1931, pp. 7–8.
13	 La Joaillerie française à l’Exposition coloniale, Paris, 1931, np: “l’exiguïté de l’emplacement alloué à 

chaque joaillier”; “créations de style colonial”.
14	 “A l’Exposition coloniale”, in La Journée industrielle, 3 September 1931: “les vitrines étincelantes, aux 

lignes sobres”.
15	 Clouzot, 1931 (note 12), pp. 16–17: “on pourrait regretter le petit nombre, si la crise du moment n’était 

pas la meilleure des excuses”; “un somptueux diadème, conformé en coiffure de tête cambodgienne, 
mais traité dans le meilleur goût français, bien qu’en toute impartialité il soit difficile de qualifier un 
pareil joyau de ‘colonial’”.
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page of the ECI jewellery catalogue.16 In viewing this tiara, the adjectives ‘oriental’, colo-
nial, or Cambodian might well have come to mind, but one was surely meant to think of 
diamonds and of Cartier. In addition, the diamonds were highlighted by the whiteness 
of their platinum setting at a time when the economic downturn had made this metal 
particularly expensive, with Cartier limiting its use to only the highest-end pieces.17 This 
head ornament had been made by Cartier London, which specialised in such adorn-
ments. As curator and jewellery specialist Judy Rudoe has noted, this tiara “framed the 
face instead of encircling the head, ending on each side in a loop over the ears. The design 
is based on the front of the crown used in Thai dance.” As she also mentioned, a full-page 
photograph of this diadem on a wax mannequin head appeared in Harper’s Bazaar in June 
1931, labelled “A modern diamond tiara”.18

16	 La Joaillerie française à l’Exposition coloniale, 1931 (note 13), np: “Un diadème oriental tout en brillants”.
17	 Franco Cologni and Eric Nussbaum, Platinum by Cartier. Triumphs of the Jewelers’ Art, New York, 1996, 

pp. 38–40.
18	 Judy Rudoe, “Exoticism in Cartier Jewels. The Influence of Egypt, Persia, India and the Far East”, in 

Cartier, 1899–1949. The Journey of a Style, Nuno Vassallo E Silva and Maria Fernanda Passos Leite (eds.), 
exh. cat., Lisbon, Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, Lisbon, 2007, pp. 40–55, here p. 53. This photo-
graph is Inv. A7158_D in the Cartier Archives, London.

2	 A Siamese-style head ornament 
presented on a wax mannequin. 
Executed in platinum and dia-
monds. Cartier London, 1931. 
Cartier Archives, London (Inv. 
A7158_E)
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Visitors to the ECI would have been able to compare this tiara to Pierre-Alexandre 
Morlon’s souvenir medal of Asia (fig. 3), which features the bust of a Cambodgienne wear-
ing a traditional headdress. This was one of a set of four medals, each by a different art-
ist, representing Africa, America, Asia, and Oceania and produced in brass, bronze, and 
silver finishes.19 In all likelihood, Morlon and Cartier were both inspired by the success 
of dancers from the Cambodian Royal Ballet at the colonial exhibitions in Marseille in 
1906 and 1922. Moreover, both clearly drew from similar source material, with the former 
responding more ethnographically and the latter more stylistically. Whereas both head 
ornaments come to a peak in the centre, Cartier turned the flower worn over the right ear 
into a small diamond rosette, which is then mirrored on the left, while the loops of the 
Cartier tiara took the modified form of the tassel hanging by the left cheek of Morlon’s 
figure. Although evocative of Asia, the “best French taste” as reflected in part by the use 
of diamonds and platinum made the Cartier tiara decidedly modern and metropolitan.

On the opposite end of the spectrum from Cartier’s use of diamonds were the animal 
teeth and claws incorporated into jewellery in 1931. An article in Comœdia, entitled “The 
Colonial Exhibition Will Set the Tone for Elegance”, predicted on 7 May 1931 that the ECI 
would make necklaces made of teeth one of the must-have accessories of the season, 
although it raised the question of whether the teeth would be real or fake.20 Remarking on 
the “invasion of the jungle into feminine finery” at the ECI, Clouzot commented: 

19	 Peter van Alfen, “‘Head Hunting’. Emile Monier, Malvina Hoffman and the Rhetoric of Race at the 1931 
Exposition Coloniale, Paris”, in ANS Magazine 12/4, 2013, pp. 32–53, here p. 36.

20	 Paule Hutzler, “L’Exposition coloniale donnera le ton aux élégances”, in Comœdia, 7 May 1931.

3	 Pierre-Alexandre Morlon, Asie, and Anie Mouroux, Océanie, 1931, Exposition Coloniale 
Internationale souvenir medals
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Even more unexpected and more piquant is the entry into jewellery of tiger 
claws, of panther claws, of eagle talons or of lion molars, which, assembled 
by gold links or married with black enamel or onyx, form bracelets, belt 
buckles, brooches, of a rare originality.21

On 15 September 1931, American Vogue made similar remarks, attributing this develop-
ment to a particular French jewellery designer:

Boucheron has made a whole-hearted response to the Colonial Exposition 
that has aroused every one’s [sic] interest and delight. For the theme of his 
Colonial pieces, he has seized upon such a frankly barbaric item as the teeth 
and claws of savage beasts: tiger claws and teeth, panther claws and teeth, 
eagle claws. He sets one or two or many of these into soft-looking, primi-
tive-looking yellow gold, to fashion original bracelets, brooches, and pins.22

In addition, Vogue included a rendition of one of Boucheron’s brooches (fig. 4). A dark tal-
on or claw is set as the outside starting point of a spiral of gold, the form seemingly having 
been inspired by the curve of the nail of the wild beast.

While animal talons and teeth were considered barbarous, Clouzot viewed ivory as “the 
most beautiful material provided by colonial fauna”.23 One example of the use of ivory 
was a ‘slave collar’ by Van Cleef & Arpels (fig. 5). Although most ‘slave collars’, which had 
appeared in French jewellery around 1925, were “made up of from one to many bands of 
solid metal that hung stiffly around the neck or tightly against the neck”,24 the Van Cleef &  
Arpels creation had ivory bands inset with zigzag designs in yellow, red, and white gold, 
with a ball made of coral at each end. There were also matching yellow and white gold dan-
gle earrings, each with an ivory cylinder carved with a zigzag pattern and ending in a round 
coral bead, as well as an ivory, coral, and gold clip that could be used to adorn a neckline, a 
hat, or a bag. This set was highlighted in Harper’s Bazaar in August 1931 with the text, “Or-
naments Strange and Exotic from Darkest Africa Influence Paris Jewellery”.25 Here, “Dark-
est Africa” is embodied by the black woman with facial markings in the background whose 
earrings and necklace seemingly inspired the Van Cleef & Arpels designs worn by the 

21	 Clouzot, 1931 (note 12), p. 17: “invasion de la jungle dans la parure féminine”; “Plus inattendu et plus 
piquant encore est l’entrée dans la joaillerie de griffes de tigre, de panthère, de serres d’aigle ou de 
molaires de lion, qui, assemblées par des liens d’or ou mariées à l’émail noir ou à l’onyx, forment des 
bracelets, des boucles de ceinture, des broches, d’une rare originalité.”

22	 “Paris Jewellery”, in Vogue 78/6, 1931, pp. 64–66, 68, 132; here p. 66.
23	 Clouzot, 1931 (note 12), p. 17: “la plus belle matière que nous fournisse la faune coloniale”.
24	 Susan L. Hannel, “The Influence of American Jazz on Fashion”, in Linda Welters and Patricia  

A. Cunningham (eds.), Twentieth-Century American Fashion, Oxford, 2005, pp. 57–77, here p. 72.
25	 Marjorie Howard, “Paris Nights and Country Days”, in Harper’s Bazaar 65/2626, 1931, pp. 48–59, 114, 

116, 118, here p. 50.
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bejewelled white woman in the fore-
ground, whose complexion, clothing, 
and parure are all pale and pastel. In 
another fashion magazine, a related 
‘African’ metal necklace with what 
appears to be a small ball made of eb-
ony at each end was noted as having 
been influenced by the ECI and worn 
with an evening dress by the couturi-
er Paul Poiret.26 Also in 1931, a “[b]
racelet of exotic taste that accompa-
nies one of the dresses from Jenny” 
featured carved balls of what appear 
to be ivory and that are evocative of 
the ‘Far East’, serving as a reminder 
that ivory was highly prized in Asia as 
well as in Africa.27

At the ECI, ivory was also high-
lighted in an African-inspired flex-
ible cuff bracelet by Boucheron in 
which half-moons of this ‘white 
gold’ were combined with purpurin 
squares, malachite rondelles, and 
18-carat-gold beads. Jewellery his-
torian Vivienne Becker, who men-
tions “the strong barbaric armlet 
form of the bracelet,” has remarked 
that purpurin was probably utilised 
in reference to the Venetian glass 
beads that had been traded across the African continent beginning in the 16th century.28 
Ivory, malachite, and gold, meanwhile, were just three of the many raw materials from 
the French colonies that were touted at the ECI as benefitting the ‘Hexagon’. As shown 
in Géo Michel’s paintings Principal Productions of Animal Origin and Principal Produc-
tions of Mineral Origin (c. 1930), which were exhibited in the ECI’s Musée des colonies,  

26	 de Beauregard, 1931 (note 4), np.
27	 André de Beauregard, “La Joie des parures ou l’évolution du bijou fantaisie”, in Art-Goût-Beauté 11/130, 

1931, np: “Bracelet de goût exotique qui accompagne une des robes de chez Jenny.”
28	 Vivienne Becker, “Highlights from Magnificent Jewels. An Iconic Modernist Jewel by Boucheron. 

Lot 398”, in Sotheby’s, URL: http://www.sothebys.com/content/sothebys/cn/auctions/2013/magnifi-
cent-jewels-n09054/magnificent-jewels/2013/11/an-iconic-modernist-.html [accessed: 31.10.2021].

4	 “Modern Jewels of Colonial Inspiration”, 1931, page from 
Vogue
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5	 “Ornaments Strange and Exotic from Darkest Africa Influence Paris Jewellery”, 1931, page 
from Harper’s Bazaar with colour drawing by Charles Martin
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ivory, various metals, precious stones, and other materials were gathered, harvested, and 
mined by indigènes before being brought to France to be transformed.29 Almost certainly 
referencing the Boucheron bracelet (and/or the necklace made to go with it), Clouzot 
stated that the use of malachite demonstrated “all the advantage that still remains to be 
drawn from the varieties of hard stones, concealed in the soil of our great colonial empire, 
to compose jewellery.”30 At the same time the use of gold was in keeping with French jew-
eller Mauboussin’s belief that “[a] new appreciation of the beauty of precious metals will 
be a lasting result of the Colonial influence,” with Mauboussin’s ECI offerings including 
pieces “in which golds of different colours have been combined in enchanting effects.”31

It was the form and repetition of the gold beads, however, that made Boucheron’s 
bracelet truly coloniale moderne. The gold beads were a luxurious reference to ball bear-
ings, which has been celebrated at the 1925 Exposition internationale des arts décora-
tifs for both their utility and their sculptural quality. When referenced in jewellery at 
this time, ball bearings epitomised the machine aesthetic and signified modernity, as 
seen in such pieces as designer Charlotte Perriand’s ball bearing necklace (1927), a cord 
strung with lightweight balls of chrome steel; artist and designer Jean Dunand’s neck-
lace in chrome-plated metal (c. 1930); and Parisian jeweller Jean Fouquet’s bracelet in 
which chrome-plated ball bearings were enclosed in rings of ebonite (c. 1931).32 While 
the ivory, malachite, and purpurin in the Boucheron bracelet referenced Africa, the 
gold beads symbolised both African gold deposits and what was understood as modern 
European ingenuity.

Also of yellow gold and emphatically up-to-date was the chapeau chinois or ‘Chinese 
hat’ set by Van Cleef & Arpels (fig. 4) that was part of the “ensemble of colonial inspira-
tion” exhibited in their ECI display.33 As noted in Vogue:

Colonial jewellery is the most exciting thing that Van Cleef has done this year. 
He has taken an Oriental theme and made a set in yellow gold with necklace, 
earrings, and ring, composed of round gold disks, peaked like coolie caps. 
[…] This jewellery gives us a sudden yearning for gold—just plain gold.34

29	 Peintures des lointains. La Collection du musée du quai Branly Jacques Chirac, exh. cat., Paris, Musée 
du quai Branly Jacques Chirac, Paris, 2018, “Georges Michel, dit Géo Michel” (Sarah Ligner), p. 234.

30	 Clouzot, 1931 (note 12), p. 18: “tout le parti qui reste encore à tirer des variétés de pierres dures, recélées 
dans le sol de notre grand empire colonial, pour composer des bijoux”.

31	 “Paris Jewellery”, 1931 (note 22), p. 66.
32	 Simon Bliss, Jewellery in the Age of Modernism, 1918–1940. Adornment and Beyond, New York, 2019,  

pp. 42–48; and Évelyne Possémé, “Jewelry in the Age of Art Deco”, in Laurence Mouillefarine and Évelyne 
Possémé (eds.), Art Deco Jewelry. Modernist Masterworks and Their Makers, London, 2009, pp. 8–23, here 
pp. 15–17.

33	 La Joaillerie française à l’Exposition coloniale, 1931 (note 13), np: “un ensemble d’inspiration coloniale”.
34	 “Paris Jewellery”, 1931 (note 22), p. 66.



72

This parure, which also included a bracelet, was not trying to imitate Asian jewellery; 
instead, it abstracted the form of the conical ‘Chinese hat’—generally woven out of straw 
or a similar material and thus textured—in smooth, highly polished metal. Each earring in 
the set as well as the ring featured a single chapeau chinois, while the necklace and brace-
let linked together a series of these slightly pointed gold disks. While the reference was 
resolutely colonial—such hats being most associated, in the French context, with Indo-
china—the overall effect was undeniably avant-garde. In fact, this gold set can be viewed 
as a distinctly coloniale moderne response to the contemporary mechanistic aesthetic that 
celebrated ball bearings and privileged gleaming metal, a lack of surface ornament, and 
the repetition of standardised forms.

By turning to the chapeau chinois rather than to Indochinese jewellery as a creative 
source, Van Cleef & Arpels avoided some of the pitfalls associated with the frequently 
fine line between inspiration and imitation. This proved more difficult with jewellery in-
fluenced by that of the Maghreb. According to Clouzot:

Several jewellers have reproduced and adapted the traditional forms of 
Maghreb jewellery. This is a happy idea, and everything suggests that more 
than one French woman would like to wear the jewels of her North Afri-
can sisters. Should we say all of our thinking, however? These imitations 
seem to us more likely to pique the curiosity and to attest to the talent of 
their makers than to be adopted by a large clientele. A bzaïm brooch has a 
charming effect when it holds the heavy folds of a haïk. It is less in its place 
on the crêpe de Chine dress or the Second Empire hat of a Parisian.35

One Maghreb-inspired necklace by Mauboussin, reproduced in both Vogue (see fig. 4) 
and L’Art Vivant, appears to have been an exception.36 In silver with a central orange stone 
and similarly coloured beads, which may in fact be amber or glass, the aesthetic is suffi-
ciently art deco to have made this piece coloniale moderne.

Complicating matters regarding North African jewellery was the fact that there were 
ongoing attempts to preserve, promote, revitalise, and modernise traditional Maghre-
bin decorative arts. As art historian Roger Benjamin has discussed, early 20th-century 
campaigns by the Algerian and Moroccan governments “were a response to the grow-
ing dismay at the damage the European presence had done to such arts, coupled with 

35	 Clouzot, 1931 (note 12), p. 22–23: “Plusieurs bijoutiers ont reproduit, en les adaptant, les formes tra-
ditionnelles des bijoux du Moghreb. C’est une heureuse idée, et tout porte à croire que plus d’une 
Française aimera à porter les joyaux de ses sœurs du Nord-Africain. Faut-il dire toute notre pensée, 
cependant? Ces imitations nous semblent plus propres à piquer la curiosité et à attester le talent de 
leurs exécutants, qu’à être adoptées par une large clientèle. Une broche bzaïm est d’un effet charmant 
quand elle retient les plis lourds d’un haïk. Elle est moins à sa place sur la robe en crêpe de Chine ou le 
chapeau Second Empire d’une Parisienne.”

36	 “Le Salon des artistes décorateurs”, in L’Art vivant 149, 1931, pp. 272–280, here p. 278.
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an awareness of their economic potential and their value as a likely source of inspiration 
for French decorative artists.” For example, Hubert Lyautey, the commissioner general 
of the ECI, had founded the Office des industries d’art indigène in 1916 while serving 
as the first French resident-general in Morocco. This office commissioned work from es-
tablished artists and created state workshops. At the Exposition internationale des arts 
décoratifs in 1925, there was recognition of “unique indigenous traditions” as well as a 
desire to see them “fruitfully adapted to European uses.” North African jewellery fea-
tured most prominently in the Algerian section, which included pieces made by Kabyle 
artisans that were viewed as having been enhanced by French grace.37 Then, at the ECI in 
1931, there were souks in the Algerian, Moroccan, and Tunisian pavilions where jewellery 
and other arts indigènes—some brought from the Maghreb, some made on site by North 
African artisans—could be purchased.38 At the same time, French jewellery houses had 
begun to have outposts in North Africa, with the Paul and Raymond Templier page in 
the ECI jewellery catalogue listing two head ornaments for indigenous women before 
noting that Moroccan-style pieces were executed for Templier Ch. Vignoud et Cie in 
Casablanca.39 Consequently, Clouzot’s unease may have been due to the fact that, when 
it came to North African jewellery in 1931, it was often difficult to distinguish authentic 
from imitation, Maghrebin from French, colonial from coloniale moderne.

While Clouzot’s concerns were primarily focused on North African jewellery, de 
Beauregard’s disquiet was broader, writing, “But an elegant woman will refuse to 
wear a copy of a Moroccan, Tonkinese or Martinican adornment which, amusing in 
itself, does not harmonise with a dress from the Rue de la Paix.”40 As jewellery histo-
rian Simon Bliss has shown, beginning in the 1920s, the modern woman was meant 
to pair her jewellery with her clothing so that they complemented one another, cre-
ating a unified effect.41 Jewellery that remained too true to the exoticism of the far 
away, by not being sufficiently transformed to French taste, thus threatened the  
prevailing fashion etiquette.

In some instances, direct imitation was a source of amusement. In a pair of draw-
ings by Hy Fournier in La Vie Parisienne headlined “Equatorial Influence on Fashion” 
and captioned “The Spirit of Imitation” (fig. 6), the first drawing shows two presumably 
French white women encountering a black African woman in what is apparently meant 
to be the camp de gardes of the ECI Pavillon de l’Afrique-Occidentale française, with a 

37	 Roger Benjamin, Orientalist Aesthetics. Art, Colonialism, and French North Africa, 1880–1930, Berkeley 
and Los Angeles, 2003, pp. 191, pp. 204–205, p. 215, pp. 217–218.

38	 Cf., for example, “C’est ici l’Afrique du Nord”, in Le Monde colonial illustré 9/94, 1931, pp. 130–131.
39	 La Joaillerie française à l’Exposition coloniale, 1931 (note 13), np.
40	 de Beauregard, 1931 (note 4), np: “Mais une femme élégante se refusera à porter la copie d’une parure 

marocaine, tonkinoise ou martiniquaise qui, amusante en elle-même, ne s’harmonise pas à une robe de 
la rue de la Paix.”

41	 Bliss, 2019 (note 32), p. 23.
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tower of the palace in the background.42 In the second drawing, the pair of white women 
are shown inside a restaurant with a maître d’hôtel at left and a waiter at right, and, for 
the most part, they have adopted, rather than adapted, the apparel and jewellery of the  
Africaine but with slightly longer skirts. Both have completely embraced the large dangle 
earrings, dramatic neck rings, and arm and leg cuffs worn by the object of their emula-
tion, and they have identical hairstyles that mimic that of the African woman. In ad-
dition, the French woman on the right, who is seen from the front, has a bare midriff 

42	 Hy Fournier, “Influence équatoriale sur la mode”, in La Vie parisienne 69/22, 1931, p. 497: “L’Esprit 
d’imitation”. 

6	 Hy Fournier, “Influence Équatoriale sur la Mode”, 1931, page from La 
Vie Parisienne
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like the Africaine in the first image, and her skirt is tied in a similar manner. At a time 
when, as visual culture specialist Victoria Rose Pass has remarked, “a heeled shoe was 
de rigueur for eveningwear” the French élégantes have chosen high heels rather than the 
African’s pieds nus, but the open toes of their shoes, which resemble sandals and reveal 
their bare feet, are “a critical part of the otherness” of their outfits.43 Overall, the “spirit 
of imitation” has plainly been taken too far, as reflected in the slightly bemused expres-
sion of the maître d’hôtel. While the women present themselves as ‘exotic’ from head to 
toe, their appearance is much more pastiche than Parisian.

In September 1931, the magazine Heim similarly made fun of ‘Girette’, a young woman 
who was always ready to embrace the latest fad, including le style colonial, because she 
“confuses fashions with FASHION.” The magazine thankfully noted that just as she was 
about to pierce her nostrils “in order to pass the copper ring,” miniscule hats suddenly 
became trendy.44 Earlier, L’Œuvre also declared that Parisiennes might, with the opening 
of the ECI, start wearing nose rings due to “their desire to consecrate, to adopt what is 
new.”45 And while it is hard to imagine nose rings being acceptable, let alone fashionable, 
in Paris in 1931, what was considered proper jewellery did depend on when and where it 
was worn. This was perhaps especially the case when it was influenced by the colonies.

The decade leading up to the ECI had seen a growing distinction between clothing 
and jewellery for day versus evening, with the greatest sense of moderation called for in 
the morning, while more opulence was possible at night.46 As Vogue noted about the ap-
parently very versatile chapeau chinois set by Van Cleef & Arpels, “Without the earrings, 
it is the sort of thing you could wear for sports. With just the right dress, the set might be 
stunning for evening.”47 Meanwhile, Colette d’Avrily, in her monthly column in Les Modes 
in August 1931, wrote that “large necklaces inspired by art nègre, a mixture of wood and 
metal stones, are placed in the low necklines of day blouses” but that pearls were still 
preferred for evening.48 It was not just African-inspired pieces that were acceptable for 
day, especially for the active woman, as The New York Times had announced in January 
1931: “Coming French Colonial Exposition casts its shadow […]. New sports jewelry in 
wood and metal inspired by Cambodian, Moorish or Madagascar motifs.”49 While not 

43	 Victoria Rose Pass, “Racial Masquerades in the Magazines. Defining White Femininity Between the 
Wars”, in Journal of Modern Periodical Studies 11/2, 2020, pp. 270–291, here p. 278.

44	 “La Quadrature du cercle”, in Heim 3, 1931, pp. 10–11, here p. 10: “confond les modes avec LA MODE”; 
“pour passer l’anneau de cuivre”.

45	 Jean Amoretti, “Paris. Capitale exotique”, in L’Œuvre, 7 May 1931: “leur désir de consacrer, d’adopter ce 
qui est nouveau.”

46	 Bliss, 2019 (note 32), pp. 11, 23.
47	 “Paris Jewellery”, 1931 (note 22), p. 66.
48	 Colette d’Avrily, “La Mode et les modes”, in Les Modes 31/327, 1931, pp. 10–22, here p. 22: “de gros 

colliers inspirés de l’art nègre, mélange de pierres de bois et de métal, se placent dans l’échancrure 
des corsages de jour”.

49	 “By Radio from Paris”, in The New York Times, 11 January 1931.
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indicating a specific stylistic source, de Beauregard agreed in terms of the preferred ma-
terials, stating that “three strands of precious wood beads alternating with silver balls” 
were perfect for daytime in the summer in Juan-les-Pins. At night at the casino, on the 
other hand, French fabrics could be “pinned with the royal lotus of Naga translated into 
brilliant jewellery by a Parisian artist.” Transformation by French hands was not always 
necessary, however, as de Beauregard also remarked, “The beautiful colonial jewellery, 
that of Cambodia in particular because of the richness of its material and the beauty of 
its design, can be adopted certain evenings as an equal to jewellery created by our great 
jewellers.”50

The quintessential setting in which it was permissible for French women to be co-
lonially inspired was the beach, as observed in articles about resort wear. On 7 June 
1931, under the headline “French Seaside Outfits Go Oriental”, The New York Times 
reported on the fashion influence of the ECI. After comments that gave descriptions 
of “primitive color combinations, hand-woven fabrics, open-toed sandals, peaked 

50	 de Beauregard, 1931 (note 4), np: “trois rangs de perles de bois précieux où alterneront des boules 
d’argent”; “agrafées du lotus royal de Naga traduit en brillante joaillerie par un artiste parisien”; “Le 
beau bijou colonial, celui du Cambodge en particulier en raison de la richesse de sa matière et de la 
beauté de son dessin, peut être adopté certain soir à l’égal des bijoux créés par nos grands joailliers.”

7	 “Des Bibelots Pris à l’Exposition 
Coloniale Orneront Nos Costumes 
de Plages”, 1931, page from Femina 
with illustration by René Burel
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Jewellery and the 1931 Exposition Coloniale Internationale  in Paris

turbans and burnous draperies” that were equally applicable to similarly inspired 
jewellery, the article continued:

Such barbaric and picturesque motifs have to be applied with great discre-
tion to town clothes, but at the seashore they may run riot without loss of 
chic. Sun and sand form a background not unlike the one for which they 
were originally designed [. . .].51

As similarly noted in the August 1931 issue of Femina:

Where would we be ‘Colonial Exposition’, if not on the golden sands of the 
southern beaches. Walks in the magnificent park of Vincennes, visits to pa-
vilions of such diverse strangeness will certainly have brought to our coquet-
ry new discoveries, fantasies whose exoticism is tempered by French grace.

While mentioning Javanese scarves, braided straw belts from Madagascar, and Came-
roon-inspired hats, jewellery was also highlighted in the text and in the accompanying il-
lustrations by René Burel. For example, there was a large, chiselled silver bracelet copied 
from the Temple of Angkor Wat, which had been recreated at the ECI and was considered 
by many to be the clou of the exhibition.52 This was further evidence, as L’Intransigeant 
had noted on 17 June 1931, that ‘oriental’ silver bracelets were becoming stylish.53

The Femina fashion spread also featured chunky white and brown ivory bracelets from 
Africa (fig. 7).54 Thus while writer and activist Nancy Cunard had become infamous in the 
years prior to the ECI for wearing armfuls of African ivory bangles, she is the exception 
that proves the rule of urban decorum. Cunard was trying to stand out and make a state-
ment rather than be stylish in the standard sense. As Bliss has shown, she was critiquing 
Western values, especially those of her mother and the aristocratic circle to which she be-
longed; asserting her independence and anticolonialism; and highlighting the artistry of 
the Africans who had made the bracelets.55 Those more attuned to traditional standards 
of French fashion, meanwhile, were limited to one or two ivory bracelets, and only when 
worn in the seaside provinces. And they were wearing those ivory bangles to conform to, 
rather than to subvert, contemporary styles and expectations.

51	 “French Seaside Outfits Go Oriental”, in The New York Times, 7 June 1931.
52	 “Des Bibelots pris à l’Exposition coloniale orneront nos costumes de plages”, in Femina 8, 1931, 

pp. 20–21, here p. 20: “Où serait-on ‘Exposition Coloniale’, si ce n’est sur le sable doré des plages du 
midi. Les promenades au parc magnifique de Vincennes, les visites aux pavillons d’une étrangeté 
si diverse auront certainement apporté à notre coquetterie des trouvailles nouvelles, des fantaisies 
dont l’exotisme est tempéré par la grâce française.”

53	 Le Wattman, “Nos Échos”, in L’Intransigeant, 17 June 1931.
54	 “Des Bibelots”, 1931 (note 52), p. 21.
55	 Bliss, 2019 (note 32), pp. 57–76.
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The necklaces featured in Femina, meanwhile, were of Tahitian inspiration (fig. 7). One 
was described as having flowers between undulating strands of straw, while the other of-
fered alternating bands of pearly pink and purple shells.56 Similarly, Art-Goût-Beauté fea-
tured what it described as a “grape-bunch necklace” recalling certain Oceanic parures, 
although the materials used were not specified.57 The connections between such jewel-
lery and the Pacific islands were underscored in Anie Mouroux’s ECI souvenir medal rep-
resenting Oceania (fig. 3). The Océanienne depicted wears a necklace that appears to be 
made of shells or coral, while flowers and shells are featured on the border of the medal.

While flower, straw, and shell necklaces inspired by the South Seas were perfect for day-
time, especially while on summer vacation, for a night on the town back in Paris, tropical 
blossoms needed to be made of platinum, gold, coloured enamel, and diamonds, as in the 
necklace and brooch created by Mauboussin and featured in Harper’s Bazaar in August 
1931 (fig. 8). As noted in the magazine, the French overseas colonies were more than capa-
ble, in the year of the ECI, of lending “colourful motifs to modern jewellery design”.58 But 
it was the artistry of Parisian jewellers that made the finished products coloniale moderne. 
Telling of the Mauboussin brooch’s perceived modernity was the inclusion of a photograph 
of it on a page of L’Art Vivant along with other avant-garde objects including Swedish glass 
vases, handbags by Yvonne Lemoine, and Lappara silverware.59

Charles Martin’s pair of colour drawings for Harper’s Bazaar (figs. 5 and 8) are a power-
ful visualisation of the way in which Parisian jewellery houses translated colonial sources 
of inspiration—and of how those interpretations were viewed, marketed, and consumed. 
In each image, Martin positions an indigenous woman wearing ‘native’ jewellery behind 
a modern, fashionable, white woman wearing upscale jewels. In addition, the indigènes 
are portrayed in a variant of grisaille, with the appearance of the woman in the floral 
necklace and earring being ambiguous enough that she has been variously interpreted 
as South Asian and Polynesian.60 In both instances, these dark-skinned women and their 
adornment are upstaged, so to speak, by their foregrounded white counterparts who are 
more brightly coloured and whose jewellery reflects masterful French artistry. As Pass 
has written, “Here the transformation from traditional adornment on the woman of color 
to fashionable accessory is made explicit.”61 Moreover, while actual pieces by Maubous-
sin and Van Cleef & Arpels are highlighted in the drawings, Martin basically invented 

56	 “Des Bibelots”, 1931 (note 52), p. 21.
57	 de Beauregard, 1931 (note 4), np: “Collier en grappes de raisins”.
58	 Howard, 1931 (note 25), p. 51.
59	 “Le Salon des artistes décorateurs”, 1931 (note 36), p. 278.
60	 Martin’s illustrations are discussed briefly by Lucy Fischer, Designing Women. Cinema, Art Deco, and the 

Female Form, New York, 2003, pp. 65–66; Susan L. Hannel, The Africana Craze in the Jazz Age. A Com-
parison of French and American Fashion, 1920–1940, unpubl. thesis, The Ohio State University, 2002,  
p. 92; and Pass, 2020 (note 43), p. 273. Fischer and Pass identify the woman as South Asian, while 
Hannel characterises her as Polynesian.

61	 Pass, 2020 (note 43), p. 273.
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8	 “The French Overseas Colonies Lend Colourful Motifs to Modern Jewellery Design”, 1931, 
page from Harper’s Bazaar with colour drawing by Charles Martin
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those worn by the women in the background, making them similar enough to validate 
the French creations. So, for example, while the form of the Mauboussin brooch appears 
to be based on that of the earring of the woman in the background, Martin has actually 
drawn the earring to justify the shape of the pin. In other words, Martin expresses no true 
interest in arts indigènes; they are merely a source of inspiration, with authentic models 
not being necessary.

As film scholar Lucy Fischer has observed, “jewelry’s modernistic modes” were ad-
vertised to American consumers in the 1920s and 1930s through connections to the ‘ex-
otic’ and the ‘primitive’, just as they were to French women, although in the United States 
the Mauboussin and Van Cleef & Arpels creations featured in Harper’s Bazaar had the 
additional cachet of being linked to France and to the major event that was the ECI.62 
One aspect of the ability of white European and American women to convey their mo-
dernity through fashion and jewellery was, as Rovine and Pass have explored, through 
“self-conscious change”, whereas “the ‘other’ was primitive, eternally wearing the same 
traditional clothing.”63 Given this emphasis on ‘Western’ malleability, the adaptability of 
the jewellery showcased in Harper’s Bazaar should perhaps be underscored. As previous-
ly discussed, the Van Cleef & Arpels clip could be used in various ways, and the magazine 
also emphasised that the front of the Mauboussin necklace “may be removed and worn 
as a brooch, or on one shoulder-strap without the necklace.”64 While the ‘native’ sources 
that were referenced were thus seen as unchanging, the resulting French jewels were 
considered to be transformative consumer products.

The ECI highlighted the fact that the colonies offered natural resources, including gold 
and ivory, as well as what were recognised then as “exotic, tropical, primitive, native, Negro 
and Asiatic” styles and influences. At the same time, there was a distinct sense that these 
materials and sources of inspiration needed to be ‘civilised’ by the French—adapted, as it 
were, by those who adopted them. In jewellery, this resulted in a coloniale moderne aesthet-
ic that transformed the colonial motifs and materials to conform to French taste, without 
necessarily providing a greater understanding or appreciation of them. Concomitantly, the 
rules of fashion etiquette prescribed when and where the resulting necklaces, bracelets, 
brooches, pins, and tiaras could be worn, as maintaining a sense of propriety was consid-
ered crucial. In 1931, French jewellery designers and the women who wore their creations 
were allowed to ‘go colonial’—provided they did not go too far.

62	 Fischer, 2003 (note 60), pp. 65–66.
63	 Rovine, 2009 (note 3), p. 44; and Pass, 2020 (note 43), p. 271.
64	 Howard, 1931 (note 25), p. 51.



Illustration page 60: A Siamese-style head ornament presented on a wax mannequin. Executed in platinum and diamonds. 
Cartier London, 1931. Cartier Archives, London (Inv. A7158_E) (detail of fig. 2, page 66)
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Visual (Re-)Productions of the Mexican 
Nation: On the ‘coming-of-image’ of 
‘the Mexican’ at the Paris World’s Fair

Miriam Oesterreich
Universität der Künste Berlin

Peripheries and Metropolises in the Media Discourse of the Expositions Universelles

At the 19th-century Paris world’s fairs, Mexico presented itself as a young, independent 
nation. It did so partly by means of its own pavilions, but was also represented by the im-
agery of the host country, France. In addition to these mutually complementary cross-cul-
tural images of Mexico expressed in architectural, artistic, scientific and technical exhi-
bitions, as well as theatrical and folkloric performances, the image of Mexico was also 
widely reproduced through a variety of media that multiplied texts and (mental) images 
far beyond the geographical and temporal boundaries of the universal exhibitions. Re-
producible visual media thus played a highly significant role in the dissemination of ide-
as about ‘self ’ and ‘other’, and of national stereotypes and cosmopolitan presentations 
in the context of the world’s fairs. Dichotomous images of either a fashionable modern 
country or a folkloric, quasi-prehistoric ‘other’ were implemented through displays and 
media reproductions alike. 

This paper will discuss the role played by reproducible visual media such as photo-
graphs, books, illustrations, posters and postcards in imagining Mexico—hitherto consi-
dered to be a ‘peripheral’ actor in the global context—on the stage of the Parisian ex-
hibitions. Which technical innovations and modern imaging strategies were needed to 
create a transculturally negotiated image of ‘Mexico’ in the late 19th century? Here, I use 
the example of Mexico to discuss both the extent to which ‘peripheral modernity’ was 
first conceived at the universal exhibitions and in which ways the fine arts interacted 
with popular visual media, forms of folklorisation and indigenisation, and fashions. In 
doing so, my focus is on the 1889 world’s fair and on the modern technologies of repro-
duction that significantly shaped Mexico's image in the world and fostered what might 
be termed, to adapt a well-known phrase, a global ‘coming-of-image’ of Mexico.

Miriam Oesterreich, “Visual (Re-)Productions of the Mexican Nation: On the ‘coming-of-image’ of ‘the Mexican’ at the Paris World’s Fair”, in Buket Altinoba, Alexandra 
Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich (eds.), The Paris Universal Expositions: (Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net, 2026, pp. 83–110, https://doi.
org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1144.c25330
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Paris as Media Capital 

The 19th-century universal exhibitions held in Paris, along with related image-based re-
productive media, played a role that can hardly be overestimated in presenting the young 
nation of Mexico to the world. In the second half of the 19th century, Paris was consid-
ered both a cultural centre and a benchmark for European artistic development, as well 
as the top location of media innovation. The city’s hosting of five universal exhibitions 
can be understood simultaneously as having generated this status and being a product 
of it. Jürgen Osterhammel describes the world’s fairs as “the most visible expression 
of the union of a panoramic view and an encyclopaedic ambition to document.”1 They 
have also been described as “media” of “indissoluble ephemerality and legacy-creating 
persistence,” according to Alexander Geppert.2 Paris was considered to be the capital of 
19th-century visual media, as Steffen Haug and Gregor Wedekind explain, who also ex-
plicitly include universal exhibitions among these media. Haug and Wedekind demon-
strate how the media history of the 19th century was intrinsically linked to the French 
metropolis: the city of Paris was a centre for the establishment of lithography in art and 
popular culture, as well as for photography, which was invented there. The city itself—
upon its radical transformation by Haussmann and henceforth—was the most popular 
motif of photography. In this context modernisation was thought of as simultaneously 
technical and iconographic, and was thus ideally equipped to create a myth of Paris as the 
“capital of the 19th century.”3

Both long-established and new artistic and popular images played a major role in sha-
ping the world’s fairs of the 19th century, as did the testing and implementation of museum 
exhibition and theatrical performance practices as spectacles to be experienced. Although 
taking place within a limited period, the world’s fairs nonetheless succeeded in casting 
their influence far beyond their duration, generating identities and establishing norms. 
This longevity is related to their mediatisation in new and popular image repertoires. 

1	 Jürgen Osterhammel, Die Verwandlung. Eine Geschichte des 19. Jahrhunderts, Munich, 2009, p. 41. Unless 
otherwise stated, all translations are my own. 

2	 Alexander Geppert, “Welttheater. Die Geschichte des europäischen Ausstellungswesens im 19. und 
20. Jahrhundert. Ein Forschungsbericht”, in NPL, 2002, pp. 10–61, here p. 10. 

3	 Walter Benjamin, “Paris – Hauptstadt des XIX. Jahrhunderts” [1935], in Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte 
Schriften. Vol. 5. Das Passagen-Werk, Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppenhäuser (eds.), Frankfurt 
a.M., 1991, pp. 45–59. Cf. Steffen Haug and Gregor Wedekind, “Paris, die Hauptstadt der Bildmedien 
des 19. Jahrhunderts”, in Steffen Haug and Gregor Wedekind (eds.), Die Stadt und ihre Bildmedien. 
Das Paris des 19. Jahrhunderts. Munich, 2018, pp. 7–13, here pp. 8–9.  Cf. p. 12: “The world's fairs and 
the ways they were presented could thus be seen as another ‘medium’ in the process of developing 
a cityscape corresponding to modernity” (German original: „Die Weltausstellungen und ihre Insze-
nierungen könnten somit als ein weiteres ‚Medium‘ im Prozess der Entwicklung eines der Moderne 
entsprechenden Stadtbildes angesehen werden.“). With reference to Beat Wyss’ essay in the same 
volume: Beat Wyss, “Ein Laboratorium der globalisierten Gesellschaft. Die Pariser Weltausstellung 
von 1889”, in Haug/Wedekind, 2018, pp. 151–164.
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Specifically, new techniques of image reproduction such as lithography, rotary printing 
and photography were not only introduced at international exhibitions but also served to 
guarantee the perpetuation of the exhibitions’ spectacular attractions in shared memory.4 
Hence, the two forms of media dissemination—universal exhibitions and image repro-
duction media—share a historical context in which each influenced the other. 

There were also other forms of ‘modernity’ that were actors in the interplay of univer-
sal exhibitions as being both innovation-driven and innovation drivers: for the millions 
of international visitors to the exhibitions, the railway was considered a prerequisite for 
mobility, just as industrialisation itself led to a stratification of society that enabled the 
bourgeoisie and petty bourgeoisie to plan their leisure time individually—for tourist tra-
vel, for personal education, and for recreation and amusement. The same interplay—be-
tween exhibitions that constructed ‘modernity’ and exhibition practices being a result of 
industrialised ‘modernisation’—applied similarly to the mediatisation of a society that 
was seeing rapidly-changing trends in taste: 

The prerequisite for this expansion [of the circulation of periodicals, 
also fashion periodicals] was the modernisation of production through 
steam-driven rotation print, the acceleration of news acquisition and dis-
tribution through the new means of transport, the railway, the securing of 
financing through joint-stock companies, and the economisation of typo-
graphical design through a rapidly-increasing advertisements section, and 
the combination of illustrations and commentary on one and the same page.5

The world’s fair posters fit seamlessly alongside the early promotion of similar exhibi-
tion formats such as the Völkerschau (human zoo) and circus performances. Panoramas 
and dioramas used the theatricalisation of painted images as a means to present cer-
tain scenes and thus brought together the spheres of fine art and theatre, aesthetics and  
objectivity, image and technology. Katharina Dohm has described this phenomenon by 
using the term “staged seeing.”6

4	 See Haug/Wedekind, 2018 (note 3). 
5	 Hans-Georg von Arburg, “Kleider(bau)kunst. Die Grundlegung einer Ästhetik der Oberfläche in der Mode 

bei Gottfried Semper (1803 – 1879)” in Plurale – Zeitschrift für Denkversionen, Berlin, 2012, pp. 49–70, here 
54f., URL: https://publikationen.ub.uni-frankfurt.de/opus4/frontdoor/deliver/index/docId/24466/file/
plurale0_arburg_kleiderbaukunst_aesthetik_mode.pdf [accessed 02.11.2024]. 

