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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

Deflating the Expo 

Critics of modernity and the Paris Expositions universelles, 1855-1900. 

 

Elizabeth M. L. Gralton 

The University of Western Australia 

 

The second half of the nineteenth century in France was marked by discourses of both 

progress and decline. The discourse of progress was manifest in five Expositions 

universelles that took place in Paris during the second half of the nineteenth century. 

First organised under Napoleon III's Second Empire in 1855 and 1867 and then by the 

Third Republic in 1878, 1889 and 1900, these Expositions celebrated industry, science, 

reason and the glory of the French nation under the two respective regimes. They were 

sites of didacticism but also of festivity, pleasure and consumerism. The Expositions 

represented the dominant discourse of modernity. This thesis seeks to systematically 

analyse anti-Exposition discourse in order to enhance understanding of French critics 

of modernity in the latter half of the nineteenth century. 

While literature on the Expositions universelles abounds, no in-depth study of 

reactions to or perceptions of the Expositions universelles has been undertaken. Yet the 

events, as one historian has written, were weathervanes "indicating certain currents in 

fin de siècle thought."1 Furthermore, for Parisians they were almost impossible to 

avoid, occupying as they did vast stretches of the French capital for six-month periods. 

For these reasons—their representiveness of the dominant discourse and their periodic 

ubiquity—the Expositions were inevitably subject to critique. This critique provides the 

historian with an opportunity to interrogate the ways in which contemporaries engaged 

with the optimistic rhetoric of progress and modernity espoused by the Second Empire 

and the Third Republic.  

The primary source material used by this thesis comes predominantly from the 

Parisian press critical of modernity, that is of democracy, republicanism, and the effects 

of the French and industrial revolutions. These newspapers and journals were often 

Ultramontane Catholic and legitimist but the body of material used also encompasses 

more moderate periodicals. Most of the material has been gleaned from periodicals 

published during the Exposition years. Occasionally, and usually as supporting 

evidence, works of literature have been cited.  

                                                   
1 R. D. Mandell, Paris 1900: the great World's Fair, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1967, 
p.xiii. 
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This study is organised thematically. The first chapter, 'Modernity and its Critics', 

reviews the existing literature on critics of modernity and contextualises these thinkers 

and their values within discourses of progress and decline. This first chapter 

demonstrates that the concepts valued by critics of modernity were tradition, social 

order and the sublime. Chapters Two and Three explore accusations that the 

Expositions universelles represented a repudiation of the sublime typical of modernity. 

Chapter Two, 'The Search for the Poetry of the Expositions', focuses on the critique of 

utility and the ways in which the Expositions seemed to presage a loss of poetry and 

lyricism from modern life. Chapter Three, 'The Search for God at the Expositions', 

looks at how the Expositions were critiqued for their laïcité and their celebration of 

materialism. Chapter Four, 'Spectacle, Consumption and Status', explores the critique 

of manifestations, at the Expositions, of mass culture: visual spectacle and illusion, 

mass production and consumption, and the aspirations of the petite bourgeoisie. 

Chapter Five, 'Republic, Revolution and Reason', demonstrates that critics of 

modernity sought to deflate or subvert the political aims of the Expositions by 

portraying the events as carnivalesque and chaotic fairgrounds promoting debauchery 

and neurosis rather than Enlightenment and Reason. 

It has been suggested in the late twentieth century that the Expositions of the Third 

Republic were unsuccessful as festivals of nationhood.2 Many nineteenth-century 

critics of modernity would have agreed. This thesis examines more closely the 

perceived failures and malignancy of all the nineteenth-century Paris Expositions as 

festivals of the French nation. In doing so it illuminates the ways in which French 

critics of modernity grappled with the cultural discourses of their time and place. 

                                                   
2 C. Rearick, Pleasures of the belle époque: entertainment and festivity in turn-of-the-century 
France, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1985, p.138. 
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This thesis does not contain work that I have published, nor work under review for 

publication. Some of the material from chapter three has been used in my article 'A 

battle for the French soul: The anthropological exhibit at the 1878 Exposition 

universelle' in Journal of European Studies, vol.43, no.3, 2013. Likewise, some 

material from chapters four and five has been incorporated into an article under review 

by French History and Civilization: Papers from the George Rudé Seminar. Neither 

article exactly replicates any portion of the present thesis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The hot-air balloon is one of the most evocative symbols of post-Enlightenment 

European civilisation. Invented in the 1780s by the Montgolfier brothers, the balloon 

captured the imaginations of generations of scientists, artists and literary figures; it was 

