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The ancient nostrum that all history is contemporary history appears
to be adequately demonstrated by the welter of material recently pro-
duced—or about to appear—on the history of exhibitions. Inspired
by the prospect of Expo 2000 in Hanover, the Millennium Dome and
Tate Gallery of Modern Art in London, and the approaching 150th
anniversary of the Great Exhibition, a variety of different treatments
of the subject has appeared, of which the five volumes reviewed here
are but a fraction. Yet judging by the results of at least the first two of
these events, it might be assumed there have been no exhibitions in
the past from which one may learn.

As the authors of these volumes show, ticket prices at exhibitions
have been an explosive issue at least since the (Royal) Society of Arts
and the Foundling Hospital fell out over the matter in the 1760s (the
issue of this dispute being the Royal Academy). Local hostility to
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invasive architecture is nothing new. It dogged the Royal
Commission for the Great Exhibition of 1851, which notoriously pro-
posed to flatten Hyde Park’s greenery under a brick carbuncle, but
was forced to back-track and build the removable ‘Crystal Palace’.
Publics have consistently refused to be educated, and disobediently
demanded to be pampered. At the Paris exhibition of 1867, a maze-
like display system encouraged all but the boffins out into the unof-
ficial (and less salubrious) relief of the pleasure park.

Exhibitions suffer huge losses almost as often as they are success-
ful. Few achieve the colossal profits of London in 1851 or Paris in
1900, even though organizers are lured by the pot of gold: Paris in
1855 and Vienna in 1873 drew staggering losses. The 1854 New York
exhibition’s deficit was so heavy municipal authorities waited till
1939 to hold another. Moreover, public relations gaffes abound:
buildings perpetually leaking, workers underpaid or going on strike,
lacklustre financial approval inevitably leading to the cap-in-hand to
government, unsustainable crowds, faux pas in the face of religious
sensitivities, foreign governments failing to jump at the chance of
being present at massive cost to themselves. (Hanoverians may be
heartened to know that it was uncertainty over the USA’s presence in
1851 which encouraged the acceptance of the modular Crystal Palace
structure, which could be expanded or contracted at will). All of
these, the books jointly reveal, are the stock-in-trade of exhibitions.

The extent to which exhibition organizers have manufactured the
same kinds of problems is, in fact, perturbing. Indeed, historians
might be rather unsettled by the failure of exhibition organizers to
see it coming. They could have pointed some time ago to the fact that
much of the Great Exhibition of 1851’s success lay in winning over
the aristocratic and governing élite to the project, and then dangling
the prospect before the eyes of a public hungry for social advance-
ment. Top-notch restricted access on the basis of expensive tickets
ensured that the privileged only could see the show first. The middle
classes were then allowed in afterwards—and they came in their
droves. The Great Exhibition also rested on a system of local com-
mittees from around the country, which chose what went in the
building. These encouraged a sense of direct relation on the part of
the masses with the exhibits, ensured that people could immediately
identify with things shown there, and counteracted the tendency to
construct an unaccountable and sprawling affair as manifested in the
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Dome and Hanover. Meanwhile, the Great Exhibition, like many oth-
ers, demonstrated again and again that, left to a committee, exhibi-
tions frequently end up with an incomprehensible mish-mash of
agendas, or else with a message which is out of date. At Parisian
exhibitions in the nineteenth century, it repeatedly proved impossi-
ble to capture the latest artistic trends. Impressionists and expres-
sionists always slipped the lasso and set up alternative venues, cher-
ishing their status at the cutting-edge, and unwilling to come into the
arms of the establishment.