6	 German original: “inszeniertes Sehen”, for the “idea of staged seeing” and the dioramas, see the exhi-
bition catalogue of the Schirn Kunsthalle:  Diorama, Katharina Dohm et al. (eds.), exh. cat., Schirn Kun-
sthalle, Frankfurt am Main, 2017. For the (new) visual media and their constitutive role for 19th-century 
Paris, see: Haug/Wedekind, 2018 (note 3). For the paradigm shift of the act of seeing in the 19th century 
and its intertwining with new image technologies, see Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On 
Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century, Cambridge, 1990. Frank Becker, “Augen-Blicke der 
Größe. Das Panorama als nationaler Erlebnisraum nach dem Krieg von 1870/71”, in Jörg Requate (ed.), 
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The Maison Aztèque at the Exposition des Habitations Humaines, Paris 1889

In this coloured lithograph from the workshop of H. Sicard in Paris, visitors in elegant 
bourgeois attire can be seen strolling through the grounds of the 1889 World’s Fair, pro-
menading from one small pavilion to the next (fig. 1). The lithograph is part of a series 
published by the Parisian department store La Belle Jardinière on the occasion of the 
universal exhibition and the Exposition des Habitations Humaines shown there. The 
ladies are dressed in floor-length, waisted gowns that imply a distinguished posture.7 
A lady in a white dress wears a sweeping red hat and carries a matching umbrella in 
one hand while holding the shoulder of a small boy with the other. A gentleman in the 
centre of the print, leading a lady dressed in yellow by the arm, wears a light-coloured 
leisure suit and straw hat, proof of his belonging to a bourgeois leisure culture that 
had invented a specifically casual fashion around the middle of the 19th century. As an 
informal but appropriate accessory for the bourgeois man, the straw hat experienced 
a heyday around 1890 until the turn of the century: it was worn at fashionable seaside 
resorts, at tourist sites, in parks, or when visiting a world’s fair.8 A man on the right 
of the picture wears a guard’s uniform in blue and red, while a gentleman further in 
the background is seen in a classic black suit and cylinder hat.9 The strolling visitors 
seem to be displaying, for the viewer’s gaze, the ready-to-wear clothing designed for 
the bourgeois classes and offered for sale in the department store La Belle Jardinière. 
It is almost as if one is watching a fashion show, one that brings together the adver-
tising interests of the department store and the educational aspirations of the world’s 
fair organisers.10 The elegance of the fashionably-dressed visitors contrasts with the 

Das 19. Jahrhundert als Mediengesellschaft. Les médias au XIXe siècle, Munich, 2009, pp. 178–191; Stephan 
Oettermann, Das Panorama. Die Geschichte eines Massenmediums, Frankfurt am Main, 1980. For the 
particular case of the Panorama Transatlántico at the Paris exposition of 1889, see Ana Cardoso de 
Matos, António de Abreu Xavier, “‘Un paseo al Panorama transatlántico’ a partir de la Exposición Uni-
versal de París, 1889”, in La Península Ibérica, el Caribe y América Latina: Diálogos a través del Comercio, 
la Ciencia y la Técnica (Siglos XIX–XX), António de Abreu Xavier (ed.) [online], Évora, 2017, https://doi.
org/10.4000/books.cidehus.2989 [accessed 04.04.2020]. 

7	 For (women’s) fashion worn at world’s fairs of the late 19th century, see Marissa Croft, “What shall I 
wear at the World’s Fair in Chicago?”, in Chicago History Museum Blog, 13 September 2023, URL: https://
www.chicagohistory.org/what-shall-i-wear-at-the-worlds-fair/ [accessed 02.11.2024]. 

8	 See Claudia Gottfried, Die Macht der Mode. Zwischen Kaiserreich, Weltkrieg und Republik, exh. cat. LVT 
Industriemuseum, Ratingen, 2015; for the straw hat, see the exhibition website: Christiane Syré, Stroh-
hut mit Ripsband, URL: https://industriemuseum.lvr.de/en/sammlung/sammlung_entdecken/alltag-
skleidung/strohhut/Strohhut_mit_Ripsband.html [accessed 02.11.2024]. 

9	 In the last third of the 19th century, the black suit became the ‘uniform’ of the bourgeois man, cf. 
Anja Meyerrose, Herren im Anzug. Eine transatlantische Geschichte von Klassengesellschaften im langen 
19. Jahrhundert, Cologne/Weimar/Vienna, 2016. 

10	 The department store La Belle Jardinière opened in the centre of Paris in 1824 and specialised in new 
types of ready-to-wear clothing at fixed prices, see URL: https://www.musee-orsay.fr/fr/oeuvres/
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‘traditional’ architecture of the miniaturised ‘dwellings’ in the exhibition display that 
can be viewed and walked around, outside and inside. The visitors stroll in front of two 
buildings that are presented in the caption as representing Mexico, even though they 
seem to imitate very different traditional indigenous architectural styles. In fact, on the 
left is the ‘Maison Aztèque’, a building intended to represent the ancient Mexican way 
of life, and on the right is the ancient Peruvian ‘Maison Inca’.

It was architect Charles Garnier, whose reputation had been built especially on his 
design of the Paris Opera (named after him from 1875 onwards), who had planned the 
Habitations Humaines exhibition. Garnier designed 44 model buildings, ranging from 
the dwellings of humanity’s stone age ancestors in caves and all kinds of ‘primitive’ huts11 

etablissement-de-la-belle-jardiniere-magasin-ancien-coupe-sur-la-rue-des-marmousets-148858; 
[accessed 02.11.2024]; François Faraut, Histoire de la Belle Jardinière, Alençon, 1987. 

11	 In 1755, the architectural theorist Marc-Antoine Laugier, in his Essai sur l'Architecture, updated Vitruvius’ 
theses on the primitive hut, the ancient tugurium. Whereas the ancient author Vitruvius saw the begin-
ning of architecture in a simple timber and clay structure with a roof made of leaves, reeds or tree bark, 
and initially attributed this type of construction to ‘barbarian’, i.e. non-Roman, peoples (De Architectura 

1	 Maison de la Belle Jardinière, Exposition Universelle 1889, Méxique, Lith. H. Sicard Paris, chromolitho-
graphy on carton, 14.3 × 10.7 cm, Musée national des arts et traditions populaires, Paris
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to the dwellings of industrialised nations. The Habitations were grouped on each side of 
the Pont de Iena on the eastern bank of the Seine and offered an exhibition prelude to the 
visitor approaching it from the Palais de Trocadéro, across the bridge from the Champ de 
Mars. Positioned at the very start of the exhibition, these dwellings presented a panoram-
ic overview, in miniature, of different kinds of human habitation during different time 
periods and in far-off places, while providing an impressive contrast to the exhibition's 
“super-thing”12, the Eiffel Tower, which extended 300 metres above the exhibition space 
and literally overshadowed all of the other exhibition structures. 

Garnier himself, together with his history advisor Auguste Ammann, wrote a 900-page 
compendium to document the Habitations Humaines in encyclopaedic detail.13 It was 
soon translated into several languages and disseminated throughout Europe. Through 
these and many other texts and images, the Habitations were made famous far beyond 
Paris. These images, purportedly showing how people throughout the ‘whole world’ and 
in ‘all ages’ lived, were reproduced not just materially but also as mental images, spread-
ing on such a massive scale that they can be considered part of the pictorial memory of the 
bourgeois classes in the late 19th century. The Eiffel Tower, a feat of gigantomania-fuelled 
engineering unsuitable for habitation and indeed devoid of all purpose, can be under-
stood as representing the absolute antithesis of the Habitations and thus as a celebration 
of France as the most modern, progressive and altogether superior nation of construction 
engineers. In contrast to this giant phallic object, all other structures must seem small, 
and the Habitations in particular must have been experienced as quaintly picturesque in 
comparison. As a visitor to the exhibition, it was not only possible, by looking upwards, to 
relativise the dimensions of the space in which one was walking (from one habitation to 
the next) but also to experience the height of the Eiffel Tower in lifts specially designed for 
this purpose. The view from above—seeing the now apparently tiny Habitations as well 
as all of the other buildings in the exhibition area and of the entire city—would have liter-
ally altered people’s experiential horizon.14 The city itself became an image that could be 

Libri Decem, 2.1), Laugier idealised the form of the ‘petite cabane rustique’ as particularly original. This 
idea was illustrated in the frontispiece of the second edition of the Essai. Like Rousseau, he also placed 
the type of building in an ideal, imaginary utopia, distant in time and space, which was re-enacted in 
1889 in the fairgrounds of the Paris Exposition universelle.

12	 Salvatore Pisani, “Stadt der (gusseisernen) Dinge”, in Haug/Wedekind, 2018 (note 3), pp. 133–149, 
here pp. 146–149. 

13	 Charles Garnier and Auguste Ammann, L’Habitation humaine, Paris, 1892; URL: https://bibliotheque- 
numerique.inha.fr/collection/item/8066-l-habitation-humaine?offset=1; [accessed 02.11.2024]. Charles 
Garnier wrote the book with his historical advisor Auguste Ammann. No mention is made of the influ-
ence of Garnier’s teacher, Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-Le-Duc. Viollet-Le-Duc had published his monu-
mental Histoire de l’habitation humaine depuis les temps prehistoriques jusqu'à nos jours (Paris, 1875) with his 
own lithographs in 1875, URL: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k6258576d/f334.double [accessed 
02.11.2024] and devoted a chapter to Nahua and Toltec buildings (pp. 278–292). Viollet-Le-Duc had also 
written a long preface to Désiré de Charnay’s Cités et ruines americaines (Paris, 1863, pp.  10–103). 

14	 Cf. Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere, New York/London, 1989. 
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scaled down and dominated by the elevated gaze, with the viewer as a part of the panora-
ma, incorporating his or her own viewing position as superior to the world-as-exhibition.15 

The distance of the viewer from the viewed can also be understood as a temporal dis-
tance, in which the position at the top of the tower is suggested as being forward-looking, 
precisely because it seems to upend the laws of the world below. In the mid-1960s, Roland 
Barthes wrote of the Eiffel Tower that it was “the modern gesture through which the pres-
ent said no to the past”16 and that it proclaimed the ultimate surpassing of previous periods 
of urban development from prehistory to the present in an ascent to the heights (of hu-
man achievement).17 Garnier himself also imagined the habitations buildings in terms of a 
“genealogy of civilisation”18: the idea of cultural stages that must be gone through and the 
concomitant racialised thinking of the time are strongly implicit here.

Art theorist and architect Gottfried Semper, also a visitor to the first world’s fair in 
London in 1851 and commissioned to design the exhibition sections of several other 
countries in the Crystal Palace, had increasingly reflected on the connections between 
“science, industry and art” (Wissenschaft, Industrie und Kunst, published in 1852)19 on 
the basis of this experience. He later wrote influentially on the origins of architecture in 
his two-volume work Der Stil in den technischen und tektonischen Künsten oder Praktische 
Ästhetik, published in 1860−1863.20 Semper saw the origins of architecture in the realm 
of textiles, in “clothing”: a “connection between garments and the art of building.”21 

15	 Rolando Vázquez uses the iconicity of the Eiffel Tower for his—in my opinion, problematic—radical cri-
tique of dominant colonial gaze regimes that make the world their own in the “view from above”. He 
describes the Eiffel Tower itself as an “optical device” (Rolando Vázquez, Vistas of Modernity. Decolonial 
Aesthesis and the End of the Contemporary, Amsterdam, 2020, p. 25) and a “scopic architectural appara-
tus” (Vázquez, 2020, p. 26) that “exercises the power of representation to produce the world as artifice” 
(Vázquez, 2020, p. 25): “As an unsuspected optical instrument, La Tour performs the reduction of the 
world to an image, and brings it into the hold of representation” (Vázquez, 2020, p. 26). On the world-
as-image, see also Timothy Mitchell, “The World as Exhibition”, in Comparative Studies in Society and 
History 31, April 1989, pp. 217–236. Mitchell writes about the “rendering up of the world as a thing to be 
viewed”, p. 221, JSTOR. 

16	 Roland Barthes, La Tour Eiffel, Paris, 1964, pp. 73–77 (French original: “[la tour] a été le geste moderne 
par lequel le présent dit non au passé”, and p. 73: “la Tour surgit comme un acte de rupture, destiné à 
désacraliser le poids du temps antérieur”). Barthes also states: “the Tower is the only blind point of the 
total optical system of which it is the centre and Paris the circumference.” Barthes, 1964, in A Barthes 
Reader, ed. Susan Sontag, New York, 2001, pp. 236–250, here p. 237. 

17	 Barthes in Sontag, 2001 (note 16), pp. 244–245. 
18	 Wyss, 2010 (note 3), p. 138. 
19	 Gottfried Semper, Wissenschaft, Industrie und Kunst. Vorschläge zur Anregung nationalen Kunstgefühls bei 

dem Schlusse der Londoner Ausstellung, Braunschweig, 1852. 
20	 See Arburg, 2012 (note 5), p. 52ff. 
21	 Gottfried Semper, Die vier Elemente der Baukunst. Ein Beitrag zur vergleichenden Baukunst, Braunschweig, 

1851. Here he develops the “Bekleidungsprinzip” (‘clothing principle’), in which he explains the origin 
of architecture in the techniques of braiding, knotting and weaving textiles, and finds a parallel between 
the German words ‘Wand’ (wall) and ‘Gewand’ (garment) (here p. 57). 
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He articulated his theory of modern art—just as authors in France such as Baudelaire, 
Mallarmé or Balzac did—on the basis of examining clothing fashions and textiles, thus 
bringing fashion and modernity together, as will also be shown here regarding Mexico’s 
strategy for displaying its own nationally-inflected modernity.

Against the backdrop of this popular representation of ancient Mexican dwellings in 
the advertising card disseminated by La Belle Jardinière department store, the Habita-
tions Humaines can be understood as both fashion-related and architectural ‘predeces-
sors’ of the buildings (such as the Eiffel Tower) and the fashions displayed at the world’s 
fair in Paris. William Walton, author of the catalogue Chefs d'oeuvre of the Exposition Uni-
verselle Paris 1889, wrote of the location of the ‘Mexican’ building: 

M. Garnier lumped together the architecture of the third section under the 
general title of ‘Isolated Civilisations’. This included those races, barba-
rous or civilised, which have remained isolated from the rest of the world 
and have not participated in the general advance of humanity—the yellow 
race, including.22 

The contrast between fashionably-dressed visitors and displays of the ‘prehistoric’ and 
‘other’ is reinforced in an engraving that appeared in the Parisian magazine Le Voleur 
illustré, in which the dwellings’ inhabitants, imagined as ‘traditional’, are included as 
part of the exhibition (fig. 2).

What appear to be male representatives of both Incan and Aztec indigenous nobility 
are shown wearing costumes that are as splendid as they are imaginative. The Aztec men 
stand facing each other, both seen in profile, while two Incan men in front of the entrance 
to the building are shown in frontal and profile views. In this classic presentation of the 
costumes, the figures appear more like mannequins or folkloric archetypes than living hu-
man beings. In Los Mexicanos pintados por si mismos (1854), for example, ‘typical’ repre-
sentatives of various social groups were presented in a costumbrist manner and—follow-
ing the French model23—also in lithographs, a printing technique that had been introduced 
in Latin America in the 1820s.24 Just as in the costume books, the depictions of ‘typical’ cul-

22	 William Walton, Chefs d’oeuvres de l‘Exposition Universelle á Paris 1889, Paris, 1889, p. XXVI. 
23	 Les Français peints par eux-mêmes, Paris, 1840–1842. See Florian Grafl, “Pintados por sí mismos. Visu-

alisierungen von Moden in hispanoamerikanischen Skizzensammlungen unter transatlantischer Per-
spektive”, in Miradas – Journal for the Arts and Visual Culture of the Américas and the Iberian Peninsula 
5 (2022), theme issue: Bodies/Fashions in the Américas, ed. by Franziska Neff and Miriam Oesterreich: 
137-154, DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/mira.2022.1.87790.

24	 See Patricia Londoña Vega, “El arte documental en la era del viajero y de la imagen impresa”, in Améri-
ca Exótica. Panorámicas, tipos y costumbres del siglo XIX, Patricia Londoña Vega (ed.), Bogotá, 2004, 
pp. 15–46, here p. 26. For the costumbrist costume books, see Mary Coffey, “El imperio pintado por 
sí mismo. El costumbrismo transatlántico”, in Hispanismos del mundo. Diálogos y debates en (y desde) 
el Sur, Leonardo Funes (ed.), Buenos Aires, 2016, pp. 139–150; Dorde Cuvardic García, “Programa de 
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tural representatives in the world's fair publication seem to assume that their purpose was 
to convey a form of ethnographic knowledge,25 just as the world’s fair as a whole claimed 
a pedagogical and didactic purpose for itself.26 In this case, however, the cultural repre-
sentatives dressed in this way probably represent the imaginative inventions of the publi-
cation’s authors rather than images of people who were actually present in costume at the 

ilustraciones y plan iconográfico de las colecciones costumbristas de tipos sociales en los españoles, 
los cubanos y los mexicanos...pintados por sí mismos”, in Káñina. Revista de Artes y Letras 38/2, 2014, 
pp. 241–262; Grafl, 2022 (note 23).

25	 Christiane Schwab explains social sketches as early forms of representation of ethnographic 
knowledge: Christiane Schwab, “Sketches of manners, esquisses des moeurs. Die journalistische  
Gesellschaftsskizze (1839–1860) als ethnographisches Wissensformat”, in Zeitschrift für Volkskunde 
112/2, 2016, pp. 37–56, here particularly pp. 52–53.

26	 See Martin Wörner, Vergnügung und Belehrung. Volkskultur auf den Weltausstellungen 1851–1900, Munich/
Münster/Berlin, 1999. 

2	 Maisons Aztèques et Incas, in Le voleur illustré (31 October 1889), p. 697, Bibliothèque nationale 
de France



92

exhibition. In Chefs d'oeuvre of the Exposition Universelle Paris 1889, Walton describes the 
reason for public disappointment with the Habitations Humaines:

It was announced, for instance, [though not carried through] that the vari-
ous dwellings would be occupied by inhabitants in the appropriate costumes 
and appearances and engaged in the appropriate domestic occupations, but 
this was, naturally, only done in a very incomplete fashion. The few natives 
that were to be found in their respective mansions were much more inter-
ested in selling their wares—generally frankly Parisian—than in keeping up 
any proper histrionic [sic] conception.27 

In other respects, too, there seem to have been doubts about the authenticity of this ed-
ucational parcours designed by the Parisian architect Garnier, which seem to lie in the 
nature of depiction and reproduction as re-narration. Walton states further: “The small 

27	 Walton, 1889 (note 22), p. XXV. 

3	 Habitation des Aztèques, facade principale, lithography in Frantz Jourdain, 
Constructions élevées au Champ de Mars par Mr Charles Garnier pour ser-
vir á l’histoire de l’habitation humaine, Paris, 1889, plate 22, Bibliothèque  
National de France
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size of all the buildings, moreover, contributed greatly to raising doubts in the minds of 
the visitors as to the exactness of the fac-simile.”28 Thus, it was precisely the miniaturised 
reproduction that was perceived as dubious and yet was actually one of the fundamental 
methods chosen to exhibit the world.29 

Another publication entitled Constructions élevées au Champ de Mars par Mr Charles 
Garnier pour servir á l’histoire de l’habitation humaine (Paris 1889) was also printed to ac-
company the Habitations Humaines, containing descriptive and explanatory texts by ar-
chitect, art critic and architectural theorist Frantz Jourdain. In two full-page lithographic 
illustrations, indigenous figures were added to the Habitation des Aztèques, probably with 
the intention of demonstrating unity between architectural style, bodies and clothing, and 
to show the ‘habitation’ as a habitat of specifically indigenous ways of life. The figures seem 
to correspond to Semper’s theory of a common origin of clothing and architecture, in that 
habitation and cultural representatives are each presented as pre-historical in accordance 
with the European understanding of a historical caesura prompted by the ‘discovery’ of the 
Americas at the end of the 15th century.30 The figures shown here (figs. 3 and 4) correspond 
much more to early modern conceptions of indigenous peoples in the Americas in terms of 
the form they took in printed works of the 16th and 17th centuries.31 

They are shown, in a stereotypical manner, partially unclothed and equipped with 
feather headdresses and a spear and shield.32 The ‘Aztec house’ itself looks much more 

28	 Walton, 1889 (note 22), p. XXVI. It should also be noted that Mexico first exhibited plaster casts of 
archaeological objects in Philadelphia in 1876, but at almost every exhibition thereafter, and most no-
tably in Chicago in 1893, the reproduced indigenous past was also made tangible in 3D; see Helen  
Delpar, “Casting an Image of Modernity: Yucatán at the World’s Columbian Exposition 1893”, in  
Peripheral Visions: Politics, Society, and the Challenges of Modernity in Yucatán, Edward D. Terry et al. 
(eds.), Tuascaloosa, 2010, pp. 38–53; Barbara Mundy and Dana Leibsohn, “On Copies, Casts, and Codi-
ces: Mexico on Display in 1892”, in RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 29/30, The Pre-Columbian, Spring–
Autumn 1996, pp. 326–343, URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/20166958 [accessed 02.11.2024]. 

29	 See Susan Stewart: On longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection, Balti-
more, Maryland et al., 1984. 

30	 Miriam Oesterreich, Bilder konsumieren. Inszenierungen ‘exotischer’ Körper in früher Bildreklame, Pader-
born, 2018, pp. 93–95. See also Florian Borchmeyer, Die Ordnung des Unbekannten. Von der Erfindung 
der neuen Welt, Berlin, 2009. 

31	 On the visual construction of an ideal American antiquity in the early period, cf. Michael Gaudio, 
Engraving the Savage. The New World and Techniques of Civilization, Minneapolis/London, 2008; as 
well as Karl-Heinz Kohl, “Antike in der Südsee. Körperdarstellungen in den Illustrationen von Reise-
berichten des 18. und frühen 19. Jahrhunderts”, in Kerstin Gernig (ed.), Fremde Körper: zur Konstruk-
tion des Anderen in europäischen Diskursen, Berlin, 2002, pp. 147–175. 

32	 “Montezuma’s headdress” (currently in Vienna’s Weltmuseum) was the subject of the Congrès Inter-
national des Americanistes, also held in Paris just one year later in 1890. In this context the unusual 
feather arrangement was classified as a headdress, contrary to earlier assumptions that it was a cloak 
or mantle. See Zelia Nuttall, “Sur le quetzal-apanecaiotl ou coiffure Mexicaine en plumes conservée à 
Vienne”, in Congrès International des Américanistes, Paris 1890, Paris, 1892, pp. 453–459. By the end of the 
19th century, it had already become an object of ethnographic interest for the researchers Ferdinand von 
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like an example of Maya-Toltec architecture from the Postclassic period, such as that 
existing in Labná, Uxmal or Chichén Itzá in Yucatán. Furthermore, these architectural 
references are combined with imaginative stereotypical ideas of ancient Mexican stone 
constructions—such as the stepped pyramid, which is shown here on the roof and serves 
as a decorative element to display miniature stone figures—and European baroque-look-
ing volute forms. Although the buildings on display are referred to as ‘dwellings’, they are 
not ordinary examples of ancient Mexican housing, which would have been more likely 
to be made of wood or clay and which, due to their fragile construction, have largely not 
been preserved. The architectural reference is more likely to have been ancient Mexican 
ceremonial buildings or exceptional palaces inhabited by the nobility, as they might have 
been familiar to people in France after the publication of Désiré Charnay’s book Cités et 
ruines américaines: Mitla, Palenqué, Izamal, Chichen-Itza, Uxmal (1862–63) which was dis-
tributed very widely for its time.33 The French archaeologist, impressed by John Lloyd 
Stephen's work Incidents of Travel in Yucatán (which contained Frederick Catherwood's 
lithographs and had also been distributed extensively by the standards of the era), 
had travelled throughout Mexico and photographed archaeological sites in Yucatán.34 
Charnay’s richly-illustrated book contained, for example, a depiction of a stone build-
ing in Chichén Itzá described as the “Palais des nonnes” (fig. 5).

The depiction may well have been a model for the Mexican habitation displayed in 
Paris,35 as Charnay's writings were in circulation in the city at the time and a few years 

Hochstetter and Eduard Seler, a fact that might support the assumption that the publications also served 
the production of ethnographic knowledge in the context of the world’s fair. For comparison, see this 
early 18th-century depiction, URL: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montezuma%27s_headdress#/media/
File:Motecuzoma_Xocoyotzin.jpeg [accessed 02.11.2024], which was assumed to depict the last Aztec 
ruler Montezuma II dressed in a xiuhhuitzolli, the Mexica royal crown. The depiction in the compen-
dium might also allude to original Aztec images in the Codex Borbonicus which entered the library of 
the French National Assembly in 1826 and was thenceforth regarded as a national French treasure: see 
Ernest-Théodore Hamy, Codex Borbonicus: Manuscrit mexicain de la bibliothèque du palais Bourbon (Livre 
divinatoire et Rituel figuré), Paris, 1899; Francisco del Paso y Troncoso, Descriptión, historia y exposición 
del códice pictórico de los antiguos Náuas que se conserva en la Biblioteca de la Cámara de diputados de Paris,  
Florence, 1898. The feather skirt and feather crown have become iconic signs of indigeneity since the co-
lonial conquest of America. See Hugh Honour, “Wissenschaft und Exotismus. Die europäischen Künstler 
und die außereuropäische Welt”, in Karl-Heinz Kohl (ed.), Mythen der Neuen Welt, Berlin, 1982, pp. 22–47, 
here p. 26; cf. Peter Mason, Infelicities. Representations of the Exotic, Baltimore/London, 1998, p. 16f. 

33	 On the dissemination of Désiré Charnay’s images through image-reproducing publications, see Jesse 
Lerner, The Maya of Modernism. Art, Architecture, and Film, Albuquerque, 2011, p. 17ff. See also Marjorie 
Ingle, The Mayan Revival Style, Salt Lake City, 1984, S. 3ff.

34	 On the production of images in the context of the archaeological ‘discovery’ of Mayan ceremonial sites 
and the relationships between various 19th-century pictorial images, some of which were highly roman-
ticised and antiquated, see Claude Baudez and Sydney Picasso, Lost Cities of the Maya, New York, 1992. 

35	 Jesse Lerner describes the mass dissemination of publications by both Stephens and Catherwood and 
Charnay, see Lerner, 2011 (note 33), p. 17ff. Charnay had also long been familiar with the medium of 
the world's fair and its mechanisms of reproductive reinvention: in 1867, he was commissioned to  
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before the world's fair: in 1885 Charnay had also published the equally richly-illustrated 
Les anciennes villes du Nouveau Monde: voyage d’explorations au Méxique et dans l’Amérique 
centrale, 1857−1882 (Paris, 1885; La facade principale du palais des nonnes appears on page 
283 of the book as a lithograph).

design the indigenist Mexican building for the Paris Exposition, “la construcción del pabellón, el 
cual resultó una extrañísima réplica‚ a escala natural, del Templo de Quetzalcoatl de Xochicalco!’” 
Xavier Moyssen, “El nacionalismo y la arquitectura”, in Anales del Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas 
55, 1986, pp. 111–131, DOI: https://doi.org/10.22201/iie.18703062e.1986.55.1275, pp. 113–114. See Sven 
Schuster and María José Jarrín in this volume: “Between Science and Spectacle: Pre-Columbian-style 
Architecture at the Paris World’s Fairs, 1867–1889”; see also Luis E. Carranza, Architecture as Revolu-
tion. History of Modern Mexico, Austin, 2010, p. 93: “Authorized by Emperor Maximilian, the pavilion 
was a replica of the Temple of Quetzalcoatl at Xochicalco; its author was the French archaeologist  
Désiré Charnay. The entry, despite representing Mexico, was not officially backed by the Mexican  
government. Instead, as it was created in the last year of French intervention in Mexico, it can be seen 
as a characteristic colonial representation of Mexico and as a justification of its invasion.” 

4	 Habitation des Aztèques, vue perspective, lithograph in Frantz Jourdain, Constructions élevées au Champ 
de Mars par Mr Charles Garnier pour servir á l’histoire de l’habitation humaine, Paris, 1889, plate 21, 
Bibliothèque National de France
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Images of the individual buildings of the habitations were also printed in large quantities 
on postcards and sold as souvenirs. Here, too, the buildings and their ‘typical’ inhabitants 
were didactically juxtaposed and thus brought into a classificatory order (fig. 6). Again, 
“maisons et costumes” were presented in unity, while the level of civilisation being repre-
sented was negotiated in the discourses around fashion on the one hand and the history of 
architecture on the other, popularised in the reproducible mass medium of the postcard.

The Guérin-Boutron chocolate factory, itself awarded a gold medal at the 1889 
world’s Fair,36 issued a series of postcards promoted as collectible trading cards. Here, 

36	 Cf. URL: https://guerin-boutron.com/en/a-bit-of-history/ [accessed 13.04.2020]. 

5	 Désiré Charnay (photographer), Façade du palais des nonnes á Chichen Itza (Yucatan), 42 × 55 cm, 
in Planches photographiques accompagnant l'ouvrage de Claude Joseph Désiré Charnay:  Cités et ruines 
américaines, Mitla, Palenqué, Izamal, Chichen-Itza, Uxmal recueillies et photographiées par Désiré 
Charnay avec un texte par M. Viollet-le-Duc [...] suivi du voyage et des documents de l'auteur, Paris, 
Gide, 1863, plate 26, Bibliothèque National de France
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too, the claim to be providing reliable information about geographically distant styles of 
architecture from the past was brought together with contemporary consumption—of 
both the images and the chocolate advertised (fig. 7).37

It has become evident that the habitations and the Parisian invention of an Aztec dwell-
ing were integrated semiotically into a broad-ranging network of references, mediated 
primarily via the technologies of visual reproduction used to copy images. These sys-
tems of reference placed the small buildings of the exhibition in a much larger frame-
work of formal quotations, copies, variations and appropriations. The image of Mexico 
was thus part of a broad European discourse on the ‘other’ conducted in France within 
the exhibition metropolis of Paris.

37	 For the mechanisms of classification of (exoticist) trading cards, see Miriam Oesterreich, “Wild 
Animals, Precise Order—Collectible Trading Cards and the Concept of Wilderness”, in King of the 
Animals. Wilhelm Kuhnert and the Image of Africa, ed. Ilka Voermann (ed.), exh. cat., Schirn  Kunsthalle 
Frankfurt, 25 October 2018 – 27 January 2019, Munich, 2018, pp. 226–231; Joachim Zeller, “Harmless 
Kolonialbiedermeier? Colonial and Exotic Trading Cards”, in Volker M. Langbehn (ed.), German  
Colonialism, Visual Culture, and Modern Memory, New York, 2021, pp. 71–86. 

6	 Postcard depicting the Maison et Costumes Aztèques, c. 1889, Bibliothèque National de France
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Mexico Looks to Paris and the Role of Visual Media

Latin American nations occupied an indeterminate position within the dichotomous 
structure of colonising and colonised nations: on the one hand, they had, for the most 
part, no longer been colonies since the first quarter of the 19th century, and thus strove for 
recognition as modern nations themselves; on the other hand, they often appropriated 
the role of the ‘exotic other’, exhibiting their own folklore as a tool to attract tourism and 
economic investment.38 

For Mexico, the 19th century began with political independence from Spain in 1821 and 
ended with the outbreak of revolution in 1910. During the period 1876–1911, the young 
nation was ruled by dictator Porfírio Díaz. The so-called Porfiriato represented the first 
prolonged period of relative stability, and Díaz promoted the industrialisation and mod-

38	 The stated aims of the Mexican government, which fully funded the Mexican presentation at the 1889 
exhibition, were to attract economic investment and make the country attractive to immigrants from 
the global North. See Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo, Mexico at the World’s Fairs: Crafting a Modern Nation, 
Berkeley, 1996, in particular pp. 35–38.

7	 Advertising card of the Chocolat Guérin-Boutron company, c. 1889, chromolithography,  
7.8 × 11.5 cm, Musée national des arts et traditions populaires, Paris
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ernisation of the country by supporting the expansion of a railway network, engineering 
projects such as bridge building, and certain industries such as mining and textiles.39 At 
the same time, there are clear signs of a cultural and artistic orientation towards France 
as a cultural model in this early period dominated by a strategy of national homogeni-
sation. Although Napoleon III’s military intervention in Mexico and the establishment 
of the Second Mexican Empire ruled by Habsburg Archduke Maximilian were still rela-
tively recent events, France—the  ‘Grande Nation’—could still be considered a cultural 
benchmark; thus, ‘afrancesamiento’ can also be understood as an anti-colonial strategy 
directed against Spain.40 It was in this context that department stores based on the French 
model were built in Mexico, thus establishing the ‘spirit of the world's fair’ here as well, 
e.g. El Palacio de Hierro from 1888 and Las Fábricas de Francia in Guadalajara.41 Likewise, 
as in France, image-reproduction media in Mexico experienced a boom: “Modernity as 
history is intimately bound to images of modernity.”42 Photographic studios opened all 
over the country, particularly in the urban metropolises, and photographs served a variety 
of purposes, from the private use of portraits to scientific uses in picture archives, from 
catalogues of ethnographic ‘types’ and the documentation of modernisation processes 
through to artistic-aesthetic endeavours. The photographic reproduction of works of art—
paintings, architecture and sculpture—was especially important, and these images were 
then widely printed in illustrated magazines and newspapers, on picture postcards, in il-
lustrated catalogues and other book publications, as well as on posters displayed through-
out the cities.43 Postcards with images of chinas poblanas were mass-produced and widely 

39	 On the role of railway construction for the Mexican visual media of the late 19th century see Maricela 
Dorantes Soria, “El ferrocarril como emblema de progresa: el Puente de Metlac. The Railroad as Emblem 
of Progress: The Metlac Bridge”, in Bitácora Architectura 34, July/November 2016, pp. 32–41, DOI: https://
doi.org/10.22201/fa.14058901p.2016.34.58087. 

40	 See Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo, “Iberismo and Latinité”, in Latin America. The Allure and Power of an Idea, 
Chicago, 2017, pp. 41–61; See Javier Pérez Siller (ed.), México-Francia, Memoria de una sensibilidad 
común, siglos XIX−XX, vol. 6, Puebla, Mexico, 1998–2016. 

41	 Sergio Valeria Ulloa, Las Fábricas de Francia. Historia de un almácen comercial en Guadalajara, Gua-
dalajara, Jalisco, Mexico,  2010; Laetitia Vigneron, Imaginario de lo cotidiano. Afrancesamiento y vida 
burguesa en México, 1880-1920, Master Thesis Benemérita Universidad Autónoma Puebla, 2016, here 
pp. 52–57, URL: https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12371/2206 [accessed 02.11.2024]. 

42	 Saurabh Dube, “Introduction: Enchantments of Modernity”, in Saurabh Dube (ed.), Enduring Enchant-
ments, The South Atlantic Quarterly 101:4, Fall 2002, pp. 729–755, here p. 743.

43	 Marina Garone Gravier and Mauricio Sánchez Menchero (eds.), Cultura impresa y visualidad: tecnología 
gráfica, géneros y agentes editorials, Mexico City, 2019; Santiago Pérez García (ed.), Impresiones de México. 
La estampa y las publicaciones ilustradas del siglo XIX, Mexico City, 2018; Olivier Debroise, Mexican Suite. 
A History of Photography in Mexico, Austin, 2002; Julieta Ortíz Gaitán, Imágenes del deseo. Arte y publicidad 
en la prensa ilustrada Mexicana (1894–1939), Mexico City, 2003; Corinna Zeltsman, Ink under the Finger-
nails: Printing Politics in Nineteenth-century Mexico, Oakland, California, 2021; Inés Yujnovsky, “Cultura y 
poder, el papel de la prensa ilustrada en la formación de la opinión pública”, in H-Mexico (UNAM), 2011, 
URL: http://www.h-mexico.unam.mx/node/6549 [accessed 26.10.2023]. See also for the first half of the  
19th century: Tomás Pérez Vejo, “La invención de una nación: la imagen de México en la prensa ilustrada 
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distributed, popularising the folkloric image of the ‘beautiful mestiza’ as the embodiment 
of the nation at home and abroad.44 The negotiation between the nation’s self image and 

de la primera mitad del siglo XIX (1830−1855)”, in Laura Suárez de la Torre (ed.), Empresa y cultura en 
tinta y papel: 1800–1860, Mexico City, 2001, pp. 395−408. With regard to the photographic reproduction 
of works of fine art (a practice that acquired the status of an art form in its own right in post-revolutionary 
Mexico, for example, through Tina Modotti’s photographic documentation of Diego Rivera’s murals and 
their dissemination in illustrated journals), it should be noted that art history as an academic discipline 
was itself a “forum of intensive reproduction work” in the course of the second half of the 19th century. 
“The relation between the two becomes particularly conspicuous and is widely discussed in the second 
half of the 19th century, when art historians began to create comprehensive viewing apparatuses in col-
laboration with contemporary artists and photographers.” And further: “[…] art historical reproductions 
are not mere mediating instruments between original and copy or between art and science, but rather be-
come media of art history by making comparative transitions possible and necessary.” Lena Bader, “Echte 
Bilder−Falsche Bilder? Original-Reproduktionen und kunsthistorische Kopie(n)kritik im 19. Jahrhundert”, 
in Thorsten Bothe and Robert Suter (eds.), Prekäre Bilder, Munich, 2010, pp. 336–352, here pp. 336–337.  

44	 For the stereotype of the china poblana, see Kimberly Randall, “The Traveller’s Eye: Chinas Poblanas 
and European inspired Costume in Postcolonial Mexico”, in Regina A. Root (ed.), The Latin American 
Fashion Reader, Oxford, New York, 2005, pp. 44–65. 

8	 Hippolyte Blancard (photographer), Exposition de 1889, Palais du Méxique, Paris, 1889, 
Musée Carnavalet, Histoire de Paris
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the way it was viewed from the outside occurred in part through the reciprocal reproduc-
tion and reception of certain nationally-coded images. As such it was omnipresent in both 
the multimedia displays and the re-enactment displays of Mexico at international exhibi-
tions: first in Paris in 1867, then in Philadephia in 1876, and in New Orleans in 1884, each 
with its own pavilion, then finally in Paris in 1889 (and again in 1900) as the unsurpassed 
climax of this form of presentation of ‘Mexicanness’. These heavily negotiated (re-)enact-
ments paved the way for the international ‘coming-of-image’ of Mexico as a modern na-
tion and served to counteract the common clichés of the time that the country was uncivi-
lised, barbaric and backward; it was, in effect, the performance of a balancing act between 
metropolis and periphery, which could be described as ‘peripheral modernity’.

The Palacio Azteca and its Mediatisation at the Exposition Universelle  in Paris 1889

Located in the immediate vicinity of the Habitations was the much larger Mexican na-
tional pavilion, likewise in the shadow of the Eiffel Tower and in the company of other 
Latin American pavilions loosely grouped around a small lake. In 1889, Mexico present-
ed itself in the Palacio Azteca, or the Aztec Palace as it was called in the press and other 
publications (fig. 8).45 

The purportedly indigenous building, designed by Mexican architects Antonio 
Peñafiel and Antonio de Anza and measuring 70 × 30 m, imitated a teocalli, a stepped 
Aztec temple pyramid, while demonstrably not claiming to be one. According to the de-
signers’ tender to the exhibition organisers, the building was intended to “characterise 
the architecture of the most civilised races of Mexico, but […] would distance itself from 
the dimensions of ancient monuments that opposed modern necessities and taste.”46 Al-
though the building was designed so as to seem to be an authentic reproduction of Aztec 
building culture, with the intention of rendering this culture tangible, it was in fact a kind 
of collage in terms of both style and construction:47 classical elements were incorporated 
in an eclectic manner, and the sculptures on the façade by Jesús F. Contreras depicted he-
roic pre-colonial figures while stylistically imitating the sculptural heroism of the French 

45	 Much more in detail on the Palacio Azteca: Tenorio-Trillo, 1996 (note 38), pp. 64–178. 
46	 Diario Oficial de la Federación, México, 15 June 1888, quoted from Tenorio-Trillo, 1996 (note 38), p. 65.
47	 Gutiérrez and Gutiérrez Viñuales adopt David Schávelzon’s terminology of “neoprehispánico” for the 

architectural style that takes up many references and speak of “eclecticismo, aquella corriente que re-
curría al repertorio de formas prestigiadas provenientes de cualquier momento histórico y de cualquier  
geografía.” Ramón Gutiérrez and Rodrigo Gutiérrez Viñuales, “Lo prehispánico en el arte y la arqui-
tectura de los siglos XIX y XX en América”, in Daniel Schávelzon and Jorge Tomasi (eds.), La imagen de 
América. Los dibujos de archeología americana de Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla, Buenos Aires, 2005, 
here p. 1f. See also Daniel Schávelzon (ed.), La polémica del arte nacional en México, 1850–1910, Mexico 
City, 1988. 
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fin-de-siècle;48 in addition, steel girders and modern materials made the building easy to 
erect and dismantle. In this sense, the pavilion itself was designed specifically for the 
purposes of reproduction49 and thus also re-enacted a characteristic of world’s fair archi-
tecture: a key criterion in Joseph Paxton’s successful tender to build a structure to house 
the very first Great Exhibition of All Nations and Industries in 1851 in London’s Hyde Park 
was that it should be able to be both constructed and dismantled rapidly. Paxton fulfilled 
this requirement with his monumental greenhouse based on a modular design.50

In his trilingual brochure on the Mexican pavilion, distributed in large quantities at the 
exhibition, Peñafiel declared that his palace was “erected in the purest Aztec style”51 and 
drew comparisons between Mexico’s Aztec past and Greco-Roman antiquity.

The completed building combined various architectural elements from both Aztec and 
Maya-Toltec sites. As such it connoted not so much actually existing architectural mod-
els than the romanticised representations—themselves a form of collage—found in the 
travelogues of 19th-century authors and scientists.52 These included works by Berlin eth-
nologist Eduard Seler and by Teobert Maler, who, like Charnay, was one of the pioneers 

48	 During the time he was working on the Palacio Azteca, Contreras was in Paris on a scholarship, having 
been educated there.