"the fetishized machine of the nineteenth century".1 The image of a hot-air balloon 

conjures up that century's passion for innovation and science, for conquering 

unexplored territory, for elevating humans above their "natural" condition, and, not 

least, for new ways of seeking pleasure. The hot-air balloon has particularly French 

connotations. It brings to mind Jules Verne's Five Weeks in a Balloon or Léon 

Gambetta's dramatic escape from the siege of Paris in 1870. One of the most famous 

French artists to feature the hot-air balloon in a painting was Edouard Manet, whose 

depiction of the 1867 Paris Exposition universelle includes a tethered balloon creeping 

into the top right corner of the scene. This was undoubtedly the photographer Nadar's 

famous Géant, or his Céleste, both of which he used to take visitors up to observe the 

Exposition from a bird's-eye view.2 A decade later, French steam engine designer Henri 

Giffard provided a similar attraction: his tethered balloon Le Captif took up some 

35,000 passengers over the course of the 1878 Exposition.3 Because of its presence at 

many of the Paris Expositions, but also because of its relationship with science and 

technology, the hot-air balloon has become a symbol of nineteenth-century modernity. 

Yet it is also an ephemeral object, easily brought to earth and deflated. It is for this 

reason (and also of course for the English-language connotations of "hot air") that the 

title of this thesis is Deflating the Expo. The Expositions, like the hot-air balloon, 

epitomised modernity and yet were seen by some as demanding rhetorical deflation. 

This thesis is an exploration of that process of deflation. 

 

Between 1855 and 1900, five enormous industrial trade fairs took place in Paris. They 

were the "Expositions universelles", part of a broader phenomenon of International 

Exhibitions whose aim, argues Pieter van Wesemael, was the modernisation of society 

in the realms of production, trade and commerce, society and culture.4 The scale of 

these Exhibitions was unprecedented. They claimed to present, to as large an audience 

as possible, the most comprehensive display of the most innovative and progressive 

                                                   
1 P. Hamon, Expositions: literature and architecture in nineteenth-century France, trans. K. 
Sainson-Frank and L. Maguire, Berkeley, Los Angeles and Oxford, University of California 
Press, 1992, p.186. 
2 R. P. Hallion, Taking flight: inventing the aerial age from antiquity through the First World 
War, Oxford and New York, Oxford University Press, 2003, p.71. 
3 Hallion, Taking flight, p.83. 
4 P. van Wesemael, Architecture of instruction and delight: a socio-historical analysis of world 
exhibitions as a didactic phenomenon (1798-1851-1970), Rotterdam, 010 Publishers, 2001, p.21. 
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achievements from every field of human activity across the planet.5 The Paris 

Expositions universelles, taken as a group, are perhaps the most representative of the 

exhibitionary phenomenon that spread across the world during the second half of the 

nineteenth century. They each lasted for around six months and occupied extensive 

swathes of the French capital. Taking place approximately every eleven years, their 

frequency and regularity were, and have remained, unmatched by any other nation.6 

The Parisian Expositions universelles were, argues Philippe Hamon, part of a more 

general trend of "expositionitis" that gripped nineteenth-century Europe. He writes 

that "expositions run through the second half of the century like a leitmotif, providing 

its punctuation and its absolute referent".7 

The genesis of International Exhibitions can be found in the French tradition of the 

Exposition des produits de l'industrie française dating back to 1798. The first such 

event was planned by François de Neufchâteau, Minister of the Interior in the 

Directory, to encourage industrial competition within France in order to bring the 

country up to the standard of England. Eleven of these national expositions took place 

between 1798 and 1849.8 Then, following the glory of the 1851 London Great Exhibition 

of the Works of Industry of all Nations featuring the famous Crystal Palace, the 

fledgling Second Empire undertook to show that France too could hold a successful 

International Exhibition. The first French Exposition universelle took place in 1855 and 

was followed by four more, once a decade, until the end of the nineteenth century. A 

sixth Paris Exposition was held, after a significant lapse of time, in 1937. Because the 

historical context of this last Exposition was markedly different to those of the 

nineteenth century, it does not fall under the scope of this thesis, which concentrates 

exclusively on the Expositions of 1855, 1867, 1878, 1889 and 1900. 

