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to Industrial Production: 
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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)