49	 The building was to be dismantled and rebuilt in Mexico City and used as an archaeological museum — 
a similarly nationalist project of the time. However, this plan was never realised: the components were 
probably shipped to Mexico, but their whereabouts are unknown today. See Shelley E. Garrigan, “Col-
lections, Nation and Melancholy at the World’s Fair: Re-reading Mexico in Paris 1889”, in La Habana 
Elegante: revista semestral de literatura y cultura cubana, caribeña, latinoamericana y de estética, Perspec-
tivas sobre el coleccionismo, ed. María Mercedes Andrade, 46, Fall/Winter 2009, URL: http://www.ha-
banaelegante.com/Fall_Winter_2009/Dossier_Garrigan.html [accessed 02.11.2024]; Fausto Ramírez, 
“Dioses, heroes y reyes mexicanos en París, 1889” in Historia, leyendas y mitos de México: su expresión en 
el arte (XI Coloquio Internacional de Historia del Arte), Mexico City, 1988, pp. 201–258, here p. 210. 

50	 In just 17 weeks, the structure (designed by landscape architect Joseph Paxton and constructed under 
the direction of Charles Fox) was assembled from modular glass panels and cast-iron struts. After 
the exhibition, it was dismantled in Hyde Park and rebuilt in Sydenham in 1854, and housed chang-
ing exhibitions for several decades before finally being destroyed in a fire in 1936. See Hermione 
Hobhouse, The Crystal Palace and the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations, London, 
2002, specifically pp. 34–36. See p. 36: “It was essentially a modular building of iron, wood and glass, 
built of components which were meant to be recyclable.” See also Karen Burns, “‘Buried Empires’: 
Showmanship and the Staging of Aesthetic Knowledge at the Sydenham Crystal Palace, 1854–1855”, 
in Buket Altinoba, Alexandra Karentzos and Miriam Oesterreich (eds.), ‘Gesamtkunstwerk’ World's 
Fair. Revisioning International Exhibitions, RIHA Journal Special Issue 16, 2024, DOI: https://doi.
org/10.11588/riha.2024.2.100495. On the subsequent fate of the Crystal Palace in Sydenham, see 
Kate Nichols and Sarah Victoria Turner (eds.), After 1851. The Material and Visual Cultures of the Crys-
tal Palace at Sydenham, Manchester, 2017.

51	 Antonio Peñafiel, Explication de l’edifice Mexicain a l’Exposition Internationale de Paris en 1889, Barcelona, 
1889, p. 27. 

52	 See Ernesto Alva Martínez, “La búsqueda de una identidad”, in Fernando González Gortázar (ed.), La 
arquitectura mexicana del siglo XX, Mexico City, 1994, pp. 35–53, here pp. 38–39. 
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in using photography to document archaeological sites in Latin America.53 The interior 
of the pavilion, however, was dominated by a typically French (i.e. in this case ‘modern’) 
design with a large open staircase, glass showcases and theatrical elements of modern 
exhibiting such as the multiple use of curtains (fig. 9).

In this eclectic combination of highly diverse references, the Palacio Azteca demon-
strates Mexico’s strategic use of folkloric forms as well as its simultaneous appropriation 
of a universalistic language of modernity, the intention being to be perceived as specif-
ically Mexican on the one hand and as markedly modern on the other. In this way, the 

53	 Eduard Seler, Reisebriefe aus Mexiko, Berlin, 1889. See also Claudine Leysinger, “Teobert Maler and 
Mexican Archaeology. An Exploration of a Discipline in the Making”, in Exploring the Archive. Historical 
Photography from Latin America. The Collection of the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin, ed. Manuela Fischer 
and Michael Kraus, Cologne/Weimar/Vienna, 2015, pp. 367–386. Maler himself was a visitor to the 
Paris Exposition of 1878, for which he had returned to Europe from Latin America. 

9	 Interior view of the Mexican pavilion on the upper floor, 1889, photographer unknown, Bureau 
International des Expositions, Paris
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presentation of the nation of Mexico in the Palacio Azteca brings together the apparent 
opposites of historical tradition and modern cosmopolitanism.54 

The notion of technical progress in construction methods visible in the national pavil-
ion architecture can be considered as existing in contrast to the kinds of paintings on dis-
play in the interiors:55 nearly all of the professors of the Academia de San Carlos had been 

54	 See Garrigan, 2009 (note 49); see also Alejandra Uslenghi, Latin America at Fin-de-Siècle Universal 
Exhibitions: Modern Cultures of Visuality, New York, 2016, especially pp. 131–133. 

55	 Mexico, like other Latin American countries, was excluded from the art show in the Palais des Beaux-
Arts, but displayed its artworks inside the national pavilion. See Marco Antonio Silva Barón, “Pin-
turas mexicanas en París 1889”, in México en los Pabellones y las Exposiciones Internacionales 1889–1929, 
Fernanda Matos Moctezuma (ed.), exh. cat. Museo Nacional de San Carlos, Mexico City, 2010,  
pp. 42–55, p. 43. On the importance of the Academia de San Carlos in the construction of national 
Mexican identity at the turn of the century, see Stacie G. Widdifield, The Embodiment of the National in 
late Nineteenth-Century Mexican Painting, Tucson, 1996. For a comprehensive and critical overview of 

10	 José María Velasco, Puente de Metlac. Puente curvo del Ferrocarril Mexicano en la cañada de Metlac, 1881, oil 
on canvas, private collection 
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trained in France, and many of them exhibited their paintings there in the 1889 Paris ex-
hibition. The established academy painter José María Velasco presided over the art sec-
tion of the Mexican exhibition, which contained 68 paintings by him alone.56 His paint-
ings of the Puente (fig. 10) and Cañada de Metlac were among the most widely received in 
the exhibition and showed steam trains chugging their way through ‘wild nature’ via the 
iron railway bridge built in 1873.57

In this context, it is not surprising that non-artistic visual media of the time also addressed 
this issue in a similar way in the Mexican pavilion,58 or that the Mexican Central Railway Com-
pany commissioned the North American photographer William Henry Jackson to advertise 
the rapid expansion of the railway (fig. 11): Jackson had also documented the opening up of 
the US Southwest by rail in previous years.59 Jackson’s photographs of the first train to run 
on the newly opened Ciudad Juárez-Mexico City line in 1883 were exhibited on platforms, in 
carriages and in railway stations, and also promoted a transnational reception of images of 
the Mexican nation.60 The photos he produced played a didactic role, so that the experience of 
such progress was based on a belief in the objective and mimetic capacity of the reproductive 
medium to depict reality. The objectivity attributed to the medium of photography could be 
transferred then also to the genre of oil painting when depicting similar iconography.

(history) painting at the time of the Porfiriato, see: Los pinceles de la historia 3: La fabricación del estado, 
1864–1910, Jaime Soler Frost (ed.), exh. cat., Museo Nacional de Arte, Mexico City, 2003.

56	 See Fausto Ramírez, José María Velasco—pintor de paisajes, Mexico City, 2017, p. 70; María Elena Al-
tamirano, José María Velasco. Paisajes de luz, horizontes de modernidad (1840–1912), exh. cat., 2 vols., 
Mexico City, MUNAL, Mexico City, 1993, here vol. II, p. 542 and footnote 10 in chapter XV, which lists 
all of Velasco’s paintings at the 1889 exhibition. See the official catalogue: Catalogue officiel de l'exposi-
tion de la république mexicaine / Exposition universelle internationale de Paris, 1889. Paris, 1889, pp. 1–4, 
URL: http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb33385305q [accessed 02.11.2024].

57	 Velasco’s student Carlos Rivera was also present with a depiction of the Metlac ravine: Carlos Rivera, 
Barranca de Metlac, 1881, oil on canvas, Museo Nacional de Arte, Mexico, URL: http://munal.emuseum.
com/objects/173/la-barranca-de-metlac?ctx=36e3c3d4-d28c-4283-926f-ec09088cf8b7&idx=2  
[accessed 02.11.2024].

58	 For example, the Ferrocarril Nacional Mexicano exhibited 34 photographs, and the Ministry of Econo-
my showed photographs of the Mexico-Veracruz line, see Tenorio-Trillo, 1996 (note 38), p. 116. 

59	 See Tenorio-Trillo, 1996 (note 38), pp. 116–117. The Compañía del Ferrocarril Central commissioned 
Jackson in 1882, 1891 and 1893. In 1893, he also documented the World’s Columbian Exposition on be-
half of the US government. See Debroise, 2002 (note 43), pp. 77–78: “William Henry Jackson had been 
hired by the Mexican Central Railway Company to accompany the train on its inaugural trip between 
Ciudad Juarez and Mexico City (1883) and to make a collection of publicity photographs. These were 
to be displayed in the platform areas, railway cars, and stations, where they might attract the attention 
of foreign travelers. In El Paso-Ciudad Juarez, the Mexican Central connected with the Santa Fe Rail-
road, […]. The Mexican Central (which enjoyed considerable capital and technological support from 
the United States) contracted Jackson, possibly since he had already made a widely publicized series of 
photographs of the US Southwest. As early as 1869, he had photographed the completed Union Pacific 
Railroad route across the Rocky Mountains.”

60	 Debroise, 2002 (note 43), p. 77f. 
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Seemingly paradoxically, alongside nationalist landscapes and scenes of technologi-
cal progress, the other genre highly valued at the universal exhibitions was historical 
painting, such as El Senado de Tlaxcala (1875) by Rodrigo Gutiérrez and El descubrim-
iento del pulque (1869) by José Obregón (fig. 12). Both focused on imagery of origin 
myths of the modern nation, located in a heroic Aztec past that could be read as equal-
ly important as Greco-Roman antiquity. El Senado de Tlaxcala shows a circle of Tlax-
caltecs (inspired by the Roman Senate) discussing a pact with the conqueror Hernán 
Cortéz. In El descubrimiento del pulque, the ‘invention’ of the indigenous Aztec drink 
pulque, made from the sap of the maguey cactus, is depicted by showing the Aztec 
girl Xochitl—whose appearance in the painting is not so much indigenous as Greek 
(and erotic)—offering the drink to the Tula ruler. Painted in a subtle tonality, the pro-
tagonists of the scene face the indigenous ruler in an interior that is also reminiscent 
of neo-Egyptian historicist imagery. Although the throne and the elaborate ceremo-
nial ritual indicate a certain wealth, the view of the room behind it, with a sculpture 
on a pedestal, foreshadows the future ruinous state of the Aztec civilisation. In terms 

11	 William Henry Jackson, Tunnel 5: Temascopa Cañon, between 1880 and 1897, albumen print, 
7.25 × 9.25 cm, Library of Congress 
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of skin colour and stature, the indigenous figures seem more in the Greek tradition 
than based on actual indigenous models. In addition, the figures are dressed in gar-
ments that could have been modelled on coloured Roman togas, with no reference to 
traditional indigenous dress in Mexico—which was, after all, staged in folkloric rep-
resentations of contemporary indigenous people. In this way, a pictorial rupture was 
produced between 'old Mexico' and 'present Mexico', and the past is shown as both 
identity-forming and “past past.”61

The two paintings can be seen as emblematic of how Mexico’s indigenous history was 
both heroicised and mythically loaded in terms of the construction of an American an-
tiquity. They are also signs of how the construction of such a heroic story of the nation—
despite the many different ethnic groups inhabiting modern Mexico—was limited solely 
to the Aztecs, the inhabitants of Tenochtitlán, a territory covered by the modern capital. 
In the following decades, the motifs were further disseminated by means of postcards in 

61	 Tenorio-Trillo, 1996 (note 38), p. 121.

12	 José María Obregón, El descubrimiento del pulque, 1869, oil on canvas, 230 × 189 cm, Museo 
Nacional de Arte, INBA, Mexico City
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circulation on both sides of the Atlantic,62 such as the handwritten one shown above, dat-
ed 1911 (fig. 13). Produced by means of lithography, it removes all nuance from the colour 
palette found in Obregon’s painting, zooms in on the centre of the painterly narrative, and 
excludes all reference to the fine arts contained in the background of the original.63 

The architectural reproduction of Mexican ‘antiquity’ in the form of the Palacio Azteca 
exists in the context of numerous reproductions of Mexico as a nation that perceives its 
specific gestalt in the direct line of cultural traditions and aesthetics going back to pre-colo-
nial times. The influence of the aestheticising reference to the Aztecs on the formation of 
Mexican identity can be seen in the encyclopaedia México a través de los siglos, published in 
the same year, 1889.64 “The Aztec Palace in Paris was the steel version of México a través de 
los siglos,” writes Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo; the encyclopaedia “especially echoed the goals 
of the Aztec Palace in the sense that, from its original conception, the book was meant to 

62	 See Hinnerk Onken, “Postcards from Latin America”, in Exploring the Archive. Historical Photography 
from Latin America. The Collection of the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin, Manuela Fischer and Michael 
Kraus (eds.), Cologne/Weimar/Vienna, 2015, pp. 151–174. 

63	 After internal disagreements over the list of works to be exhibited in Paris, a series of lithographic re-
productions of oil paintings by those artists who could not exhibit their actual works were sent to Paris 
by the Academia de Bellas Artes San Carlos and exhibited at the universal exhibition. See See Silva 
Barón, 2010 (note 55), here pp. 45–46.

64	 See the chapter “Interior Artwork”, in Tenorio-Trillo, 1996 (note 38), pp. 112–121.

13	 Xochitl presentando el pulque, postcard, c. 1911, chromolithograph, private collection
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introduce Mexico to the civilised world as a modern nation.”65 The monumental five-vol-
ume compendium was the first to offer a continuous and exhaustive account of Mexi-
can history using the same rhetoric as the world’s fairs. In it, historian and archaeologist 
Alfredo Chavero presented the Aztec subjugation of Central American ethnic groups as a 
success story of Social Darwinism,66 and inferred from this the elite status of the Aztecs 
over other Mexican ethnic groups, which he positioned at lower ‘cultural levels’.

Portraits of historical personalities and facsimiles of their signatures, topographical 
maps, views of buildings and towns, landscapes, and facsimiles of letters illustrated the 
more than 3 500 pages of the work. Most of the colour lithographs, which were printed on 
single-sided pages, came from the Espasa lithographic workshop in Barcelona, the centre 
of Spanish publishing at the time.67 The lithographs by F. Faust and R. Canto were widely 
distributed.68 However, photographs and lithographs of national and international histor-
ical and archaeological expeditions were also printed, and such ‘foreign’ views of Mexi-
co contributed significantly to the construction of a national identity.69 Bringing together 
Mexican and ‘foreign’ images of Mexico was a constant negotiation of attributions of self 
and ‘other,’ as Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo noted when he discussed the important role played 
by mass media images in the ‘coming-of-image’ of a modern Mexico: “The idea was to 
create an image of Mexico that could be easily grasped by both nationals and foreigners.”70 

Concluding Reflections

The presentation of the Mexican nation at the Paris Exposition Universelle of 1889 val-
orised indigeneity as both identity-forming and productive in the process of nation 
building. In this way, the presentation fulfilled a cosmopolitan need for exoticism 
which, especially at international exhibitions, fed into a hierarchy that attributed mo-
dernity to industrialised nations and backwardness to ‘exotic’ colonies. Contrary to 
this practice of binary attribution, however, this form of self-indigenisation also locat-
ed Mexico among the cosmopolitan and undoubtedly modern industrialised nations, 
which also created their own metropolises and peripheries alike through the exhibition 
of regional folklore. As a ‘peripheral’ nation in the late 19th century, Mexico made use of 
such modernity-producing strategies of folklorisation and indigenisation, popularising 
them not just in the exhibition displays themselves but above all in the visual media 

65	 Tenorio-Trillo, 1996 (note 38), p. 68 and p. 69. 
66	 See Wyss, 2010 (note 3), p. 131; Tenorio-Trillo, 1996 (note 38), p. 70. 
67	 See Philippe Castellano, Un editor de Barcelona – Pablo Salvat Espasa (1872–1923), Gijón, 2021. 
68	 Tenorio-Trillo, 1996 (note 38), p. 70 states that the volumes of the compendium were subscribed to in 

the 1880s by up to 7000 people from home and abroad, who received them in periodical deliveries. 
69	 See Tenorio-Trillo, 1996 (note 38), pp. 70–72. 
70	 Ibid. p. 52. 
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accompanying the exhibition. Fine art and popular visual cultures should thus be seen 
as related, just as the genres of science, documentation, entertainment and art are in-
separable. 

Reproductive media such as lithography, the illustrated press, postcards, posters, offi-
cial exhibition catalogues, photographs and pictorial souvenirs complemented each other 
and multiplied the visual representations of the pavilion architecture, the performative el-
ements of the exhibition themes presented, the visitors with their fashions and tastes, the 
interior design, and objects and works of art exhibited. In this sense, world exhibitions 
can be understood as a stage on which the participating nations disseminated media 
(re-)presentations of themselves, doing so by exploiting the interplay between highly 
diverse visual media. Pavilion architecture, displays, performances and fashions were re-
produced through their duplication and mass reception in accompanying publications, the 
illustrated press, published photographs and graphics, catalogues, picture souvenirs and 
postcards. The construction of self image and images of ‘others’—the ‘coming-of-image’ 
as an ongoing process that is closely linked to the media of image reproduction—is bound 
to changeable hierarchies of power that are constantly renegotiated in the respective exhi-
bition context and that exist in heavily contested cultural arenas such as world exhibitions.



Illustration page 82: José María Obregón, El descubrimiento del pulque, 1869, oil on canvas, 230 × 189 cm, Museo Nacional de Arte, 
INBA, Mexico City (detail of fig. 12, page 107)





113

Between Science and Spectacle:
Pre-Columbian-style Architecture 
at the Paris World’s Fairs, 1867–1889

María José Jarrín Yánez and Sven Schuster
Aix-Marseille Université, Marseille and Universidad del Rosario, Bogotá

After visiting the 1937 Paris World’s Fair, the Peruvian engineer and art critic Alberto 
Jochamowitz expressed his disappointment at the uniform modernist style of most of the 
national pavilions. According to him, the “nudist” facades and quadratic forms of the pa-
vilions of Germany, the Soviet Union and Italy—generally considered the most outstand-
ing buildings at the fair—evoked boredom and indifference in the viewers. The Peruvi-
an pavilion, however, had quite the opposite effect. Designed by the Peruvian engineer 
Roberto Haaker Fort, this building ingeniously combined modernist reductionism with 
“typically Peruvian, genuinely indigenous” ornamentation, thus attracting the attention 
of Latin American and European visitors alike.1 In Jochamowitz’s words, the recipe for 
this success consisted in the felicitous fusion of modernist architecture with folkloric and 
pre-Columbian elements, which created a unique sensation of “euphoria and mystery.”2

The spectacle witnessed by Jochamowitz was one of the last great manifestations of 
pre-Columbian-style architecture, which became obsolete in the 1940s. According to 
Rodrigo Gutiérrez Viñuales, after the end of the Second World War this particular style 
of architecture persisted alone in the form of apolitical and frequently kitsch projects, as 
exemplified by some of the hotels in Mexico’s prime tourist destination Cancún.3 Besides 
the aforementioned Peruvian pavilion at the 1937 Paris fair, buildings inspired by the 
pre-Columbian past could also be appreciated at the international fairs of San Diego (1915 
and 1935), the Ibero-American Exposition of Seville (1929), as well as several public and 
private architectural sites in the United States (Mayan Revival style) and Latin America 
(Neo-Mayan, Neo-Aztec and Neo-Peruvian style).4 The eclectic and ‘exotic’ nature of these 

1	 Alberto Jochamowitz, “Contra la arquitectura ‘nudista’: impresiones de la Exposición de París, 1937”, 
in El Arquitecto Peruano 21, 1939, n. p. All translations are the authors’ responsibility.

2	 Jochamowitz, 1939 (note 1), n. p.
3	 Rodrigo Gutiérrez Viñuales, “Arquitectura historicista de raíces prehispánicas”, in Goya 289–290, 2002, 

pp. 267–286, here p. 286.
4	 For an overview of pre-Columbian-style architecture in Latin America, cf. Gutiérrez Viñuales, 2002 

María José Jarrín Yánez, Sven Schuster, “Between Science and Spectacle: Pre-Columbian-style Architecture at the Paris World’s Fairs, 1867–1889”, in Buket 
Altinoba, Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich (eds.), The Paris Universal Expositions: (Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.
net, 2026, pp. 113–134, https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1144.c25331
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buildings, combining elements from different cultures, periods and geographic regions in 
a seemingly random manner, has led many scholars to view them as a form of (auto-)
exoticisation, based on the decontextualised appropriation or commodification of indig-
enous culture.5 While these claims are certainly valid, they also obscure the more interest-
ing and complex antecedents of pre-Columbian-style architecture. As we will show in this  
chapter, the origins of this highly influential style, which eventually inspired a great  
number of public and private building projects across the Americas, may be traced to the 
1867 Paris World’s Fair. We will see that neither the creators of the first pre-Columbi-
an-style pavilions nor the public considered these buildings to be overly ‘exotic’. On the 
contrary, while many international visitors and journalists marvelled at the ‘otherness’ of 
pre-Columbian-style pavilions, people also associated this style of architecture with the 
new sciences of anthropology and archaeology, and thus with modernity. 

As Natalia Majluf has shown, at the first world’s fairs of London (1851) and Paris (1855), 
most Latin American countries—such as Mexico and Peru—still sought to avoid overly 
‘exotic’ presentations, focusing on machinery, agricultural products, minerals, and Eu-
ropean-style artwork instead. However, these displays were heavily criticised for their 
supposed lack of authenticity. As exhibition reports and the press coverage reveal, many 
visitors wanted to see exhibits in a characteristic national style, especially artefacts relat-
ed to the great pre-Hispanic civilisations.6 Therefore, from the 1867 Paris fair onwards, 
a growing number of Latin American countries designed their national pavilions in the 
form of pre-Columbian temples, shipped archaeological and anthropological objects to 
Europe and North America, and towards the end of the century, even presented ‘real In-
dians’ at national or international exhibitions.7

(note 3). For the different manifestations of Mayan Revival architecture in the US, cf. Marjorie Ingle, 
The Mayan Revival Style, Salt Lake City, 1984; Ruth Anne Phillips, Pre-Columbian Revival: Defining and 
Exploring a U.S. Architectural Style, 1910–1940, unpubl. thesis, City University of New York, 2007. For an 
overview of the pre-Columbian-style pavilions at the Ibero-American Exposition of 1929, cf. Amparo 
Graciani García, La participación internacional y colonial en la Exposición Iberoamericana de Sevilla de 
1929, Seville, 2010. For the neo-Peruvian style, including some remarks on the Peruvian pavilion at the 
1937 Paris fair, cf. Gabriel Ramón Joffré, El neoperuano. Arqueología, estilo nacional y paisaje urbano en 
Lima, 1910–1940, Lima, 2014. Finally, for the San Diego fairs of 1915 and 1935, cf. Matthew F. Bokovoy, 
The San Diego World’s Fairs and Southwestern Memory, 1880–1940, Albuquerque, 2005.

5	 Cf. for example, Maya Jiménez, “A ‘Primitive’ Latin America on View at the 1889 Exposition Uni-
verselle”, in Journal of Curatorial Studies 3/2–3, 2014, pp. 195–211; Jens Andermann, “Tournaments 
of Value: Argentina and Brazil in the Age of Exhibitions”, in Journal of Material Culture 14/3, 2009,  
pp. 333–363; Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo, Artilugio de la nación moderna. México en las exposiciones univer-
sales, 1880–1930, Mexico City, 1998. 

6	 Natalia Majluf, “‘Ce n’est pas le Pérou’, or, the Failure of Authenticity: Marginal Cosmopolitans at the 
Paris Universal Exhibition of 1855”, in Critical Inquiry 23/4, 1997, pp. 868–893.

7	 Sven Schuster, “The world’s fairs as spaces of global knowledge: Latin American archaeology and an-
thropology in the age of exhibitions”, in Journal of Global History 13/1, 2018, pp. 69–93.
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Due to the great success of these kinds of displays, Mexico, Peru and Ecuador—the 
self-declared heirs of the once powerful Aztec and Inca empires—used the exhibitions 
to reinvent and visualise the pre-Columbian past, and in some cases transformed it into 
the mythical origin story of the modern nation-state: a current that came to be known 
as indigenismo at the beginning of the 20th century.8 However, in the era of scientific 
racism, this strategy was not without its risks, given that an overly strong focus on na-
tive populations and their pre-colonial past might evoke the image of a country con-
demned to backwardness. In this sense, authors such as Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo and 
Maya Jiménez have analysed this type of exhibit as a form of ‘primitivism’ that was fre-
quently counterproductive. From the perspective of these authors, exotic exhibits did 
indeed contribute to the desired nationalisation of the past, but they could also provoke 
negative and discriminatory judgments.9 Jiménez adds that the “imperial ambitions” 
and the “hierarchical relations” at the fairs left only two options for the Latin American 
countries: either they could obtain recognition by celebrating the ‘authentic’, risking 
marginalisation for their anti-modern ‘primitivism’, or they could emulate “European 
civilisation”, while risking “cultural invisibility”, as did Argentina at the 19th-century 
exhibitions.10 Although there is some truth in these interpretations, we believe they 
should be relativised in relation to certain aspects. 

In accordance with Alejandra Uslenghi’s point of view, we would like to claim that 
these ‘primitive’ buildings were in fact a particular way of projecting scientific and ma-
terial modernity, especially in the case of countries that were unable to show a certain 
level of progress in terms of infrastructure, technology, and machinery. Thus, with re-
gard to Mexico’s giant Aztec Palace at the Paris Exposition Universelle of 1889, Uslenghi 
highlights the profoundly modern character of the building, as reflected by the use of 
steel, glass and electricity, and its innovative way of integrating the ancient past into a 
teleological vision of historical progress.11 We would like to add to Uslenghi’s insight-
ful analysis that the modernity of many pre-Columbian-style pavilions was the result of 
scientific debates that took place at the fairgrounds and between the exhibition organis-
ers themselves. Many of these organisers were foreigners who had lived in Latin Amer-
ica and who maintained close personal or academic ties to the scientific and political 
elites of their former host countries. This explains why even exhibits designed and built 
by foreigners were never mere imitations of European styles, but more likely the product 
of complex negotiations within a “space of global knowledge”; that is to say, the glo-
balised cultural system of the world’s fairs with its numerous international congresses 

8	 Estelle Tarica, “Indigenismo”, in Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Latin American History, Oxford, 2016, 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199366439.013.68.

9	 Tenorio-Trillo, 1998 (note 5); Jiménez, 2014 (note 5).
10	 Jiménez, 2014 (note 5), p. 210.
11	 Alejandra Uslenghi, Latin America at Fin-de-Siècle Universal Exhibitions: Modern Cultures of Visuality, 

London, 2015, pp. 131–132.
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and various kinds of transnational encounters.12 Therefore, as we will demonstrate in 
this chapter, the national pavilions constructed in pre-Columbian style were not nec-
essarily a “great exposition phantasy” as can be read in a large part of the literature on 
Latin America at the world’s fairs, but the result of decidedly scientific endeavours.13

The fact that most of the pavilions in question were eclectic, and thus do not with-
stand the scrutiny of present-day science, does not imply that they were perceived as 
such in the 19th century. As we will see, early examples of pre-Columbian architecture 
at the world’s fairs were not only designed to display the modern nation abroad, but to 
give Latin American scientists, experts, and exhibition organisers the opportunity to 
participate in a global academic community. What began as a French endeavour with 
the Temple of Xochicalco at the 1867 Paris fair soon became so popular that by the end 
of the 19th century, several Latin American countries—in search of an authentic national 
style—began to adopt the pre-Columbian model.14 In fact, the above mentioned Aztec 
Palace, built by the Mexican government for the 1889 Paris fair, was the first example of 
a pre-Columbian-style pavilion designed entirely by Latin Americans and at least par-
tially based on research from the region. Before dealing with this example, which paved 
the way for 20th-century indigenista architecture, thereby demonstrating the impor-
tance of the Paris world’s fairs as a global knowledge hub, we will analyse the Mexican 
and Peruvian pavilions at the fairs of 1867 and 1878, as well as the Ecuadorian pavilion 
at the 1889 fair.

12	 Schuster, 2018 (note 7), p. 72. For recent literature on Latin America at the world’s fairs, cf., Nelson 
Sanjad, “International exhibitions: a historiographical approach from Latin America”, in História, 
Ciências, Saúde—Manguinhos 24/3, 2017, pp. 1–42; M. Elizabeth Boone, “Ibero-American participation, 
world exhibitions, and the long nineteenth century: a historiographical overview”, in Journal of Iberian 
and Latin American Studies 26/3, 2020, pp. 213–234; Christiane Hoth de Olano and Sven Schuster, “Ex-
posiciones y cultura visual en América Latina, siglos XIX y XX”, in Iberoamericana 21/77, 2021, pp. 7–13.

13	 Mónica Eraso, for instance, describes Peru’s participation in the 1878 Paris fair as a “great exposition phan-
tasy, in which pre-Columbian America was constructed as an undifferentiated amalgam”. Cf. Mónica  
Eraso, “¿Arte precolombino? Raza, estética y evolucionismo en Colombia durante la segunda mitad 
del siglo XIX”, in H-ART 5, 2019, pp. 103–126, here p. 114. Miriam Oesterreich, on the contrary, has re-
marked that the “collection and public/semi-public exhibiting of pre-Hispanic and handicraft artefacts 
can itself be described as a modernist art practice,” thereby indicating that the context as well as the 
form of presenting pre-Columbian objects (e.g., in the scope of the world’s fairs) can be interpreted as a 
“specific artistic modernity”. Cf. Miriam Oesterreich, “The Display of the ‘Indigenous’—Collecting and 
Exhibiting ‘Indigenous’ Artifacts in Mexico, 1920–1940”, in Artelogie 12, 2018, pp. 1–25, here pp. 16–17.

14	 Cf. Eric Storm, “The Transnational Construction of National Identities: A Classification of National 
Pavilions at World Fairs”, in World Fairs and the Global Moulding of National Identities: International 
Exhibitions as Cultural Platforms, 1851–1958, Leiden, 2022, pp. 53–83.
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“A strange and unusual spectacle”: The Temple of Xochicalco (1867)15

 
As mentioned above, pre-Columbian-style architecture first appeared at the 1867 Paris 
fair and featured the Temple of Xochicalco (fig. 1)—a life-size replica of the Temple of 
Quetzalcóatl from the archaeological site of Xochicalco, located 38 kilometres from the 
city of Cuernavaca, in the state of Morelos, Mexico. Although Rodrigo Gutiérrez Viñuales, 
in his overview of pre-Columbian-style architecture, correctly states that the world’s fairs 
were decisive for the creation and diffusion of this style during the 19th century, he is in-
correct about the origins of the pavilion, as the building was not in fact commissioned by 
the French government nor the French Scientific Commission to Mexico, which carried 
out its research between 1864 and 1867.16 Although there was a connection to the work of 
the Commission, the construction of the Temple of Xochicalco in Paris was essentially a 
private initiative, funded and executed by one man: Léon-Eugène Méhédin.

As Christiane Demeulenaere-Douyère has shown in detail, this French traveller and ad-
venturer acted completely independently, although he had been a member of the French 
Scientific Commission, from which he was expelled early in 1867 due to a conflict with 

15	 François Ducuing, “Le temple de Xochicalco”, in François Ducuing (ed.), L’exposition universelle de 1867 
illustrée, vol. 1, Paris, 1867, pp. 46–47, here p. 46.

16	 Gutiérrez Viñuales, 2002 (note 3), p. 267.

1	 Pierre Petit, Temple de 
Xochicalco élevé sur le 
Champ-de-Mars, 1867, 
silver print, Archives 
nationales de France
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its president.17 After his expulsion, he independently continued with his project to re-
build the Temple of Xochicalco at the Paris exhibition, scheduled to open in the April 
of the same year. Méhédin, who had a background in architecture and photography, 
had worked as an assistant in the excavation of the site of Xochicalco between late 1865 

and August 1866.18 During his time 
with the Commission, he was primar-
ily responsible for taking large format 
panoramic photographs and making 
moulds of architectural structures.19 
However, unlike his superior Adrien 
de Longpérier, who came to apply 
the novel technique of stratigraphy at 
the site of Xochicalco, the heyday of 
which was in the so-called Epiclassic 
period (650–900 AD), Méhédin had 
no training in archaeology.20 In this 
context, Demeulenaere-Douyère even 
suspects that Méhédin—who was a 
fervent admirer of Napoleon III, un-
der whose patronage he had under-
taken trips to Crimea, Italy and Egypt, 
where he produced a large number of 
panoramic photographs, drawings and 
paintings—managed to take part in the 
Commission because of his contacts 
with the political elite of the Second 
Empire, rather than for his archaeolog-
ical skills or academic achievements.21

Since Méhédin had been expelled 
from the Scientific Commission, he 
no longer had to worry about the 
possible political implications of his 
project, nor his academic reputation.  

17	 Christiane Demeulenaere-Douyère, “1867: Los parisinos descubren el México antiguo”, in ISTOR 50, 
2012, pp. 283–311, here p. 295.

18	 Daniel Schávelzon, “La Comisión Científica Francesa a México (1864–1867) y el inicio de la arqueología 
en América”, in Pacarina 3/3, vol.3/3, Universidad National de Jujuy, 2003, pp. 313–322, URL: http://www.
danielschavelzon.com.ar/?p=15 [accessed: 03.11.2024].

19	 Demeulenaere-Douyère, 2012 (note 17), p. 289.
20	 Schávelzon, 2003 (note 18).
21	 Demeulenaere-Douyère, 2012 (note 17), p. 288.

2	 Alfred-Désiré Lanson, Les gardiens du temple mexicain, 
in François Ducuing (ed.), L’exposition universelle de 
1867 illustrée, vol. 2, 1867, p. 181
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Very much in line with the vision of the exhibition organisers, he sought to stage a spec-
tacle for the masses instead. Frédéric Le Play, the Commissioner-General of the 1867 
Paris fair, not only showed great interest in Méhédin’s work but also supported him in 
practical terms; the entrepreneur was granted a large area in the vicinity of the War Min-
istry’s pavilion for a very low fee.22 Since the exhibition organisers wished to recover the 
enormous expenses involved, they focussed on creating an overall popular and appealing 
event. In this sense, the exhibition combined aspects related to scientific and material 
progress with spectacular and exotic elements, in order to educate the ‘people’ through 
entertaining exhibits and events.23 Thus, Méhedin’s plans fell on fertile soil and, in the 
end, his “Mexican temple” proved spectacular, different as it was from any other nation-
al pavilion in the fairgrounds.24 Even though the Paris World’s Fair hosted a few other 
non-European buildings, such as the Palace of the Bey (Tunisia) and the Triumphal Gate 
(Ottoman Empire), these examples of neo-Moorish architecture were no match for the 
Temple of Xochicalco, since orientalist art and architecture were already quite popular 
at the time.25 In fact, the national pavilion—nowadays a standard feature of every world’s 
fair—was one of the great innovations of the 1867 Paris exhibition.26 Still, the construc-
tion of the Temple of Xochicalco, whose cost amounted to more than 50 000 Francs, was 
so expensive that Méhédin struggled to cover his expenses, which is why he was granted 
permission to charge an additional entrance fee of 25 centimes.27 He also sold coffee and 
ice-cream on the premises, and to make the exhibit even more attractive by means of a 
good dose of folklore, two “Mexican guards” in “typical costumes” were positioned in 
front of the building (fig. 2). 28 In this specific case, “typical” did not refer to indigenous or 
pre-Columbian cultures since the guards were dressed in the contemporary attire of the 
charro—a kind of Mexican ‘cowboy’. However, such eclectic and anachronistic combina-
tions were a common sight at the fair, and not limited to Méhédin’s exhibit.

Despite the financial problems, the Temple of Xochicalco was a great success with the 
public, as the press coverage indicates. Most journalists praised Méhédin’s creation as a 
faithful and accurate copy of the original temple, perfectly combining the exotic with the 
scientific.29 Although many journalists made reference to the ‘savage practice’ of human 

22	 Demeulenaere-Douyère, 2012 (note 17), p. 299.
23	 On the 19th-century Paris fairs’ popular and educational features, cf. Alice von Plato, Präsentierte 

Geschichte. Ausstellungskultur und Massenpublikum im Frankreich des 19. Jahrhunderts, Frankfurt am 
Main, 2001.

24	 Hyppolite Gautier, Les curiosités de l’exposition universelle de 1867, Paris, 1867, pp. 59–60; J. C. H. Lietz-
mann, “Feuilleton”, in Deutsche Ausstellungs-Zeitung, no. 10, Paris, 27 April 1867, n. p.

25	 On the 19th-century neo-Moorish architecture, cf. Francine Giese and Ariane Varela Braga (eds.), 
The Myth of the Orient: Architecture and Ornament in the Age of Orientalism, Bern, 2016.

26	 Volker Barth, Mensch versus Welt. Die Pariser Weltausstellung von 1867, Darmstadt, 2007, pp. 24–25.
27	 Gautier, 1867 (note 24), p. 59.
28	 Demeulenaere-Douyère, 2012 (note 17), p. 298.
29	 Lietzmann, 1867 (note 24), n. p.
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sacrifice among the Aztecs and condemned the ‘ugliness’ of the Aztec goddess Coatlicue, 
whose plaster cast—made at Mexico’s National Museum—was exhibited in front of the 
temple’s upper entrance, such reproductions were generally conceived of as scientifically 
accurate. As Diana Fane has researched, with regard to the creation of pre-Columbian 
casts and models in the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, the display of 
plaster casts in exhibitions and museums was commonly associated with a certain degree 
of authenticity and positivist-inspired objectivity.30 From the beginning of the 19th cen-
tury, plaster casts made from pre-Columbian objects became popular among the com-
munity of museum curators and exhibition designers as well as the general public. This 
was not only for practical reasons, as many artefacts were too big to be transported to the 
US or Europe, but because they also allowed for an embellished and ‘corrected’ form of 
representing the past. Subtle interventions and corrections, such as the addition of colour 
or the completion of deteriorated or missing elements, were frequently considered ac-
ceptable since the aim was to reproduce the object in its ‘pristine’ form.31 As Fane puts it, 
“the history of ancient America presented in early exhibitions became the history of that 
which could be effectively reproduced”.32 In this context it is interesting to mention that a 
plaster cast of the goddess Coatlicue had already been made in 1823 by the British natural-
ist William Bullock, who displayed the result in his successful Ancient Mexico exhibition 
in London (1824). Bullock, who according to Fane was “as much showman as scientist”, 
had a remarkedly similar approach to the public display of pre-Columbian artefacts as 
Méhédin. 33 Thus, he enlarged his presentation of Mesoamerican artefacts with elements 
taken from classical antiquity, especially from Egypt, and he also insisted on the strictly 
scientific character of his exhibit, stating that all representations were the result of first-
hand observation on the spot.34

 In much the same fashion, Méhédin’s creations, which were exhibited more than 40 
years later, were imbued with notions of scientific objectivity and empiricism. In fact, 
many journalists referred to the scientific activities that Méhédin, the “erudite and smart 
explorer”, had carried out in Mexico.35 In reality, however, his pre-Columbian-style pavil-
ion was a far cry from an “exact replica” of the temple of Quetzalcóatl in Xochicalco.36 For 
example, Méhédin had modified the inclination of the stairs for the sake of convenience, 
since the originals were extremely steep. He also had panes of glass installed on the roof 
of the temple to ensure better lighting conditions inside the building. Unlike the original 

30	 Diana Fane, “Reproducing the Pre-Columbian Past: Casts and Models in Exhibitions of Ancient 
America, 1824–1935”, in Elizabeth Hill Boone (ed.), Collecting the Pre-Columbian Past, Washington, 
D.C., 1993, pp. 141–176.

31	 Fane, 1993 (note 30), p. 150–156.
32	 Ibid., p. 172.
33	 Ibid., pp. 156–159.
34	 Ibid.
35	 Ducuing, 1867 (note 15), p. 46. 
36	 Ibid.
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temple, the terrace included a slope that allowed him to exhibit various objects and 
photographs which he had collected on his travels in Crimea, Italy, Egypt, and Mex-
ico. Finally, the interior walls of the building were decorated with plaster casts made 
from antique originals in Thebes, Egypt, in 1860.37 The temple’s walls consisted of a 
wooden structure below painted canvases which showed the inverted profile of the god 
Quetzalcóatl (the “plumed serpent”).38 At the foot of the temple, Méhédin placed a replica 
of the famous Aztec sun stone, which had been found in 1790 during repair works beneath 
the Mexico City Cathedral, and which many journalists described as an “Aztec calendar”.39

In spite of the obvious eclecticism of the construction and Méhédin’s eagerness to 
commercialise it in every possible form, including the sale of objects and photographs 
belonging to very different historical and cultural contexts, the journalists covering the 
inauguration of the pavilion highlighted above all the “scientific value” of this “strange 
and unusual spectacle”.40 Some even critically remarked that the Scientific Commission 
to Mexico had not been able to offer something even remotely as impressive.41 However, 
Méhédin’s ambitious plan to install a permanent ‘Mexican museum’ in Paris was never 
realised due to the end of the Second French Empire in 1870. Still, his pavilion constitut-
ed an important antecedent for similar constructions at future world’s fairs, such as the 
ones staged in 1878 and 1889. Although the Mexican government of Benito Juárez, which 
defeated the French-backed Second Mexican Empire in June 1867, was not officially rep-
resented at the Paris fair of that same year, Méhédin’s private project—the first exam-
ple of pre-Columbian-style architecture—was later emulated by several Latin American 
countries, whose political elite understood the benefit of combining unique decorative 
features with the findings of contemporary science.