Organizers of today’s exhibitions (stuck, perhaps, between sta-
tions on London’s Jubilee Line, or held up by Green protestors on the
Bundesbahn) might ponder the past and draw some consolation from
it. In 1939, the opening electric light display also failed to go on for
Albert Einstein when he pulled the switch in the name of Progress.
As a consequence of war in Italy, London’s follow-up to the Crystal
Palace was delayed by a year until 1862. Things were in such disar-
ray at Chicago that its Columban Exhibition—to celebrate the 400th
anniversary of Columbus’s ‘discovery’ of America—had to be held in
1893. The same thing happened again when the Louisiana Purchase
Exhibition, intended to celebrate the centenary of Napoleon I’s sale of
the colony to the USA in 1803, took place in 1904. It is debatable,
however, whether Millennium Experience/Expo 2000 GmbH should
dwell on the rather perturbing frequency with which fire engulfs
exhibition buildings (the above-mentioned Crystal Palace, the Mu-
nich Crystal Palace of 1854, Philadelphia, Sydney, San Francisco …).

Before looking at each of the five books separately, a few general
comments will be made. First, it cannot often be truthfully said that
reviewing is a treat, but this was certainly the case here: each of the
volumes is heavily illustrated, and, as the subject matter by definition
covers the art of display, turning the pages was a visual, if not always
an intellectual, adventure. The outlandish, the futuristic, the inspir-
ing, the surprising, the new, and the comical all have a place at exhi-
bitions, and some of the illustrations are truly thought-provoking.
Secondly, for a long time English-language historical writing on
exhibitions—with one or two exceptions such as Asa Briggs, Paul
Greenhalgh, and Yvonne Ffrench—has laboured under an irritating
voyeurism regarding past displays, or else glorification. German
authors, meanwhile, have produced some incisive and profound
works—Walter Benjamin, Utz Haltern, and Ingeborg Cleve, to name
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a few. French studies of expositions are also second to none, due part-
ly to the sense of holding a national mortgage on the subject, and
partly to a strong strand of culturally based research indebted to
Foucault. Now, however, it appears Anglo-German roles are, if not
reversing, then becoming more even. Mattie’s and Kretschmer’s vol-
umes show the kind of generalizing, cherry-picking approach famil-
iar to English readers, while Auerbach’s, Yanni’s, and Taylor’s books
are highly scholarly, if still geared towards the general reader. The
fact that Germany, finally, and after several near-misses, has joined
the exhibition club, appears to have allowed dubious populist ten-
dencies to invade hitherto purely academic realms.

The third point about these five volumes is that, although they
discuss different aspects of the exhibition tradition, there is a great
deal of overlap between international exhibitions, art galleries, and
museums: their histories are intertwined, and much research in these
volumes is relevant to all of the areas, rather than to just one.
Thinking about international exhibitions was influenced by discus-
sions about art galleries and museums. There is a surprising degree
of cross-over in terms of personnel involved in organizing commit-
tees, architectural projects, and critical commentary. In turn, howev-
er, international exhibitions literally spawned museum collections,
and coloured thought on the best means of display as both inspira-
tion and warning. Many of the issues facing international exhibi-
tions—for example, the tension between display and education, and,
latterly, the increasing tendency to Disneyfication—affect all three
strands. In fact, it is often difficult to distinguish between them, for
example, when an exhibition houses a section displaying art as in
Paris in 1855, or when an art gallery arises within an exhibition com-
plex, as on London’s South Bank.

Jeffrey Auerbach’s book focuses on the first, truly international
exhibition: the Great Exhibition of 1851. Its main aim is to get beyond
the received caricatured impression of the event, and explain its true
importance as a defining moment in the cultural development of the
British nation. Using a wide variety of sources, Auerbach shows that
there were at the time many different interpretations of the
Exhibition, on the part both of its organizers and the observing pub-
lic. Rather than being a problem, however, this ambiguity gave rise
to a wide public discussion which amounted to nothing less than a
national debate on what Britain’s identity as a country and society
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should be in the wake of industrialization and concomitant political
and economic reform. Though financial necessities prevented the
Exhibition’s organizers from openly allying themselves with the
forces of modernization, they were, as Auerbach implies, acting as
catalysts of change. Through the Exhibition they hoped a new social
unity might be constructed, which would include all those in favour
of the social status quo coupled with industrialization. The backdrop
to the Exhibition was one of social polarization and a threat made
quite plain during 1848.