Pascal Ory, in his 1982 book on the Parisian Expositions, argued that the philosophy 

of those events could be summed up in three "isms": optimism, industrialism and 

paternalism. The origins of this philosophy lay in the early nineteenth-century 

movement of Saint-Simonianism.9 Antoine Picon, in one of the most recently published 

works treating the French Expositions universelles, states that they constituted one of 

the most dazzling demonstrations of the inseparability of nineteenth-century practices 

and the nineteenth-century imaginary.10 Among the Exposition organisers could be 

                                                   
5 van Wesemael, Architecture of instruction and delight, p.19. 
6 M. Rebérioux, 'Les Ouvriers et les Expositions universelles de Paris au XIXe siècle', in Le Livre 
des Expositions universelles, 1851-1989, Paris, Herscher, 1983, p.197. 
7 Hamon, Expositions, p.9. 
8 F. Pinot de Villechenon, Fêtes géantes: les Expositions universelles, pour quoi faire?, Paris, 
Éditions Autrement, 2000, pp.23-25. 
9 P. Ory, Les Expositions universelles de Paris: panorama raisonné, avec des aperçus 
nouveaux et des illustrations par les meilleurs auteurs, Paris, Éditions Ramsay, 1982, p.18. 
10 A. Picon, 'Expositions universelles, doctrines sociales et utopies', in A.-L. Carré et al. (eds), Les 
Expositions universelles en France au XIXe siècle: techniques publics patrimoines, Paris, CNRS 
Éditions, 2012, p.37. 
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found many men influenced by utopian movements (predominantly Saint-Simonian) 

from the first half of the nineteenth century, including Napoleon III and his cousin 

Prince Napoleon (titular head of the 1855 Exposition), Michel Chevalier (head of 

domestic economy section in 1855 and president of the jury in 1867), Frédéric Le Play 

(commissaire général in 1867), Jean-Baptiste Krantz (commissaire général in 1878), 

and Alfred Picard (commissaire général in 1900).11 The influence of utopian thought 

manifested itself at the Expositions as a glorification of industry, an engagement with 

the "social question" (ie. "the poverty of the workers and their alienation from the rest 

of society"12), and a preoccupation with public instruction and entertainment.13 

The glorification of industry equated to a celebration of progress; the Expositions 

were showcases for what was new. In their various palais d'industrie and galeries des 

machines, the Expositions displayed the latest in technological advance. The first 

French Exposition universelle in 1855, for example, displayed to the public for the first 

time a newly discovered metal: aluminium.14 At that same Exposition, visitors could 

witness the effects of the newly discovered process of electroplating (Napoleon III 

purchased a silver plated dinner service) and view the new Singer sewing machine from 

the United States.15 The following Exposition, in 1867, was hosted by a Paris newly 

"Haussmannised". Equipped with running water and gas and pierced by wide, straight 

boulevards, smelly, unhygienic and dark Paris had been relegated to memory.16 This 

new capital of modernity served as the backdrop for what was to be the Second 

Empire's last hurrah. Two of the most impressive exhibits were directly related to newly 

facilitated global mobility and communication (a subject dear to the hearts of Saint-

Simonians): the Suez Canal project had its own pavilion where Ferdinand de Lesseps 

was on hand to perform demonstrations using models of the canal,17 and a grand prize 

was awarded to the Anglo-American Transatlantic Telegraph Company.18 Another, 

more ominous, feature of the 1867 Exposition was a fifty-tonne cannon, sent by the 

                                                   
11 See Picon, 'Expositions universelles, doctrines sociales et utopies', pp.38-39; Ory, Les 
Expositions universelles de Paris, pp.18-20; van Wesemael, Architecture of instruction and 
delight, pp.224-230; T. Hermann, 'L'Exposition universelle, un reflet de la philosophie saint-
simonienne', in J.-C. Mabire (ed.), L'Exposition universelle de 1900, Paris, L'Harmattan, 2000, 
pp.127-130. 
12 C. Rearick, 'Festivals in modern France: the experience of the Third Republic', Journal of 
Contemporary History, vol.12, no.3, 1977, p.441. Rearick points out that the "social question" 
was an important consideration for those envisioning new festivals for the Third Republic. 
13 Picon, 'Expositions universelles, doctrines sociales et utopies', pp.39-43. 
14 T. Renaux and J. Plateau, 'L'Aluminium et ses premières applications révélés au public par les 
Expositions universelles (1855-1889)', in A.-L. Carré et al. (eds), Les Expositions universelles en 
France au XIXe siècle, Paris, CNRS Éditions, 2012, p.182. 
15 B. M. Ratcliffe, 'Paris 1855: Exposition universelle', in J. E. Findling (ed.), Historical 
dictionary of World's Fairs and Expositions, 1851-1988, New York, Westport and London, 
Greenwood Press, 1990, p.19. 
16 R. Isay, Panorama des Expositions universelles, Paris, Gallimard, 1937, p.103. 
17 Ibid., p.103. 
18 A. Chandler, 'Paris 1867: Exposition universelle', in J. E. Findling (ed.), Historical Dictionary 
of World's Fairs and Expositions, 1851-1988, New York, Westport, London, Greenwood Press, 
1990, p.39. 
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Prussian steel manufacturing giant Krupp.19 This exhibit was to haunt French collective 

memory at future Expositions universelles. 