Reinventing the Inca Past: Peru’s Palais des Autochtones  (1878)

Following the same desire for international attention, the Peruvian Republic made good 
use of the invitation extended by the Third French Republic and decided to participate in 
the Paris Exposition Universelle of 1878. The commissioners’ objective within this concert 
des nations was to advertise the image of a modern nation-state. To this end, they would 
embody the capitalist ideals of the global market, alongside scientific developments, to 
portray the image of an emerging country. Peruvian commissioner Mariano Arosemena 
Quesada sought to attract international investments to strengthen the agricultural and 
mineral sectors, while commissioner Jean-Baptiste Martinet wanted to showcase Peru 

37	 Ibid.
38	 Lietzmann, 1867 (note 24), n. p.
39	 Ibid.
40	 Ducuing, 1867 (note 15), p. 46.
41	 Ibid. p. 47.
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as a promising land for immigration. Working closely with the Syndicate of Central and 
South American States, Peru was granted a designated spot for exclusive use at the Rue 
des Nations exhibition on the Champ de Mars, with approximately 40m2 to exhibit ag-
riculture products, mineral samples, and scientific collections. Despite its limited size, 
paradoxically the given area ended up feeling somewhat spacious, as Martinet’s exhibi-
tion report reveals.42 It even allowed sufficient space for the Peruvian section to display 
additional Chilean and Ecuadorian products, although these countries were not official 
participants in the world’s fair. This agreement with Ecuador and Chile was established 
by Peruvian traders, who imposed their decision on the rest of the Peruvian delegation in 
Paris, thereby altering the committee’s organisation and giving rise to discontent among 
some of the commissioners.43

42	 J. H. Martinet, El Perú en la Exposición Universal de París, de 1878, Lima, 1880, p. 55.
43	 Ibid., p. 57

3	 Section péruvienne dans le palais du Champ de Mars, in Laurent Deroy et al. (eds.), Les merveilles de l’Expo-
sition de 1878, Paris, 1879, p. 353
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The Peruvian commission managed to reinforce its claim to the country’s ancestral or-
igins through architecture, labelling all examples of pre-Columbian style as ‘Incan’. In 
fact, scientific research for the Peruvian pavilion ignored the great variety of pre-His-
panic Andean cultures, which had existed before the expansion of the Incan Empire, or 
in certain cases coexisted with it.44 This historical interpretation was vindicated by Juan 
Mariano de Goyeneche, president of the Peruvian commission in Paris:

The corresponding Peruvian section was designed to emulate the Incan 
style, by taking the Huánuco antiques as reference and using them to build 
its architectural facade. Despite our current financial state, we managed to 
preserve a certain originality and it was the best we could have done.45

The facade of the Palais des Autochtones (fig. 3), which was situated between the 
Five Metres gallery (northeast) and the Three Metres gallery (southeast), was cate-
gorised as an ethnological and archaeological exhibit.46 It was built from 1876 to 1877 
by the architect Alfred Vaudoyer and based on the instructions and collections of 
the traveller Charles Wiener, who explored Peru and Bolivia during a scientific mis-
sion supported by the French government. Wiener’s objective was to represent the 
iconic monuments of the visited countries by featuring certain pre-Columbian archi-
tectural elements at the Peruvian pavilion. For the Paris world’s fair, Vaudoyer and 
Wiener, who derived their inspiration from the Huánuco Viejo Incan palace, had three 
porches constructed that served as side entrances to the section. They also imitated 
the lintel from Tiahuanaco’s Puerta del Sol, an archaeological site in Bolivia, for the 
pavilion’s bas-relief, and based the side niches on the Colcampata  Incan palace in  
Peru.47 According to Martinet, the interior was also a testament to the scientific goal of  
reproducing Peruvian history and ethnography through “elements taken from 
the huacas [pre-Hispanic tombs] and old ruins”.48 To this effect, two mannequins that 
showcased traditional women’s gowns from the collections brought by Wiener were 
placed in the side niches: 

On each side, there is a mannequin with a traditional outfit, each repre-
senting their country of origin. One is dressed in a black silk skirt pleasant-
ly folded at the waist, a frilly crimson handkerchief, and a scarf that covers 

44	 Paula Ermila Rivasplata, “La proto-arqueología en el Perú en el siglo XIX”, in Temas Americanistas 24, 
2010, pp. 63–106, here p. 81.

45	 Archivo Central del Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores del Perú (ACMREP), 5–14: Juan Mariano de 
Goyeneche to Manuel Yrigoyen, Paris, 1 November 1878.

46	 Martinet, 1880 (note 42), p. 53.
47	 Laurent Deroy et al. (eds.), in Les Merveilles de l’Exposition de 1878, Paris, 1879, p. 363.
48	 Martinet, 1880 (note 42), p. 54.
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the entire head leaving only one eye exposed [...]. The other is a woman of 
higher rank, dressed in a brown silk gown with a dove-coloured wool over-
skirt, and covered by a cloak draped diagonally across the front.49 

To avoid disagreement within the Peruvian community in Paris, whose members did not 
wish to be identified with ‘primitive’ representations of the past, the two feminine man-
nequins had replaced two Peruvian warriors adorned with “authentic pre-Columbian 
dresses”.50 The decision to change the outfit of the mannequins demonstrates a political 
strategy taken by the Peruvian delegation to create a ‘civilised image’ of the nation. Fashion 
collections were elements that embodied the discourse of cultural identification between 
the stylistic image of the contemporary Peruvian nation and the cosmopolitan public of 
the fair. In fact, the traditional feminine costumes fit into this strategy perfectly since they 
were monochrome, simple and modest; not very different from the dark, sober, and dis-
creet dresses of the European ladies shown in figure 3. This stylistic similarity ensured cul-
tural identification between the two communities mentioned, legitimising Peru’s place in 
the capitalist world system, while distancing the country’s contemporary culture from its 
pre-Columbian roots. In this sense, the warriors’ costumes, which were singular, colourful, 
and revealing, were not considered worthy of representing contemporary Peruvian society 
but were seen rather as relics from a bygone past which could be studied scientifically.

Consequently, these two warriors were transferred to the special exhibition of the Pub-
lic Ministry of Instruction, to be showcased alongside publications, collections, and other 
projects provided by members of the different French scientific missions.51 Like Méhédin, 
Wiener had been sent on an official mission to South America thanks to his political con-
nections, rather than for his archaeological expertise. However, this lack of credentials 
did not present a problem for the fair organisers and the Peruvian commissioners, who 
accepted the negotiations between Vaudoyer (a specialist in neoclassical buildings) and 
Wiener (a former schoolteacher and amateur historian). In fact, in January 1878, some 
months before the Paris fair and before becoming a commissioner for Peru and Bolivia, 
Wiener managed to exhibit his collections with the help of his contacts in the Ethno-
graphic Museum of Scientific Missions at the Trocadero Palace. The display consisted of 
a scenic depiction of different Andean cultures, whose emblematic artefacts were trans-
formed into ‘Incan’ objects and monuments; the showcased items included several ary-
balloi (large vessels with bulbous body, slender neck, and geometric decorations), and a 
reproduction of the Concacha Fountain (also known as the Sayhuite Stone—a monolith 
carved with natural representations found in Peru, thought to have been used for reli-
gious purposes and to store water). 

49	 L. García Ramón, “INSERCIONES. El Perú en la Exposición. (Del ‘Correo de Ultramar’)”, in El Comercio, 
Lima, 18 November 1878, n. p.

50	 Martinet, 1880 (note 42), p. 54.
51	 Ibid.
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Another result of artistic collaboration with national goals in mind was the facade of 
the Syndicate of Central and South American States on the Rue des Nations in 1878. 
This was also designed by Vaudoyer, and in accordance with the plans proposed by the 
Central and South American States representatives. Unlike the Syndicate’s Aztec-in-
spired facade created by Alfred Chapon for the 1867 Paris fair, which caused contro-
versy among sponsors and participating nations (such as Argentina) who did not feel 
represented by the artistic choice, the 1878 architecture drew its inspiration from else-
where.52 The new facade (fig. 4) merged various styles from different time periods and 
cultures (such as Renaissance, Moorish and Creole—the latter a combination of indige-
nous and European styles) as well as features of certain South American constructions, 
such as the Palacio de Torre Tagle in Lima.53 The final result, a combination of European  

52	 Volker Barth, “Nation et altérité: l’Argentine aux Expositions universelles de 1867, 1878 et 1889 à Paris”, 
in Amérique Latine. Histoire et Mémoire. Les Cahiers ALHIM 15, 2008, pp. 1–16, here p. 5.

53	 Clovis Lamarre and Charles Wiener, L’Amérique centrale et méridionale et l’Exposition de 1878, Paris, 1878, 
p. 136; Nemo (Alfredo Gonvers Leubel), “EXTERIOR. La Exposición de París. CORRESPONDENCIA 
ESPECIAL PARA ‘EL COMERCIO’, PRIMERA CARTA, París, 6 de Mayo de 1878”, in El Comercio, Lima, 
11 June 1878, n. p.

4	 Pignolet Frères, Exposition Universelle 1878. Façade Amérique du Sud, 1878, postcard, private collection
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influences, demonstrated the new strategy to preserve and nationalise the colonial past of  
Latin America while aligning it with French traditions. The Syndicate’s new approach 
was chaired by Colombian diplomat and Syndicate president José María Torres 
Caicedo, who aimed to reinforce cultural relations with European nations by empha-
sising a common past and vision of progress. As such, the Syndicate accepted help from 
artists and official technicians—provided by the French government—to create their 
‘national style’. This style reproduced different forms of architecture from the countries 
represented in order to display the architectural characteristics of each one. However, 
this architectural juxtaposition had the opposite effect, because it erased the stylistic 
particularities and historical elements of each one. In fact, the lack of artistic or scien-
tific veracity turned this pavilion into an entertainment spectacle that contrasted with 
the industrial and modern style of the fair’s general architecture and its ideology of pro-
gress. This neo-Incan creation was accepted because it was a “fabrication of the ‘given 
real’”.54 Thus, the pavilions were positioned as artificial interpretations of distant and 
unknown canons. This kind of transnational assistance became a recurring practice 
among the hosts of world’s fairs, who provided employees and labourers who were in 
charge of construction for the nation.55 Evidently, in this way host nations could dis-
guise their desire to control and define the cultural representations of the world through 
this form of international cooperation.

Nevertheless, the eclectic facade was not well-received by the French press, since 
many journalists held the view that pre-Columbian-style ornaments alone would have 
more accurately defined the Latin American nations.56 This reaction indicates that the 
Latin American nations still faced difficulty in distancing themselves from the cultural 
stereotypes that prevailed at these international events. For that same reason, the Palais 
des Autochtones enjoyed a better reception than the Syndicate’s facade, and Ecuador 
successfully joined the Peruvian exhibit by commemorating its own Incan past and pre-
senting its main export products (coffee and cacao)—an achievement which earned it a 
silver medal, and a position above the Peruvian samples.57 Ecuador’s unofficial participa-
tion was in fact financed by the Ecuadorian export elite, led by politician Antonio Flores 
Jijón, who would later be responsible for the construction of Ecuador’s national image at 
the Paris Universal Exhibition of 1889.

54	 Milena Gallipoli, “Casting the Canon: Plaster Cast as Global Dissemination Media During the Long 
19th-Century”, in Shao Dazhen, Fan Di’an and LaoZhu (eds.), Proceedings of the 34th World Congress of 
Art History, 3 vols., Beijing, 2019, pp. 2239–2243, here p. 2241.

55	 Commission Impériale, Rapport sur l’Exposition universelle de 1867, à Paris: précis des opérations et listes 
des collaborateurs avec appendice sur l’avenir des expositions, la statistique des opérations, les documents 
officiels et le plan de l’exposition, Paris, 1869, p. 70.

56	 Deroy, 1879 (note 47), p. 351.
57	 Martinet, 1880 (note 42), p. 57.
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Between Science and Spectacle: The Pavilions of Ecuador and Mexico (1889)

In its eagerness to create an adequate public image for the European audience, the Ecua-
dorian government decided that its participation in the 1889 Paris World’s Fair should be 
guided by the principles of “versatility and visibility.”58 The resolve to recreate the Ecua-
dorian past through architecture came from both the Commissioner-General, Clemente 
Ballén—an Ecuadorian minister who represented the economic elite—as well as the ar-
chitect Georges Chedanne, who had participated in the urban renovation of the French 
capital. The latter hired the sculptor Réné Fugère to assist him with the decoration of 
the national pavilion, and together they constructed a ‘Sun Temple’, which consisted of 
a rectangular structure with polygonal walls, and resembled the carved stone blocks of 
Incan architecture (fig. 5).59 Even though neither Ballén nor Chedanne were experts on 

58	 Ramón Joffré, 2014 (note 4), p. 25. 
59	 Isabelle Parizet, “Méthodologie de la prosopographie à l’époque contemporaine”, in Annuaire de 

5	 Ecuadorian Pavilion at the bottom of the Eiffel Tower, 1889, silver print, Digital collection of the 
Library of Congress
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pre-Columbian cultures, their knowledge and discourse were in accordance with the ar-
chaeological advances of the time.

As such, their desire to recreate the pre-Columbian iconography (or in this case the 
Incan style) within specific parameters is clearly evidenced by the bas-relief and geomet-
ric sculptures they used. Additionally, in the design and construction of the Ecuadorian 
pavilion, the builders followed a similar working method to Wiener’s in 1878, and the de-
sign of the pavilion drew inspiration from the scientific work and Ecuadorian collections 
in the future Ethnographic Museum of the Trocadero, which was inaugurated in 1882. 
One important example was the recovery of the manteño-huancavilca ceremonial chair, 
which the Ecuadorian collector Alcides Destruge gave to France in 1874.60 The French 
government as well as the press emphasised this type of transnational cooperation be-
tween diplomats, artists, and institutional collections, as the following quote indicates:

It is the reproduction of one of the Incan temples dedicated to the sun, 
which was studied by M. Chedanne in the books on American antiquities 
that Ballén had made available to him. Much like the architect, the French 
sculptor M. Fugère took the authentic pieces and mouldings, which were 
brought from America by the French government, from the Ethnographic 
Museum of the Trocadero.61

However, the result was an eclectic pavilion that brought together different styles. As 
an example, the sculpture of the sun made by Fugère for the entrance differed from the 
actual Andean cross chacana, which was initially a square-shaped cross—an emblem 
representing the sun for the Incan empire and the earlier cultures of Bolivia, Ecuador, 
and Peru. At the same time, Arabic créneaux were placed on the roofs, the lintel from 
the Puerta del Sol of the Tiahuanaco-culture in Bolivia was reconstructed, and four frog-
shaped pedestals were made to decorate the front entrance. These various styles inspired 
contrasting opinions: while the main audience marvelled at the unique appearance of the 
pavilion, specialists considered it an “amusing ornamentation, largely composed of im-
aginary objects” such as “the monstrous frogs at the base of the monument”, and these 
critiques led to disregard for the represented nation.62

The Incan House built by Charles Garnier for the Rue de l’Histoire de l’habitation experi-
enced a similar negative reception, despite being constructed with the support of specialists 

l’École pratique des hautes études (EPHE), Section des sciences historiques et philologiques 147, 2016, 
pp. 256–267, here p. 257.

60	 María José Jarrín, La formation des collections d’objets amérindiens de l’Équateur: une étude croisée entre 
les musées français et les musées équatoriens (1875–1929), unpubl. thesis, Paris I- Panthéon-Sorbonne 
University, 2020, p. 165.

61	 Guide Bleu du Figaro et du Petit Journal, Paris, 1888–1889, pp. 183–184.
62	 El Telegrama, Quito, 6 August 1889, p. 170; A. Mosticker, “Pavillon de la République de l’Équateur”, in 

Le Génie civil: revue générale des industries françaises et étrangères 15/10, 1889, p. 205.
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like Auguste Ammann (history professor at the Lycée Louis-le-Grand). Ammann advised 
Garnier and Alfred Darvant (his loyal assistant), who oversaw the decoration (fig. 6) on the 
historical elements, but the construction was still found to be lacking in terms of historical 
accuracy, which in turn gave the impression that it was mostly the product of the creator’s 
guesswork and imagination.63 As such, the 44 houses built by Garnier to depict the histor-
ical evolution of architectural techniques around the world were classified as “incomplete 
or absolutely fantasised [...] with no actual scientific benefit”.64 These reviews discredited 
Garnier’s work at the 1889 Paris fair while generating doubt about the relevance of the Incan 
style as well as the pre-Columbian artefacts displayed. The archaeological discourse lost its 
scientific value when manifested through such an eclectic and licentious spectacle. It was 
because of this that at the Paris Universal Exhibition of 1900 the pre-Columbian collections 
were no longer considered relevant exhibits, let alone the pre-Columbian-style pavilions.65 

Before the turn of the century, the exhibition of prehistoric objects was instrumental 
in justifying the historical value and scientific potential of Latin American nations, who 
linked themselves only to cultures recognised by Europeans, such as the Aztecs and the 

63	 L’Exposition chez soi, vol. 1, Paris, 1889, p. 191.
64	 Luis Bravo, América y España en la Exposición Universal de París de 1889, Paris, 1890, p. 98.
65	 Nils Müller-Scheessel, “Fair Prehistory: archaeological exhibits at French Expositions Universelles”, in 

Antiquity 75, 2001, pp. 391–401, here p. 399.

6	 Palacio de los Aztecas y de los Incas, in F. G. Dumas and L. de Fourcard (eds.), Revista de la Exposición 
Universal de París en 1889, Barcelona



130

Incas.66 This cultural strategy gave them legitimacy in the eyes of the Western audience. 
By this logic, Ecuador organised its so-called Retrospective Section in 1889 with national 
and private collections comprised of different kinds of antiquities. The artefacts belonging 
to the collector Auguste Cousin were placed inside the Aztec House of the Rue de l’His-
toire de l’habitation, earning them the Grand Jury prize. However, although the prize was 
allocated to Cousin’s Incan collections as indicated by the official lists and catalogues, the 
analysis of the inventory and several photographs demonstrate that his collection consist-
ed mainly of archaeological objects from the Ecuadorian mountain range, some counter-
feit pieces, and only four actual Incan artefacts (two aryballoi and two vases).67 

This generalisation of the generic category ‘Incan’ echoes the architectural amalgam 
created by Garnier for his Histoire de l’habitation exhibit. The Aztec House, for example, 
had architectural elements that were specific to the Mayan culture. Meanwhile, pre-Co-

66	 Müller-Scheessel, 2001 (note 65), p. 399.
67	 Jarrín, 2020 (note 60), p. 479.

7	 Pavilion of Mexico, 1889, silver print, Paris Exposition, Digital collection of the Library of Congress
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lumbian features that were lesser known by official artists were displayed in a decon-
textualised way, simply to narrate an idealised Latin American past. The intentions of 
Garnier—as well as Vaudoyer, Wiener, Ballén and Chedanne—reveal the way in which 
universal knowledge was constructed through transnational negotiations. Exaggerated 
architectural interpretations such as Garnier’s, however, were prone to discredit the sci-
entific value of the pre-Columbian-style buildings, as they were perceived as either false 
or exotic. The example also highlights how the pre-Columbian style was instrumental in 
legitimising the French policy of scientific expansion.

Far more successful than Ecuador’s small and largely overseen Sun Temple at the 
1889 Paris fair was Mexico’s giant Aztec Palace, an example of pre-Columbian-style 
architecture which has been analysed in detail by Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo (fig. 7).68  
According to this author, the building—sponsored entirely by the Mexican govern-
ment of Porfirio Díaz—was the result of prolonged discussions on the appropriate  
national image for Mexico and the search for an authentic architectural style, combin-
ing pre-Hispanic and neoclassical elements in an original way. Thus, the pavilion, de-
signed by the historian, statistician, and archaeologist Antonio Peñafiel and executed 
by the engineer Antonio Anza, contained Greco-Roman elements as well as allegorical 
representations of pre-Columbian deities.69 

Peñafiel also actively participated in global intellectual networks and personally 
attended the Paris fair. At the 1890 Congress of Americanists, which took place a few 
months after the end of the exhibition, he gave a speech on “Mexican archaeology”.70 Al-
though he was by no means a professional archaeologist, he published widely in the fields 
of history and archaeology and earned his living as a physician, as a politician, and finally 
as director of the National Institute of Statistics, conducting the first national census in 
1895. His best-known publication is the three-volume work Monumentos de Arte Mexicano 
Antiguo (1890), which contains many high-quality lithographs and photographs, as well 
as an introductory section written in Spanish, French, and English.71 In Paris, Peñafiel 
personally presented the publication to the participants of the congress, and explained 
that the endeavour was only partly driven by scientific interest; the purpose of the al-
bum was not only to give an overview of Mexico’s ancient cultures, especially the Aztecs, 
but also to highlight the use of pre-Columbian elements in Mexican art and contem-
porary architecture. Therefore, the book contained a selection of archaeological sites in 
Mexico which he considered to have an aesthetic value equal to artistic elements of Greek 
and Egyptian origin, and which inspired the design of the Mexican pavilion in Paris.72  

68	 Tenorio-Trillo, 1998 (note 5), pp. 103–172. 
69	 Ibid., p. 117.
70	 Antonio Peñafiel, “Archéologie mexicaine”, in Désiré Pector (ed.), Congrès international des Américanistes. 

Compte-rendu de la huitième sesión, Paris, 1892, pp. 519–521. 
71	 Cf. Antonio Peñafiel, Monumentos del arte mexicano antiguo, 3 vols., Berlin, 1890.
72	 Peñafiel, 1892 (note 70), pp. 519–521.
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According to one journalist, the Aztec Palace was the only Spanish-American pavilion 
worth visiting, as it was of “frankly indigenous character”.73

Nevertheless, Peñafiel’s design was far from the “purest Aztec style”, as he stated in 
an informational leaflet distributed at the fairgrounds.74 In reality, several of the depicted 
deities, symbols, glyphs, and sculptures belonged to other cultures, such as the Toltecs, 
the Mixtecs, the Zapotecs and the Maya. Even so, in this leaflet, which explained in de-
tail the meaning and origin of each of the decorative elements on the facade, Peñafiel 
demonstrated great knowledge of the different pre-Columbian cultures, based mainly on 
the early chroniclers of the conquest, such as Diego Durán and Bernal Díaz del Castillo.75 
However, and this is probably the most striking feature of this brief text, Peñafiel was 
quite aware of the one-sided nature of this type of historiography. In stating that “the 
history of the conquest of Mexico was written by the Spaniards themselves”, he was at-
tempting to present an alternative perspective, give a voice to the Aztec chronicler of the 
post-conquest Fernando Alvarado Tezozómoc, and make extensive use of recent archae-
ological discoveries.76

In the end, Peñafiel’s creative visualisation of Mexican antiquity was much comment-
ed on in the international press, yet not all observers found it convincing. As Mariana 
Borrego Hoffmann has shown in an exhaustive survey of the press coverage of Mexico’s 
participation in the fair, Mexican journalists in particular criticised the design of the pa-
vilion for being overly ‘exotic’, thus failing to represent a truly ‘national style’.77 Aside 
from this critique, many Mexican visitors and journalists seemed unhappy with the build-
ing’s eclecticism, which included columns and decorative elements derived from classi-
cal antiquity, while some of the Aztec deities on the facade—designed by Mexican sculp-
tor Jesús Contreras—appeared quite Europeanised. As one journalist stated: “We accuse 
the sculptor of correcting and modelling the facade according to the rectilinear purity of 
Greek statuary. We would have preferred to find something true to the horrible deformi-
ties present in Aztec sculptures”.78

Still, as Borrego Hoffman has found, the French press was overwhelmingly im-
pressed by the Mexican display, and there were very few critical voices with respect 
to the Mexican pavilion. On the contrary, most articles published in French newspa-
pers highlighted the scientific value of the project and viewed it as a “faithful copy” of 

73	 Francisco d’Ervy, “Los pabellones de los nuevos mundos”, in F. G. Dumas and L. de Fourcard (eds.), 
Revista de la Exposición Universal de París en 1889, Barcelona, 1889, pp. 513–522, here p. 518.

74	 Cf. Antonio Peñafiel, Explication de l’édifice mexicain à l’exposition internationale de Paris en 1889, 
Barcelona, 1889.

75	 Ibid., p. 27.
76	 Peñafiel, 1889 (note 71), p. 43.
77	 Mariana Borrego Hoffmann, Opinión pública sobre la presencia de México en la Exposición Universal de 

París de 1889, unpubl. thesis, Universidad Iberoamericana, 2010, pp. 94–145.
78	 Ibid., p. 126.
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real pre-Columbian buildings.79 For instance, in an article published in L’Illustration, 
journalist Frantz Jourdain described the building as an example of a historically ac-
curate restoration: “It is almost a restoration. It effectively and accurately reproduces 
an antique Aztec Palace, rebuilt based on documents and excavations led by Doctor 
Peñafiel”.80 In summary, as Borrego Hoffmann states, the French press dedicated a great 
number of articles to commenting on the details of the Mexican pavilion, highlighting 
its originality and its historical interest, whereas some Mexican journalists complained 
about the eclectic mixture of pre-Hispanic and European elements. Even the outspoken 
critics, however, conceded a high degree of material modernity to the building.81 De-
spite the great success of the pavilion before an international audience, Porfirio Díaz dis-
tanced himself from the display and called for a more modern—that is, European-style—
presentation, on future occasion.82 Thus, the Mexican pavilion at the 1900 Paris fair was 
designed according to the neoclassical canon. Only after the Mexican Revolution and 
in the wake of the triumph of indigenismo would pre-Columbian-style pavilions make a 
resurgence at the world’s fairs and at international exhibitions.

Conclusions 

The Mexican, Peruvian, and Ecuadorian pavilions at the Paris world’s fairs of the 
19th century (1867, 1878 and 1889) are clear examples of how collaborations between 
Latin American and French commissioners, scientists and artists resulted in the 
creation of an architectural style, which combined modern ideals of scientific pro-
gress with the fusion of pre-Columbian elements. Although ‘autochthonous’ on the 
surface, pre-Columbian-style architecture emerged in accordance with European 
assumptions about archaeology, ethnography, and the ‘otherness’ of American peo-
ples. This reaction to the danger of being perceived as an overly ‘exotic’ or ‘prim-
itive’ country—unable to take the European path of progress and civilisation—has 
been effectively criticised by scholars who have analysed these approaches as coun-
terproductive to achieving a modern national self image. 

However, we should remember that these decisions were made within a capitalist and 
imperialist context, where each nation had to adapt to the geopolitical realities of the 
time, which were symbolically reflected in the ‘miniature world’ of the fairs. According 
to Philip Kohl, stage design and architecture, as well as the display of archaeological and 
ethnographic collections, allowed the Latin American nations to build and negotiate the 

79	 Ibid.
80	 Ibid., p. 134.
81	 Borrego Hoffmann, 2010 (note 77), p. 134.
82	 Schuster, 2018 (note 7), p. 84.
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symbols of their own cultural identity and to invent or ‘rediscover’ their past.83 Hence, 
they adopted Aztec, Mayan, and Incan iconography as artistic strategies that might 
demonstrate their scientific proficiency, legitimise their culture, and position them at 
the international level. The problem with this cultural preference was that it homo-
genised centuries of cultural exchange in one generic category and omitted the work 
and advances made by 19th-century scholars interested in discovering the pre-Incan 
or pre-Aztec past. Finally, it should be noted that the stylistic reproductions (seen in 
the pavilions, objects, and images) promoted cultural knowledge about the American 
nations and met the expectations of the organisers’ positivist enterprise. 

83	 Philip Kohl, “Nationalism and Archaeology: On the Constructions of Nations and the Reconstructions 
of the Remote past”, in Annual Review of Anthropology 27, 1998, pp. 223–246, here p. 225.



Illustration page 112: Section péruvienne dans le palais du Champ de Mars, in Laurent Deroy et al. (eds.), Les merveilles de l’Expo-
sition de 1878, Paris, 1879, p. 353 (detail of fig. 3, page 122)
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The Upholsterer’s Industry at Parisian 
World's Fairs

Justine Lécuyer 
Sorbonne Université - Centre André-Chastel, Paris

The art of the upholsterer is commonly associated with a profusion of fabrics and wall 
hangings. An upholsterer designs, makes and arranges textile decorations throughout 
the entire home: furnishing the seats, mounting the curtains of beds or windows, and 
draping the walls.1 During the second half of the 19th century, no one could do without 
the services of their own upholsterer whose productions undoubtedly marked this tout 
textile period.2 The upholstery industry was also divided into several specialties. The best 
known is the chair upholsterer, but an upholsterer might also have been a cutter or villier.3 
They were involved in the complete fitting out of hotels, castles and apartments in France 
and abroad. Henri Tresca, a French mechanical engineer and professor at the Conserva-
toire national des arts et métiers in Paris wrote in his book Visite à l’exposition universelle 
de Paris en 1855: “The field of the upholsterer extends to the most obscure corners of our 
homes. […] Taste is the principle on which the entire art of the upholsterer is based; it is 
fair to say that this industry is essentially French.”4 

At this time Paris was the main production centre for the upholstery industry. Hence, 
Henry Havard, inspector of fine arts and art historian, described Parisian upholsterers as 
“arbiters of taste in Europe.”5 In 1889, for instance, upholsterers made 50 million francs 
for the French economy, 10 million of which were for exported goods.6 World’s fairs al-
lowed these workers to position themselves competitively on an international scale, to 
assert French taste in interior design. 

1	 At that time, upholsterers were men. The only women present in the workshops were seamstresses.
2	 Folie textile: mode et décoration sous le Second Empire, Isabelle Dubois-Brinkmann and Emmanuel 

Starcky (eds.), exh. cat, RMN – Grand Palais, Paris, 2013.
3	 In contact with the clientele, the villier went en ville. He was responsible for the installation and mainte-

nance of all decorations. 
4	 Henri Tresca, Visite à l’exposition universelle de Paris en 1855, Paris, 1855, p. 714. In this article, all quotes 

originally in French have been translated by the author.
5	 Henry Havard, Dictionnaire de l’ameublement et de la décoration : depuis le XIIe siècle jusqu’à nos jours, 

t. IV, P–Z, Paris, 1894, p. 1333.
6	 Alfred Picard, Rapport général, t. 5, Paris, 1891–1892, p. 30.

Justine Lécuyer, “The Upholsterer’s Industry at Parisian World's Fairs”, in Buket Altinoba, Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich (eds.), The Paris Universal 
Expositions: (Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net, 2026, pp. 137–157, https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1144.c25332



138

The historiography on world’s fairs is abundant. Publications focus mainly on the orga-
nisation, economic issues and artistic impact of such events. Key works include Les ex-
positions universelles à Paris de 1855 à 1937 by Béatrice de Andia and Myriam Bacha, publi-
shed in 2005; Les expositions universelles, les identités au défi de la modernité by Christiane 
Demeulenaere-Douyère and Liliane Hilaire-Pérez, published in 2014; and Jonathan 
Meyer’s Great Exhibitions: London, New York, Paris, 1851–1900, published in 2006 with a 
large iconography. However, very few studies focus on furniture. One example is Inven-
ting the Modern World, Decorative Arts at the World’s Fairs 1851–1939, detailing a travelling 
exhibition held in 2012 at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art in Kansas City, the Carnegie 
Museum of Art in Pittsburg, the New Orleans Museum of Art and the Mint Museum in 
Charlotte. Also, published in 2014, François Lachaud and Marie-Madeleine Massé offer 
a study on Le meuble français à l’Exposition universelle de 1878: demandes d’admission et 
questionnaires remplis par les exposants dans la classe 17 : meubles de luxe et à bon marché. 
Nevertheless, these works are not on upholstery. Thus, the history of upholsterers and 
their achievements remains largely unexplored. 

There are rich and diverse sources which enable the study of the presence of uphols-
terers at world’s fairs. In the National Archives, the sub-series F/12 of commerce and 
industry holds multiple administrative and technical files for general commissions, in-
formation on the exhibitors, and the juries and awards. Exhibition catalogues and jury 
reports are available on the website of the Conservatoire numérique des arts et métiers. 
The press is an equally vast and varied source. The upholsterers’ section of world’s fairs 
was sometimes the subject of reproductions (engravings, watercolours, and photographs) 
advertising the exhibitions. These sources enable us to ask, to what extent did upholste-
rers participate in world’s fairs? And, how did their presence contribute to the promotion 
of Paris as a capital of arts and fashion? Upholsterers influenced their industry in many 
ways during world’s fairs. They participated as exhibitors in a main building or in pri-
vate pavilions, but they also performed services for the installation committees as public 
contractors—a lesser-known part of their work. This contribution is based on examples of 
upholsterers’ works at Paris world’s fairs, from the sources listed above, which illustrate 
the French taste and the splendour displayed by France during these events.

Upholsterers as Public Contractors: The Use of Textiles to Enhance Buildings

As decorators of ephemeral festivities, upholsterers adorned public and private recep-
tions such as balls, weddings, and funerals. It was these skills that they utilised for the 
exterior and interior decoration of exhibition buildings. These buildings were construct-
ed to be economical, functional and temporary. The upholsterers’ textile decor was the 
source of a new richness. What was the involvement of upholsterers in the decoration of 
exhibitions? The work of the upholsterer was noticeable from the entrance of the world’s 
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fairs. They participated in the mobile decoration of emblematic places, staging them with 
transient architecture by installing, for example, awnings, flags, banners, or masts. The 
1867 exhibition is considered to showcase the modernity of Paris and the Second Em-
pire, which included the exceptional participation of all European countries. Therefore, it 
needed to impress visitors as soon as they entered the fair. The aquatint Porte d’Iéna from 
the famous Album du Parc shows the main gate decorated with a long awning resplendent 
with banners (fig. 1).7 The utilisation of various textile elements contributed to the visual 
effect on visitors as they arrived at the exhibition. In L’Art industriel à l’Exposition univer-
selle de 1867, the writer and journalist Auguste Luchet described the entrance as follows: 

The main avenue, from the main gate to the Pont de Iéna, stretched magi-
cally into an infinite and splendid tent, with its velvet and gold awning, scat-
tered with bees, marrying its emerald shades with lush greenery walls.8 

7	 “Porte d’Iéna : élévation, plan”, Album du Parc, National Archives, CP/F/12/1872/1.
8	 Auguste Luchet, L’art industriel à l’Exposition universelle de 1867, Paris, 1868, p. 54.

1	 “Porte d’Iéna : élévation, plan”, Album du Parc, National Archives, Paris, CP/F/12/1872/1
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This description matches the submission of the contractor Charles Antoine Dumont9 
kept in the National Archives. His account provides many details about Dumont’s rich 
embellishments: “the awning on the avenue called de l’Europe, between the Palace and 
the Quai d’Orsay, […], will follow the 250 metres length of the main straight alley.”10 The 
awning of the entrance was 250 metres long, 11 metres wide, and supported by 50 masts, 
sheltering the visitor with a double row of rare shrubs and flowers. The fabric was a green 
velvet scattered with bees, supported by golden cables with gold tassels. The decoration 
was described in the press as “imposing and graceful at the same time and one of the 
most successful things at the exhibition.”11 Dumont also created a large tent backed by the 
greenhouse of the private garden. The tent had 26 meters of frontage and was 25 meters 
in length. The entrance was decorated with green velvet embroidered with gold flowers 
and bees in silk of various colors. The yardage and the sumptuousness of these two tex-
tiles were impressive. Furthermore, Dumont made a direct reference to the Emperor  
Napoleon III with the embroidered bees (as bees are symbolically associated with 
the Emperor). The above example shows the richness of the materials and colours as 
well as the symbolism of the textile decor.

Upholsterers also created the interior design of the exhibition hall. They decorated the 
different doors and aisles. The gallery of 30 metres at the 1889 exhibition was a main 
thoroughfare of an extraordinary size. From this main gallery, 14 side galleries branched 
off. At the top of these galleries were monumental doors, each characterising the corre-
sponding industrial class by its specific ornamentation. Not only were the doors used to 
create perspective and direct visitors, but also to avoid visual monotony. A photograph of 
the door of the upholsterers’ class is kept at the Bibliothèque nationale de France (fig. 2). 
In their report, the exhibition organisers listed upholsterers who were called to submit 
proposals for the decoration of the door. It is interesting to highlight that the first version 
imagined was finally judged as being too rich in detail. In the end, a simpler version was 
chosen for economic reasons.12 The contract for partitions and doors was awarded to the 
cabinetmaker and upholsterer Jules Allard fils (1832–1907), and the overall decoration to 
d’Anthoine and Bussienne13, the artisans with the better prices. As specialists in textiles, 
the decoration of the door of the upholsterers’ section needed to be imposing. However, 
exhibitions remained an important financial investment also. The organisers sought to 
obtain the best effect at the lowest cost.

9	 In the ongoing research process we do not have more information on this upholsterer.
10	 “Exposition universelle de 1867, Commission impériale, service du Parc, Registre de correspondances 

avec les entrepreneurs”, National Archives, F/12/3021.
11	 François Ducuing, “La porte d’entrée du pont d’Iéna”, in L’exposition universelle de 1867 illustrée, 1867, 

1e livraison, p. 11.
12	 “Commissariat général. Exposition universelle de 1889 à Paris, Comités d’installation”, National 

Archives, F/12/3774.
13	 In the current state of our research we do not have more information on this upholstery entreprise.
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Upholsterers also staged the awards ceremony. In particular, the 1867 exhibition includ-
ed grand prizes, medals, honourable mentions and monetary awards with a total value of 
250 000 francs. Grand prizes were exceptional awards intended to recognise the merit of 
inventions or improvements that had brought about real progress. The records list 100 gold 
medals, 1000 silver medals, 3000 bronze medals, and 5000 honourable mentions. Tradi-
tional awards ceremonies were a perfect opportunity for the government to promote nation-
al prestige to other exhibiting countries. During these ceremonies, for instance, upholsterers 
had to stage the pomp of the Empire—or the Republic, after 1870. The awards ceremony of 

2	 Hippolyte Blancard, Galerie des trente mètres. Exposition des tapissiers-décorateurs, 
Paris, BnF, EO-508(12)-Boîte FOL A
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the 1867 exhibition, in the Palace of Industry on July 1st, included an important number of 
guests. For this ceremony, the main hall and the upper galleries were emptied of objects to 
accommodate the public who needed to be able to see the throne wherever they sat. 

The upholsterer Julien Belloir (1819−1883), who specialised in ephemeral celebrations, 
obtained the contract for the installation work and the supply of benches.14 On the ba-
sis of a quote, drawn up by the Imperial Commission, he was required to provide 16 156 
seats covered in garnet-coloured wool satin and padded with hay. These benches were 
made in accordance with a model submitted by the architect and made in the contrac-
tor’s workshops.15 The work of the upholsterer was about the ability to produce a large 

14	 “Commission impériale. Exposition universelle de 1867 à Paris”, National Archives, F/12/11905.
15	 On the relationship between architects and upholsterers see Justine Lécuyer, “Les tapissiers-décora-

teurs dans la seconde moitié du XIXe siècle : dans l’ombre des architectes”, in Mathilde Legeay, Jessy 

3	 “Distribution des récompenses décernées aux lauréats de l’Exposition Universelle de 1878, au Palais de 
l’Industrie”, in L’Illustration, Paris, Musée Carnavalet
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volume of simple and solid furniture to meet the needs of such a ceremony. Adolphe 
Belloir (1813−1875), brother of Julien, was entrusted with the drapes. The quote listed, 
in great detail, the drapery work for the decoration of the bay windows. Each bay was 
decorated with two red velvet curtains, each comprised of four strips of fabric, lined in 
red percaline with a red woollen border. The curtains crowned with a lambrequin were 
raised from above by gold wool cables, each with a set of two tassels, and were support-
ed from below by a flat curtain loop fastened to a patera in wood that was painted gold. 
Although ephemeral, this very rich decoration required all the know-how of the uphol-
sterer, similar to the placement of the balustrade’s drapery. 

In comparison, the 1878 awards ceremony on October 21st, under the Third Republic 
and MacMahon’s presidency (fig. 3) was intended to showcase French industries’ “wealth 
and power”, as after the defeat against Germany, the ministry of trade asked for “pa-
triotic devotion” from its contractors.16 They called upon the same upholsterer for the 
decoration of the room. Julien Belloir & Vazelle’s invoice includes the president’s gallery, 
the carpet for the platform, stairs, and the decoration of the bay windows.17 The setting 
was similar to 1867, the main difference being the placement of the platform and the 
absence of the throne and canopy. Imperial symbols were replaced by republican ones:  
RF for République française was used instead of eagles. Despite the regime change, the 
upholsterers enhanced the main space of the exhibition. 

In 1900, the celebration hall of the exhibition had very different architecture and dec-
orations compared to previous ones. This room was located inside the Machine gallery 
built in 1889. Julien Belloir still provided the main textile decorations. The twelve arches 
of the galleries on the first floor were made of corn-coloured hangings with gold tassels 
and crenellations. On special occasions, they supported a set of tapestries by les Gobelins, 
on loan from the garde-meuble. Linen velvet hangings were installed for the bay windows, 
but the greatest decorative effect on the room was produced by the stained glass dome 
ceiling. Outside, light blue, gold and silver awnings were suspended across the front of 
the palace by cables. At the opening ceremony of the exhibition in April, the upholsterers 
transformed the room though it was still under construction, giving it the appearance of 
a finished building. The journalist Gustave Babin in the Journal des débats politiques et lit-
téraires emphasised Belloir’s expertise and contribution to this important event:

What a prestigious art, that of the upholsterer for public celebrations! With 
a metre of stretched calico, he makes flooring for the rooms, with a little gar-
net-coloured velvet and some rough boards, he makes a splendid ramp for 

Jouan, À l’ombre des maîtres. Les artistes secondaires en France et en Italie du XIIe au XIXe siècle, Rennes, 
2023, pp. 167–183.

16	 “Commissariat général, Exposition universelle de 1878 à Paris, Cérémonie et fêtes”, National Archives, 
F/12/3266/A.

17	 Ibid.
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the most monumental staircase. He conceals the empty spaces, and even 
the poor workmanship. A few Gobelin tapestries, some green plants, and 
there we have a reception room.18 

As public contractors, the contributions of upholsterers to the various Parisian world’s 
fairs were in general immense, from the hire of rugs and equipment for the ceremonies to 
the installation of awnings and other items to enhance the buildings. Their textile deco-
rations made it possible to dress and structure the vastness of the exhibition spaces while 
demonstrating the wealth of the country. These decorations were important contribu-
tions to the ornamentation of the world’s fairs and their visual impact on visitors, and 
thus to some extent, to national prestige.