This book has many strengths. The survey of the public discussion
is wide-ranging and fresh. Auerbach is sensitive to the isolation of
the Celtic fringe and the radical working classes from the Exhibition
agenda, and to the homogenizing social picture emanating from the
Exhibition which excluded Catholics and the racially different. He is
aware of the complexities of the Victorian dilemma, and avoids the
two-dimensional treatments so frequently met elsewhere. He
explains for once the significance of the local committees to the
Exhibition, and points out how they helped construct a new national
political alliance that at a later date would emerge as Gladstonian lib-
eralism. Crucially, he makes the important point that the Exhibition
had enormous economic ramifications, not in regard to technology
transfer—which is something, sadly, which has yet to be dealt with
by anyone sufficiently—but because, as Auerbach puts it: ‘The Great
Exhibition was more than simply a sign of industrialisation. It was a
vehicle through which the industrialisation of British society took
place. This is not to say that the exhibition caused the industrialisa-
tion of British society in an economic sense; it did not. Rather, it was
part of an attempt to transform Britain culturally, to forge a society
that was receptive to a certain form of industrialisation’ (p. 98).

The book has no really crucial faults. The central thesis, that the
Exhibition was of much greater significance than hitherto portrayed,
because of its role as an advertisement for, and facilitator of, mod-
ernization, is entirely convincing. There might have been more
appreciation of foreign participation at the Exhibition: the book’s title
is interpreted between the covers to mean Britain’s reflection on
itself. However, half the building was officially occupied by foreign
countries, while much of the British side consisted of its colonies. The
Exhibition was visited by thousands of foreigners and received mas-
sive coverage in foreign newspapers. This was particularly so in the
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German states, where it astonished and wrong-footed those who had
been trying to gain access to British manufacturing secrets for years
and jangled everyone’s nerves in the wake of the revolution with its
liberalizing message. And, after all, its official title was ‘the Great
Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations’. There could have been
more on the jury system and the jurors’ reports and catalogue, which
were acclaimed as definitions of God’s universal laws, and are fasci-
nating sources for those who care for the Victorian view of the world.
Auerbach is also on rather shaky ground when he asserts that art was
‘an anomaly’ at the Exhibition, and that it was only placed there to
educate manufacturers: one frequent mistake of historians, following
in Pevsner’s footsteps, is to see the artistic exhibits at the Exhibition
as representative of Victorian art in general. However, art appeared
at the Exhibition only in so far as it demonstrated the use of new tech-
niques, materials, or processes. In purely aesthetic terms, the
Exhibition was not a glowing success. But then, it never set out to
be.