The first Exposition hosted by the Third Republic took place in 1878. Feted as proof 

of France's relèvement in the wake of the Franco-Prussian war, the sense of celebration 

was aided by electric lighting and hydraulic systems which enabled the construction of 

a spectacular series of fountains and waterfalls in front of the newly built Trocadéro 

Palace.20 Other stars of the show were the various domestic instruments that were to 

change the lives of ordinary people: the typewriter, rubber tyres for carriages,21 the 

telephone, and Thomas Edison's phonograph.22 By the next Exposition, coinciding with 

the centenary of the French Revolution in 1889, mastery of electricity had made further 

progress. For the first time, the Exposition stayed open at night, thanks to six 

"electricity stations" set up in the grounds to provide current for lighting.23 The main 

attraction, of course, was the Eiffel Tower, built as an ode to French engineering genius. 

Ease of ascent of this new marvel was made possible by elevators provided by the 

American company Otis.24 The Exposition of 1889 also featured the first petrol-fuelled 

car, designed by Karl Benz.25 By 1900, exhibits of machinery, agricultural displays and 

the like, while still numerous, were far less popular than the more spectacular displays 

at the Palais de l'électricité, the Palais des illusions or any number of entertaining 

panoramas and sideshows. One of the most talked-about features was a moving 

sidewalk which took visitors on a loop linking the Champ de Mars with Les Invalides. It 

was this Exposition of 1900 which has left the most significant legacy, architecturally 

speaking. The Métro, the Grand Palais, the Petit Palais, the Alexander III Bridge and 

the Gare d'Orsay were all built for the last Exposition of the nineteenth century; all can 

still be seen in Paris today. 

The Expositions were not, however, merely showgrounds for the latest in 

technological progress. They also responded, to a certain extent, to the Saint-Simonian 

exhortation to address the "social question." The 1855 Exposition was conceived, writes 

Isay, as "une manifestation d'enseignement et de vulgarisation, destinée à l'instruction, 

à l'éducation populaire."26 An économie sociale exhibit was designed to group together 

cheaply priced items that would be useful to the labouring classes ranging from 

                                                   
19 Isay, Panorama des Expositions universelles, p.115. 
20 A. Chandler, 'Paris 1878: Exposition Universelle', in J. E. Findling (ed.), Historical Dictionary 
of World's Fairs and Expositions, 1851-1988, New York, Westport, London, Greenwood Press, 
1990, p.64. 
21 Chandler, 'Paris 1878', p.68. 
22 Isay, Panorama des Expositions universelles, p.150. 
23 F. Cardot, 'L'Éclair de la favorite ou l'électricité à l'Exposition de 1889', Le Mouvement social, 
no.149, 1989, p.50. 
24 J. H. Hall, 'Paris 1889: Exposition universelle', in J. E. Findling (ed.), Historical Dictionary of 
World's Fairs and Expositions, 1851-1988, New York, Westport, London, Greenwood Press, 
1990, p.112. 
25 Hall, 'Paris 1889', p.112. 
26 Isay, Panorama des Expositions universelles, p.23. 
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foodstuffs and clothing through implements for heating and lighting to housing 

solutions.27 A similar exhibition was mounted in 1867 under the nomenclature of 

"Group 10".28 Frédéric Le Play, social reformer and mastermind of the 1867 Exposition, 

also organised a new category of prize for industrial establishments that ensured 

material, intellectual and moral wellbeing for their workers.29 In 1889 and 1900 the 

category of économie sociale was reinvigorated after a hiatus in 1878; by the end of the 

century the emphasis was placed increasingly on workers' unions, social security and 

legislation such as the protection of child workers.30 Congresses concerning social 

questions also took place during the Expositions with topics ranging from alcoholism to 

the amelioration of the condition of blind people.31 

Many exhibits were designed to instruct viewers on matters tangential to 

contemporary industrial concerns. Le Play's Histoire du travail of 1867 allowed visitors 

to view the growth of knowledge and skill of cultures from all over the globe and thus 

gain an understanding of processes of progress and decline.32 The Rue des nations in 

1878, the Histoire de l'habitation humaine in 1889, the Quai des nations and the 

medieval Vieux Paris in 1900 all introduced the Exposition visitor to a panorama of 

architecture spanning cultures and epochs.33 The official presence of Japan at an 

Exhibition for the first time in 1867 provided impetus for the already growing trend of 

japonisme.34 The belly dancers and mule drivers of 1889's Rue de Caire and the 

inhabitants (or inmates) of the now infamous colonial village at Les Invalides allowed 

visitors the illusion of visiting far-off, "exotic" lands.35 This last exhibit, observes Paul 