Upholsterers and Their Display Exhibitions

World’s fairs were a tool of commercial strategy for the promotion of the work of upholsterers 
by showcasing examples worthy of artistic interest in the press. Each exhibition had its own 
classification system and every industry was divided into several subsections. As the exhi-
bitions progressed, the classifications of the furniture and upholstery industries evolved. In 
1855, few upholsterers existed in Group 7 “Ameublement et Décorations, Modes, Dessin in-
dustriel, Imprimerie, Musique”, Class 24, Section 7 “Industries concernant l’Ameublement 
et la Décoration.” The 1867 exhibition refined this classification. Group 3 became “Meubles 
et autres objets destinés à l’habitation”. Furniture was divided into two separate classes: 
Class 14 for “Meubles de luxe” and Class 15 for “Ouvrages de tapissier et de décorateur”. In 
1878, the group title changed to “Mobilier et accessoires”. The class numbers also changed 
to 17 and 18. Inexpensive furniture was included in the same category as luxury furniture. 
The 1889 classification was identical. Finally, in 1900, the group and class numbers changed 
again, and the class titles were slightly modified. Group 12 included “Décoration et mobilier 
des édifices et des habitions”. Furniture was in Class 69 and retained the title of “Meubles à 
bon marché et meubles de luxe” while upholsterers, Class 71, became “Décoration mobile 
et ouvrages du tapissier. Décoration extérieur de rue”. 

These developments reflect the hesitations of the admission committees in classify-
ing the output of the furniture industry. This questioning was also present in the textile 
industry. New trends in furnishing appeared almost as quickly as in the clothing indus-
try.  Clothing textile and furnishing fabric sections were separated in the 1867 classifi-
cations but remained connected as the same manufactures could produce both. In the 
1880s and 1890s, the expression “upholsterer style” referred to outfits using textiles with 
patterns intended for furniture and often embellished with trimmings. The impossibility 

18	 Gustave Babin, “L’Exposition universelle, Sur les travaux, la salle des fêtes”, in Journal des débats 
politiques et littéraires, 29 April 1900, p. 2.
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of defining clear boundaries between the different furniture industries led to furniture 
and upholstery being exhibited together on either side of the same aisle, with a common 
international jury. Awards were distributed to all manufacturers together as some of 
them were present in both sections. Edmond Du Sommerard, curator and art historian, 
in his report on the 1867 exhibition, pointed out:

Until a few years ago, these two classes, while having many points of con-
tact, could easily have remained independent of each other. Today this is 
no longer the case, especially with regard to luxury furniture and uphol-
stery. Indeed, almost all furniture manufacturers, especially those who 
have given the furniture industry an undeniable shine, have understood 
that there was a great advantage for them to join the art of decoration to 
the furniture itself and, with very few exceptions, they now have their 
workshops set up for upholstery work. For their part, the most renowned 
upholsterers manufacture luxury furniture and all types of cabinetmaking 
under their own name.19

For example, in 1889, Flachat et Cochet from Lyon applied to Sections 17 and 18 and were 
admitted into both. The exhibitor had to choose one of the two classes in order not to split 
their exhibition. Flachat et Cochet decided to exhibit in the upholsterers’ section with 
the purpose of highlighting their interior design. Several exhibitors found themselves in 
this same situation, which reflected the evolution of practices within the furniture indus-
tries.20 Likewise, the upholsterers’ admission committee raised the question of permit-
ting department stores to join the upholsterers’ section. Many reasons were given for not 
admitting department stores, mainly because of the fear that their exhibits would func-
tion as branches of their huge shops. According to one member of the committee, “Exhi-
bition means selection, perfection!”21 and department stores were more concerned with 
financial gain than with producing works of art. This statement echoes one of the major 
topics of the period: the alliance between art and industry. Upholsterers presented their 
creations as artistic, not industrial. They put forward the uniqueness of their works in 
opposition to the multiplicity of those in department stores. These differentiations were 
important considerations in the context of world’s fairs, especially after Léon de Labor-
de’s publication De l’Union des arts et de l’industrie in 1856. Upholstery was located at the 
border between art, craft, and industry, which explains its richness and complexity.

19	 Edmond Du Sommerard, “Groupe III Empire Français Classe 14 Meubles de luxe Classe 15 Ouvrages 
de tapissier et de décorateur”, in Exposition universelle de 1867, Catalogue général, Mobilier, 3e livraison, 
Paris, 1867, p. 5.

20	 “Commissariat général. Exposition universelle de 1889 à Paris, Comités d’installation”, National 
Archives, F/12/3774.

21	 Ibid.
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The 1867 and 1878 Exhibitions: To Show and Be Seen

As exhibitors, upholsterers were the masters of their displays.22 Some upholsterers 
sought to stand out from the crowd. They invested significant sums to carry out com-
plete installations. According to the jury’s report of the 1867 exhibition, “the work of 
the upholsterer decorator is not easily explained and judged outside their final loca-
tion.”23 That is why the jury considered that no decorations  were more complete than 
those of Henry Penon’s (1831−1907) and Jules Duval’s (1827−1887) pavilions. These up-
holsterers isolated themselves from the rest of their class with special buildings. This 
pavilion phenomenon seems to have begun in 1867 in the park designed by Adolphe 
Alphand, who was director of parks and gardens for the city of Paris and the future gen-
eral commissioner for the 1889 exhibition. Penon’s pavilion was dedicated to the Em-
press and her guests as a rest area. He entrusted the architect René Demimuid, a stu-
dent of Gabriel Davioud and the city’s works inspector, the task of creating a setting for 
his interior composition. Penon was one of the most fashionable Parisian upholsterers. 
He designed and drew draperies and furniture, and owned a manufacturing company. 
At this time, French taste was in favour of the decorative arts of the 17th and 18th cen-
turies which referred to the national past, in this case the ancien régime, through the 
reuse of historical styles called the Three Louis (for Louis XIV, Louis XV, and Louis 
XVI). Upholsterers’ productions were characterised by the alliance of these historical 
references, using textiles as structure within an interior space. For his pavilion, Penon 
chose a distant reference to Louis XVI’s style. This choice was not unrelated to Empress 
Eugenie’s taste for furniture from this period, and her decision to organise a retrospec-
tive in memory of Queen Marie-Antoinette at the Petit Trianon during the same year. 
Although Penon made reference to the furniture of the ancien régime, he did not pro-
duce copies of ancient models. He executed his installation in a new style combined 
with a work on colour that was considered at the time to be the creation of a true artist. 
Désiré Guilmard reproduced Penon’s design in his magazine Le Garde-meuble (fig. 4).24 
It stands out mainly for its delicacy, but the great harmony of tone is not rendered well 
in black and white lithography. The unity of the decor was created by the visual impact 
of the chromatic range used in the seat upholstery, draperies, curtains and carpet. The 
main subject was the awakening of Psyche and Eros. The depiction of the dawn required 
the use of subtle tones of grey-blue. Penon sought to express emerging light through his 
new technique of printing and painting on silk satin textiles. The decorative vocabulary 
included motifs of flowers, fruits, and fauna. The sycamore woodwork, ivory in colour, 

22	 They also participate in the installation and decoration of other industries’ displays.
23	 Jules Diéterle, Digby Wyatt, “Rapport sur les ouvrages de tapissier et de décorateur”, in Michel Chevalier 

(ed.), Exposition universelle de 1867 à Paris. Rapports du jury international, t. 3, Paris, 1868, p. 43.
24	 Anthonyme de la Roque, “Le Pavillon de S. M. l’impératrice au Champ de Mars”, in Ornementation usuelle 

de toutes les époques dans les arts industriels et en architecture, 2e année, 15e livraison, 1867–1868, p. 22.
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4	 Désiré Guilmard, “Pavillon de S. M. l’Impératrice, Exposition Universelle 1867, M. M. Penon 
Frères, tapissiers”, Le Garde-meuble, Collection de Tenture, 175e livraison, pl. 513
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surrounded four panels of silk dyed in gradations from silver-white to azure. The same 
system of tonal gradation was used for the decoration of the windows and the carpet. 
In his article on the pavilion, the architect Anthonyme de la Rocque commented on 
Penon’s execution as follows: 

5	 “Grand salon de S. M. l’Empereur”, Pavillon Impérial à l’Exposition Universelle de 
1867, Concession de MM. Duval Frères, tapissiers, 1867
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All the decoration and furnishings are Louis XVI. One would be strangely 
mistaken, however, in thinking that this masterpiece is merely a conscien-
tious pastiche of the admirable compositions of that period. Far from it, M. 
Penon, by adopting it, only wanted to draw a starting point [...]. He pre-
ferred to adopt a style without however abdicating his freedom as an artist.25

Penon’s interior design was primarily a search for aesthetics rather than authenticity. No 
gilded wood was used for this decor, which was made instead for country pleasures. As 
another example, no style can really be attributed to the caned chair (on the left, in fig. 4). 
It is a personal composition that combines a Louis XVI style with a sheaf back, plus a doe 
foot with a Louis XV style base. It is similar in its lightness to the Chiarivari chair, a crea-
tion of the 19th century. Penon’s pavilion was praised in the press and deemed worthy of 
being used as a model for those involved in decoration.26 In particular, one English report 
highlighted: “The French feeling for unity between the house and its contents cannot be 
too highly commended,” and, “[it is] a specimen of a room in which this is studied down 
to the minutest ornament.”27 Thus, acknowledging Penon’s work as a decorator, the jury 
awarded a gold medal for the pavilion.

The Imperial Commission gave the upholsterer Jules Duval a space near the Porte 
d’Iéna, as mentioned earlier, for the construction of a furnished and decorated pavil-
ion. Although Duval was accredited as an exhibitor, his pavilion was not an exhibition 
booth. The public could not access the interior but only the garden and the surrounding 
area. The pavilion was reserved for the exclusive use of the Imperial couple and their 
royal guests. Built by the architect Lehmann, with a dome in the oriental style, the pavil-
ion was divided into several rooms, each dedicated to a member of the Imperial family. 
Its decoration became well known due to engravings in the press, but mainly thanks to 
a series of photographs commissioned by Duval himself. This album was also published 
with a list of high-profile visitors such as Ismail Pasha viceroy of Egypt, His Majesty 
Alexander Emperor of Russia, and His Majesty Frederick William King of Prussia. It 
highlights the importance for Duval of disseminating his creations in order to make a 
return on investment. 

The decor needed to be elaborated with the taste that suited its purpose. Like Penon, 
Duval chose the Louis XVI style for the Empress’s living room (fig. 5). The focus was 
placed on the fabric used for the wall hangings, the curtains, and the upholstery of the 
medallion sofas. Curtains and draperies were linked together by scallops, made from 
a lampas with a cherry-coloured background and a grisaille design. The fireside chair, 
ottoman and chaise légère were Duval’s specialties and were representative of modern 

25	 Ibid., p. 21.
26	 Ibid.
27	 John Hungerford Pollen, “Report on Fancy Furniture. Classe 14”, in Reports on the Paris universal 

exhibition 1867, vol. 2, London, 1868, p. 282.



150

comfort.28 The Emperor’s living room was decorated in a historic Louis XIV style which 
embodied French taste. The doors and draperies were covered with tapestries from Par-
is, on a mauve background, and matched with an Aubusson rug of the same style. Du-
val’s salon demonstrated a stylistic continuity with the imperial palaces, as this room 
echoed the Salon de Mars in the Saint-Cloud Palace, with its impressive chandelier, rug, 
borne topped by a bronze statue of Minerva, walls covered with tapestries and draped 
with curtains. These elements were visible in the doorway in the photograph of the 
Empress’s salon. Finally, the Imperial Prince’s living room was designed in the Moor-
ish style in keeping with the architecture of the pavilion. Helped by many industrialists, 
notably the silk manufacturer Mathevon et Bouvard from Lyon, Duval decorated the 
Imperial Pavilion with the taste and art that suited the guests it was intended for. The 
decor honoured French know-how and the diversity of talents in the French furniture 
industry. The newspaper L’exposition universelle illustrée presented the pavilion in a very 
complimentary way: “It looks like a wave of a wand, so complete is the enchantment. 
What taste! What luxury! It is a dream of the Thousand and One Nights with its sump-
tuous and impossible magnificence. The exterior responds to the interior: whimsy dom-
inates.”29 The word “whimsy” highlights the extravagant nature of Duval’s decor. He 
sought to impress visitors by playing on the variety and richness of the decorations in 
order to attract commissions. Penon and Duval’s pavilions were intended for the Im-
perial family and were used for the reception of foreign sovereigns and the elite; thus 
exhibitions were a means of advertising to other courts and exporting French taste. Both 
upholsterers had prestige strategies rather than commercial ones. Yet, neither of them 
repeated the experience of decorating a pavilion in 1878 because they did not obtain 
enough commercial return.

The location of the upholsterers in the building was important to success. The em-
placement was free of charge, but the cost of installation and decoration was paid for by 
the upholsterers. The display was open and raised questions about the harmony of the en-
tire group. Henri de Parville in L’Exposition universelle de 1867 explained the importance 
of the suitability of the products and the displays:

Is it for example a furnishing? It was important to be able to give the build-
ing the appearance of a trade fair. Is it about fabrics? They had to be dis-
played as if in a store. This is why the space intended for this or that exhi-
bition is narrowed in depth and even in height, depending on the needs. 
The ceiling will be lowered or raised if necessary, and the most favorable 

28	 Plant-based materials tended to be used to replace horsehair, which is a source of mould. Colonies 
became a source of imported raw materials. For example, saw palmetto from Algeria was used to 
pad seats.

29	 François Ducuing, “Le pavillon impérial”, in L’exposition universelle de 1867 illustrée, Paris, 1867,  
2e livraison, p. 19.



151

The Upholsterer’s Industry at Parisian World's Fairs

light effects for the exhibits will be created with the help of screens skillfully 
placed on the glass roof. False fabric ceilings will filter the light at the height 
that seems most appropriate.30

At the 1878 world’s fair, Penon’s stand occupied not only the corner of the furniture 
gallery but also two other consecutive rooms. This shows the financial strength of 
the upholsterer and the variety of his production. He presented the complete decora-
tion for a boudoir “d’une femme du monde” in the main room (fig. 6). The two other 
rooms were dedicated to his work on embroidery. According to the journal Le Con-
stitutionnel of 17 October 1878, he was the only upholsterer to show a decorative set 
while the others, such as Fourdinois, showed isolated works of art. His installation 
was covered by numerous publications in the press. In his article, Marius Chaumelin 
wrote that “The crowd rushes in and shouts of admiration for this delightful creation, 

30	 Henri de Parville, L’Exposition universelle de 1867 : guide de l’exposant et du visiteur avec les documents 
officiels, un plan et une vue de l’exposition, Paris/Londres/Leipzig, 1866, p. 43.

6	 Alexandre Quinet, [Henry Penon’s boudoir], National Archives, Paris, F/12/11910



152

which is certainly one of the main attractions of the world’s fair.”31 Just like in 1867, 
Penon focussed on the colours of the fabric and its thread. He showed a sky-blue bro-
caded satin, turned up with pale pink. A tiger skin was installed as a rug in front of the 
daybed as an exotic touch. The ruelle of the bed was screened by a tapestry, designed 
and woven in his workshops. 

Novelty consisted of the surging mass of deep sea green, plush velvet draperies. 
Penon is known to have introduced plush fabrics into fashion, particularly in the 
1870s and 1880s. He contributed to the diffusion of new models in terms of com-
position and also in terms of fabric manufacture. According to the scholarly writer 
Jules Turgan, Penon’s creations contributed to the diffusion of French taste abroad: 
“The products of Mr. Penon are of high price, but they carry far and wide into rich 
foreign residences the superiority of France, and he succeeds in maintaining our an-
cient reputation of excellence in all works of taste, a reputation which is part of our 
national fortune.”32 

The arrangement of the draperies visible in the photograph shows his use of textiles as 
a structuring element, sometimes to the point of excess. Penon’s creation must be appre-
ciated for its pictorial aspect. He designed the boudoir like a painting, using line, texture, 
and colour harmony. In furnishing as in clothing, being fashionable was based on fabric 
and cut. The upholsterer was the dressmaker of the interior, which was also a reflection of 
its owner.33 In this regard, Havard was critical of Penon’s stand in his article for Le Siècle. 
He considered that the decor was more suited for a prostitute rather than for a bourgeois 
woman: “a lot of art, but which contains a perfume of cocotterie so pronounced that one 
cannot see in it anything other than a graceful eccentricity.”34 Havard’s remarks question 
the realisation of the decorations presented in the exhibitions: were they created for cus-
tomers or as a tour de force for the exhibition? In any case, his work was considered by his 
peers to be a masterpiece, “imitated but never equaled.”35

31	 Marius Chaumelin, “Exposition universelle de 1878, Classe 18—L’art du tapissier et du décorateur”, in 
Le Constitutionnel, 17 October 1878, n° 290, n. p.

32	 Jules Turgan, “Meubles”, in Les grandes usines, vol. 12, Paris, 1879, p. 175.
33	 On this subject see Justine Lécuyer, “Le tapissier-décorateur ou l'art de vêtir l'intérieur”, in KUNST, n° 1, 

december 2024.
34	 Henry Havard, “L’Exposition, Le mobilier”, in Le Siècle, 17 October 1878, n. p. The term cocotte was used 

derogatively in France during the Second Empire and the Belle Époque to refer to a woman who made 
a living from paid sexual services, but who was not or was no longer registered as a prostitute by the 
police.

35	 Constant Legriel, “Rapport sur les ouvrages du tapissier et du décorateur”, in Rapports du jury interna-
tional, Groupe III, Mobilier et accessoires, classes 17 à 30, Paris, 1891, p. 27.
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7	 “Grands Magasins du Bon Marché - Vue du Boudoir style Louis XVI - Le Trianon”, Décoration 
et ameublement, Paris, A. Guérinet, 1901, pl. 113
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The 1889 and 1900 Exhibitions: The Emerging and Fierce Competition of New 
Competitors

Upholsterers needed tremendous yardage to be able to produce sumptuous trim-
mings. The mechanisation of looms and the creation of synthetic dyes contributed to 
lower the cost of fabric, and therefore enhanced creativity. Thanks to mass production, 
interior decoration became more affordable to a broader social stratum. The increasing 
use of the sewing machine facilitated the production of ‘ready to install’ furniture. This 
sector was mainly provided for by large department stores which started to exhibit at 
the 1889 world’s fair.36 In 1889, the jury’s report underlined the establishment of Parisian 
entreprises abroad and the new fierce competition from department stores. Constant 
Legriel (1829−1904), upholsterer and reporter of the upholsterers’ section, declared that 
the commercial and financial power of the department stores increased every day. He 
specified that half of the work of Parisian upholsterers was now carried out by them.37 
However, he stated, they focussed on ordinary production and not on artistic creation. 
Department stores would eclipse quality in favour of quantity, in a sometimes excessive 
quest for luxury that was more about appearences than what was real. Legriel also de-
plored the lack of simplicity, unity, and elegance of their production while noting their 
undeniable influence on public taste. Consumers eager for well-being, comfort, and 
cheap luxury rushed into their halls. The development of furnishing fabrics at afforda-
ble prices created a taste for drapery among modestly-financed consumers. Machines 
were able to mix fibres to make new and creative furniture fabrics. Indeed, the report 
on fabrics in 1889 indicated “the manufacturer of fabrics had created the novelty for 
dresses, nowadays they have created the novelty for furniture.”38 Accordingly, in 1900, 
the financial capacity of department stores enabled them to exhibit the complete interi-
ors of several rooms. Le Bon Marché and Printemps showcased their productions in the 
upholsterers’ section in the main building, and in independent pavilions both designed 
by the architect Risler. Le Bon Marché pavilion borrowed architectural elements from 
the Petit Trianon at Versailles, while the Printemps pavilion recalled Louis XV’s era. 
They were clearly in the tradition of 18th-century historical styles. For example, Le Bon 
Marché exhibited a Louis XVI-style boudoir equipped with a Duchess dressing table and 
chaise longue, completed by wall hangings (fig. 7). According to their brochure, it showed 
“with what reliability of taste the upholsterers of Le Bon Marché know how to compose 

36	 “Commissariat général. Exposition universelle de 1889 à Paris”, National Archives, F/12/3773.
37	 Constant Legriel, “Rapport sur les ouvrages du tapissier et du décorateur”, in Rapports du jury interna-

tional, Groupe III, Mobilier et accessoires, classes 17 à 30, Paris, 1891, p. 53.
38	 Victor Legrand, “Rapport sur les Tapis, tapisseries et autres tissus d’ameublement”, in Exposition uni-

verselle internationale de 1889 à Paris. Rapports du jury international, Groupe III, Mobilier et accessoires, 
classes 17 à 30, Paris, 1891, p. 358.
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furnishings.”39 Department stores proclaimed their competence in terms of taste and 
know-how. Some foreign courts did not hesitate to entrust French department stores 
with the decoration of their rooms of honour. According to Le Figaro of 10 April 1900, 
the Emperor of Persia and the Prince of Bulgaria called on the Grands Magasins de la 
Place de Clichy, whose reputation “has crossed the seas.”40 Department stores were be-
coming new players in the dissemination of French taste and formidable competitors for 
upholsterers.

French upholsterers were also competing with new productions within the furniture 
industry. In his book Les Merveilles de l’Exposition de 1900, the historian Jules Trousset 
wrote: “The upholsterer decorator’s art is, like the other parts of furniture, in the midst 

39	 Le Bon Marché, Guide illustré du Bon Marché, Coulommiers, 1900, p. 38.
40	 “À l’Exposition”, Le Figaro, 10 April 1900, p. 3.

8	 “Maison Poirier et Rémon - Antichambre style moderne”, in Décoration et ameublement, Paris, 1901, 
vol. 1, pl. 52
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of a crisis of transformation and renewal, following the whims of fashion.”41 In fact, the 
modern-style decorative sets presented by German and Viennese sections at the 1900 
exhibition likely called into question the prevalence of French taste in the furniture in-
dustry. In this context, French upholsterers sought to be part of this search for a new aes-
thetic. Some of them tried to offer modern production while retaining their traditions, 
which always appealed to French and foreign customers. The cohabitation of these two 
aesthetics was visible in Pierre-Henri Rémon’s (1858−1930) display. He presented two 
rooms: a Regency living room and a modern-style anteroom which illustrated this duali-
ty. The photograph of his modern production shows a restrained use of textiles in favour 
of wood, notably through the presence of wood panelling and a bench seat with exposed 
wood (fig. 8). The decor was free of historical references. However, the modest size of 
this modern ‘corner’ shows that historic style remained at the heart of the upholsterer’s 
production. For instance, it was this Louis-style furniture and drapery that the upholster-
ers Rémon, Jansen and Poteau would take to St. Louis World’s Fair in 1904 to represent 
French taste to American customers. 

Conclusion 

Parisian world’s fairs were the showcase of Paris, France, and the regime in place at that 
time. Upholsterers actively participated in the promotion of Paris as a city of art and fash-
ion. Visitors came to upholsterers’ exhibitions to see the forms, tastes, and fashions em-
anating from Paris. The industry of the upholsterer benefitted from progress in the fields 
of weaving, dying, and reproduction techniques, as well as from raw materials from the 
colonies (e.g., saw palmetto to pad seats). Parisian upholsterers were known for their ex-
pertise, the quality of their materials and their taste. They spent very important sums of 
money on their world’s fair displays in the hope of financial and promotional repercus-
sions. The impact of recognition for the exhibitors was real as they sought to establish a 
reputation concerning the merits of their products. They mainly exhibited decorations 
associated with the Louis style while at the same time trying to emancipate themselves 
from it through their choice of fabrics, colours and draperies. Furniture became a marker 
of wealth and good taste. The new bourgeoisie, endowed with financial means but lack-
ing social legitimacy, supported productions inspired by the great French styles. 

However, only premium upholsterers exhibited their products, and it was problematic 
to judge the whole industry based only on their world’s fairs displays as sometimes items 
were made especially for the event. Upholsterers could hardly sell such textile decora-
tions afterwards as they were dusty and faded by the end of the exhibition and were only 
suited for specific measurements. Some upholsterers were aware of the value of their 

41	 Jules Trousset, Les merveilles de l’exposition de 1900, Paris, 1900, p. 522.
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products and therefore donated them to the Union centrale des Arts décoratifs. Rémon 
gave fabric samples and the modern furniture he showed at the 1900 world’s fair to the 
newly created Musée des arts décoratifs in 1913 when he became an active member of the 
institution. It is one of the very few works made by an upholsterer for this occasion to be 
part of a public collection.42

42	 Pierre-Henri Rémon, Bench seat, 1900, Paris, Musée des Arts décoratifs, n° inv. 19091 and Pierre-Henri 
Rémon, Wood panelling, 1900, Paris, Musée des Arts décoratifs, n° inv. 18357.

Illustration page 136: “Pavillon de S. M. l’Impératrice, Exposition Universelle 1867, M. M. Penon Frères, tapissiers”, Le Garde-meuble, 
Collection de Tenture, 175e livraison, pl. 513 (detail of fig. 4, page 147)
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Staging Savoir-Faire and its 
Conceptual Framing: A Glass-Melting 
Furnace as Centrepiece of Émile 
Gallé’s Contribution to the 1900 Paris 
World’s Fair

Léa Kuhn
Zentralinstitut für Kunstgeschichte, München

When art historian Julius Meier-Graefe reported about the Paris World’s Fair of the year 
1900, he wrote that he was convinced that this exhibition would decide “whether the 
movement of a renaissance of the artistic craft, which has been developing in all strong 
countries for some years now, will endure.”1 Referring to a broad spectrum of develop-
ments and innovations in the so-called applied or decorative arts, it quickly became clear 
that the ‘decision’ turned out to align with his own opinions. On a less obvious level though, 
Meier-Graefe argued in his account for a deeper affinity between applied art objects and 
their public presentation in the context of an exhibition. He referred to the French concept 
of objet d’art in particular to explain what characterised this genre of art in his eyes:  

What the French bring is the objet d’art in manifold forms, the difficult-to-de-
fine concept of the thing equipped with artistic qualities, which according to 
its name is intended for use, but according to its execution and its price is 
only intended for luxury.2

1	 The full quote in German reads: “Die Erwartung, dass die aktuelle Weltausstellung die Entscheidung 
bringen würde, ob die in allen starken Ländern seit einigen Jahren entstandene Bewegung einer Re-
naissance des künstlerischen Gewerbes allgemeine Bedeutung hat oder nicht, hat sich nicht getäuscht.” 
Julius Meier-Graefe (ed.), Die Weltausstellung in Paris 1900. Mit zahlreichen photographischen Aufnahmen, 
farbigen Kunstbeilagen und Plänen, Paris/Leipzig, 1900, p. 105.

2	 “Was die Franzosen bringen, ist das Objet d’art in mannigfaltiger Form, der schwer bestimmbare 
Begriff des mit künstlerischen Qualitäten ausgerüsteten Dings, das seinem Namen nach zum Ge-
brauch, seiner Ausführung und seinem Preis nach aber nur zum Luxus bestimmt ist.” Ibid., p. 106. 
On Meier-Graefe‘s “double strategy between France and Germany” regarding his conception of 
arts décoratifs, see Catherine Krahmer, “Meier-Graefe et les arts décoratifs. Un rédacteur à deux 

Léa Kuhn, “Staging Savoir-Faire and its Conceptual Framing: A Glass-Melting Furnace as Centrepiece of Émile Gallé’s Contribution to the 1900 Paris World’s Fair”, 
in Buket Altinoba, Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich (eds.), The Paris Universal Expositions: (Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.
net, 2026, pp. 159–176, https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1144.c25333
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The German author then demonstrated with the example of hair ornaments from the 
house of Lalique why the objects shown were not meant to be worn or handled but rather 
to be displayed.

Most of the pieces are destined to be showcase pieces, collectors’ items, 
whether because of their size or the intricacy of their forms, which can be 
dangerous for grooming or the hair because of their prongs and reliefs.3

Therefore, in this perspective, the fact that the objects were publicly shown at the world’s 
fair corresponded to their supposed actual purpose—with the showcase as their ‘natural’ 
habitat.

Taking Meier-Graefe’s definition of the objet d’art as an object made for being dis-
played—i.e. as a “showcase piece” (“Vitrinenstück”), as he calls it—I would like to 
analyse in this chapter how the French maître verrier Emile Gallé presented his glass 
objects to the public in the context of the 1900 Paris World’s Fair. As will become 
clear, however, Gallé by no means relied on the ‘pure effect’ of his genuine “show-
case pieces”, as Meier-Graefe might have assumed, but rather opted for a complex 
mise-en-scène involving many different kinds of objects and effects in addition to his 
actual exhibits.

As Monika Wagner has pointed out, from their very start, world’s fairs faced the prob-
lem of systematically overwhelming the senses.4 Exhibitors for their part answered with 
different strategies in order to attract and direct the attention of visitors towards their 
exhibition stands. To look at Gallé’s displays at the Paris world’s fairs seems to be par-
ticularly promising for one main reason: as we will see, Gallé too put a lot of effort into 
the presentation of his exhibited art objects. In addition, he had obviously been very 
successful with his approach, since the Paris world’s fairs played a crucial role in the in-
ternationalisation of Gallé’s celebrity status. Especially after the show of 1889, he had 

têtes”, in Alexandre Kostka and Françoise Lucbert (eds.), Distanz und Aneignung. Relations artis-
tiques entre la France et l’Allemagne 1870–1945. Kunstbeziehungen zwischen Deutschland und Frankreich 
1870–1945, Berlin, 2004 (Passagen, 8), pp. 231–254, quote on p. 246; and Christian Freigang, “Julius 
Meier-Graefes Zeitschrift L’Art décoratif. Kontinuität und Subversion des Art Nouveau”, in Inge-
borg Becker and Stephanie Marchal (eds.), Julius Meier-Graefe. Grenzgänger der Künste, Berlin, 2017,  
pp. 214–227. On Meier-Graefe’s reception in France, see also Victor Claas, “‘Hilft nichts. Sie hassen mich.’  
Meier-Graefe und Frankreich: ein schwieriges Verhältnis”, in ibid., pp. 240–251.

3	 “Die meisten Stücke sind, sei es infolge ihrer Grösse oder der Kompliziertheit ihrer Formen, die der 
Toilette oder den Haaren durch ihre Zacken und Reliefs gefährlich werden können, zu Vitrinenstücken, 
Sammelobjekten bestimmt.” Ibid., p. 108.

4	 Monika Wagner, “Die organisierte Wahrnehmung. Vertikale und horizontale Erschließung früher Welt-
ausstellungen,“ in Wolkenkuckucksheim 5, 2000, no. 1, URL: https://cloud-cuckoo.net/openarchive/wolke/
deu/Themen/001/Wagner/wagner.htm [accessed 03.11.2024]. For a multi-layered analysis of the World's 
Fairs in the 19th century from a technical and cultural historical perspective, see Anne-Laure Carré et al. 
(eds.), Les expositions universelles en France au XIXe siècle. Techniques publics patrimoines, Paris, 2012.
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clearly gained an international reputation as being one of the leading glass artists in the 
world.5 For instance, still in 1900, Meier-Graefe for his part vividly remembers Gallé’s 
last presentation of eleven years prior, at the Paris exhibition of 1889, stating that “peo-
ple clustered in front of Gallé’s showcases.“6 His production of the time also earned the 
approval of the art writer: “Gallé’s glass creations […] far surpass those of his numerous 
imitators.”7 Another art critic reporting from the 1900 show as well even refers to Gallé 
as being “the most important decorative artist that France has today”.8 In this chapter, I 
would like to focus on Gallé’s final participation at the Paris exhibition in the year 1900 
and thus the peak of his fame, so to say. Let us now consider the ways in which Gallé 
displayed his work in order to assess what Gallé himself suggested to his public about his 
glass objects, as well as about their production. To this end, I will first reconstruct Gallé’s 
exhibition setup in order to analyse it in in more detail in comparison to the presentation 
style of his biggest competitors from Nancy, the Daum brothers. In the last paragraph, 
I will argue that Gallé deliberately underlined the conceptual character of his art by 
means of his exhibition design.

Display and Setting

Active in the fields of glass, ceramics and wood, Gallé’s work was presented in exhibits 
in very different sections at the exhibition of 1900, as had also been the case at the one 
in 1889. Back in 1889, he had already complained about the fragmentation of his produc-
tion, stating on a business card made for the 1889 show: 

In order to comply with the classification of products at the exhibition, 
E. Gallé had to make separate exhibitions of his three establishments 
[...]. In compensation for this fragmentation he was allowed to group 
some specimens of his industries in the vestibule of honour.9

5 	 On Gallé’s success at the exhibition of 1889, see Bernd Hakenjos, Émile Gallé: Keramik, Glas und Möbel 
des Art Nouveau, Sigrid Barten and Hans Harder, (eds.), 2 vol., vol. 1, Munich, 2012, pp. 87–89.

6	 “[…] um die Vitrinen E. Gallé’s drängte sich die Menge.” Meier-Graefe, 1900 (note 1), p. 106f.
7	 “Gallé’s Gläser […] übertreffen weit die zahlreicher Nachahmer.” Ibid., p. 107.
8	 “Emil Gallé ist wohl heute der bedeutendste decorative Künstler, den Frankreich hat.” W. Fred, “Glas 

und Keramik auf der Pariser Weltausstellung”, in Kunst und Kunsthandwerk 9, 1900, pp. 379–400, 
here p. 382.

9	 “Pour se conformer à la classification des produits à l’Exposition E. Gallé a du faire séparément les 
expositions de ses trois établissements. [...] En compensation de ce morcellement il a été autorisé à 
grouper quelques spécimens de ses industries dans le vestibule d’honneur.” Émile Gallé’s business card 
for the 1889 world’s fair, reprinted in Hakenjos, 2012 (note 5), vol. 1, p. 89.
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Again in 1900, Gallé clearly criticised “such a dismemberment” that ran counter to the 
“principle of the unity of art.”10 Nevertheless, his exhibits were still widely scattered 
across the gigantic exhibition site, according to their affiliation to the general classifi-
cation system.11 To his idea of a unity of art of all kinds, the Exposition Centennale at 
the Grand Palais organised by his friend Roger Marx corresponded most closely, as it 
was intended to provide an overview of the art production of the past century. For this 
purpose, art objects by Gallé predating the year 1889 were exhibited together with works 
of—supposedly—fine art.12 Officially, however, decorative arts were on display in “relax-
ation rooms” for the visitors in this section of the exhibition as well.13

Yet Gallé found a way to unite the different branches of his art production, namely 
by having the display cases for his glass objects made in his own furniture workshop.14  

10	 “Les verreries de Gallé à l’Exposition universelle de 1900”, cited after Émile Gallé, L’amour de l’art. 
Les écrits artistiques du Maître de l’Art nouveau, François Le Tacon (ed.), Nancy, 2010, pp. 292–294. The 
slim brochure was intended as a handout for some privileged visitors to the exhibition. In addition, 
there was a complete catalogue of Gallé’s exhibits, which was accessible through his dealer Albert 
Daigueperce, but which is no longer available today. See ibid., p. 292.

11	 Gallé’s glass objects alone were on display in at least four different places: in the glass and crystal sec-
tion on the Esplanade des Invalides, in the Exposition Centennale rétrospective des Arts du XIXe siècle 
in the Grand Palais, in the survey show on the Histoire du verre français and in the Pavillon de l’Union 
Centrale des Arts décoratifs. In addition, some further glass pieces were shown in connection with 
his furniture in the corresponding sections of the world’s fair. See François Le Tacon, L’œuvre de verre 
d’Émile Gallé, Paris, 1998, p. 120.

12	 Hakenjos mentions a total of 37 exhibits by Gallé at the Centennale. In addition, characteristic glass 
objects were reissued for a special exhibition on the subject of glass art in France from the Middle Ages 
to the present day, which was shown as part of the survey exhibition on the Histoire du travail in the 
Petit Palais. On both aspects, see Hakenjos, 2012 (note 5), vol. 1, pp. 103–104. 

13	 “L’exposition centennale des beaux-arts s’étendait de 1800 à 1889. Elle devait comprendre des 
peintures, des dessins, des miniatures, des sculptures, des médailles, des dessins d’architecture, 
des gravures, des lithographies, répartis en cinq périodes : Premier Empire, Restauration, Règne de 
Louis-Philippe, Second Empire, Troisième République jusqu’à 1889. Le Commissaire général avait 
d’ailleurs demandé, dès le début, qu’entre les salles ou séries de salles consacrées à ces cinq périodes 
fussent intercalés des salons de repos garnis d’objets d’art et restituant les habitations de l’époque, 
au point de vue du mobilier et de de l’agencement intérieur; il voulait donner ainsi aux visiteurs une 
idée complète des transformations successives de l’art envisagé dans son ensemble pendant le XIXe 
siècle.” Exposition universelle internationale de 1900 à Paris. Rapport général administratif et technique, 
Paris, 1902–1903, 7 vol., vol. 4, p. 12. It is also in line with this view that Gallé’s exhibits do not appear in 
the corresponding official catalogue of the retrospective of French art, see Catalogue officiel illustré de 
l’exposition centennale de l’Art français de 1800 à 1889, Exposition universelle de 1900, Paris, 1900.

14	 Accordingly, the author Louis de Fourcaud treats Gallé’s showcases made for the 1900 world’s fair 
separately in his chapter on Gallé’s “œuvre de bois”: Louis de Fourcaud, Émile Gallé, Paris, 1903, p. 52 
(Les artistes de tous les temps, série D). In a way, Gallé thus took an approach that had already been 
very successful at the 1889 world’s fair: the exhibition kiosk previously mentioned, which had been 
created for the Grand vestibule d’honneur and which contained glass elements as well. For a historical 
photograph of the pavilion, see Hakenjos, 2012 (note 5), vol. 2, p. 158.
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It was this area of the exhibition which was 
also the most commented on by his contem-
poraries, as Gallé clearly garnered the most at-
tention for his newest glass production,15 and 
I would like to focus on this in the following.

The French area of glass art, the Cristal-
lerie française contemporaine, was situated 
on the first floor in the front part of the Palais 
antérieur de l’Esplanade des Invalides. Lo-
cated between the Sévres exhibition and the 
ceramics class, the glass section was lit, ac-
cording to contemporary accounts, by large 
windows that looked out onto Rue Fabert.16 
There, Gallé had installed three showcases to 
present his glass works.17 The showcases were 
grouped thematically according to different 
aspects of nature.

Entitled “Vitrine des granges” (barn cabi-
net), the first of the three showcases brought 
together decors inspired by the fields (fig. 1).18 
It contained different-sized farm-related de-
signs, such as vessels for picking up vegetables 
and motifs with cereals. The historical photo-
graph (fig. 1) shows a view of a part of the re-
spective exhibits seen from the narrow side of 
the showcase. The second glass display case, 
called “Repos dans la solitude”, was dedicated 
to the theme of the forest and featured “a group 
of vases with vegetation from the woods”19 

15	 See for instance the enthusiastic judgment of an art critic commenting on the 1900 world’s fair: “Si les meu-
bles de M. E. Gallé enchantent, ses verreries nous émeuvent. De ce que les anciens ont produit en cette 
matière, rien ne peut être comparé à ses cristaux et nul de ses contemporains ne les a surpassés.” Émile 
Nicolas, “M. Emile Gallé à l’Exposition de 1900. La verrerie”, in La Lorraine artiste, littéraire et industrielle 
18/11, 1900, 15 November 1900, pp. 163–169, here p. 163.

16	 Rapport général, 1902−1903 (note 13), vol. 4, p. 255.
17	 On Gallé’s mode of presentation, see also Le Tacon, 1998 (note 11), pp. 120121 and Hakenjos, 2012 (note 5), 

vol. 1, pp. 102–104.
18	 For a mentioning of the historical title of the showcase, see for instance de Fourcaud, 1903 (note 14), p. 52.
19	 On the title, see “Les verreries de Gallé à l’Exposition universelle de 1900”, cited after Gallé/Le Tacon, 

2010 (note 10), pp. 292–294, here p. 293, where a “Groupe de vases à végétations forestières […]” is 
mentioned as well (ibid.).

1	 Gallé’s showcase Vitrine des granges at the 
Expo 1900, photograph, 1900
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(fig. 2). The third cabinet bearing the name “L’âme de l’eau” was devoted to glass ob-
jects with maritime motifs like fish and seaweed.20 These thematic focal points were 
also taken up in the design of the showcases themselves, which, as already men-
tioned, originated from Gallé’s furniture workshop. The “Vitrine des granges”, for in-
stance, featured stylised ears of corn which were employed as a wooden design el-

ement, as can be seen in the upper part of the photograph previously referred to  
(fig. 1), while on the “Repos dans la solitude” showcase, branch-like forms were used  
(fig. 2). A text source also mentions that writing was a design element on the wooden ele-
ments of the display cases, though this cannot be verified from the surviving photographs.21

In terms of the presentation of his glass objects, Gallé choose to furnish the interior 
of the showcases with fabrics of different kinds: both pedestals were covered with cloth 
and the background was partially decorated with draperies. Some of the surviving pho-
tographs were taken during the setting-up of the showcases and do not show the dra-
peries yet. In fig. 1, however, both forms of the use of fabric for presentation purposes 

20	 For the cabinet’s name, see Jules Henrivaux, La verrerie au XXe siècle, Paris, 1903, p. 410, as well as 
Hakenjos, 2012 (note 5), vol. 1, p. 103.

21	 “In der Pariser Ausstellung 1900 trug auch das Holzgeäste des Ausstellungsarrangements Inschriften.” 
Gustav E. Pazaurek, Moderne Gläser, Leipzig, 1901, p. 86, footnote 1.