Winfried Kretschmer’s volume is partly an effort to show ‘what
happened next’, and partly an attempt to create a historical context
for Expo 2000. Starting with 1851, Kretschmer describes how exhibi-
tions became concerned less with technical innovation, and more
with national competition and entertainment. The emphasis moved
away from real technological use towards rhetoric in support of
Progress. Trades fairs and other specialized gatherings made exhibi-
tions less useful in scientific terms, even if companies continued to be
involved for marketing reasons. Nationalist and ideological rivalry
became most extreme at the Paris exhibition of 1937, where the Nazi
and Soviet pavilion towers brazenly vied with each other in terms of
height and symbolism. However, the Second World War and
Hiroshima undermined such unmitigated nationalism and confi-
dence in the benefits of technological achievement, even if they lin-
gered on. The Brussels exhibition of 1958 struggled to emphasize the
civil uses of nuclear power, even if its Atomium felt threatening to
local residents. The internationalist aspect of exhibitions—which had
been there since 1851—now came to the fore, and has latterly received
a boost from rising concern about global environmental issues. The
final section of Kretschmer’s book is illuminating, where it reveals
exhibition organizers moving towards an ever more explicitly envi-
ronmentalist position. This is where he locates Hanover’s exhibition.
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For those looking for an explanation of Expo 2000’s (or the
Dome’s) ailments, Kretschmer offers much insight. The decreasing
interest of industry and the public in paying up front for exhibitions
has led to them being hybrid affairs, with money coming from a vari-
ety of sources. Yet too many purse-holders has led to a lack of con-
ceptual co-ordination; in short, to a lack of bite. Had Expo 2000 stuck
to its environmentalist agenda it might have triggered a wider pub-
lic response, and it might also have defined exhibitions of the twen-
ty-first century per se. As it is, concessions to IBM, regional develop-
ment bodies, central government, and to others have blurred the
image. Also, Kretschmer taps into the subject of a long-standing
German ambiguity towards exhibitions. One striking thing about the
book, at least to the British reviewer, is its use of German primary
sources in discussions of early exhibitions of the nineteenth
century—Zollverein reports, the comments of Lothar Bucher, and so
forth. However, these reveal exhibitions to be occasions for excoriat-
ing self-criticism for Germans hyper-sensitive about their national
strengths/weaknesses. German dissatisfaction about their national
showing at the Great Exhibition of 1851 spooked efforts to arrange an
exhibition on German soil ever after. It eerily returned in the luke-
warm prior planning arrangements for Expo 2000 and haunts current
self-mortification regarding the exhibition’s perceived weaknesses.

There are many other useful things about this book. It has a tabular
appendix of exhibitions for easy cross-reference. It contains stimulat-
ing material on women’s galleries, the recurring theme at exhibitions
of man versus nature, and more than usual on the Vienna exhibition of
1873, and on the international organization which since 1931 has
attempted to regulate Expos, the BIE (Bureau International des Expo-
sitions). In less academic terms, Kretschmer also tells us that exhibi-
tions gave rise to the Hoochie Koochie, ice cream, the hot dog, and the
Olympics. And he offers a multitude of gems of information, such as
that the Eiffel Tower’s girders were found so shocking when it was
built for the exhibition of 1879 that it came close to being ‘improved’ by
a neo-classical façade at the exhibition of 1900, or that Wagner com-
posed a Centennial March for the Philadelphia exhibition of 1876. 

Though useful as background to Hanover, and entertaining, there
are some defects in this account of the history of exhibitions. First, it
is not by any means the first such narrative traipse down the decades,
and one wonders whether, apart from the fact that it is in German
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and moves beyond 1990, it improves on John Findling’s Historical
Dictionary of World’s Fairs and Expositions, 1851-1988 (1990). Towards
the end of the book, also, its saunter becomes a bit of a mad dash to
Hanover, perhaps reflecting the lack of historical work on post-war
exhibitions in comparison with those of the nineteenth century.
There appears to be no logical rationale for the selection of exhibi-
tions covered by the book, apart from the author’s rather arbitrary
division of them into big and small ones. How reliable is the picture
of the development of exhibitions thus created? Though Kretschmer
begins by proposing to debunk various ‘exhibition legends’, he
repeats uncritically many of them (for example Joseph Paxton’s por-
trayal as deus ex machina of the Great Exhibition). There is also an
inexcusable level of generalization in the book, for example, on the
issue of art at exhibitions (already discussed in relation to Auerbach),
or pacifism. And this reviewer groans at the continued use of the
word ‘England’ instead of ‘Britain’, particularly given the complexi-
ties of the subject hinted at above. 