Greenhalgh, allowed spectators "to see at a glance their empire, to take visual 

possession of it, and to show the backward living conditions of the colonized nations, 

which were being elevated by France's colonial mission civilisatrice."36 

                                                   
27 A. Démy, Essai historique sur les Expositions universelles de Paris, Paris, Librairie Alphonse 
Picard et Fils, 1907, p.70. 
28 Ibid., pp.139-140. 
29 Rebérioux, 'Les Ouvriers et les Expositions universelles', p.204. See also V. Barth, 'Displaying 
Normalisation: The Paris Universal Exhibition of 1867', Journal of Historical Sociology, vol.20, 
no.4, 2007, pp.462-485. 
30 Rebérioux, 'Les Ouvriers et les Expositions universelles', pp.204-205. See also L. Godineau, 
'L'Économie sociale à l'Exposition universelle de 1889', Le Mouvement social, no.149, 1989, 
pp.71-87; J. Horne, 'Presenting modern France: the rhetoric of reform at the 1889 Universal 
Exhibition', in R. T. Denommé and R. H. Simon (eds), Unfinished revolutions: legacies of 
upheaval in modern French culture, University Park, Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1998, pp.139-162. 
31 Démy, Essai historique sur les Expositions universelles, p.260. 
32 van Wesemael, Architecture of instruction and delight, pp.238-239. 
33 See I. Chalet-Bailhache (ed.), Paris et ses Expositions universelles : architectures, 1855-1937, 
Paris, Éditions du patrimoine, 2008. 
34 G. Lacambre, 'Japonisme', in Union Centrale des Arts Décoratifs (ed.), Le Livre des 
Expositions universelles, 1851-1989, Paris, Herscher, 1983, p.298. 
35 M.-N. Pradel-de Grandry, 'Découverte des civilisations dans le temps et dans l'espace', in 
Union Centrale des Arts Décoratifs (ed.), Le Livre des Expositions universelles, 1851-1989, 
Paris, Herscher, 1983, p.290. 
36 P. Greenhalgh, Ephemeral vistas: the Expositions universelles, Great Exhibitions and 
World's Fairs, 1851-1939, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1988, p.84. 
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Other events running alongside but not necessarily officially attached to the 

Expositions served to add to their festive atmosphere. Paris became, as Charles Rearick 

has described it, a "mecca of pleasures",37 the setting for a plethora of banquets, balls 

and parties. Visitors flocked to the theatres, concerts and cabarets that Paris provided 

so amply. In 1878, 30 June was declared a national festival celebrating work and peace 

and immortalised by Claude Monet in his painting of the Rues Montorgueil and Saint-

Denis bedecked with hundreds of tricolor flags.38 In both 1889 and 1900 huge banquets 

were organised for the mayors of the towns of France. In 1900, 20,777 mayors 

attended, requiring eleven kitchens and 606 tables.39 Buffalo Bill's 'Wild West', a sort of 

cowboy and Indian circus, came to Paris in 1889 to coincide with the Exposition.40 In 

1900 American dancer Loie Fuller drew crowds to her specially designed Art Nouveau 

theatre where she mesmerised audiences with her unique choreography that made use 

of electric lights projected onto the swirling fabric of her costumes.41 The potential for 

entertainment and pleasure, particularly at the Expositions of 1889 and 1900, was 

endless. 

Because Exhibitions recognised and responded to the social and political situations 

of their time and place, to study any given International Exhibition is to explore a 

socio-political "atmosphere" corresponding to a time and geographical location.42 

Richard Mandell makes this exact point when he refers to the Paris Exposition of 1900 

as a "weathervane indicating certain currents in fin de siècle thought."43 Van Wesemael 

is more specific. He argues that what makes Exhibitions exciting to research is their 

"role as an intermediary between high and low culture, between upper, middle and 

lower class, and between trade, industry, technology, science and art" and their 

contribution to the "evolution of modern capitalistic, democratic society with its mass 

culture."44 This thesis is grounded on the fact that the Expositions represent a 

dominant discourse of modernity and therefore make possible a study of modernity's 

counter-discourses. 

 

The genesis of this thesis lies in my fascination with the concept of French national 

decline or "decadence", and how this idea manifested itself at a cultural and artistic 

level as well as in scientific, medical and political milieux towards the end of the 