2	 Gallé’s showcase Repos dans la solitude at the Expo 1900 during the set-up of the exhibition, 
photograph, 1900
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are clearly recognisable. In addition, fabric samples linked to Gallé’s participation at 
the 1900 World’s Fair have also survived and are now preserved in Gallé’s estate at 
the musée d’Orsay (Fig. 3).22 These samples bear impressive witness to the great care 

22	 See Archives de la maison Gallé relatives aux expositions, classement chronologique, après 1880 (ARO 
1986 1004 13), Paris musée d’Orsay, accepté par l’Etat à titre de don de M. et Mme Jean Bourgogne 
en 1986. I would like to thank Fabrice Golec and Denise Faïfe of the musée d’Orsay for their kind as-
sistance in consulting and providing the archival material. I was able to connect the fabric samples to 

3	 Fabric samples ordered by Gallé for his participation at the 
1900 World’s Fair, Archives de la maison Gallé relatives aux 
expositions, classement chronologique, après 1880 (ARO 
1986 1004 13), Paris musée d’Orsay, accepté par l’Etat à titre 
de don de M. et Mme Jean Bourgogne en 1986
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Gallé took in the selection of the individual fabrics and consequently in the display of 
his exhibits as a whole. 

In addition, he occasionally put dried flowers and twigs into the vases, as can be seen 
in another detailed photograph of the “Repos dans la solitude” display case (fig. 4), where 
ferns and a dried hydrangea blossom are visible.23 Contemporaries praised Gallé’s display 
as successful: Gustav Pazaurek, for example, wrote that the objects were well-arranged 

Gallé’s participation at the 1900 exhibition – the samples shown in fig. 3 relate to Gallé’s exhibits at the 
Centennale, for example, as the inscription makes clear –, it was not possible though to precisely match 
the fabrics used by Gallé to the showcases discussed here and thus to reconstruct their individual co-
lour schemes for instance. The fabric samples requested by Gallé come from the Grands Magasins de 
la Ville de St Dennis. It would be worthwhile investigating these commercial links and collaborations in 
more detail. On this topic, see Amélie Gastaud (ed.), La naissance des Grand Magasins. 1852–1925. Mode, 
design, jouets, publicité, exh. cat., Paris, Musée des arts décoratifs, Paris, 2024.

23	 The illustration also makes clear that the frontal view of the showcase “Repos dans la solitude” (fig. 2) 
must have been taken while it was still being assembled, since here neither the pedestals are covered 
with fabrics nor are the vases decorated with branches and flowers.

4	 Detail of Gallé’s showcase Repos 
dans la solitude, photograph, 1900
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and did not appear as if they were stored in a depot, as was often the case in his opinion.24 
Another critic added enthusiastically, speaking of the “science of presentation” as “a true 
art”:25 “With what care these strange and wonderful crystals are presented to the eye!”26

What is more astonishing though is the fact that for this particular show Gallé decided to 
add another device to his presentation: a life-sized, fully operational glass furnace (fig. 5). 
Even though no glass objects were produced in situ, a report states that the furnace was in 
use on low flame and bathed the surrounding objects in the showcases in a warm light.27 

24	 “In zwei eleganten Spiegelscheibenvitrinen […] sind zwischen Stoffen, Schleiern und Blumenzweigen 
verschiedener Jahreszeiten die wertvollen Schaustücke und zwar nur die allerbesten, gut aufgestellt, 
nicht − wie anderweitig − magaziniert.” Pazaurek, 1901 (note 21), p. 81. 

25	 The whole quote reads in French: “Avec quelle recherche ces cristaux étranges et merveilleux sont 
présentés au regard! Les vitrines de Gallé sont des poèmes! […] Sur les rayons recouverts d’étoffes sou-
ples aux couleurs éteintes, drapées et chiffonnées et de gazes au tons mourants, les vases, les potiches, 
les flacons gisent ou se dressent avec une science du faire valoir qui est un art véritable.” P. Vallé, “Cour-
rier de l’Exposition”, in La Politique Coloniale, 24 June 1900, n. p.

26	 Ibid.
27	 Nicolas, 1900 (note 15), p. 163: “[…] le sombre coloris de la brique calcinée s’illumine intérieurement 

par le feu, esprit indomptable et subtil.” Cf. Hakenjos, 2012 (note 5), vol. 1, p. 103.

5	 Gallé’s installation with a 
glass furnace arranged for 
the Expo 1900, photograph, 
1900
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Fittingly, the boy we see in the photograph seems to take care of the fire at the moment 
when the picture was taken. Whether it was actually a real fire or a simulated one must 
be left undecided at this point: as already mentioned, a source from 1900 relates that the 
stove was lit, but there is also a hint that an electric light might have been used inside 
the furnace. A second photograph showing the stove, issued from the estate of Gallé’s 
grandson, bears an undated note on the edge of the photo that describes the furnace and 
the surrounding objects being “lit by electricity.”28 In any case, the photograph with the 
boy supposedly tending to the stove (fig. 5) makes clear that the visitors were intended to 
perceive it as fire.

In addition, there were some objects surrounding the furnace: an antique-like ampho-
ra stood in front of it, and other carefully arranged pottery vessels are also discernible 
from the photograph. Some items point to the glass-making process itself, including a 
glass pipe, an unworked glass bubble, and next to it, two different-sized moulds used for 
casting glass. Some pieces of broken glass are also visible on the ground. The whole set-
ting forms a carefully arranged centrepiece to Gallé’s presentation, and Gallé even had 
professional postcards made of it.29 The fact that Gallé commissioned postcards that 
showed only the glass furnace indicates that it was not just an atmospheric lighting de-
vice for his show but rather its signature object. What made it so important to Gallé?

Savoir-Faire  and its Tools

To start with, to place a furnace at the centre of his exhibition area indicated on a basic level 
a choice for a focus on the production process of his glass objects. This becomes even more 
evident if we consider how Gallé’s biggest competitors from Nancy, the Daum brothers, 
presented their glass objects at the same show. Their exhibition stand also consisted of 
display furniture, probably made especially for the exhibition of 1900, in this case not from 
their own production as with Gallé, but designed and executed by Louis Majorelle (fig. 6).30 
However, as the large buffet-like piece of furniture on the left of the picture clearly shows, 

28	 Cf. Anonymous, Les sept cruches de marjolaine, Aristotype, 22.5 × 17.0 cm, Paris, Musée d’Orsay, Acces-
sion number PHO 1986 71 164. The French inscription on the photo’s montage reads: “Four et terres de 
Gallé éclairés à l’électricité (Exposition Universelle 1900).” 

29	 For the commercial postcards printed by l’Imprimerie Royer, see Bertrand Tillier, Emile Gallé. Le verrier 
dreyfusiard, Paris, 2004, p. 111, footnote 177. Gallé was by no means the only one who employed this 
marketing tool: on “the thriving postcard industry” in Nancy, as the catalogue places it, see Catherine 
Grosjean and Francis Roussel, “Les commanditaires”, in François Loyer and Roselyne Bouvier (eds.), 
L’École de Nancy, 1889–1909. Art nouveau et industries d’art, exh. cat., Nancy, Galerie Poirel, Paris, 1999, 
pp. 125–133, p. 133.

30	 On the competition between Gallé and Daum, see Roselyne Bouvier and Philippe Thiébaut, “L’alliance 
provincial des industries d’art”, in Loyer/Bouvier, 1999 (note 29), cat. pp. 135–149, here p. 135, on the 
exhibition stand, see p. 136.
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Daum’s exhibition furniture was based more on living room furnishings of the time. The 
wallpapered back wall and a baldachin-like fabric construction on the right further contrib-
uted to this impression. While the Daum brothers clearly aimed at indicating to potential 
customers how well their glass objects fit into a bourgeois living room setting, Gallé instead 
focussed completely on the creation aspect of his objects.

Accordingly, to show his glass objects together with a furnace necessary for their produc-
tion allowed Gallé to insist on their handmade nature. The furnace can thus be understood 
on one level as honouring a traditional, long-standing handicraft technique. This is exactly 
how an Austrian art critic, called W. Fred, understood the presence of the furnace in the 
exhibition, turning it into a manifesto against modern industrial glass making devices:

[…] he [Gallé] hates modern culture, as did Ruskin, he preaches a return to 
primitive life, as that philosopher did, and he gets angry when he speaks 
about the different ways in which every decorative artist [today] wants to 
capitalise on our machine culture. He is also not interested in complex 
modern devices for glass making, and the glass furnace which he recreated 
for the Paris exhibition, could just as well date from the year 1700.31

31	 “[…] er hasst die moderne Cultur, wie es Ruskin gethan hat, er predigt die Rückkehr zum primitiven Le-
ben, wie es dieser Philosoph gethan hatte, und er wird wie jener zornig, wenn er auf die verschiedenen 

6	  Exhibition stand of the Daum brothers at the Expo 1900, photograph, 1900
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Hence the art critic developed a convincing argument about the seemingly timeless 
furnace as a commitment to pre-modern craft culture in the spirit of John Ruskin, ena-
bling Gallé to demonstrate his reservations about those practitioners of the decorative 
arts who “capitalise on our machine culture.” In the eyes of the reviewer, the stove thus 
served Gallé as a way of distinguishing himself from the large-scale industry omnipres-
ent at the world’s fair, with its demonstrations of heavy machinery in operation, as well 
as from those who adapted their manufacturing methods to the ongoing trend towards 
mechanisation. In fact, the situation was somewhat more complicated. To begin with, 
the art critic was mistaken in his assumption that the furnace was a reconstruction. Ac-
tually, the exhibition piece was the old glass-melting device from Gallé’s glass studio, 
which had not been in regular use for several years.32 The old wood-fired furnace had 
been replaced in 1895 by two modern gas-fired furnaces of the brand Boëtius, with four 
tubs per furnace, each with a capacity of 350 kg.33 The replacement of the furnaces alone 
indicates a significant increase in production, which, in marked contrast to the critic’s as-
sumption about the creation of Gallé’s glass objects, could not have taken place in 1700. 
This is not without irony because the installation of the manufacture’s discarded old fur-
nace at the exhibition of 1900 precisely suggests a traditional, ‘anti-modern’ production 
process that did not quite correspond to the one in Nancy at the time.34 Or, to put it dif-
ferently: that the furnace could be presented in this way as an exhibit at the Paris show 
had to do with the very fact that it was no longer in regular use and was consequently 
dispensable at the factory in Nancy. The staging of a timeless glass art, untouched by the 
technical progress of its own present, was thus based on its actual obsolescence in the 
factory in Nancy.

Arten zu sprechen kommt, in denen jeder decorative Künstler sich unsere Maschinencultur zunutze zu 
machen sucht. So will er auch nichts wissen von modernen complizierteren Vorrichtungen zur Glaser-
zeugung, und seinen Glasofen, den er für die Pariser Ausstellung genau hat nachbilden lassen, könnte 
man sich ebensogut in das Jahr 1700 zurückdenken.” Fred, 1900 (note 8), p. 384.

32	 Hakenjos, 2012 (note 5), vol. 1, p. 133.
33	 Cf. Georges Lanorville, “Les cristaux d’art d’Émile Gallé”, in La nature 2075, 1 March 1913, pp. 209–

212, here p. 211, as well as an unpublished note by Gallé intending to explain his glass manufacturing 
process to the glass jury of the 1900 world’s fair: “Comme vous pouvez le voir par les photographies 
ci-jointes notre cristallerie se compose essentiellement d’une halle en premier étage, avec deux fours 
Boetuis [sic] (système Regnault), des arches à pot et à recuire, un four spécial au patinage breveté des 
verres, des ouvreaux de travail séparés; l’atelier des marqueteurs y est attenant, ainsi que tous les autres 
organes habituels à une fabrique de cristaux.” Cited after Valérie Thomas, “Usines et ouvriers d’art”, 
in Valérie Thomas (ed.), L’École de Nancy. Art nouveau et industrie d’art, exh. cat., Nancy, Musée des 
Beaux-Arts, Paris, 2018, pp. 39–41, here p. 39.

34	 On the systematic discrepancy between the display of artistic labour and the actual production 
processes at the Gallé manufactory in Nancy, see Léa Kuhn, “Die vielen Hände des Émile Gallé. 
Produktionsszenarien der Glaskunst um 1900 zwischen Hand, Kopf und Maschine”, in Zeitschrift 
für Kunstgeschichte 86/2, 2023, pp. 224–252.
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7	 Émile Gallé, vase Les lumineuses, 1889, 
Expo 1900, h 43.0 × b 20.5 cm, Hamburg, 
Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe

8	 Émile Gallé, vase Angelica, Expo 1900, h 47.7 cm, 
d 11.5 cm, Berlin, Kunstgewerbemuseum, Staat-
liche Museen zu Berlin
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However, if we look at the glass objects exhibited together with the furnace, the device 
seems to fulfil a second, even more important function. Among the significant num-
ber of glass vessels on display with their astonishing, lustrous surfaces was also a vase 
called Les lumineuses (fig. 7). The vase can stand pars pro toto for the sophisticated sur-
face design that Gallé’s exhibits displayed. Consisting of clear glass with an underlay 
and an overlay in different colours, the object also features an elaborate design in what 
Gallé called a marqueterie technique, which takes on the shape of orchids here. Two 
years earlier, Gallé had successfully applied for a design patent under the term marque-
teries de verres ou cristaux for the technique, in which prepared pieces of different colour-
ed glass are rolled into a still soft glass object and then recut or etched.35 In the case of 
Les lumineuses, both glass cutting and etching were employed, resulting in the distinc-
tive biomorphic impression of the green-brownish blossom and leaf motifs. Among the 
exhibits, a striking sculptural conception of glass art also stands out. The Angelica vase 
(fig. 8), for instance, features a sculpted stem of a dandelion that seems to wind itself 
around the vase. The stem was executed using what Gallé called the appliqué technique, 
a technical innovation of 1900 in which coloured glass paste is processed while still 
hot and shaped into decorative elements, which are then applied to glass objects, often 
as sculptural ornaments.36 As these two examples illustrate, Gallé’s exhibits relied on a 
decidedly refined, multifaceted surface design.

The furnace with its basic glass making tools stood in marked contrast to the highly 
sophisticated objects Gallé chose for the show with their multistage fabrication process-
es. As the subtle surfaces of his glass objects do not reveal much about their creation, it is 
not easy for specialists—and even less so for the non-professional visitors of the world’s 
fair—to trace how they were made. Gallé’s exhibition design thus seems to play precisely 
on the contrast between simple tools and complex results. By implication, the furnace 
functions as a kind of mythical place of creation of the objects: it points to the savoir-faire 
necessary for their production but does not explain it. It is therefore only logical that the 
furnace is not in use; a step-by-step explanation of the manufacturing process within the 
different ateliers would have run counter to this effect.

Interestingly, in the same building, the Palais antérieur de l’Esplanade des Invalides, 
there was an area where live glasswork could be witnessed. The official catalogue of the 
world’s fair mentions “an area containing two furnaces in operation and glassmaking 
workshops. The glass and crystal coming out of the furnaces was worked by skilled crafts-
men and transformed into souvenir objects that found numerous buyers.”37 As I would 

35	 Hakenjos, 2012 (note 5), vol.1, pp. 150–151.
36	 Ibid.
37	 “Dans les quinconces, à l’arrière du palais, fut édifiée une annexe contenant deux fours en marche 

et des ateliers en activité. Le verre et le cristal sortant des fours étaient façonnés par d’habiles ou-
vriers et transformés en objets-souvenirs, qui trouvaient de nombreux acquéreurs.” Rapport général, 
1902–1903 (note 13), vol. 4, p. 256.
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like to argue, Gallé launched a counter-program to this souvenir glass production, which 
thrived because visitors could directly witness the creation of a single glass object that 
they could take home afterwards. In Gallé’s exhibition area, on the contrary, the stove 
was used to indicate the way in which the objects were made, though the specific process 
with which they were crafted was not to be revealed. The very fact that the objects shown 
do not explain themselves in terms of their method of production thus underlines their 
virtuosity and the mystery of their creation.38 

Gallé’s Conceptualism

As I would like to show in this third section, Gallé’s presentation at the exhibition of 1900 
did not only emphasise the virtuosity of the exhibited glass objects, but also clearly high-
lighted a second feature of his art making: namely its poetic and intellectual aspirations. 
Let us turn for this purpose once again to the furnace. As some of its photographs reveal, 
the furnace carried an inscription on its cornice, which Gallé had probably added espe-
cially for its public presentation (fig. 5). It contained rather cryptic lines attributed to the 
Ancient Greek poet Hesiod: “But if all men are wicked, counterfeiters and prevaricators, 
the evil demons of fire are mine! Break the vessels! Make the furnace collapse! So that all 
may learn to act justly.”39 Appropriately, the quote links the making of vases to human vir-
tue, and claims that vases must break when people behave badly. What results from this 
message for the general assessment of human behaviour remains vague though. While 
broken pieces of vases are to be found on the floor in front of the stove, the vast majority 
of the exhibits on display testify to their perfect realisation of course. Some have assumed 
that the inscription was a comment on the affaire Dreyfuss, as Gallé was considered an 
ardent defender of the French officer.40 However, this does not seem to me to be a com-
pelling association that would clearly follow from the text. Rather, it looks to me to be one 
possible reading among many, with the moral impetus of the slogan affirmed in any case. 
In addition, a second clue points to another poetic framing—and without any possible 
reference to Dreyfuss, as far as I can see—even if it is less explicit than the inscription on 
the stove in large letters. In one guide, Gallé named the installation centred around the 
furnace “Les Sept Cruches de Marjolene”, referring to a tale written by Marcel Schwob, 

38	 On the difference between making and creation, see Rachel Esner, Sandra Kisters, and Ann-Sophie 
Lehmann, “Introduction”, in Rachel Esner, Sandra Kisters, and Ann-Sophie Lehmann (eds.), Hiding 
Making, Showing Creation. The Studio from Turner to Tacita Dean, Amsterdam, 2013, pp. 9–13.

39	 The transcription of the original French reads as follows: “Mais si tous les hommes sont méchants, faus-
saires et prévaricateurs | À moi les mauvais démons du feu! Eclatent les vases! Croule le four! | Afin que 
tous apprennent à pratiquer la Justice.”

40	 Le Tacon, 1998 (note 11), pp. 120–121, who refers to Dreyfuss, but also relates the search for truth to 
the supposed slander of Gallé himself by his competitors, the Daum brothers, who according to Gallé 
would plagiarise him; Bertrand Tillier, Émile Gallé. Le verrier dreyfusard, Paris, 2004, pp. 76–81. 
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in which a girl called “la rêveuse” believes that only she knows the truth about the seven 
jars that supposedly contained dreams, until she destroys them at the end of her life and 
discovers that they were all empty.41 

Gallé thus opted for two different poetic significations at once, each of which address-
es the breaking of fragile vessels. In doing so, the struggle with the delicate material that 
has to be conquered via its ‘virtuous’ treatment is once again invoked here. This is also 
how the critic Émile Nicolas understood the furnace arrangement with its inscription and 
the broken glass objects when he wrote: “At his feet lie fragments of almost completed 
works that recall the glassmaker’s disappointments in overcoming the capricious mate-
rial.”42 On a second level though, the literary allusions, which open up a whole network 
of references without prescribing a clear interpretation, point to Gallé’s own intellectual 
ambitions.43 His artistic practice can be understood as being a conceptual one as well, as 
the motto engraved onto its very site of production makes especially clear. 

Conversely, the statement also applies to many of the exhibited glass objects them-
selves. For example, the glass vases mentioned earlier for their elaborate technical de-
sign (figs. 7 and 8) also bear inscriptions on their bodies, in both cases quotations from 
Victor Hugo.44 Here, too, associations can be made with the addition of written elements. 
The majority of Gallé’s objects combine a sophisticated design with a literary framing, 
demonstrating that Gallé’s art is by no means purely a question of technique or techni-
cal virtuosity. Of all the glass objects shown at the exhibition of 1900, one in particular 
stands out, however, as it references the theme of the art of glassmaking itself. Let us 
have a look at it in order to more fully understand the interaction at work between the 
stove and the objects on display.

The vase La matière (fig. 9) has a red colour that merges into black in some areas, as 
well as several metallic inclusions that might recall soot particles. Above all, however, the 

41	 “Les verreries de Gallé à l’Exposition universelle de 1900”, cited after Gallé/Le Tacon, 2010 (note 10), 
pp. 292–294, p. 292. For Schwob’s account, see Marcel Schwob, Le livre de Monelle, Paris, 2005, pp. 67–72, 
“La rêveuse”. Tillier, 2004 (note 28), p. 79, also relates this search for truth to Dreyfuss, which, how-
ever, hardly fits the logic of the tale, since the dreaming girl does not know the truth, but is subject to 
an illusion. For Gallé’s multi-layered allusion to Schwob, which is also negotiated more directly within 
an exhibited vase, the so-called Amphora du Roy Salomon, see Agnès Lhermitte, “De Marcel Schwob à 
Émile Galle. Correspondances et transpositions d’art”, in Christian Berg, Monique Jutrin, and Agnès 
Lhermitte (eds.), Retours à Marcel Schwob, Rennes, 2007, pp. 245–258, URL: https://books.openedition.
org/pur/39147 [accessed 03.11.2024].

42	 “A ses pieds gisent des fragments d’œuvres presque achevées qui rappellent les déceptions du verrier 
pour arriver à vaincre l’inconstante matière.” Nicolas, 1900 (note 15), pp. 163–169, here p. 169.

43	 Cf. Lhermitte, 2007 (note 41), paragraph 17, who describes Gallé as a “new deliverer of meaning” 
(“nouvel accoucheur de sens”).

44	 On the Hugo inscriptions, see Hakenjos, 2012 (note 5), vol. 2, cat. no. 227, p. 116, and cat. no. 232, p. 120. 
On the transposition of text to image by Gallé in a more general sense, see Jean Schneider, “‘La matière 
pour nous est matière à poésie’. Notes sur les verreries parlantes d’Emile Gallé”, in Annales de l’Est 55, 
2005, pp. 189–201.
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glass vessel itself with its strong red tone 
makes one think of a glowing bulb, i.e. the 
portioned glass mass taken from the glass 
melting furnace, which is blown with the 
glassmaker’s pipe and constitutes the ba-
sic shape of every hollow glass. Accord-
ingly, as both of these design elements 
point to the glass melting process itself, 
there is a direct correspondence at play 
in the exhibition between the vase and 
the furnace. The decoration of the vase 
also contains a figurative motif show-
ing a woman dressed in antique cloth-
ing about to blow a glass bulb with her 
pipe. Why would Gallé have chosen a 
woman to capture his idea of the art of 
glassmaking? Le Tacon has proposed 
identifying the female glass blower as a 
muse, guiding the process of glass mak-
ing. 45 Although the shape of the vase it-
self and the antique dress of the figure 
depicted on it may make one think of a 
muse as a standard role for female fig-
ures, I would like to suggest a different 
reading here, which takes into account 
the context of Gallé’s exhibition con-
cept at the Paris World’s Fair.

Like the furnace, the vase has an 
additional inscription at the level of its 
opening which reads: “The material for 
us is material for poetry. E. Hinzelin.”46 
This quotation, attributed to the Lorrainian writer Émile Hinzelin but actually a modi-
fied version of the original text, transforms the tangible matter of glass into the ethereal 
‘material’ of poetry. Hence, it seeks to transcend the central theme of the vase imme-
diately by declaring the physical material to be worked on as secondary to the rather 
dematerialised substance of poetry. In my opinion, the vase La matière testifies to a very  

45	 Le Tacon, 1998 (note 11), p. 128.
46	 The French inscription reads: “La matière pour nous est matière à poésie. E. Hinzelin.”, whereas Émile 

Hinzelin’s own words in his preface to Labour profond from 1898 differ slightly: “La Matière, pour moi, 
fut matière à poême.”

9	 Émile Gallé, vase La matière, 1900, Expo 
1900, h 47.6 cm, d 19.4 cm, Cognac, Mu-
sée d’art et d’histoire
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conventional gendered idea of artistic creation here, by taking up the classical Aristo-
telian topos according to which matter (conceived as female) only acquires form and 
shape through the (male) idea.47 Since Gallé chose a female figure who is carrying out the 
work on the glass material, it becomes clear, as I would like to argue, that Gallé ascribes 
the entire manual and technical dimensions of glass making to the level of the materi-
al itself (thought of as female as well). Only its conceptual framing—authored by Gallé 
himself, of course—makes the glass object a work of art and a form of ‘glass poetry’.

It was precisely in that sense that one of Gallé’s contemporaries described the rela-
tionship between idea and execution in the art of the maître verrier—interestingly, after 
having visited Gallé’s stand at the world’s fair. When Louis de Fourcaud started to write 
a book on Gallé under the immediate impression of what he had seen at the exhibition of 
1900, he was convinced of the predominance of “the idea and the dream” as the real con-
cerns of Gallé’s art. Its artful execution, however, is supposed to have only a secondary 
role. He put it even more explicitly: “The immense virtuosity he acquired is a means, not 
an end. […] While the material charm operates, the inscription speaks and turns the charm 
to the benefit of thought.” The author of the 1903 monograph on Gallé bases his argument 
on the omnipresence of inscriptions in Gallé’s work and qualifies them as giving a clear 
indication of the primacy of the idea over the execution. Here, too, a gendered under-
standing of artistic activity resonates, juxtaposing the seductive “charm” of the material 
and the strict idea as the ‘actual’ content of the work of art.

As I have intended to show, Gallé’s presentation of his glass objects at the Paris ex-
hibition of 1900 might have fostered such an idealistic view of himself as an artist (or 
artiste-poète, to be more precise). Within the elaborate exhibition design Gallé created, 
the vase La matière and the furnace complement each other: both refer to the material 
dimension of glass making, which holds its secrets but requires a conceptual framing, as 
is made abundantly clear in each case by the addition of inscriptions. The vase and the 
furnace do not refer simply to the fabrication of glass objects, but present a certain idea of 
artistic production, which simultaneously highlights and transcends craftsmanship—as 
well as any material aspects of glass production—in favour of a purely conceptual activity.

Seen in this way, Gallé’s glass objects shown at the exhibition of 1900 may indeed be 
“showcase pieces”, to take up Meier-Graefe’s phrasing once more: what they demonstrat-
ed was Gallé’s own concept of his art, or how he wanted it to be received by the visitors 
of the Paris World’s Fair. The works did not do this on their own, however, but entered 
into a complex interplay with the exhibition parerga such as the display cases and their 
decorations, and above all the furnace prominently placed at the very centre of the space.

47	 On the persistence of the topos in the 19th and 20th centuries, see for instance Dietmar Rübel, Monika 
Wagner, and Vera Wolff (eds.), Materialästhetik. Quellentexte zu Kunst, Design und Architektur, Berlin, 
2017, chapter “Material und Geschlecht”, pp. 298–321.



Illustration page 158: Gallé’s installation with a glass furnace arranged for the Expo 1900, photograph, 1900 (detail of fig. 5, 
page 167)



1	 Antonin Mercié,  Gloria Victis  (Glory to the Vanquished), 1875 (original 1872), 
Bronze, 2.20 × 1.92 m, Inscription: Fdu par THIEBAUT & FILS GLORIA  
VICTIS/A. MERCIE, Petit Palais, Paris



179

Sculpture and Multiple Reproduction: 
Antonin Mercié’s Gloria Victis and the 
1878 Paris Exposition Universelle

Buket Altinoba
Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München

Introduction

The reproduction of bronze statues reveals the complex relationship between small-
scale sculpture and monumental work, as well as between artistic creation and indus-
trial innovation, both of which came to the fore at the 19th-century universal exhibitions. 
The Parisian world’s fairs, in particular, were critical moments in the evolution of art 
and industry, notably in the fields of bronze casting and publishing. The 1878 Exposition 
universelle in Paris epitomised this development, presenting the theme of ‘Nation and 
Progress’ alongside numerous exhibits, including the multiple reproductions of Antonin 
Mercié’s Gloria Victis (fig. 1). This iconic sculptural group is now found in several muse-
ums across France and internationally, including the National Gallery of Art in Washing-
ton, D.C., the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek in Copenhagen (fig. 2), and the Reynolda House 
Museum of American Art in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. These institutions hold 
casts or plaster reproductions of the sculpture, highlighting its widespread recognition 
and historical importance as a memorial. However, Antonin Mercié’s Gloria Victis—in its 
various material iterations, finishes, prints, and photographs—also illustrates the con-
vergence of technological processes of mechanisation, culminating in a transformative 
leap forward in the art of reproduction. Arguing that Gloria Victis symbolised the new 
alliance of art and technology against the critical backdrop of growing nationalist senti-
ment in the Second Empire, this paper aims to focus on the sites of reproduction. Going 
beyond recent iconographic and political interpretations of Mercié’s sculptural group,1 

1	 Antonin Mercié’s sculpture  Gloria Victis, which translates to “Glory to the Defeated”, has been the 
subject of a few significant publications that explore its iconography, political and social implications, 
as well as its provenance. One notable publication is by Susanne Mersmann, whose master’s thesis 
analyses its place within the context of the Franco-Prussian War and its representation in salon sculp-
ture of the 1870s. Another critical study is by Nick Parkinson, who focusses on the plaster version 
of Gloria Victis housed in the conservatory of the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek. His analysis examines the 

Buket Altinoba, “Sculpture and Multiple Reproduction: Antonin Mercié’s Gloria Victis and the 1878 Paris Exposition Universelle”, in Buket Altinoba, Alexandra 
Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich (eds.), The Paris Universal Expositions: (Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net, 2026, pp. 178–201, 
https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1144.c25334
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it examines how the bronze was reproduced in the renowned workshops of Ferdinand 
Barbedienne using the machine for copying sculptures invented by Achille Collas in 
1836—a technology itself exhibited as a spectacle at world's fairs, much like photogra-
phy. These technological advances in art paralleled the larger displays of mechanisation 
in the world’s fair machine halls, where large-scale innovations were prominently exhib-
ited, seeking renown in the ranks of the profession. This suggests that some inventors 
(also known as artistes industriels) saw the high economic potential of participating in 
these grand exhibitions and sought to capitalise on the opportunities they offered. 

This article delves into the machines, processes, and reproduced objects on display 
at these exhibitions. It unravels the transformations that took place in the creative in-
dustries following the influential French national exhibitions of 1834, 1839, and 1844, 
culminating in the first world’s fairs in London (1851) and Paris (1855). Central to this con-
textualisation is an examination of how individual and collective efforts, characterised 
by the collaboration of foundries and artist-engineers, expanded the possibilities for the 
serial reproduction of sculptures. At the same time, they reshaped artistic production and 
exhibition practices, extending them beyond traditional art circles to the broader public 
of the world’s fairs. This had implications for the subsequent formation of modern art 
institutions, such as museums, and their collections.

Focusing on current research on modern artists’ studios,2 particularly the terminology 
describing their spatial dynamics and the relations of production within the arts, this es-
say highlights these workshops as flexible, innovative spaces that functioned as laborato-
ries for experimentation. Drawing on Pierre Francastel’s concept of the “metamorphose 
de l’objet” from his 1956 book Art et technique,3 it seeks deeper insights into understand-
ing the intersection of art, technology and cultural production, emphasising the studio’s 

sculpture’s role as a museum object, its symbolism, and its broader cultural significance. See both:  
Susanne Mersmann, Gloria Victis von Antonin Mercié: Der deutsch-französische Krieg in der Salonskulp-
tur der 1870er Jahre, published in ART-Dok. Publikationsplattform Kunst- und Bildwissenschaften 
Volltextserver von arthistoricum.net—Fachinformationsdienst Kunst, Fotografie und Design, Univer-
sitätsbibliothek Heidelberg, 2024, https://doi.org/10.11588/artdok.00009157; Nick Parkinson, “Work 
of Art, Museum Trophy, Memorial Monument: The Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek’s Gloria Victis by Antonin 
Mercié”, in Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide 21/3, Autumn 2022, URL: https://www.19thc-artworld-
wide.org/autumn22/parkinson-on-the-ny-carlsberg-glyptoteks-gloria-victis-by-antonin-mercie 
[accessed 03.11.2024]

2	 As an example of this theoretical approach to the studio, it is worth noting publications such as Eva 
Mongi-Vollmer, “Das Atelier als ‘anderer Raum’: Über die diskursive Identität und Komplexität 
des Ateliers im 19. Jahrhundert”, in Kunstforum International, no. 39, vol. 208 (2011), pp. 92–107; 
Rachel Esner, Sandra Kisters, and Ann-Sophie Lehmann (eds.), Hiding Making, Showing Creation. 
The Studio from Turner to Tacita Dean, Amsterdam, 2013; and Buket Altinoba, Franziska Lampe, 
and Christine Tauber (eds.), Sites of Reproduction. Fotografie und Skulptur zwischen Wissen und Tech-
nik, in Kunstchronik. Monatszeitschrift für Kunstwissenschaft, Special Issue 78/7, 2025 [open access], 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/kc.2025.7.111274.

3	 Pierre Francastel, Art et technique, Paris 1956. 
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2	 Antonin Mercié, Gloria Victis  (Glory to the Vanquished), 1905 (original 1872), Bronze. 
Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen
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significance as both a physical workspace and a conceptual framework. It explores how 
industrial progress, artistic innovation and public spectacle converged to transform both 
the nature of artworks and the ways in which they were displayed, such as world’s fairs 
and, later, museums, which, in many instances, became the final institutions for preserv-
ing and exhibiting the replicas during the transformative period of the 19th century.

I. Early Exhibitions and the Global Nature of the Process of Art Industrialisation

A decade before the world’s fair’s display of Gloria Victis and other bronze sculp-
tures, the German-speaking art historians Jacob Falke, Friedrich Pecht and Rudolf 
von Eitelberger, analysed the 19th-century Parisian universal exhibitions in their  
reports on the 1867 event.4 Highlighting the international recognition of the French 

4	 Jacob Falke, Die Kunstindustrie der Gegenwart: Studien auf der Pariser Weltausstellung im Jahre 1867, 
Leipzig, 1867; Friedrich Pecht, Kunst und Kunstindustrie auf der Weltausstellung von 1867. Pariser Briefe, 

3	 Louis-Philippe I Medal “Aux Arts Utiles”, 1834, Inscription: Gayrard F.
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exhibitions, all three historians went beyond a mere chronicle of them by examining 
the far-reaching consequences of these events, notably in the fields of art and crafts-
manship, with a particular focus on the bronze sculpture industry and the “reprodu-
cirende Künßte” (reproductive arts).5 Prior to the first Paris Exposition universelle in 
1855, earlier national industrial exhibitions held between 1834 and 1844, such as the 
French Industrial Exhibition of 1834, had already marked a juncture in the arts, with a 
change in both the quantity and the aesthetics of the objects on display.6 Notable in 
this transformation was the inauguration of the bronze medal dedicated aux arts utiles  
(fig. 3), encapsulating the evolving ethos that would come to define subsequent artistic 
endeavours and set the stage for remarkable developments in art reproduction. How-
ever, it was the 1839 exhibition that marked the significant turning point for the arts in-
dustries, particularly in bronze casting, changing not only technical aspects but also 
conceptual paradigms. One of the centrepieces of this exhibition was the presentation 
of new machines designed for the mechanical reduction or enlargement of sculptures.7 
The industrial designer, a term coined by Robert A. Sobieszek for Achille Collas,8 to-
gether with other protagonists such as Frédéric Sauvage, Monsieur Dutel and Monsieur 
Grimpé, introduced ground-breaking advances in three-dimensional reproduction, for 
which they also received awards.9  This technological innovation revolutionised the pro-
cess of reproducing sculpture, making it more efficient and precise. In her thesis Créer 
le multiple: la réunion des fabricants de bronze, Élodie Valloit discusses these significant 
changes in production and distribution techniques using the example of the bronze  

Leipzig, 1867; Rudolf von Eitelberger, Die Kunstbewegung in Oesterreich seit der Pariser Weltausstellung 
im Jahre 1867, Vienna, 1878. 

5	 For example, Pecht equally presents art and the arts industries in two major sections, dedicating a large 
chapter to sculpture, architecture, and the reproductive arts within the arts section. For the latter, see 
Pecht, 1867 (note 4), pp. 172–192.

6	 On the early ideas on international exhibitions see K. G. Beauchamp, Exhibiting Electricity, London, 
1997, p. 71. And for contemporary literature see also Patrick Geddes, Industrial exhibitions and modern 
Progress, Edinburgh, 1887.

7	 Gazette des beaux-arts, vol. xx, 1857, p. 38. 
8	 Robert A. Sobieszek, “Sculpture as the Sum of Its Profiles. François Willème and Photosculpture in 

France, 1859–1868”, in The Art Bulletin 62/4, 1980, pp. 617–30, p. 624. For earlier examples of pantograph-
ic sculpture machines in Great Britain, by J. Watt, J. Hawkins, and B. Cheverton, see Michele Bogart, “In 
Art the Ends Just Don't Always Justify the Means”, in Smithsonian 10, June 1979, pp. 105–110; Jane Insley, 
“James Watt and the reproduction of sculpture”, in Sculpture Journal 22/1, 2013, pp. 37–65.

9	 Frédéric Sauvage (1786–1857) “patented a machine à réduire ou augmenter la dimension des statues 
on 3 May 1836.” He was a French inventor and engineer best known for his work in the early 19th centu-
ry, which played a key role in the development of maritime technology, particularly his contributions 
to the development of the screw propeller for ships. However, there is little information on the “in-
dividual named” M. Dutel who “took out a patent on a similar device on 9 November 1836; and a M. 
[sic: Monsieur] Grimpé who obtained a ‘brevet d’invention’ for yet another variation on 31 July 1838.” 
Quoted in Gazette the beaux arts, vol. xx, 1857, p. 37 and see p. 38.
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industries, noting that “la mécanisation de la sculpture” was driven not only by improved 
casting methods but also by Achille Collas’s “machine à réduire”(fig. 4).10 In particular, 
this invention, built around 1836 and capable of reproducing three-dimensional objects 
of varying sizes, was widely acclaimed when it was presented at the following exhibition 
three years later. Developed on the “well-known tour à portrait”11 with the addition of a 
pantograph system, this machine worked on the basis of the mathematical division of the 
original sculpture into smaller parts, each of which reproducible in plaster and then reas-
sembled into a complete mould suitable for casting in bronze.12 Working with the bronze 

10	 Élodie Valloit, Créer le multiple: la Réunion des fabricants de bronze (1839–1870), unpubl. thesis, Université 
Paris Ouest Nanterre, 2014, p. 42. 

11	 Gazette des beaux-arts, vol. xx, 1857, p. 38.
12	 Meredith Shedd, “A Mania for Statuettes: Achille Collas and Other Pioneers in the Mechanical 

Reproduction of Sculpture”, in Gazette des Beaux-Arts, Paris, July–August 1992, pp. 36–48.

4	 Pantograph-like machine to reproduce sculptures in different scales and materials, by Achille 
Collas, 1838, in: Paul Poiré, La France Industrielle ou Description des Industries Francaise, Paris, 
1873, p. 654, fig. 394
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foundry of Ferdinand Barbedienne, Collas executed reduction works of contemporary 
sculptors as well as classical subjects. These included reproductions of antiques from the 
Louvre, such as the Venus de Milo and the Diana of Gabii, which premiered to great ac-
claim at London’s Great Exhibition in 185113 and will be discussed below.

Given the global nature of the process of industrialisation,14 the contributions presented 
from the outset at the Expositions universelles demonstrated the relations between art, re-
production and manufacturing with a strong focus on their increasing importance. While 
these exhibitions spanned different geographical and cultural environments, the radical 
shift from artisanal production methods to machine-based serial production resulted in 
a devaluation of craft skills in the economic sphere of the host nation. Between 1798 and 
1834, the French Industrial Exhibitions, which conspicuously lacked a visual arts section, 
witnessed efforts by companies and merchants to democratise access to traditionally ex-
pensive handicrafts, aiming to serve the burgeoning middle classes. Industries involving 
textiles, wood engraving, enamelling and wood inlaying, as well as foundries, saw great-
er cost reductions through automated mechanisation. According to the reports of the  
Assemblée Générale, this continuous ‘progress’ in various areas of technology and manu-
facturing also led to the “l’ascension du bronze.”15 In addition, the adoption of electroplat-
ing (galvanoplasty) in bronze arts around 1838 facilitated the reproduction of medals and 
both smaller and larger sculptures imitating precious metals. Subsequently, in 1839, crea-
tions in bronze assumed a prominent place in the exhibition’s fourth section, specifically 
designated for art and luxury objects. This categorisation sought to showcase the epitome 
of craftsmanship, combining exquisite design with the skilful manipulation of mechani-
cally processed materials. While bronzes had traditionally been portrayed as objects fit to 
adorn palaces belonging to rulers and the wealthy, the 1839 exhibition revealed a crucial 
dichotomy within the bronze world: between luxurious pieces elevated to the realm of art 
and more utilitarian objects devoid of artistic essence.16

Collaboration between bronze-makers such as the Maison Barbedienne or Thiebaut & 
Fils (fig. 1), the toolmaker and engraver Collas, and other artists, fostered in clientele, with 
the bourgeoisie increasingly shaping the market for small-scale sculpture (Kleinplastik).17 
This change marked the emergence of a distinct category of bronzes, symbolising the 
transition from the old regime to a new era of unprecedented growth through increasingly 

13	 Theodore Child, “Ferdinand Barbedienne, Artistic Bronze”, in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine 
73/436, September 1886, pp. 489−504, p. 492.

14	 The term “Industrial Revolution” was first coined by the French economist Adolphe Blanqui in his 1837 
work Histoire de l'économie politique en Europe and later popularised by the English economic historian 
Arnold Toynbee (1852–83) to describe the profound economic and social changes brought about by the 
shift from handcraft to machine production in late 18th-century Britain.