Erik Mattie’s book also takes 1851 as its starting date, but the work
focuses this time on exhibition architecture, rather than trying to pro-
vide a general history. Starting with the Crystal Palace, the work traces
the development away from unitary buildings to national pavilions cor-
responding to increasing national rivalry. It charts the efforts made to
push architecture forward at exhibitions, and the countervailing ten-
dencies towards ‘national’ architecture, neo-classicism, or nostalgia.
The perpetual conflict between the engineer and the architect is
exposed again and again. And a taxonomy of factors and themes which
continually influence exhibition architecture is paraded before us: the
need for temporary buildings and for good light (hence the omnipres-
ence of modular glass and metal buildings); considerations of regional
development and planning (the Paris Metro of 1900, the Jubilee Line);
gigantism and the need for a clou—a single feature which will unique-
ly mark out the exhibition (the Crystal Palace Transept, the Eiffel
Tower, the Atomium, New York’s Trylon and Perisphere, Seattle’s
Space Needle, Ferris wheels, enormous domes); futurism (Sky Walks,
Sky Rides, Space Rides, inflatable buildings, moving walkways).

One of the real strengths of this book is its pictures, which are
often astonishing reminders of the incredible diversity and extremity
of some exhibition architecture. Though it may seem inconsistent to
admit it, where a lack of system in Kretschmer’s book undermined it,
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here it turns out to be an advantage. Mattie’s lack of system, and
apparent desire to focus on what takes his fancy leads to some amaz-
ing rediscoveries from outside the usual repertoire of exhibition his-
tory: there is some fascinating and unusual detail on Australian,
Belgian, and particularly Dutch exhibitions (the author’s area of
expertise in Dutch art history shines through here). There is also a
tantalizing look at the amazing Turin exhibition of 1902, which, judg-
ing by the illustrations, was in a league of its own, and owed almost
everything to one prolific architect—Raimondo D’Aronco. Mattie
rightly retrieves the Machine Hall of Paris 1879 from behind the
prominent Eiffel Tower as a masterpiece of architecture. He reminds
us of the Women’s Pavilion at Philadelphia (and of the need for work
on the involvement and depiction of women at exhibitions). When
the book comes to art nouveau and art deco, its pictures come into
their own. Mattie reminds the reader that, although exhibition archi-
tecture often seems out of date, it has frequently been influential. The
white neo-classical style adopted in Chicago and Philadelphia in the
nineteenth century was taken up by the American establishment
despite the unwelcome appearance everywhere of that illegitimate
child of the Crystal Palace, the skyscraper. Art nouveau and art deco
received massive publicity via exhibitions. And many of the great
German modernist architects were showcased at exhibitions—
Behrens, Mies van der Rohe, Olbrich, and Frei, to name but a few.
Mattie’s book does not aim for great intellectual heights, in fact, its
size and illustrations reveal it as destined perhaps more for the cof-
fee-table. And, despite the author’s protestations, in some ways it
does repeat the work of Wolfgang Friebe (Architektur der Weltausstel-
lungen 1851 bis 1970, 1983). Nevertheless, the visual material has an
originality and force of its own. Interesting lines of historical inquiry
are suggested—for instance regarding the Crystal Palace collaborator
and ship-designer John Scott Russell’s work on the Vienna Rotunda
in 1873, or the fact that sections of the Amsterdam exhibition of 1883
were afterwards shipped for re-erection in Liverpool. There are also
wonderful snippets of detail, such as the fact that in 1885 major
chunks of old Antwerp were pulled down in order to make space for
an exhibition, only to be re-erected in the same place in replica form
at the 1895 exhibition as an example of ‘old Belgium’.

Carla Yanni’s book also deals with the architecture of exhibitions,
though the focus is on the natural history museums set up in the
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Victorian era, in particular, the Ashmolean Museum, the Hunterian
Museum, the Cambridge Natural History Museum, the Museum of
Practical Geology, the Edinburgh City Museum, and the Natural
History Museum. Two main themes hold the book together. The first
is natural theology, and the message that Victorians saw science and
religion not as opposed to each other, but as mutually supportive.
Yanni points out that much of the nineteenth-century enthusiasm for
exhibitions, including the Crystal Palace, stemmed from a belief that,
by finding out more about the natural world, one came closer to
God’s laws. The second is that museums and exhibitions serve as
legitimators of truth, that displays are not neutral, but uphold and
often propagandize a certain view of the world.