                                                   
37 C. Rearick, Pleasures of the belle époque: entertainment and festivity in turn-of-the-century 
France, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1985, p.119. 
38 Ibid., p.5. 
39 R. D. Mandell, Paris 1900: the great World's Fair, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 
1967, pp.22, 86-87. 
40 Rearick, Pleasures of the belle époque, p.130. 
41 R. K. Garelick, Electric Salome: Loie Fuller's performance of modernism, Princeton and 
Oxford, Princeton University Press, 2007, pp.78-81. 
42 P. Greenhalgh, 'Education, entertainment and politics: lessons from the Great International 
Exhibitions', in Peter Vergo (ed.), The new museology; London, Reaktion Books, 1989, p.96. 
43 Mandell, Paris 1900, p.xiii. 
44 van Wesemael, Architecture of instruction and delight, p.17. 
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nineteenth century. In the search for a thesis topic that could further explore this idea 

of a supposed French decline, I delved more generally into cultural histories of 

nineteenth-century France. Here it was impossible to escape mentions of that very 

nineteenth-century institution: the Exposition universelle. It seemed to me that a 

project that could make use of the relentless optimism embodied by the Expositions to 

look further into an era when there was a very strong tendency towards pessimism 

could not fail to be compelling. How would those who perceived France to be in a state 

of decline have coped with the imposition of the rosy world view urged by the 

Expositions universelles? Surely they would have been unimpressed? 

There is certainly no shortage of studies concerning the Expositions universelles 

(although a scholarly history of all six is long overdue) and the concept of decline in late 

nineteenth-century France has been well studied in recent years. No work exists, 

however, that studies perceptions of the Expositions in detail, let alone a history of the 

relationship between the Expositions and their detractors. It seemed likely that there 

would be an untapped vein of invective in the Parisian press during the Expositions 

that would surely illuminate not only how critics saw the events themselves but also 

how they saw the state of their nation more generally. Certainly, studies of the 

Expositions and of the cultural history of the era hint at the existence of this vein. 

Dominique Kalifa, for example, writes in La Culture des masses en France that "les 

Expositions suscitent le commentaire inquiet des élites".45 Janet Horne, in her work on 

the rhetoric of reform at the Paris Expo of 1889, alludes to critiques of the "celebration 

of industrial life" presented by that event.46 Charles Rearick, in Pleasures of the belle 

époque, goes further. He observes that a sense of anxiety accompanied the Expositions, 

a sense of corruption, decadence and impending doom.47 These observations merit an 

enquiry of their own. While a general awareness of Exposition critique exists amongst 

scholars of these events, no historian has devoted a full-length study to the subject.  

In order to study critiques of the Expositions, a theoretical framework is required, 

one that is broader than simply "decadence" but that is not so broad as to encompass 

everything negative that could be said about the Expositions. The aim of this thesis is 

not exactly to elucidate the complaints that people from one particular school of 

thought or political standpoint made about the Expositions. Rather the quest is to 

reveal a landscape of Exposition critique that furthers our understanding of the 

dissatisfaction of French people who were unhappy with modern France. The best 

description of this "body" of people, who are a disparate group, is "critics of 

modernity". As shall be seen in Chapter One of this thesis, there has been significant 

work done recently on critics of modernity, also known as anti-moderns or members of 

                                                   
45 D. Kalifa, La Culture de masse en France, vol.1, Paris, Éditions La Découverte, 2001, p.49. 
46 Horne, 'Presenting modern France', p.140. 
47 Rearick, Pleasures of the belle époque, pp.145-146. 
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the anti-Enlightenment tradition. These works tend to focus on the writings of 

prominent intellectuals from Edmund Burke and Joseph de Maistre, through Ernest 

Renan and Léon Bloy, to Roland Barthes. This thesis aims to go some way to answering 

Darrin McMahon's call for a study of opposition to the Enlightenment that does not 

focus exclusively on "men of ability" like those mentioned above,48 but that moves 

"lower" down the hierarchy of intellectualism to the less exalted, but equally 

opinionated, journalists of nineteenth-century Paris. 

The thesis is structured in the following way. The first chapter is devoted to 

reviewing the existing literature on critics of modernity or the anti-modern tradition. It 

will serve to elucidate the themes of anti-modernity that will later be explored within 

the context of the Expositions universelles. I will ground these themes of anti-

modernity by situating them against the positive values of those who critiqued 

modernity, namely tradition, social order and the sublime. This first chapter will also 

briefly discuss the periodicals from which many of the source materials for this thesis 

have been gleaned. Each subsequent chapter takes one element of modernity as its 

central theme and explores the ways in which that particular element was critiqued in 

the Parisian press. Those elements are utilitarianism, materialism, mass culture and 

mass politics.  