15	 Assemblée Générale du 29 avril 1844, A.N. 106AS/5, p. 182, cited in Valloit, 2015 (note 0), p. 156.
16	 Valloit, 2015 (note 10), p. 150.
17	 For the topic of Kleinplastik, see Isabel Hufschmidt, Die Kleinplastiken von James Pradier. Skulptur im 

industrialisierten Kunstbetrieb des 19. Jahrhunderts, Stuttgart, 2011.
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democratic economic processes. Consumers could now choose from a range of different 
sizes and materials, such as marble-like stone, galvanised metals and other substitutes, 
reflecting trends in the fashion industry. A discernible relationship can be observed be-
tween fashions in textile design and small sculptures intended for private collections, as a 
trend in aesthetics serving as a means of social distinction. Maison Barbedienne leveraged 

sales catalogues marketing the “sculpture par proceeds méchaniques” as the showroom 
depiction is demonstrating (fig. 5). The showrooms market their small sculptures, illustrat-
ing the rapid development and expansion of industrialised sculpture as a vital economic 
sector. The first catalogue was published by the entrepreneur Ferdinand Barbedienne in 
1843, and was coupled with the insights from his cooperation with Collas, which had be-
gun in 1838 (and lasted until 1850).18 ‘La société A. Collas et Barbedienne’ underlined 

18	 Valloit, 2015 (note 10), p. 46. Another mentioned date for the start of this collaboration is the year 1839. 
See Child, 1886, p. 490.

5	 Société A. Collas et Barbedienne. Sculpture par procédés mécaniques. Anonyme, Graveur Musée 
Carnavalet, Histoire de Paris, G.39169, CC0 Paris Musées / Musée Carnavalet - Histoire de Paris
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the shift towards mechanised and serial art reproduction. This period coincided with 
the arguments put forward by the renowned poet and art critic Théophile Gautier in his 
1836 article De l’Application de l’Art à la Vie usuelle.19 Gautier advocated for a pragmatic 
and socially inclusive approach to art, arguing that it should transcend the boundaries 
of luxury reserved for the privileged and instead be accessible to everyone. At the level 
of ‘art and daily life’, Gautier envisioned a central role for industry in the realm of art. 
Appreciating the processes used at the Manufacture nationale in Sèvres, he wrote about 
the new ways of producing that could potentially reduce costs and allow wider access 
to refined tastes beyond courtly production. Gautier’s ideas on reproduction underlined 
the centrality of industrial strategies and methods in reshaping 19th-century art against 
the backdrop of philosophical and state-based currents of democratisation. Even later, 
the recurring critical contrast drawn by Gautier and other 19th-century writers between 
the perceived spontaneity of artistic creation and the precise, time-saving execution by 
machines underscored the ongoing debate about automation's role in artistic production 
during this period.20 This perspective underscored the ongoing debate about the role of 
automatation in artistic creation during this period.

As a result of the early discourses on art and industry, Victorian machines responsible 
for a considerable amount of cutting, carving and sculpting, seemingly imitating hand-
made craftsmanship, were soon after prominently displayed at the Great Exhibition of 
1851. Thomas Jordan, who had won a gold medal from the Royal Society of Arts in 1847 
for his woodcarving machine, exhibited the patented invention in the Medieval Court of 
the Crystal Palace: his company presented a large Gothic screen decorated with religious 
scenes as an example of precise mechanical carving.21 In France, amid the mixed theories 
of historicism, the concept of the ‘industrial Gothic’ emerged, promoted by the architect, 
restorer and art historian Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc. This concept also referred to 
mass-produced jugs and stained glass as examples of “primitive industrial art.”22

Since the beginning of the 19th century, Great Britain has excelled in the manufacture 
of mass-produced goods, capitalising on its internal market and advanced infrastruc-
ture, whereas France distinguished itself by specialising in luxury items. This special-
isation was not accidental, nor was what has long been argued to be a significant gap 
in industrial and technological performance between England and France since the  
18th century. As early as the 18th century, Parisian industry had shifted towards the pro-
duction of luxury goods requiring skilled labour and targeting a wealthy international 
clientele.23 Paris played a crucial role in accentuating French industry through luxury 

19	 Théophile Gautier, “De l’Application de l’Art à la Vie usuelle”, in La Presse, 13 décembre 1836, pp. 1–2.
20	 Théophile Gautier, “Un mot sur l’eau-forte”, in Tableaux à la plume, Paris, 1880, pp. 231–235.
21    	“Carving by Machinery,” in The Athaneum. Journal of English and Foreign Literature, Science, and the Fine 

Arts, Saturday, May 15 (1847), p. 506.
22	 Eugène Viollet-le-Duc, Entretiens sur l'architecture, 3 Vols., Paris, 1863–1872.
23	 Valloit, 2015 (note 10), p. 52.
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and semi-luxury industries, which were highly innovative but remained closely tied 
to traditional manufacturing methods. The introduction of machinery was discreet, 
serving as assistance rather than replacing human craftsmanship. Unlike Britain’s 
more machine-centred approach, Parisian luxury industries maintained strong ties 
to skilled labour and small-scale enterprises.24 Before the Industrial Revolution, these 
enterprises, epitomised by industries such as ribbon making, relied on the work of a 
few specialists rather than highly technical machinery. During the 18th and 19th centu-
ries, small manufacturing workshops, primarily in rural areas, demonstrated the link 
between the extension of rural production and modern industry. In her chapter “Pro-
to-industries, luxe et demi-luxe parisien”, Valloit explains the phases of the decentral-
ised model that had prevailed since the beginning of the 19th century, more precisely 
since the First Empire (1804–1814). Until the Restoration (1814–1830), this system al-
lowed for flexibility and adaptation to market fluctuations, sustaining growth despite 
challenges such as disruptions due to the French Revolution. Integrated into the urban 
fabric, the successful factories were those that could be “shared among a large num-
ber of small entrepreneurs and pieceworkers,” with production relying  on the techni-
cal or aesthetic creativity of a few skilled artisans.25 The world of small producers was 
very dynamic during the First Empire due to its adaptability. While the production of 
high-quality goods temporarily faltered after the Revolution due to financial difficul-
ties, material shortages, and labour scarcity, state intervention mandated the indus-
try's resumption, leading to a flourishing of luxury goods manufacturing. This resur-
gence was made possible by these small and flexible work units that were particularly 
well-suited to market fluctuations and thus better able to support growth. This trend 
continued and intensified during the Restoration, when the effects of industrialisation 
truly began to be felt.26

According to contemporary observer Julius Lessing, who later founded the Kunstgewerbe-
museum in Berlin by transferring many of the exhibits from the 1867 Paris Exposition univer-
selle, the idea of a “Revanche pour Londres” was doomed from the start. Commenting on 
the bilateral competition between Britain and France, he wrote in the encyclopaedic journal 
Die Gegenwart in 1856: 

Even the most impartial observer must acknowledge that French industry 
excels in the perfection of form; however, it should not be overlooked that 
the highest aim and goal of any industrial endeavor must be to produce not 
only the best quality but also the greatest quantity possible. When it comes 

24	 Ibid.
25	 Drawing on the work of François Faraut based on a survey conducted by the Paris Chamber of Com-

merce in 1847, Denis Woronoff describes a structure that, while not unique to Paris, is particularly 
well-established there. See also Valloit, 2015 (note 10), p. 53.

26	 See ibid., pp. 52–54.
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to making a commercial product widely available through affordable pric-
ing, the French fall short in comparison with other nations.27

France’s ambition, then, was to stage its performance standards as a competitive 
spectacle. The aim was to enhance prestige and representation in the context of in-
ternational superiority by linking industry and art with other industrialised nations, 
as Adolphe Démys’s critical comment suggests: “The London exhibition was purely 
industrial. The combination of an art and industry exhibition in Paris, symbolised by 
the group that crowned the Industrial Palace, appeared to contemporaries as the hall-
mark of the French exhibition as a whole.”28 Looking next at the colonial competition 
among the industrialised nations, this also reveals an intention of monitoring periph-
eral and marginalised cultures in the colonies. Hegemonic factors played a critical role, 
driven by France’s continuing colonial ambitions and mission civilisatrice. It is impor-
tant to note that while this sentiment reflected the nationalist views of the time, the 
Great Exhibition in London also aimed to reunite art and industry as part of its colonial 
strategy. For example, a decision was made by the Royal Commissioners to present in-
dustrialised sculpture at the exhibition with the intention of representing the modern 
state’s flourishing industry and commerce. This was accompanied by efforts to estab-
lish a British school of sculpture capable of competing with the classical art centres 
of Paris and Rome.29 Both aspiring to be the most advanced superpowers, France and 
Britain celebrated the development of industrial sculpture, symptomatic of the epoch’s 
declaration of the ‘marriage of art and industry’, which exemplified this celebration 
rooted in a new 19th century attitude. There are two sides to this, as Simone de Reyff ex-
plains: On the one hand, authoritarian regimes saw art as an instrument of control and 
order, while socialist thinkers saw it as a means of improving society. At institutions 
such as the École Polytechnique and the École centrale, engineers influenced by Saint- 
Simonism focused on creating communication systems, industrial structures and pub-
lic works to boost production and facilitate progress. Fourierism, another socialist idea, 
gained traction through César Daly’s Revue d'architecture et des travaux publics, which 
argued that public architecture could improve institutions, while private architecture 
could improve social morals. On the other hand, the Christian Neo-Gothic movement, 
which sought to renew religion through art, also advocated simplicity and rejected 
the overly ornate forms of the former century, deemed corrupt.30 Adolphe-Napoléon 

27	 Julius Lessing, Die Gegenwart, Eine enzyklopädische Darstellung der neuesten Zeitgeschichte, vol. 12, 
Leipzig, 1855, (translation by the author).   

28	 Adolphe Démy, Essai Histoire sur les Expositions Universelles de Paris, Paris, 1907, pp. 68–69.
29	 For further information see Buket Altinoba, “Engineers as Artists. Artists as Engineers. The Reproduc-

tion of Art Objects at the Great Exhibition 1851”, in Buket Altinoba, Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam 
Oesterreich (eds.), ‘Gesamtkunstwerk’ World's Fair. Revisioning International Exhibitions, RIHA Jour-
nal Special Issue 16, 2024, DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/riha.2024.2.101744.

30	 Reyff continues to explain that this movement was part of a wider trend in the history of the Church to 
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Didron, a progressive republican and follower of Victor Hugo, played a major role in 
promoting this artistic renewal, advocating the union of art and industry, particularly 
for modern yet medieval-inspired liturgical furniture for churches.31 In Britain, jour-
nals such as The Ecclesiologist held similar views, as did the architect Augustus Welby 
Pugin, who argued that Gothic architecture was the truest and most beautiful style, 
representing truth itself. Viollet-le-Duc, while less concerned with religious revival, 
believed that the arts could promote democracy if guided by reason, though he did not 
assign them a religious mission.32 

II. Industrial Sculpture. Bronze, Art, and Industry 

As early as the Exposition des produits de l’industrie nationale in 1839, the so-called ‘Collas 
Process’ was exhibited alongside other inventions in the field of reproduction, such as the 
above-mentioned machine for resizing statues designed by Frédéric Sauvage, or Dutel’s 
patented reducing machine. Unlike earlier lathes displayed in France,33 which were lim-
ited to reproduce same-size objects or reliefs, Collas and his contemporaries extended 
this technology by implementing a pantograph. This addition allowed precise three-di-
mensional reproduction at various scales, a significant advance recognised both in their 
public demonstrations and in their presentations at institutions such as the Académie des 
sciences in 1842.34 Considering the historical context and technological basis, the intro-
duction of this machine was of great importance, a breakthrough innovation that offered 
a simple yet highly effective solution for resizing statues. This technology not only paral-
leled the photographic apparatus but was also presented as an unprecedented opportu-
nity for the growth and development of the industry for reproducing three-dimensional 
artworks. While Collas is often the central figure credited with this innovation, the me-
chanical contributions of Sauvage, Dutel and Grimpé were also significant, though less 
widely recognised. Collas’s prominence stemmed from the acclaim he received abroad 
for his invention of the lathe-based, three-dimensional pantograph, which was awarded 
the Grand Medal of Honour at the Great Exhibition in London in 1851. His collaborator, 
the Maison Barbedienne, also received awards for its work over the years, and both were 

return to its roots, like the earlier Protestant and Jansenist calls for a return to the early Church and the 
Neo-Biblicist movement inspired by the Catholic Reformation. Simone de Reyff, L'art de la tradition, 
Journées d'études de l'Université de Fribourg, Vol. 96, Fribourg, 2005, pp. 217–218.   

31	 For example through the Annales archéologiques, a journal dedicated to ‘practical archaeology.’ Reyff, 
2005 (note 30), p. 218. 

32	 Ibid.
33	 For example the display of lathes in the the Musée des Arts et Métiers at the end of 18th century. Peter 

Frieß, Kunst und Maschine: 500 Jahre Maschinenlinien in Bild und Skulptur, Munich, 1993.
34	 Valloit, 2015 (note 10), p. 47; see also Jean-Philippe Garric, Les dimensions relationnelles de l’art : Processus 

créatifs, mise en valeur, action politique, Paris, 2018, p. 78.



191191

regularly present at subsequent international exhibitions, for example in Paris (1855, 
1867, 1878), London (1862) and Vienna (1873).35 

The inventors’ combined efforts built on a culmination of earlier groundwork and later 
developments in the field. The Industrial Revolution introduced a range of new materi-
als and called for innovative techniques and tools that transformed artists’ processes of 
creation. As Meredith Shedd explains, early inventions for reproducing sculptures, in-
cluding Collas’s, were based on a portrait lathe developed by Hulot Fils and described 
in Bergeron’s 1816 handbook:36 “According to principles established by M. de La Con-
damine, who had published a description of such a machine in 1732,” Hulot’s lathe was 
limited to reproducing relief forms.37 Collas’s innovation was the development of a ma-
chine capable of copying fully three-dimensional sculptures in different sizes. This was 
achieved by dividing the original model into smaller parts, each of which was copied 
separately in plaster and then reassembled into a complete figure suitable for casting in 
bronze. According to Sobiezki, Collas’s prior work in cartography and the design of ma-
chines to assist etchers in sketching skies and large flat areas of landscape laid the foun-
dations for what became known as the Collas process. In 1829, Collas began to develop a 
method for the mathematically precise reduction or enlargement of sculptural objects 
using a mechanical device using the principle of a three-dimensional pantograph (fig. 4). 
Later, as Theodore Child noted, he was called “the Gutenberg of statuary,”38 a compari-
son that underlines his role in revolutionising sculpture akin to Gutenberg’s transforma-
tive impact on printing and two-dimensional reproduction, predating the concept of the 
Gutenberg Galaxy in media theory.39 

Sculptural reproduction played a pivotal role in creating a market for replicas, fostering 
development in the realm of small-scale sculpture, where sculptors and bronze-makers, 
known as fondeurs éditeurs, collaborated closely to produce series of art pieces and arte-
facts. Notably, Maison Barbedienne exemplified this trend. Their creation of bronze d’art, 
miniature replicas of ancient and modern statues, capitalised on new production and dis-
tribution methods, profoundly impacting the art world. They effectively rendered earlier 

35	 After gaining recognition abroad, Achille Collas received the grand medal of honour at the Universal 
exhibition in Paris in 1855, as well as at the Universal exhibitions in London in 1851 and 1862, in Paris in 
1867, in Vienna in 1873, and again in Paris in 1878.

36	 Louis-Éloi Bergeron, Manuel du Tourneur, second edition, Paris, 1816.  
37	 Meredith Shedd, “A Mania for Statuettes: Achille Collas and Other Pioneers in the Mechanical Repro-

duction of Sculpture”, in Gazette des Beaux-Arts July/August, Paris, 1992, pp. 36–48, here p. 37. See also 
Gazette des beaux-arts, 1857, p. 38. 

38	 Original text: “Thanks to the wonderful invention of Collas, who was, one may say, the Gutenberg of 
statuary”, in Child, 1886 (note 13), p. 492.

39	 For the impact of Johannes Gutenberg's invention of the printing press on culture and society, parti-
cularly with regard to perception, communication, and the organization of knowledge see Marshall 
McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man, University of Toronto Press, 1962; 
Elizabeth Eisenstein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change, Cambridge University Press, 1979.
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models from the Empire and Restoration periods obsolete due to the superior quality and 
accessibility of their reproductions of popular ancient works. This success extended to re-
productions of famous works from the Italian Renaissance and French sculptors such as 
Germain Pilon (1537–1590), Antoine Coysevox (1640–1720), Jacques Caffieri (1678–1755), 
Guillaume Couston II (1716–1777), and Clodion (Claude Michel, 1738–1814). However, 
Maison Barbedienne did not rely solely on past creations, they also extended the benefits 
of the Collas process to contemporary artistic productions. Works such as François Rude’s 
Mercury, James Pradier’s Sappho, Eugene-Antoine Aizelin’s Mignon, Henri Chapu’s Youth, 
Antonin Mercié’s David, and Paul Dubois’s Military Courage were added to their collec-
tion, alongside their historical counterparts from Greece, Italy and France.40 Beyond 
sculpture, the Maison Barbedienne focussed on diversification, and on the production of 
monumental furniture in particular. Their aim was to integrate art into everyday life, as 
evidenced by the production of chandeliers, vases, jewellery boxes, clocks and ornamen-
tal bronzes, all influenced by the Collas process. Monumental pieces of furniture, for ex-
ample, exhibited at the universal exhibitions, demonstrated this perfection in design and 
execution, setting standards of taste. Prominent figures in the movement infused their 
works with intricate designs inspired by nature, leveraging mass production techniques to 
establish a harmonious blend of artistic expression and commercial viability. This blend 
will be explored in the next chapter.

III. Sites of Reproduction. The Making and Display of Gloria Victis

The early narrative begins with the reduction in plaster of sculptures such as the Venus de 
Milo and the Diana of Gabii, made on the Collas machine in the late 1830s.41 Reproduced 
by Maison Barbedienne, their debut at the 1851 London Exhibition—with a series of re-
duced sculptures and even a small-scale version of Lorenzo Ghiberti’s Baptistery Door—
was a highlight that earned them a medal and secured the company’s fortunes.42 Antonin 
Mercié’s Gloria Victis provides a compelling case study of mid-19th-century workshop 
reproduction practices, particularly those of Maison Barbedienne, who exhibited the 
sculptural group at the 1878 Exposition universelle in Paris. This example is interesting in 

40	 Child, 1886 (note 13), p. 492.
41	 Ibid.
42	 “Some fine examples of purely ornamental bronzes are exhibited by M. Barbedienne, of Paris, in-

cluding small copies of the celebrated gates of the Baptistery of Florence by Lorenzo Ghiberti; and 
the various reliefs and ornaments of these gates, with some bronzes from the Medici monument by 
Michelangelo, are very skillfully applied as the decorations of a large ebony book-case, in the style of 
the Renaissance, constituting a magnificent piece of furniture, and one of particular interest as actu-
ally containing the most celebrated genuine works of the Italian Revival.” Cited in “The Exhibition 
as a lesson in taste”, in The Art Journal Illustrated Catalogue of the Industry of All Nations, 1851, Samuel 
Carter Hall (ed.), London, 1851, p. XV.
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two respects—firstly, in terms of its iconography, and secondly, in terms of the technical 
process of reproduction, employing new and advanced techniques, materials and chem-
icals—which will be discussed in the following.

During the Franco-Prussian War, Mercié reproduced the bronze group Gloria Victis from 
the plaster version made as a reception piece for the Academy of France in Rome.43 Initially 
depicting a hero with his head raised, Mercié altered the sculpture after France’s loss to 
reflect the outcome and to honour the fallen French soldiers, including his friend Henri 
Regnault. First exhibited successfully in plaster at the 1874 Paris Salon, it was later cast by 
Ferdinand Barbedienne’s foundry in several bronze versions in seven different sizes with 
various finishes. Cast in bronze with a brown patina, the two-figure work is mounted on a 
round base. The composition depicts a winged allegorical figure, often interpreted as Fame 
or Hope, carrying the lifeless body of a soldier, who holds a broken sword. Conceived by 
Mercié during the Franco-Prussian War, this sculpture controversially reversed the “Vae 
victis” cry by portraying heroic defeat, a transformation that poignantly captured the emo-
tional and cultural impact of France’s loss.44 Despite the sculpture’s popularity for its re-
assuring message of honouring the fallen with immortality, it was repeatedly criticised by 
the sculptor Jean Baffier, not only for its academic classicist style, but also for its portrayal 
of defeat as something to be celebrated and for its “dull and ridiculous winged victories.”45 
Symptomatic of the nationalist currents of the time,46 Gloria Victis was nevertheless widely 
acclaimed for its emotional depth and the artistic skill with which it was sculpted. Barbe-
dienne contributed significantly to its widespread recognition by reproducing the theme.

The Harper’s New Monthly Magazine of the time published a detailed account of the 
whole process at the Barbedienne foundry, written by Theodore Child. According to this 
article,47 once Mercié’s clay model had been reproduced in plaster, it was taken to the re-
duction department, a spacious room where several workers operated Collas machines. 
In this department, the foreman caster, foreman mounter and foreman of the reduction 
department collaborated closely in sequence. They carefully divided the plaster model 
into sections, coating each fragment with stearin to facilitate its movement on the lathe. 
Measurements were taken, the proportions for reduction were determined and blocks of 
plaster were sculpted to match each section of the model. These shaped blocks, known as 
‘poupées’, were placed on the rotating tables of the lathe to begin the reduction process 

43    	On the subject of Mercié, who was studying at the French Academy in Rome during the Franco-Prus-
sian War of 1870, and on detailed insights into the meaning of the Gloria Victis, see the third chapter of 
Michael Dorsch’s French Sculpture Following the Franco-Prussian War, 1870-80: Realist Allegories and the 
Commemoration of Defeat, London, 2017.

44	 Nick Parkinson analyses this aspect in detail on the plaster version of Gloria Victis in the NY Carlsberg 
Glyptothek. Parkinson, 2022 (note 1).

45	 Neil McWilliam, Monumental Intolerance—Jean Baffier, A nationalist Sculptor in Fin-de-Siècle France, 
Pennsylvania, 2000, p. 83.

46	 See ibid.
47	 The following chapter is referring to Child’s workshop description. See Child, 1886 (note 13), pp. 494–496.
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(fig. 6). This process, though apparently simple, required considerable skill and accuracy 
because of the precise work involved. The first version of the Gloria Victis group stood at 
10 feet 6 inches tall. The Collas machine reduced it to four sizes: 3/5, 9/20, 3/10, and 2/10 
of the original. Achieving a reduction at a scale of 3/5 took up to two months with a team 
of five or six workers. Child rightly made the point that it would be both time-consuming 
and less accurate, not to mention more expensive, to reproduce the group by hand. The 
next step was to make moulds for casting, a task carried out by specialised craftsmen  
(fig. 7). These workers, though rough in appearance, had remarkable dexterity, using 
“their enormous hands and thick fingers” to execute “astonishingly delicate work.”48 
Child’s description shows the limited extent of automation at this stage. The reduced 
plaster sections, marked with corresponding points from the pantograph, were taken 
from the spacious reduction room to the moulding department. Here, fine sand from 
Fontenay-aux-Roses, a famous village near Paris, was used. This sand, sifted, ground, 
and mixed with recycled sand, formed a mixture capable of capturing intricate details 
while withstanding the heat of the molten metal. The mould maker employed various 
tools including spatulas, trowels, smoothers and cutters to create the mould. The model 
was placed on a bed of sand to maintain its position during this process. These pieces 
emerged from the moulds with a yellowish hue, marked by iridescent patches and seams 
where the mould pieces were joined. Additionally, they bore a network of metal branches 
formed by excess metal running into feeders and vent holes during the casting process. 

48	 Ibid., p. 495.

6	 Image is showing the plaster clamped in the machine for making a casting, in: Theodore Child, 
“Ferdinand Barbedienne, Artistic Bronze,” in Harper’s new monthly magazine, Vol. LXXIII. Sep-
tember 1886, No. CCCCXXXVI, p. 496
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As is typical of the process, the sculpture was cast in several sections to ensure successful 
casting and subsequent assembly, with the group cast in ten pieces in total.49

Following this initial casting, the bronze pieces went through a series of refining pro-
cesses.50 Harper’s New Monthly Magazine also provides a glimpse into the bustling chis-
elling workshops, which were pivotal in the final refinement of the bronze pieces. The 
sculptures were immersed in acid baths to remove any excess metal and impurities, re-
vealing the true form of the sculpture. Skilled craftsmen then meticulously cleaned and 
adjusted each piece, employing techniques such as chiselling, screwing, dovetailing, riv-
eting and cold hammering to ensure a seamless assembly. Soldering was reserved for 
instances where gilding or silvering was required, as the difference in colour between 
the bronze and the soldering alloy could detract from the overall aesthetic.51 This refined 
bronze served as the model for subsequent casts, ensuring consistency and accuracy in the  

49	 The detailed process of transforming the sculpture Gloria Victis into bronze is outlined, highlighting 
each intricate step involved in this elaborate endeavour. Initially, the sculpture was reproduced in 
bronze, resulting in ten separate pieces. Child, 1886 (note 13), p. 498.

50	 Cf. ibid., p. 499.
51	 It is noted that soldering is reserved for instances where gilding or silvering is required, as the difference 

in colour between the bronze and soldering alloy could detract from the overall aesthetic.

7	 Craftsmen casting, in Theodore Child, “Ferdinand Barbedienne, Artistic Bronze,” in Harper’s 
new monthly magazine, Vol. LXXIII. September 1886, No. CCCCXXXVI, p. 496
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reproduction process. This labour-intensive method, from initial modelling to final pati-
nation, underlines the collaborative efforts of skilled craftsmen and the artist.

An innovative step in the process was the application of the patina, which enhanced 
the appearance of the bronze. While patination occurs naturally over time through ox-
idation, Ferdinand Barbedienne developed a mid-19th-century technique involving the 
application of chemical solutions such as acetic acid, ammonia, and various mordants 
and colouring substances or dyes.52 These solutions, applied with brushes, created  

52	 Barbedienne was one of the pioneering figures in this field and his workshop was known for its 
high-quality bronze casts and innovative techniques, including the application of chemical patinas. 

8	 Chiselling the Gloria Victis
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antique green, Florentine bronze, black, red, and other desired patinas, adding depth 
and character to the bronze surface to mimic the appearance of antique bronzes and 
other desired effects. Following casting and initial refinement, the first bronze proof 
underwent meticulous chiseling under the artist's supervision, as depicted in the ac-
companying illustration showing a craftsman carefully removing casting imperfections 
from the main section of Gloria Victis (Fig. 8).53 Named after prestigious places like the 
Chamber, Senate, and Capitole, these workshops buzzed with activity as skilled artisans 
meticulously perfected bronze pieces. Equipped with tables, benches, and an array of 
tools, each room resonated with the rhythmic sounds of hammer strokes and chisels. 
This operation is essential in achieving the desired level of accuracy and quality in ar-
tistic bronze sculptures, highlighting the importance of craftsmanship and attention to 
detail at every stage of production. 

IV. Gloria Victis —A Controversy and Final Thoughts

Following earlier national industrial exhibitions, the five 19th-century world's fairs in 
Paris were pivotal in promoting art, industry, and technology. In order to demonstrate 
its liberal interest in industry, commerce and the arts—as John Rewald puts it—the new-
ly-established Second Empire was particularly keen to use this immense exhibition as 
an opportunity to show its strength and progressive outlook on a global stage.54 The pin-
nacle was the Paris Exposition universelle of 1878, where the concept of ‘Nation and Pro-
gress’ was represented through numerous artistic and cultural exhibits, among which An-
tonin Mercier's Gloria Victis was just one powerful example of the intention to symbolise 
France’s national identity. Reproduced in the workshops of Ferdinand Barbedienne and 
exhibited at the 1878 exhibition, the bronze sculpture serves both as a work of art, high-
lighting the dynamic interplay between artistic expression and technological innovation, 
and as a case study of the conditions of reproduction in mid-19th-century workshops. This 
article has shown this on two levels: firstly, in terms of the iconography of Gloria Victis, 
and secondly, in terms of the technical processes used in its reproduction, which involved 
newly-invented techniques, materials, and chemical processes. These two levels are in-
tertwined, or, to paraphrase Beat Wyss, the 19th century, with all of its progress, could be 
seen as a burgeoning utopia, reflecting the fusion of the aspirations and achievements of 
the art and technology of the time.55

The methods used in Barbedienne’s foundry involved applying these chemical solutions with brushes 
to achieve a range of colours and finishes, such as antique green, Florentine bronze, black, and red.

53	 Cf. ibid., p. 499.
54	 See also Patricia Mainardi "Universal Expositions of the Second Empire: A Study in Art and Politics", in 

Art Journal 48/1, 1989, pp. 21–27 
55	 This section in Wyss’s book deals with how the advancements in both art and technology were 
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Gloria Victis vividly illustrates Pierre Francastel’s key ideas about the transformative rela-
tionship between art and technology, as detailed in his concept of the “metamorphose de 
l’object,” in which he posits that technological advances drive changes in artistic methods 
and materials.56 Gloria Victis is a prime example of this interdependence. More precisely, he 
argues that objects undergo a metamorphosis due to their interactions with evolving tech-
nological contexts. This transformation affects not only the physical attributes of objects but 
also their symbolic and cultural meanings. This suggests that the integration of new tech-
nologies into artistic practices leads to new forms of expression and conceptual frameworks, 
altering the way artists and society perceive and engage with art. Originally conceived as 
a student work, Gloria Victis was transformed by the technical expertise of Barbedienne’s 
workshops. The use of Achille Collas’s reduction lathe enabled precise reproductions to be 
made at different scales, demonstrating how technological tools became an integral part of 
the artistic process. This intersection of art and technology facilitated serial reproduction 
while at the same time elevating the status of the works that had been reproduced, blurring 
the lines between original creations and their mechanical copies. In the case of Gloria Victis, 
its reproduction using innovative techniques such as chemical patinas had a significant im-
pact on its aesthetic and cultural reception, which corresponds with Francastel’s suggestion 
that technological evolution changes our perception and interpretation of objects. 

The 1878 Exposition universelle emphasised the role of industrial progress in shaping 
modern life, and sculptures such as Gloria Victis were presented as embodiments of this 
new era. The widespread replication of the sculpture enabled a broader audience to engage 
with its imagery, thereby shifting the perception of it from singular masterpiece to cultural 
symbol accessible to many. The sculpture’s cultural and symbolic metamorphosis, driven 
by technological processes, is evident in Gloria Victis’s transformation from a tribute to the 
Franco-Prussian War fallen into a potent national symbol of resilience, hope, and heroism, 
a meaning amplified by its prominent display at the 1878 World’s Fair as a testament to 
French industrial and cultural prowess. The fusion of art and technology heightened the 
sculpture’s symbolic power and embedded it deeply into the national consciousness.

Finally, Francastel highlights how technological changes influence artistic creation, 
leading to new forms and practices. The use of the sculpturing machine and other me-
chanical innovations in Barbedienne’s workshops marked a significant shift in how art 
was made and experienced. These tools allowed artists to explore new dimensions of 
scale and detail, pushing the boundaries of traditional sculpture. The ability to produce 
multiple versions of Gloria Victis democratised access to art and set new standards for 
artistic production. The foundry’s work, alongside Collas’s lathe, revolutionised the 
bronze casting industry, with chemical patinas becoming essential for finishing, enhanc-

perceived as part of a larger utopian vision during the 19th century, illustrating the optimism and 
forward-looking spirit of the era. Beat Wyss, Trauer der Vollendung, Von der Ästhetik des Deutschen 
Idealismus zur Kulturkritik an der Moderne, Berlin, 1999, p. 72, (translation by the author).

56	 Cf. Francastel, 1956 (note 3).
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ing artistic expression and commercial appeal 
by giving reproductions an antiqued look that 
elevated their perceived value. This aesthet-
ic affinity for antiquity elevated otherwise 
low-value ‘copies’ of sculptures to the status 
of quasi-originals. The success and impact of 
the sculpturing machine was not due to indi-
vidual efforts alone, but rather to a confluence 
of factors, combining technological advances, 
innovative thinking and collaborative efforts, 
culminating in a transformative leap forward 
in the art of reproduction. These technical 
processes reshaped the perception of sculp-
ture as a ‘mechanical art’, with a lasting in-
fluence on modern artists such as Rodin, who 
extensively employed the Collas machine to 
resize his models. This technological influ-
ence extended beyond creation, affecting 
how art was exhibited and experienced by the 
public, particularly in the grand setting of the 
world’s fairs, where the machines themselves 
became captivating spectacles. The Parisi-
an world’s fairs stand out as key moments in 
the rise of mechanical reproduction and the 
development of various branches of the creative industries. Much like the notion of art 
applied to industry, which emerged from a series of lectures given by William Burges in 
the early 1860s, the concept of les beaux-arts appliqués à l’industrie, which was widely 
adopted by manufacturers and artists, gained prominence and encouraged collabora-
tion between manufacturers and artists during the Second Empire.57 This period was 
characterised by a complex interplay between machines, reproduction processes, mar-
ket strategies, artistic commissions, and technological innovation. The fine arts courts 
at the universal exhibitions exemplified these dynamics, showcasing the interconnected 
roles of the various actors in shaping modes of consumption. Mechanical reproduction 
and the de-emphasis or establishment of various branches of the 19th century’s crea-
tive industries contributed to the introduction of technology into everyday life in urban 
spaces. Again, the industrial recognition bestowed upon Barbedienne culminated in his 
proclamation as the “father of their industry” (le père du bronze) by colleagues at the 1878 

57	 William Burges, Art Applied To Industry: A Series Of Lectures (1865), Whitefish, MT, 2008. For the topic 
les beaux-arts appliqués à l’industrie also exh. cat., The Second Empire: Art in France under Napoleon III, 
Kathryn B. Hiesinger, Joseph Rishel et al. (eds.), Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia 1978.

9	 Bust of Achille Collas
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exhibition. His legacy extends beyond official honours, reflected in the respect of his 
peers and the acknowledgment of his pivotal role in the bronze industry's revival for 
both monumental and small-scale sculpture in the 19th century.

10	 Bust of Benjamin Cheverton and the Machine for reproducing sculpture, 
1826, cast iron, oak (wood), plaster and wrought iron, Science Museum Group 
Collection, London
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To conclude, the complex process of reproducing a bronze statue, exemplified by  
Antonin Mercié’s group Gloria Victis in the workshops of Ferdinand Barbedienne, high-
lights the specific and adaptable creative sites of reproduction that served as laboratories 
for experimentation. Harper’s Monthly featured an illustration of a bronze bust of the in-
ventor Achille Collas (fig. 9), placed at one end of the Maison Barbedienne workshop, 
which served as a source of inspiration for all of the craftsmen. What is striking about 
this illustration is that, as we read in Child’s article, this is a workshop tradition. I argue 
that it seems to have been carried into the 20th century: a photograph taken in 1924 at the 
Science Museum in London shows a similar scene, staged with the three-dimensional 
pantograph—invented by Benjamin Cheverton around the same time as the Collas pro-
cess—next to the bust of the inventor (fig. 10).58 The narrative highlights the complex  
dynamics between art, industry and innovation, and explores the challenges and debates 
surrounding the reproduction of sculpture during this period, examining the national 
perspective on the commercialisation of the reproduction of sculptural works as well as 
considerations of their artistic quality, educational value, and final intention.

58	 For detailed information considering this depiction and the case of Cheverton’s sculpture reproduction 
machine see Altinoba 2024 (note 29).
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From Traditional Costumes 
to Industrial Production: 
Exhibiting the Economics of Textile 
at the 1867 World's Fair in Paris

Sophie Cras
Université Panthéon-Sorbonne, Paris

With her delicate fingers, an attentive young girl arranges the braided headdress of an-
other who sits in front of her (fig.1). The seated girl admires the result in a small hand 
mirror; a discreet smile brightens her face. Both girls are wearing traditional Norwegian 
costumes: full skirts, white shirts with puffed sleeves tightened at the wrists, and sleeve-
less vests. These two mannequins were part of a group of 32 figures designed for the 1867 
Paris World’s Fair by Fritz von Dardel, superintendent of fine arts of the United Kingdoms 
of Sweden and Norway, assisted by the Swedish sculptor Carl August Söderman. The 
life-like quality of the mannequins struck the jury as being a remarkable way to highlight 
the collection of traditional costumes in the competition: “It consisted of an iron frame, 
stuffed with straw, so as to show all the curves of the figure, and vary the movements. The 
heads and hands, giving the type of the country and race, were moulded from nature in 
plaster; the heads were retouched and finished by an artist; the hands were nicely made 
to exhibit every indenture of the cuticle.” 1 The role assigned to the display of clothes here 
seems typical of the spirit then animating universal exhibitions2: national costumes were 
thought of as mere extensions of ‘national bodies’. Different ‘countries and races’, the 
1867 jury report assumed, engendered naturally distinct types of biological features such 
as skin colour, face shapes, and silhouettes, as well as distinct types of human artefacts: 
dresses, embroideries, and jewellery. The exhibition aimed to provide an exhaustive over-
view and allow comparison.

1	 Armand-Dumaresq, report on “Classe 92—Spécimens des costumes populaires des diverses contrées”, 
in Michel Chevalier (ed.), Exposition universelle de 1867 à Paris. Rapports du jury international, Paris, 
1868, here p. 861, as translated in William P. Blake (ed.), Reports of the United States Commissioners to the 
Paris Universal Exposition, 1867, vol. 6, Washington, 1870, p. 18.

2	 Cf. David Raizman and Ethan Robey (eds.), Expanding Nationalisms at World’s Fairs: Identity, Diversity, 
and Exchange, 1851–1915, New York, 2017.

Sophie Cras, “From Traditional Costumes to Industrial Production: Exhibiting the Economics of Textile at the 1867 World's Fair in Paris”, in Buket Altinoba,  
Alexandra Karentzos, and Miriam Oesterreich (eds.), The Paris Universal Expositions: (Re-)Productions of Art and Fashion, Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net, 2026, 
pp. 203–220,  https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1144.c25335
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More surprising to us in retrospect is the context in which this exhibition was put together.  
In the official classification of the 1867 World’s Fair, the Class 92, “Popular costumes of dif-
ferent countries”3 were part of group number 10 (Group X), the exhibition of social econo-
my. Group X was invented by the general commissioner of the exhibition, Frédéric Le Play. 
It was conceived as an intellectual addition to the universal exhibition; a reflexive space 
where the economic bases which supported industrial, scientific, technical and artistic pro-
gress could be made visible. The organisers explained:

The first nine groups bring together the most beautiful products. […] The 
tenth group will summon a more severe impression—and sometimes also 
more endearing. Here, in fact, the finish of the fabrication will occupy only 
a very secondary place. It will be less a question of exhibiting the products, 
than the very conditions of their production; less of showing the perfection of 
the work than of pointing out the objects that can more specifically contribute 
to a useful goal. The tenth group relates to all the others, and, in this respect, 
it could be said that it summarises the economic laws of the 1867 Exhibition.4

3	 William P. Blake (ed.), Reports of the United States Commissioners to the Paris Universal Exposition, 1867, 
vol. I, Washington, 1870, pp. 180–181.

4	 Exposition Universelle de 1867. L’enquête du Dixième Groupe. Catalogue analytique des documents, mémoires 
et rapports Exposés hors classe dans le dixième groupe et relatifs aux institutions publiques et privées créées par 

1	 Toilette de Jeunes Filles Norvégiennes, stereoscopic image, Exposition Universelle de 1867, Archives Nationales 
de France
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As an innovation of the 1867 Paris World’s Fair, Group X undoubtedly represented a 
museographical challenge. How to give a material form to “the economic laws of the 
1867 Exhibition”?5 More specifically—and to get back to the example that opened this 
essay—how did the organisers come to the unexpected conclusion that an exhibition of 
traditional costumes was a way of achieving this objective? To answer these questions, 
this chapter positions itself at the crossroads of social history, the history of scientific 
visualisation, and the cultural history of media, crafts and material culture.6 Follow-
ing the methodology of contemporary historians and sociologists of economics, we 
first need to understand what the term ‘economics’ meant in those days and in this 
context.7 While the first section of this chapter explores the pre-history of this exhi-
bition of social economy, the second presents its theoretical motivations. It also dis-
cusses the role assigned to textile, fashion and clothing in Group X and the gendered 
focus of the spectacle on view. The third section concludes by analysing the function 
of traditional costumes in an exhibition of social economy. It mainly argues that such 
traditional, hand-made clothing operated as the symbolic counterpart to the advoca-
cy of mass-production and division of labour made elsewhere in the exhibition. This 
chapter finally suggests, however, that the display of these costumes could escape the 
organisers’ pedagogical intentions, and resulted in a paradoxical condemnation of the 
methods of economists.

l’Etat, les départements, les communes et les particuliers pour améliorer la condition physique et morale de la 
population, Paris, 1867, pp. 7–8, [author’s trans.]: “Les neuf premiers groupes réunissent les plus beaux 
produits. […]-Le dixième groupe fera naître une impression plus sévère, et parfois aussi plus attachante. 
Ici en effet le fini de la fabrication n’occupera qu’une place très-secondaire. Il s’agira moins d’exposer les 
produits, que les conditions mêmes de la production ; moins de montrer la perfection du travail que de 
signaler les objets pouvant plus spécialement concourir à un but utile. Le dixième groupe touche à tous 
les autres, et, sous ce rapport, on pourrait dire qu’il résume les lois économiques de l’Exposition de 1867.” 

5	 Ibid.
6	 Although these three fields of literature are much too vast to be referenced at length here, some es-

pecially seminal contributions are: “Mise en Scène et Vulgarisation: L'Exposition Universelle de 
1889”, in Madeleine Rebérioux (ed.), Le Mouvement social 149, 1989; Susan Buck-Morss, “Envisioning  
Capital: Political Economy on Display”, in Critical Inquiry 22/1, 1995, pp. 434–467; Mary S. Morgan and 
Marcel Boumans, “Secrets Hidden by Two-Dimensionality: The Economy as a Hydraulic Machine”, 
in Soraya de Chadarevian et Nick Hopwood (eds.), Models: The Third Dimension of Science, Stanford, 
2004, pp. 369–401; Anders Ekström, Solveig Jülich, Frans Lundgren and Per Wisselgren (eds.), History 
of Participatory Media: Politics and Publics, 1750–2000, London, 2014; Glenn Adamson, The Invention 
of Craft, London, 2013.