The book traces the development of the natural history museum
from the Wunderkammer of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
(though, unfortunately, the author does not explain why German ter-
minology is used). These collections sought merely to show the novel,
weird, or shocking, and served to document the Enlightened collec-
tor’s curiosity and eclecticism, as well as his or her wealth. In the nine-
teenth century, natural theology led to the development of universal
collections such as Richard Owen’s Natural History Museum, which
showed the wealth of God’s creation. Political reform simultaneously
led to educational displays as epitomized by the Museum of Practical
Geology and favoured by the likes of T. H. Huxley, ‘Darwin’s Bulldog’.
Huxley opposed Owen’s exhibition criteria on both religious and prac-
tical grounds—and Yanni uses the conflict over architectural plans for
the museums effectively to illustrate the loaded nature of displays.
Were museums to be housed in Gothic buildings or in Enlightened
Classical temples? Such matters were of deep concern to contempo-
raries. The question of a ‘suitable building’, as Yanni points out,
revolved not just round its functionality, but its appropriateness. For
German historians, there is a fascinating discussion in the book of the
appropriateness of Prince Albert-inspired, early German Romanesque
arches of the Natural History Museum. Though Owen and Huxley dif-
fered over whether it was to be via religious or industrial instruction,
both of them supported exhibitions as a means of improving the work-
ing classes. Exhibitions of all sorts were therefore promoted. Political
and social concerns underpinned the whole issue.

Yanni’s scholarly book is strong on both the ideological and the
practical considerations behind museum design. It also underlines
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clearly the connections which exist between museums and interna-
tional exhibitions, and the enormous impact the Great Exhibition had
on museum design. The pictures of the Museum of Practical
Geology, also opened in 1851, and, even more, those of the Edin-
burgh Museum demonstrate clearly the influence of ‘that prolific
mother’, the Crystal Palace, on museums trying to demonstrate their
commercial and practical utility. Even the Oxford Museum, while it
adopted Gothic arches instead of Paxton gutters, resembled a reli-
gious variation on a theme with its glass roof. Interestingly, the
impact was perpetuated, both by the South Kensington legacy of the
Great Exhibition, and its more down-market sister, the Sydenham
project. And as Yanni points out, personnel swapped between muse-
ums, exhibitions, and pleasure parks. Francis Fowke designed the
Edinburgh Museum, the 1862 Exhibition building, and began designs
for the Natural History Museum. Richard Owen moved from the
British Museum to the Natural History Museum in South Kensing-
ton, but also helped with the creation of Sydenham’s dinosaur dis-
play. World fairs and museums have continued to peek over the
fence to see what is going on in the other’s domain—a competition
for crowds which, as Yanni points out, has had a deleterious effect:
robotic dinosaurs now seem ubiquitous wherever one goes.

Set against the backdrop of the Tate Gallery’s opening, Brandon
Taylor’s book on art exhibitions deals with the question of the pub-
lic, the discussion about whom exhibitions should be directed at, and
the level of success or failure of such efforts to create an audience.
Starting from a similar point to Auerbach, but heading in a different
direction, Taylor shows how the Royal Academy evolved out of the
(Royal) Society of Arts, and was later accompanied by the National
Gallery, the South Kensington Museum (later the Victoria & Albert
Museum), the National Portrait Gallery, the Tate Gallery, and its
Gallery of Modern Art, and finally also the Hayward Gallery. 

Crucial to the book is its notion of ‘overlapping discourses’ on
exhibitions; in other words, the debate, among politicians, newspa-
pers, academics, and other interested parties, about what art exhibi-
tions were supposed to do. This concept is implicit, to a lesser or
greater extent, in all the five works reviewed. After the foundation of
the Royal Academy, Taylor asserts, reformers increasingly argued for
a less élitist display of art in the conviction that it would help to ele-
vate the working classes, and discourage them from getting drunk or
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going to disreputable dioramas. Such notions were opposed by the
likes of Ruskin, who believed that the masses should be washed and
fed before they were shown art, rather than the other way round.
Nevertheless, they underpinned the expansion of access to art during
the nineteenth century, and encouraged the donations of philanthro-
pists such as sugar magnate Henry Tate to the cause.