Chapters Two and Three discuss Exposition critiques concerned with the apparent 

loss of the sublime that modernity brought with it. Ernest Renan's 1855 essay 'La 

Poésie de l'Exposition' launches Chapter Two by introducing the main arguments of 

critics of modernity against utilitarianism as exemplified by the Expositions. The first 

section of this chapter focuses specifically on the repudiation of utilitarianism as a 

principle embodied by the Expositions. The industrialism of the Expositions aimed at 

the physical needs of human beings, not their spiritual needs, and therefore seemed to 

symbolise a lopsided world that concentrated only on the needs of the body, and 

neglected those of the "soul". This was not necessarily the purely Christian 

understanding of the soul, but that part of the human being that requires intellectual 

and cultural nourishment. The second part of the chapter further explores the idea of a 

culturally malnourished modernity by focusing on the debates thrown up by the 

Expositions about the modern relationship between industry and the arts. Here I 

highlight the critics' struggle and failure to find a "lyricism" in the Expositions and their 

attacks on the prevailing utilitarian philosophy of reducing all products of human 

creation to a market value. The main concern demonstrated in this chapter is that 

modernity had instituted a confusion between that which was useful and that which 

was beautiful: a disconcerting collapse of longstanding cultural boundaries. 

                                                   
48 D. M. McMahon, Enemies of the Enlightenment: the French counter-Enlightenment and the 
making of modernity, Oxford and New York, Oxford University Press, 2001, p.9. McMahon's 
own study focuses on the period between the Enlightenment and the Restoration. 
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Chapter Three focuses on critiques of the Expositions universelles in their role as 

advocates of a new, non-Christian, secular religion. As secular events, the Expositions 

came under fire from Catholics who could not envisage a France in which Church was 

separate from state. The chapter firstly explores reactions to the laïcité of the 

Expositions and their eschewal of the usual Christian symbolism. The lack of any 

blessing on the Expositions and their failure to acknowledge God were, to the Catholic 

press, a denial of what it meant to be French. Catholics worried about what message 

this French laïcité was sending to the rest of the world. Furthermore, Christians more 

generally (although predominantly Catholic) were concerned about the replacement 

religion that the Expositions were proposing: the doctrine of materialism. Materialism 

was seen as dangerous as it exalted the achievements of human beings, rather than 

those of God. Finally, the argument that the Catholic Church was the only possible 

vehicle for uniting the people of France (or indeed the world) was reinforced, I argue, 

by comparison of the Expositions with Babel, or rather more dramatically, with hell.  

In the fourth chapter, the analysis of Exposition critique centres on the Expositions' 

role in the formation of mass culture. The expositionary spectacle alone was enough to 

elicit the wrath of journalists who saw the increasing emphasis on visual pleasure as 

having a deadening effect on the minds of the French population. They saw the visual 

spectacle of the Expositions as dazzling and deceptive rather than enlightening. 

Furthermore, the democratisation of commercial consumption, made possible by 

industrial techniques of production and increased spending power among the petite 

bourgeoisie, meant that "luxury" goods were becoming increasingly available to the 

masses. Nowhere was this more evident than at the Expositions universelles where 

displays of the latest merchandise stretched out as far as the eye could see. Many critics 

of the Expositions saw in this generalised luxury a danger to French society. They also 

saw the increased power that commerce had gained in the governing of public taste as a 

menace to French culture. Critics saw the middle classes as more interested in keeping 

up appearances than in attaining any sort of moral or intellectual nobility. This attitude 

towards the petit bourgeois and their presence at the Expositions is explored though 

several fictional texts that appeared in newspapers at the time. The nineteenth-century 

convention of critiquing the bourgeoisie involved the use of satire; the blundering petit 

bourgeois gentleman at the Exposition made for a perfect caricature. Mass culture, as 

engendered and embodied by the Expositions, seemed, to anti-modern critics, to be 

compromising traditional French culture.  

The final chapter of this thesis examines the role of the Exposition against the 

backdrop of the democratic process. Since the (re)introduction of universal male 

suffrage in 1848, the relationship between government and governed had changed 

dramatically and the Expositions played a major role in grooming the voting public. 

This fact was by no means lost on Exposition critics. Because of harsh censorship laws 
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during the reign of Napoleon III, not much direct criticism of the relationship between 

Exposition and Second Empire is to be found in the press of the time, and therefore 

Chapter Five concentrates predominantly on commentary on the Third Republic 

Expositions. It identifies three modes of critique employed by Exposition critics. The 

first was an attack on the way in which republican organisers of the Expositions used 

the events to promote republicanism, instead of acknowledging the achievements of the 

French nation as a whole. The Expositions were seen by many as merely an exercise in 

political seduction. Secondly, the republican Expositions (especially that coinciding 

with the centenary of 1789) were firmly linked in the minds of these journalists to the 

principles of the French Revolution. This was problematic for critics who saw 

republican France as completely isolated within monarchical Europe. Critics subverted 

the republican aims of an ordered society by emphasising the chaos and madness of the 

Expositions. They did this by employing a vocabulary of carnival to suggest a 

bacchanalian celebration by the people instead of for the people, and by tapping the 

increasingly medicalised language of the end of the nineteenth century to highlight the 

supposed degenerative effects of the Expositions and thereby subvert their underlying 

rhetoric of Enlightenment reason.  