7	 Marion Fourcade, Economists and Societies: Discipline and Profession in the United States, Britain, France, 
1890s to 1990s, Princeton, 2010.
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From Domestic Economy to Social Economy

Exhibiting economics was a project that Frédéric Le Play had developed over a long pe-
riod of time. Already in 1855, when he was one of the commissioners of the first Paris 
World’s Fair under the presidency of Napoléon III, he had devised a Gallery of Domestic 
Economy. The Gallery opened its doors on 15 September 1855, four months after the uni-
versal exhibition was officially inaugurated.8 This considerable delay reveals the some-
what improvised nature of this experiment. Although it was later prided as a French inno-
vation, the idea initially came from a Briton, Thomas Twining. A prominent member of 
the Society of Arts, Twining dedicated his energy to the technical, sanitary and economic 
education of the working class. In 1860, he would go on to found his own Museum of Do-
mestic and Sanitary Economy, known as The Twickenham Economic Museum, in South 
West London. 9 Twining was the first to suggest the idea of a special exhibit within the 
1855 Paris World’s Fair tailored to the specific needs of workers.10 In parallel to the im-
posing luxury products and high-end machines displayed at the fair, the gallery would in-
clude more humble objects, fit for the everyday use of most of French society. The exhibit 
was eventually put together in less than two months, and was installed in a 500-metre 
long, graceless warehouse built from wooden planks appended to the Palais de l’Indus-
trie, next to other similar buildings meant to host carriages.11 

Clothing was the most prominently represented commodity in this special exhibi-
tion.12 Upon entrance to the gallery, one would find clocks and lamps hanging on the 
wall to the left. The perimeter of the gallery was occupied with textiles, clothing and 
fashion products, presented on about 20 display stands. One entire wall was devoted to 
fabrics, and the wall opposite featured hosiery, underwear, clothes, hats, sheets, shawls, 
etc. The central space was occupied by a compartmented table displaying such house-
hold goods as canned food, pasta, tobacco, tableware, bedding articles, kitchen uten-
sils—including a percolator that allowed visitors to taste freshly made coffee—hygiene 
and cleaning appliances. Finally, fully-furnished model rooms were installed at the end 

8	 Louis Bonaparte, Rapport sur l'exposition universelle de 1855 présenté à l'Empereur par S.A.I. le Prince 
Napoléon, président de la commission, Paris, 1856, p. 81.

9	 “Note de M. le Marquis de Bausset Roquefort, sur la galerie de l’Economie domestique à l’Exposi-
tion universelle de 1855”, in Répertoire des travaux de la Société de statistique de Marseille, vol.20/ 5(5), 
1 January 1857, pp. 410–416.

10	 Ibid.
11	 J.-J. Arnoux, Le travail universel. Revue complète des œuvres de l’art et de l’industrie exposées à Paris en 1855, 

vol.1, Paris, 1856, p. 93.
12	 Detailed descriptions are available in: Le Progrès manufacturier : journal spécial de toutes les grandes 

industries et du crédit manufacturier, 23 September 1855, p. 295; Alfred Busquet, “Exposition uni-
verselle. Galerie de la vie à bon marché”, in Le Pays : journal des volontés de la France, 29 October 
1855, n. p.; Louis Reybaud, “Exposition Universelle. Les objets à bon marché”, in Journal des Débats,  
31 October 1855, press clipping, missing references. Archives Nationales F/12/5005/B.
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of the gallery, such as a rather well-off working family’s living room, a bachelor’s room, 
a female worker’s cabinet and a modest day labourer’s dwelling. Admittedly, one may 
wonder what it was exactly that related to economics in this exhibition, other than in 
the sense of economical, inexpensive products on display for low-income consumers?  
How shall we account for the fact that for contemporary witnesses it seemed clear that 
the Gallery of Domestic Economy had greater theoretical ambitions, and that its instal-
lation meant that “social science had now made its way to international competitions,” 
as one observer put it in retrospect?13

To make sense of this interpretation, we need to be reminded that, at the time, eco-
nomics as a discipline was quite different from what we understand it to be today. There 
was no clear separation between economics and what we would now call sociology, po-
litical sciences, moral philosophy or even anthropology, which were often referred to as 
‘applied economics’. Frédéric Le Play, who curated the Gallery of Domestic Economy, 
is representative of this early phase of economic research.14 Although he pioneered the 
field of quantitative statistics, he put at the heart of his methodology the in-depth study 
of individual households’ budgets, their incomes and expenses, in full accordance with 
the Greek etymology of the word ‘economics’ (oïkonomia), which means the administra-
tion of the household. His 1855 book Les ouvriers européens, which was also on view at the 
Paris fair, consisted of careful monographic—we would now say ethnographic—studies 
of workers’ budgets and economic practices. The following year, Le Play went on to found 
the Société internationale des études pratiques d'économie sociale (International Society 
for Practical Studies of Social Economy), which explicitly aimed to ally the conduct of 
scientific study and the advancement of a political agenda of reforms.

The Gallery of Domestic Economy, therefore, was more than a mere display of 
everyday goods for the working class. It was intended to be a practical lesson in polit-
ical economy, starting from the household. To play this role, the gallery included an 
essential additional element which allowed the transition from objects to ideas: price. 
Famously, the Gallery of Domestic Economy was the only section of the universal ex-
hibition where the display of price was mandatory for each object—this was, in part, 
what made it so popular.15 Price tags were crucial because they encapsulated the eco-

13	 “Comité d’admission, classe 89. Matériel et méthodes de l’enseignement des enfants”, in Le Moniteur de 
l'Exposition universelle de 1867: international, industriel, commercial, financier et littéraire, Paris, 1 April 1866, 
p. 2. Cf. also the theoretical developments in the introduction to: Galerie d’économie domestique. Catalogue, 
Paris, 1855, pp. 8–13.

14	 Le Play curated the Gallery of Domestic Economy with the help of Auguste Cochin, who also assist-
ed him for Les ouvriers européens. For accounts of Le Play’s trajectory in the field of economics: cf. 
Maguelone Nouvel, Frédéric Le Play: une réforme sociale sous le Second Empire, Paris, 2009; cf. Frédéric Le 
Play: Parcours, audience, héritage, Antoine Savoye and Fabien Cardoni (eds.), Paris, 2013.

15	 Cf. report by Charles-Louis Barreswill on the Gallery of Domestic Economy, in Exposition universelle de 
1855. Rapports du jury mixte international publiés sous la dir. de S.A.I. le Prince Napoléon, président de la 
commission impériale, Paris, 1856, p. 1401.
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nomic pedagogy of the exhibition: they triggered discussions ranging from the cost of 
raw materials and the rent of capital to the organisation of labour, taxation, customs 
duties, retail middlemen and, of course, wages. For what was important, naturally, was 
to demonstrate that capitalist economies were able to generate inexpensive, quality 
products for the masses without cutting down on workers’ wages. A report commented 
on such discussions stemming from the gallery’s displays:

For more than an hour, the Prince [Louis-Napoléon] walked through the 
gallery, examining in detail the most interesting products. He asked for a 
great deal of information on manufacture, labor, wages, selling prices, and 
testified how important to him were the means of increasing the well-being 
of the masses and making the basic necessities of life available to all [...].
While he encouraged low-priced production, the Prince pointed out the 
risk that the industry may bring down prices by lowering wages, thus com-
promising the living conditions of the worker and producing a greater evil 
than the one it intended to cure. In the mind of His Imperial Highness, 
the true ‘bon marché’ must result not only from low price, but above all 
from the improvements which, by making a common object more dura-
ble, more convenient, easier to maintain, allows users to save time and 
money every day.16 

The official report on the Gallery of Domestic Economy likewise started with a long in-
troduction by economist Michel Chevalier which exposed in a very accessible manner 
the economic phenomena and policies that would ensure that a true “bon marché” for 
the workers could be achieved in a capitalist economy: division of labour, free-trade, and 
technological increases in productivity.17 It therefore comes as no surprise that clothing 
and other textile products were so prominently represented in the Gallery of Domestic 

16	 Adrien Pascal, Visites et études de S. A. I. le prince Napoléon au palais de l'industrie, ou Guide pratique et 
complet à l'Exposition universelle de 1855, Paris, 1855, pp. 384–385 [author’s trans.]: “Pendant plus d’une 
heure, le Prince a parcouru la galerie, examinant en détail les produits les plus dignes d’intérêt. Il a de-
mandé de nombreux renseignements sur la fabrication, la main-d’œuvre, le taux des salaires, le prix de 
vente, et témoigné combien il attachait d’importance aux moyens d’accroître le bien-être des masses 
et de mettre les premières nécessités de la vie à la portée de tous […].Mais, en encourageant le bon 
marché, le Prince a signalé le danger, pour l’industrie, de le rechercher dans un abaissement de salaire 
qui serait de nature à compromettre les conditions d’existence de l’ouvrier, et qui, pour guérir un mal, 
produirait un mal plus grand. Dans la pensée de Son Altesse Impériale, le bon marché vrai doit résulter, 
non-seulement du bas prix, mais surtout des améliorations qui, en rendant un objet usuel plus durable, 
plus commode, plus facile à entretenir, procurent à ceux qui s’en servent une économie de temps et de 
dépense qui se répète chaque jour.”

17	 Michel Chevalier, “Considérations générales”, in Exposition universelle de 1855. Rapports du jury mixte 
international publiés sous la dir. de S.A.I. le Prince Napoléon, président de la commission impériale, Paris, 
1856, pp. 1383–1401
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Economy: they were essential in this discussion. It is well known that the textile industry 
was leading the advent of European capitalism in the 19th century, furthering the mecha-
nisation, reorganisation, and development of production on a mass scale that would come 
to characterise the industrial revolution, largely underpinned by slave labour.18 Unsurpris-
ingly, the jury marvelled at the inexpensive British fabrics, especially from Manchester, the 
historical heart of the textile industrial revolution.19 The relatively new French confection 
industry was also praised. In the middle of the 19th century, mass-produced fixed-sized 
clothing was progressively replacing second-hand clothes for the working classes.20 “The 
clothing manufacture industry was very widely represented in the economic gallery,” one 
report stated. “It is not very old, and dates back at most, in France, to about twenty years 
ago. It replaces very advantageously the old industry of the ‘fripiers’.”21. For the organ-
isers of the Gallery of Domestic Economy, the textile industry assimilated the promise 
of capitalism and the prime example of “bon marché”: “the worker’s wife can, without 
exceeding her means, dress in so-called Indian fabrics, which the duchesses of the time 
of Louis XV had the privilege to adorn themselves with, because it used to cost one louis 
an ell, perhaps; it is now found for 1 franc a metre and sometimes half.”22 The progress of 
capitalist industries was thus explicitly presented as a way to erase social classes, and to 
allow working class women to practice the kind of conspicuous consumption that could 
elevate their husband’s status, according to Veblen’s famous theory.23 

Women, however, were not only present as consumers—“the worker’s wife”—but also 
as workers themselves. Precisely because they were forerunners in the division of labour 
and the mechanisation of production, the textile and clothing industries were well known 
for the harsh conditions they imposed on workers, especially women, who made up a 
large part of their workforce. The exhibition had to, therefore, highlight and reward not 
only the low prices achieved, but the decent working conditions supposedly ensured by 
the companies. An observer argued:

18	 Cf. Sven Beckert, Empire of cotton: a global history, New York, 2014.
19	 Lucy-Sédillot, report on “Tissus de coton, pur et mélangé, tissus de lin, couvertures et bonneterie de 

laine et de coton” at the Gallery of Domestic Economy, in Exposition universelle de 1855. Rapports du jury 
mixte international publiés sous la dir. de S.A.I. le Prince Napoléon, président de la commission impériale, 
Paris, 1856, p. 1420.

20	 Manuel Charpy, “Adjustments: Bodies and Clothing in Standard Industrial Sizes during the 19th century”, 
in Modes pratiques. Revue d’histoire du vêtement et de la mode, Special Issue, 2018, pp. 181–209.

21	 Lucy-Sédillot, 1855 (note 19), p. 1423 [author’s trans.]: “L’industrie de la confection était très-largement 
représentée dans la galerie économique. Elle n’a pas une date très-ancienne, et remonte tout au plus, en 
France, à une vingtaine d’années. Elle remplace très-avantageusement l’ancienne industrie des fripiers.”

22	 Chevalier, 1856, (note 17), pp. 1387–1388 [author’s trans.]: “la femme de l’ouvrier peut, sans excéder ses 
moyens, se vêtir d’étoffes dites indiennes, dont les duchesses du temps de Louis XV avaient le privilège 
de se parer, parce que cela coûtait un louis l’aune peut-être ; on le paye aujourd’hui 1 franc le mètre et 
quelquefois la moitié.”

23	 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class. An Economic Study of Institutions [1899], ed. Martha 
Banta (ed.), Oxford, 2007, pp. 118–119.
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While the management of most of the directors of clothing factories is per-
fectly honorable, we understand that there are also a few who too willingly 
take advantage of the moments of discomfort experienced by workers (and 
female workers). It is not enough to say that workers are free to accept or 
refuse the offers made to them: this freedom does not always exist.  

Some have gaped at the jury inquiring into the price of labor paid to the 
worker: that inquiry was perfectly legitimate, and it should be the general 
rule of the government. This would do much to moralise the vast and noble 
field of industry.24

Twelve years after the experiment of the Gallery of Domestic Economy, Frédéric Le Play, 
now general commissioner of the Exposition universelle, took on and expanded the initi-
ative of exhibiting economics. In his classification system for the Paris World’s Fair, he 
initiated a new group—Group X —which aimed to “summaris[e] the economic laws of the 
1867 exhibition.”25

The Gendered Industry of Textile on Display

While the Gallery of Domestic Economy was unanimously acclaimed as one of the “most 
fertile”26 innovations of the 1855 Paris World’s Fair, it was generally acknowledged that its 
implementation was approximate and incomplete. The following Parisian Exhibition, in 
1867, ambitioned to surpass this first test. For the first time, a whole group in the official 
classification was dedicated to the category ‘social economy’: Group X. In this new group, 
Class 91 roughly took over the scope of the Gallery of Domestic Economy, with the display 
of prices as its guiding rule. Again, textile and fashion products were well represented. 
Group X additionally counted six other classes, ranging from educational tools to tradi-
tional costumes, specimens of workers’ housing, working products, and working processes 
by master craftsmen. More clearly than twelve years earlier, it was claimed that this group 
would uniquely present “the exhibition of facts and even the work of ideas next to the 

24	 J.-J. Arnoux (ed.), Le travail universel : revue complète des œuvres de l'art et de l'industrie exposées à Paris 
en 1855. T. 2, Paris, 1856, p. 609, [author’s trans.]: “Si la manière d’opérer de la plupart des directeurs 
des établissemens de confection est parfaitement honorable, nous croyons savoir qu’il en est aussi 
quelques-uns qui profitent trop volontiers des momens de gêne de l’ouvrier, de l’ouvrière. Il ne suffit 
pas de dire que les ouvriers sont libres d’accepter ou de refuser les offres qu’on leur fait : cette liberté 
n’existe pas toujours. On a trouvé parfois étonnant que le jury s’enquît du prix de la main-d’oeuvre 
payée à l’ouvrier : cette enquête était parfaitement dans son rôle, et elle devrait être la règle générale du 
gouvernement. On moraliserait ainsi bien mieux le vaste et noble champ de l’industrie.” 

25	 Exposition Universelle de 1867. L’enquête du Dixième Groupe, 1867 (note 4), p. 8.
26	 Bonaparte, 1856 (note 8), p. 59 and p. 157.
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exhibition of things.”27 A large-scale survey on social economy initiatives was launched, 
based on detailed questionnaires. “This exhibition of Group X is both instructive and 
profitable;” a guidebook wrote, “to the public it can give valuable insights, to the thinker, 
to the economist, notions about the current state of the social economy.”28 However, it 
seemed that what Group X gained in terms of theoretical ambitions was partially lost with 
regard to its true efficacy as an exhibition. “Group ten was a welcome innovation,” an ob-
server noted. “It was the only one where ideas could be exhibited; it was where political 
economy and social economy had to triumph. There was a lot of writing and talking, but 
few result.”29 The economist Charles Gide was even more radical about the paradoxical 

27	 Circulaire du 1er avril 1866, from the Central Committee of Group X to departmental committees, quot-
ed by: Antoine Savoye, “1867, réformateurs sociaux et représentants ouvriers face à face”, in La Revue 
de l’Économie sociale 19, April 1990, p. 77, [author’s trans.]: “on y trouvera l’exposition des faits et même 
le travail des idées à côté de l’exposition des choses.”

28	 Hippolyte Gautier, Les curiosités de l'Exposition universelle de 1867, Paris, 1867, p. 102, [author’s trans.]: 
“Cette exposition du groupe X est à la fois instructive et profitable; au public elle peut donner des indi-
cations précieuses, au penseur, à l’économiste des notions sur l’état actuel de l’économie sociale.”

29	 Auguste Chirac, Lettres d'un Marseillais sur l'Exposition universelle de 1867 à Paris, Paris, 1868, p. 185,  
[author’s trans.]: “Le groupe dix était une heureuse innovation. C’était le seul où l’on pût exposer des 
idées; c’était là que devaient triompher l’économie politique et l’économie sociale. Il y a eu beaucoup 
d’écrits et de paroles, mais peu de résultats.”

2	 Map annotated by the author to show the exhibition spaces of Group X. Source: Exposition Universelle 
de 1867, à Paris (Champ de Mars). Plan Général. Côté Est, in Rapport sur l'exposition universelle de 1867 
à Paris : précis des opérations et listes des collaborateurs, avec un appendice sur l'avenir des expositions, la sta-
tistique des opérations, les documents officiels et le plan de l'Exposition, Paris : Imprimerie impériale, 1869, 
planche 1
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invisibility of economics at the fair: “Social economy made its first appearance at the 1867 
Universal Exhibition, and yet it did so without being visible to the public.”30

Le Play’s elliptical plan for the 1867 exhibition’s palace was a methodical, double-en-
try design (fig. 2). Products were positioned according to both their type (as defined in the 
official classification) and their nation of origin. As highlighted in figure 2, visitors follow-
ing a pathway from the outer perimeter to the center of the building could see along their 
route all of the production of a given country, since each occupied a circular sector of 
the building. Alternatively, visitors could follow one of the concentric elliptical galleries, 
and in this case, they would be able to see all of the products of the same class and com-
pare different nations. In this grand design, the location of Group X logically reflected 
its ‘meta-exhibition’ quality. Indeed, it occupied a section at the extremity of the French 
Quarter, like a nation among nations, thus crossing all classes of production. The coher-
ence of the group turned out not to be very legible in practice, though. No physical limits 
separated its specific classes from their counterparts in other groups; model houses were 
disseminated in the park and elsewhere in Paris—and foreign displays were randomly 
scattered in each country’s section.

While Group X lacked the unity of the Gallery of Domestic Economy, it was fueled by a 
powerful leading idea: economic principles should be demonstrated not merely through 
inanimate objects but through representations of real life. Group X was about giving 
capitalism a human face, in both the metaphorical and the literal senses. In Class 93, 
for instance, life-size specimens of workers’ houses replaced the model rooms of 1855, 
which were thought to only “imperfectly simulate the dwelling of small households.”31 
The Emperor himself had a house constructed on the Champ de Mars—for which he 
was unsurprisingly awarded a gold medal. The jury evaluated projects according to the 
material aspect of the houses (architecture, construction) but first and foremost for the 
sustainability of the economic models that made them accessible, either in terms of rent 
or ownership plans, with subsidies or credit facilities, etc.32 The problem was a highly 
sensitive one: industrial workers migrating from different parts of France to join large 
factories, either in cities or in rural settings, faced a shortage of housing and exorbitant 
rents. Demonstrating the efforts made by patrons to remedy this situation and make the 
cost of living bearable for industrial workers was, therefore, a major issue. In this class 

30	 Exposition universelle internationale de 1900 à Paris. Rapports du jury international, vol. 5; Charles Gide, 
Economie sociale, Paris, 1903, p. 6, [author’s trans.]: “Ce fut à l’Exposition universelle de 1867 que 
l’Economie sociale fit sa première apparition, et encore la fit-elle sans se montrer au public.”

31	 Arnoux, 1856 (note 24), p. 611, [author’s trans.]: “ces petites cases qui ne simulent que bien imparfaite-
ment le logement des petits ménages”; on Class 93, cf. Amina Sellali, “Les habitations à bon marché”, 
in Les Expositions universelles à Paris de 1855 à 1937, Béatrice de Andia (ed.), exh. cat., Paris, Action artis-
tique de la Ville de Paris, Paris, 2005, pp. 73–75.

32	 Report by M. E. Degrand and M. le Dr J. Fauchier on “Classe 93—Habitations caractérisées par le bon 
marché uni aux conditions d’hygiène et de bien-être”, in Michel Chevalier (ed.), Exposition universelle 
de 1867 à Paris. Rapports du jury international, Paris, 1868, 13 vols., vol. 1, pp. 881–952.
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too, the essential presence of the textile industry could be felt. Among the model houses 
sponsored by private patronage, one of the most ambitious was that of the Société mul-
housienne des cités ouvrières, based on the design of the architect Émile Muller.33 The 
Société had been founded in 1853 by the textile magnate Jean Dollfus, director of Doll-
fus-Mieg et Compagnie, and was responsible for the construction of the cité ouvrière 
(workers’ town) in Mulhouse, eastern France, which totaled about 700 houses in 1867. 
While most model houses on view at the exhibition were partially furnished and used 
as display venues for showing images and documents promoting the real estate projects 
and exposing their economic rationales, the Société mulhousienne des Cités ouvrières 
pushed the idea of life-size specimens a step further. A worker’s family was invited to ac-
tually live in one of the houses for the duration of the exhibition.34 The watercolor paint-
ed for the prestigious Album du Parc and dedicated to the Emperor Napoleon shows the 

33	 Cf. Jean-François Belhoste, “Émile Muller (1823–1889), ingénieur alsacien, promoteur de la céramique 
décorative”, in Pierre Lamard and Nicolas Stoskopf (ed.), Art & Industrie XVIIIe–XXIe siècle, Paris, 2013, 
pp. 191–200.

34	 Cf. “Avis divers sur l’Exposition”, in L'Exposition de Paris: journal illustré de l'industrie, des sciences et des 
arts, no. 7, 17 March 1867, p. 47.

3	 A page of François Roux, Album du Parc, Vol. 1, pencil and watercolor on paper, 100 × 80 cm, 
Archives Nationales
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Mulhouse house inhabited (fig. 3).35 While the exterior elevation (upper center) shows a 
male figure standing outside, looking up at the facade, the interior cross-section (lower 
center) includes two women, one in the kitchen, the other sewing near the stove in the 
living room. An exhibition guide explains: “One of the two dwellings it contains is inhab-
ited by a family and can be visited except for one closed room, under this charming pre-
text: the child is sleeping. [...] Everywhere cleanliness, order, light: the small traditional 
mirror, etc. Nothing more cheerful than the naive simplicity that adorns this interior of 
calm and of work.”36 

The decency of the workers’ housing was thus supposed to insure the decency of the 
workers themselves, under the somewhat voyeuristic gaze of the superior, condescend-
ing classes. At the time when new ‘realist’ styles of genre paintings were striving to build 
new images of the working class, this exhibition was competing to impose another rep-
resentation of “the workers”, with different political implications.37 Taking up the issue of 
domestic and family life, the display houses specifically pointed toward the often-hidden 
situation of women workers. While the photo of the Mulhouse house in the Album du Parc 
illustrated both domestic work and home-based labour (a woman cooking and another 
sewing), the example of a crèche (day nursery), which was also built in the park, showed 
women working outside their home in factories. About the day crèche, the same guide 
book explained: “As it was not possible to find among the female workers employed at 
the exhibition a sufficient number of children to make up the crèche, only the equipment 
is on view; but every Sunday children from various crèches in Paris perform the spectacle 
of one of these establishments in full activity.”38

35	 On the Album du parc, cf. Christiane Demeulenaere-Douyère, “L’Album du Parc de l’exposition univer-
selle de 1867, à Paris: questions de conservation et de valorisation”, in Anne-Laure Carré, Marie-Sophie 
Corcy, Christiane Demeulenaere-Douyère and Liliane Pérez (eds.), Les expositions universelles en France 
au XIXe siècle. Techniques. Publics. Patrimoines, Paris, 2012, pp.429–438.

36	 Gautier, 1867 (note 28), p. 32, [author’s trans.]: “un des deux logements qu’elle contient est habité par 
une famille et peut se visiter sauf une chambre fermée sous ce charmant prétexte : parce que l’enfant 
dort. […] Partout propreté, ordre, lumière: le petit miroir traditionnel, etc. Rien de plus gai que la sim-
plicité naïve qui sert d’ornement à cet intérieur de calme et de travail.”

37	 A particularly enlightening discussion of this artistic endeavour is: Tim Barringer, Men at Work: Art 
and Labour in Victorian Britain, New Haven, London, 2005. For the French case, cf. the following clas-
sic references: Linda Nochlin, “‘Il faut être de son temps’: Realism and the Demand for Contempora-
neity”, in Realism, New York, 1971, pp. 103–177; Valerie Mainz and Griselda Pollock (eds.), Work and 
the Image, vol. 1. “Work, Craft and Labour: Visual Representations in Changing Histories” and vol. 2. 
“Work in Modern Times: Visual Mediations and Social Processes”, Aldershot, 2000.

38	 Gautier, 1867 (note 28), p. 33, [author’s trans.]: “Comme on n’a pu trouver parmi les ouvrières em-
ployées à l’Exposition un nombre suffisant d’enfants pour former la crèche, on s’est contenté d’exposer 
le matériel; mais chaque dimanche des enfants, venus des différentes crèches de Paris, présentent le 
spectacle d’un de ces établissements en pleine activité.”
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Such living displays were apparently quite successful and made an impression on the 
public. In the same way as ‘The Machines’, the ‘Tunisian café’ or the ‘The dromedary’ 
in Cairo Street, the crèche and the workers’ houses became the themes of popular songs, 
such as this one:

With a little bit of thrift, 
Finally get rid of rent;
Every week,
Without any trouble at all,
You take two francs out of your earnings,
Then in exchange,
Strange miracle!
You will acquire a house and land:
To become an owner,
Three thousand francs is enough,
Which can be paid in twenty years
[By] every wise proletarian.39

The influence of the textile, clothing, and fashion industries, as well as the focus on 
women’s work—otherwise mostly invisible in the exhibition—prevailed in other classes 
of Group X as well. Class 95, for example, presented work processes based on manual 
labour and individual organisation. The 38 workshops, employing 117 male workers and 
40 female workers, demonstrated such trades as hat making, shoe making, and lace mak-
ing. Significantly, they were located in the Galerie du travail, next to the machines and 
large-scale production processes. Indeed, they were supposed to act as their pendant, il-
lustrating individual skills on the one hand, and on the other, the ‘coming together’ of the 
prowess of the machine and collective manual work. Observers unanimously remarked 
that this section was one of the most visited of the exhibition. “The public never got tired 
of admiring these tricks of the trade, inimitable by the machine, which ensure that there 
is still a significant part of manual work in general production,” a report noted.40 Quite 

39	 C. Grou, “Les maisons à bon marché”, in Chansons. L'exposition universelle de 1867, Paris, 1867, p. 101, 
[author’s trans.]: “Avec un peu d’économie, | S’affranchir enfin du loyer ; | Chaque semaine, | Sans nulle 
peine, | Vous prélevez deux francs sur votre gain, | Puis en échange, | Prodige étrange ! | Vous acquerrez 
et maison été terrain : | Pour devenir propriétaire, | Il suffit de trois mille francs, | Que pourra verser en 
vingt ans | Tout sage prolétaire.”

40	 Rapport sur l'exposition universelle de 1867 à Paris : précis des opérations et listes des collaborateurs, avec 
un appendice sur l'avenir des expositions, la statistique des opérations, les documents officiels et le plan de 
l'Exposition, Paris, 1869, p. 161; cf. also: Alb. Montémont, Exposition universelle de 1867 : guide universel 
et complet de l'étranger dans Paris, Paris, 1867, p. XXIV, [author’s trans.]: “Le public ne se lassait pas d’ad-
mirer ces tours de mains inimitables par la machine, qui assurent encore une part importante au travail 
manuel dans la production générale.”
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transparently, the pedagogy of this exhibition was aimed at demonstrating that mechani-
sation and the division of labour coexisted harmoniously with work executed by humans. 
Here again, the clothing and fashion industries were at the forefront. The hat factory was 
especially remarked upon: 

There is usually a crowd around the square where the felt hats are made. 
It is a miniature reproduction of the entire work of an immense work-
shop. What we see being done here by a few workers, who in fifty minutes 
transform rabbit hair into a hat that the visitor can put on his head, occu-
pies a vast space in Mr. Haas’s steam factory in Aix and has hundreds of 
workers. There is a very curious combination of mechanical work and 
manual labour.41

Like the shoe workshop, which provided the visitor with a pair of shoes in only 45 minutes 
and for the price of 10 fr. 50, the hat workshop and the other miniature factories demon-
strated the benefits of labour division at a human scale. The presence of friendly female 
workers apparently contributed to the success of this demonstration of capitalism with a 
human face: “No doubt the machines are very interesting, but they are silent, while the 
workers, and, indeed, female workers, talk,” one observer pointed out.42 “We see people 
in action,” another commented, “and the person, especially when it’s a woman, is always 
the most interesting of shows for a person.”43 The ‘show’ of economics was therefore the 
staging of a highly gendered type of gaze.44

41	 Gautier, 1867 (note 28), p. 76, [author’s trans.]: “Il y a habituellement foule autour du carré où se con-
fectionnent les chapeaux de feutre. C’est en petit la reproduction de tout le travail d’un immense atel-
ier. Ce qu’on voit faire ici par quelques ouvriers qui en cinquante minutes transforment du poil de lapin 
en un chapeau que le visiteur peut mettre sur sa tête, occupe dans l’usine à vapeur de M. Haas à Aix un 
vaste espace et des centaines de travailleurs. Il y a une très curieuse alliance du travail mécanique et du 
travail manuel.”

42	 Ibid., p. 74, [author’s trans.]: “Sans doute les machines sont fort intéressantes, mais elles sont muettes, 
tandis que les ouvriers, les ouvrières, sont parlantes.”

43	 Victor Meunier, “Les petits métiers—La Fabrique de Chapeaux de feutre”, in L’Exposition universelle 
illustrée 30, 1867, p. 475, [author’s trans.]: “On voit l’homme agir et l’homme, surtout quand c’est une 
femme, est toujours pour l’homme le plus intéressant des spectacles.”

44	 On the subject of the women’s labour force and the gendering of occupations in 19th century France, 
cf. the seminal work of Michelle Perrot, “De la nourrice à l'employée… Travaux de femmes dans la 
France du XIXe siècle”, in Le Mouvement social: bulletin trimestriel de l'Institut français d'histoire sociale 
105, 1978, pp. 3–10. For an introduction to this scholarship, cf. Françoise Battagliola, Histoire du travail 
des femmes, Paris, 2008.
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Traditional Costumes and the Separation from Economists

At this point, and by way of conclusion, it becomes possible to account for the presence 
in Group X of Class 92, devoted to examples of costumes from different countries. Three 
points should be emphasised. 

Firstly, it has been argued in the previous section of this essay that the small workshops 
in Class 95, with their emphasis on manual work, were conceived as the counterparts of 
the machines and large-scale production processes featured in the neighboring gallery. 
Likewise, the traditionally handmade costumes in Class 92 should be understood as the 
counterpoint to the industrially produced textiles and clothing shown in Class 91, the suc-
cessor of the Gallery of Domestic Economy. Indeed, for all the progress that these afforda-
ble goods were supposed to bring to the working class, the jury admitted that “The intro-
duction of inexpensive products tends to eradicate these customs of production within the 
family.”45 Group X, therefore, attempted to reconcile the advent of a mechanised and glo-
balised industry with the celebration of a small-scale, local, manual work-based economy 
that should be preserved and museified precisely because industrialisation had doomed it 
to disappear. A guidebook commenting on this section already used the past tense: “It is 
the France of the past that we find in these characters, so lively and of scrupulous fidelity. 
We shall not put the modern costume on trial, nor the unitary tendency to which it obeys, 
but among those used in the past we find some very graceful ones.”46 

In his report, Armand-Dumaresq attempted to defend the economic rationale of 
traditional, hand-made costumes in the face of industrialisation. Exhuming the no-
tion of ‘bon marché’ so central to the Gallery of Domestic Economy, he wrote: “If a 
comparison is made between the expenses of the farmer who pays dearly for his cloth-
ing, and the city labourer who seems to spend less, the advantage would be had by the 
one who asked for good fabrics; he is the one who had the true bon marché.”47 The role 
assigned to such traditional crafts by “the economic laws of the 1867 exhibition,” how-
ever, was certainly not that of a competitor of, or even a serious alternative to, industrial 
production. As historian Glenn Adamson has strikingly argued, the role was rather that 
of “a crucial prop in the theater of imperialism.”48 “Just as Euro-Americans positioned 

45	 Armand-Dumaresq, 1868 (note 1), p. 873, [author’s trans.]: “L’introduction des produits à bon marché 
tend à faire disparaître ces habitudes de fabrication en famille.”

46	 Gautier, 1867 (note 28), p.101, [author’s trans.]: “C’est toute la France d’autrefois qu’on retrouve dans 
ces personnages si vivants et d’une scrupuleuse fidélité. Nous ne voulons pas faire le procès au costume 
moderne ni à la tendance unitaire à laquelle il a obéi, mais parmi ceux usités jadis on en trouve de 
très-gracieux.”

47	 Armand-Dumaresq, 1868 (note 1), p. 860; partially translated in Blake, 1870 (note 1), p. 17, otherwise 
author’s trans.: “Si l’on venait à établir une moyenne entre la dépense du paysan, qui a payé plus cher 
d’abord, et celle de l’ouvrier des villes qui a paru dépenser moins, l’avantage resterait à celui qui a 
demandé de bonnes étoffes; c’est lui qui a été au vrai bon marché.”

48	 Adamson, 2013 (note 6), pp. XVI–XVII, XXII.
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‘exotic’ craft at the far end of a newly created temporal axis, they applied the same 
discursive technique to their own premodern past,” 49 he explained. Craft as a concept 
was therefore invented during the Industrial Revolution, as the necessary pendant of 
industrial production. In the economic pedagogy of the Group X exhibition, therefore, 
craft assumed the strategic role of the “pleasurably inefficient ‘other’ to modernity,” 
to again borrow Adamson’s words.50 In Class 91, inexpensive, mass-produced clothing 
featured as part of a strategy of pedagogy and advocacy for industrial capitalism; in 
Class 92, handmade traditional costumes appeared as a symbolic compensatory cor-
ollary. Although it took on a specific meaning in the exhibition of Group X, this kind of 
ideological use of folk culture and crafts traversed 19th century world’s fairs.51 

Secondly, the gendered dimension of this exhibition is indisputable and should be 
analysed in the broader context of the space assigned to women in economic thinking 
at the time. Clearly, (male) witnesses observed the mannequins of Class 92 with the 
same sensuous interest that they engaged with the female workers in the workshops of 
Class 95. “The flesh is alive,” one of them marvelled, “the color is natural, the blood 
truly circulates under the skin, the hands of the women are fine and delicate; what is ad-
mirable, above all, is the expression of all of these faces, of all of these gazes. Of course, 
these are not statues, they are living beings.”52 Throughout the classes of Group X, then, 
women came to be involved in the most voyeuristic settings. They were undoubtedly 
instrumentalised to serve the attractiveness of an otherwise “home economics,” as 
Thomas Carlyle famously described economics. However, in doing so, the exhibition 
gave an exceptional visibility to women as economic actors. The Gallery of Domestic 
Economy already highlighted the role of women not only as consumers, responsible for 
their household—a role that would be scientifically rationalised by the “dismal science” 
movement, especially in the United States53—but also as workers, although mostly in ‘fe-
male’ connoted industries, such as textiles. In 1867, the importance of women’s labour, 
both at home and in workshops and large factories, was literally ‘spectacularised’. This 
would be short-lived: the subsequent major social economy exhibition, as part of the 
1889 Paris World’s Fair, would be marked by the “general omission of women from the 

49	 Ibid.
50	 Ibid.
51	 Cf. Martin Wörner, Vergnügung und Belehrung: Volkskultur auf den Weltausstellungen 1851–1900 

Münster/Munich/Berlin, 1999; Beat Wyss, Bilder von der Globalisierung: die Weltausstellung von Paris 
1889, Berlin, 2010.

52	 Emmanuel Gonzalès, “La rue de Norwége”, in L’Exposition universelle illustrée, Paris, 1867, no. 8,  
p. 123, [author’s trans.]: “La chair est vivante, la coloration est naturelle, le sang circule véritable-
ment sous la peau, les mains des femmes sont fines et délicates ; ce qui est admirable, surtout, c’est 
l’expression de tous ces visages, de tous ces regards. Certes, ce ne sont point là des statues, ce sont 
des êtres vivants.”

53	 Cf. Danielle Dreilinger, The Secret History of Home Economics How Trailblazing Women Harnessed the 
Power of Home and Changed the Way We Live, New York, 2021.
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mise-en-scène of labor,” as historian Janet Horne argued, in line with bourgeois ideolog-
ical conceptions of gender roles.54

Thirdly, as discussed in the first section of this essay, the exhibition of traditional cos-
tumes reflected the state of ‘applied economics’ as it prevailed in 1867. It betrayed the 
shifting limits of economics as a discipline in formation, one that would progressively 
distinguish itself from the neighbouring social sciences. In his official report, Charles 
Édouard Armand-Dumaresq pointed out that traditional costumes more rightfully be-
longed to the science of ‘ethnology’, which he deemed undervalued in France compared 
to other nations such as Russia.55 As a matter of fact, traditional costumes would not be 
found again in subsequent exhibitions of social economy. Perhaps the 1867 exhibition 
brought about this withdrawal. Ernest Dréolle, one of the organisers of the exhibition of 
Class 92, gave a remarkably frank testimony of how an exhibition of economics can lead 
to unexpected results. It is worth quoting him at length:

I was assured that, reading the program of the universal exhibition, some 
laughed at the idea of exhibiting costumes. I do not know if the laughers 
are still laughing, but I do know that the public examines with interest the 
‘products’ of Class 92 (10th group), and perfectly understands the scientific 
and economic aim of this exhibition. […] As for the economists, I don’t ask 
them what they think. I’ve been at odds with them ever since the day when 
chance—indeed chance—made me a member of the admissions commit-
tee of Class 92, then secretary of this committee, then, finally, a member of 
the international jury, for all the exhibitions of original and traditional cos-
tumes. Sensitive as I had been until then to the elegance of certain foreign 
costumes, I too reasoned a little like those great scholars who want to sub-
ject the whole world to the same law, and I admired the columns of numbers 
arranged like battalions by the professors of social and political economics. 
I am done with that now. I skip class, and without asking a population how 
they live and how they can live, I stop at their homes and I admire their taste, 
their costumes, their elegance, their creativity, the whims of their style, the 
resources of their poverty and the abilities of their native ingenuity. 56

54	 Janet R. Horne, A Social Laboratory for Modern France. The Musée Social & the Rise of the Welfare State, 
Durham and London, 2002, p. 73.

55	 Armand-Dumaresq, 1868 (note 1), p. 862.
56	 Ernest Dréolle, “Les Costumes populaires de la Russie”, in L’Exposition universelle illustrée 11, Paris, 

1867, p. 163, [author’s trans.]: “On m’a assuré qu’on avait ri, à la lecture du programme de l’Exposition 
universelle, de l’idée d’exposer des costumes. Je ne sais si les rieurs rient encore, mais je sais bien que le 
public examine avec intérêt les « produits » de la classe 92 (10e groupe), et qu’il comprend parfaitement 
le but à la fois scientifique et économique de cette exhibition. […] Quant aux économistes, je ne les 
questionne pas sur ce qu’ils en pensent. Je me suis brouillé avec eux, depuis le jour où le hasard—c’est 
bien le hasard—m’a fait membre du comité d’admission de la classe 92, puis secrétaire de ce comité, 
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In a touching move, Dréolle rejected quantitative expertise and scientific supremacy 
in favour of aesthetic emotion. The display of traditional costumes, initially meant as a 
well-behaved ‘object lesson’ for the inculcation of economics, eventually led to its sub-
version and abandonment. To paraphrase David Freedberg, objects have a power of their 
own. For all of the seriousness and pedagogy of exhibition organisers, a presentation al-
ways carries an unpredictable momentum.

puis, enfin, membre du jury international, pour toutes les exhibitions de costumes originaux et popu-
laires. Tout sensible que j’étais jusqu’alors aux élégances de certains costumes étrangers, je raisonnais 
un peu, moi aussi, comme ces grands savants qui veulent soumettre le monde entier à une même loi, et 
j’admirais les colonnes de chiffres rangés en bataille par les professeurs d’économie sociale et politique. 
Maintenant, c’est fini. Je fais l’école buissonnière, et sans demander à un peuple comment il vit et com-
ment il peut vivre, je m’arrête chez lui, et j’admire son goût, ses costumes, ses élégances, ses fantaisies, 
les caprices de sa coquetterie, les ressources de sa misère et les habiletés de son génie natif.”



Illustration page 202: Toilette de Jeunes Filles Norvégiennes, stereoscopic image, Exposition Universelle de 1867, Archives Nationales 
de France, F/12/11893/C (detail of fig. 1, page 204)
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The Paris Expositions of the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries played a pivotal role in shaping the intersections of art, fashion, 
industry and modern consumer culture. From a critical art historical 
perspective, this volume examines how these practices of exhibiting 
the world transformed modern visual culture, in�uencing museum 
collections, art education and the formation of taste. As sites of spec-
tacle, world’s fairs accelerated the commercialisation of art and fash-
ion, introducing new techniques of mass production and reproduc-
tion – from illustrated fashion magazines to department store displays. 
Far from being neutral arenas of cultural exchange, these fairs were 
both sites of innovation and instruments of cultural power, linking in-
dustrialisation, mass consumption and the aesthetics of modern life.
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