Taylor uses a variety of ingenious routes to show that the public
that actually came was not quite as edified or attentive as it ought to
have been. Still, the discourse rolled on. Arguments arose regarding
the best kind of art to show the public: should it consist of ancient
masterpieces? Or should it be more practical? By the turn of the cen-
tury, the discussion revolved around the need to exhibit specifically
‘British’, or ‘foreign and modern’ works. There is an interesting, and
highly relevant, given the Turner Prize’s current machinations, look
at the discussion of what ‘British’ art was supposed to be. And ‘for-
eign and modern’ turned out to be almost interchangeable concepts.
After the First World War there was strong support for displays of
foreign works, which were increasingly felt to be superior to the
home product with its continued emphasis on Victorian naturalism
and anecdote. And as Taylor points out, ‘foreign’ works were now
overwhelmingly of French origin. A strong German cultural influ-
ence during the nineteenth century had been displaced through the
efforts of a small Francophile group operating in the art world’s rul-
ing circles. After the Second World War, the creation of an Arts
Council denoted a more co-ordinated approach to the issue of art
viewing, and the association of it with citizenship. But as Taylor
points out, exhibition audiences have in the last half century become
less and less homogenous, more international, and more critical. If
anything, the development now is towards the viewer as discerning
customer rather than object of philanthropic magnanimity.

This book underlines, on the one hand, just how deeply people
believed in the social benefits of exhibitions in the nineteenth centu-
ry, both artistic and otherwise. Sir Robert Peel is revealed, for exam-
ple, as a main promoter of a National Gallery for this reason, and
would also prove to be a central force behind the Great Exhibition.
And despite the twists and turns, Taylor argues convincingly that
preoccupations with the improvement of the masses have remained
part of the thinking on exhibitions. There are fascinating discourses
on subjects like the Victorian obsession with health, and the fear that
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letting the masses in to exhibitions would allow their ‘miasma’
(unhealthy vapour) to destroy pictures. The reader is drawn to
unconventional subjects such as John Wilkes, populist opponent of
George III and the establishment, and mirror-image of Ken Living-
stone, or to the Signboards Exhibition—a bawdy alternative to the
Royal Academy’s stuffy establishment exhibitions consisting of
shop-signs from round London. A number of subjects could attract
German historians, such as the influence of German models in Select
Committees discussing the new National Gallery in the 1830s, the
transition from German to French artistic influences in Britain at the
end of the nineteenth century, and ex-Ambassador to Berlin Lord
D’Abernon’s role as promoter of French art in Britain in the inter-war
period. Overall, the book is a highly readable, yet scholarly, demon-
stration of the way discourse about exhibitions has developed in
Britain during the last two centuries.

Together, these books show the exhibition tradition to be a long,
complicated, and colourful one. Judging by the fact that there have
been many failures and successes on the way, it is unlikely that exhi-
bitions will cease to exist now—no matter how bad the Dome and
Hanover turn out to be. Ironically, while domestic interests feed on
an exhibition’s failure, and recriminations fly at home, by definition,
the international public remains oblivious. At least since 1851, exhi-
bitions have been an important method of conversing with ourselves
about the way the world is and the way it could be. Though the par-
ticipating speakers, the issues they deal with, and the techniques of
display have changed, exhibitions remain a consequence of the hu-
man condition and, in particular, of our nature as communicating
beings, involved in a process of change. And though Ausstellungs-
müdigkeit was first detected in the late nineteenth century, it seems
we may always be subject to the temptation of a good show.

JOHN R. DAVIS is Head of History and International Studies, Kings-
ton University. He is the author of Britain and the German Zollverein,
1848-66 (1997) and The Great Exhibition of 1851 (1999), and is at pres-
ent working on The Victorian Encounter with Germany .
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