Although the thesis is structured thematically, it also follows a loose chronology 

which demonstrates the evolution of various critiques of modernity in relation to the 

Expositions over the second half of the nineteenth century. The first chapter dealing 

with critique of utilitarianism concentrates heavily on the earlier Expositions because 

the sources show that the relationship between industrialisation and poetry or lyricism 

was a preoccupation of mid-nineteenth-century critics of modernity. This 

preoccupation did not fade, but was discussed using a different vocabulary towards the 

end of the century. What had been anxiety about the relationship between industry and 

cultural/intellectual life became couched in rhetoric about the democratisation of 

"luxury" items, and about commerce governing public taste. Ultimately these concerns 

share the same root: the effects that industrial production and political equality were 

supposedly having on society and culture. 

The sources that I have used necessarily result in certain silences. It might seem 

unforgiveable in 2013 to be writing a history that excludes, almost entirely, the voices of 

women. The fact is that a researcher approaching history using the conservative press 

as her primary source material does not stumble upon much comment from female 

writers. (The only exception in this thesis is Sibylle Gabrielle de Riquetie Mirabeau or 

"Gyp".) Many newspaper columns, editorials and the like were unsigned. In these 

situations I have sometimes used the masculine personal pronoun when referring to 

the author because to write "he or she", for example, when the author was almost 

certainly a man, would risk stylistic clumsiness only to result in anachronism.  
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"For those who approach the history of culture in the manner of customs inspectors," 

writes Graeme Davison, "[the Exhibitions] provide an excellent vantage point for 

reviewing the import and export of cultural baggage. [...] But the Exhibitions were not 

simply collections of cultural artefacts; they were themselves a quintessential 

expression of the culture of the age."49 My aim in this thesis is certainly not to be a 

customs inspector. Endlessly fascinating a subject as they are, this is not a history of the 

Expositions universelles. Rather, it is a cultural history of perceptions, and the 

Expositions, being, as so many have argued, representative of nineteenth-century 

French modernity, offer us a window through which to study the perceptions of 

modernity's critics. As Peter Gay has written, "For the historian, [...] perceptions are 

facts as hard as the most brutal reality; they, too, have consequences in the world."50 

                                                   
49 G. Davison, 'Festivals of nationhood: the international exhibitions', in S. L. Goldberg and F. B. 
Smith (eds), Australian Cultural History, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1988, p.158. 
50 P. Gay, Pleasure wars, New York and London, W.W. Norton & Company, 1998, p.32. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

MODERNITY AND ITS CRITICS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pécuchet: "Barbarie par excès de l'individualisme 
et le délire de la science." 

—Gustave Flaubert, Bouvard et Pécuchet 
 

 

Break-out from the Crystal Palace, by sociologist John Carroll, is a story of nineteenth-

century intellectual traditions in conflict. Carroll's "protagonist" tradition, which he 

claimed had been neglected by modern philosophers and intellectual historians at the 

time of publishing (1974), is called by him the 'anarcho-psychological tradition'.1 

According to Carroll, this tradition stood in opposition to, or tried to "break out" from, 

the liberal-rationalist model of progress, symbolised in the title of the work by the 

Crystal Palace. This choice of symbolism pays direct homage to Fyodor Dostoevsky 

(one of Carroll's anarcho-psychologists) and his works Notes from Underground and 

Summer Impressions, the latter of which recounts the Russian writer's visit to the 

London Great Exhibition of 1862. There, where "Virtually the whole Western world saw 

light, reason, and progress streaming in through its glass walls", Dostoevsky saw only 

"the profile of a dark, satanic prison."2 The Crystal Palace, for Dostoevsky, was "the 

supreme economic manifestation of the utilitarian, liberal-rationalist philosophy" and 

the "crowning symbol for the barrenness of industrial civilization."3 Break-out from the 

Crystal Palace is a study of those thinkers who looked for escape from this barrenness. 

Carroll's work is a useful place to start a discussion of the anti-modern tradition in 

relation to the Expositions universelles, not because his 'anarcho-psychological' 

tradition is precisely synonymous with the critics of modernity as this thesis will 

understand them, but because he lays a theoretical foundation on which this study can 

draw. Anarcho-psychology is treated by Carroll as one of three competing world views, 

the other two being liberal-rationalism and the Marxist-socialist tradition. Carroll 

organises his argument into three critiques that the anarcho-psychologists directed 

against liberal-rationalism (and, at times, against the associated Marxist-socialist 

                                                   
1 J. Carroll, Break-out from the Crystal Palace: the anarcho-psychological critique: Stirner, 
Nietzsche, Dostoevsky, London and Boston, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974, p.1. 
2 Ibid., p.149. 
3 Ibid., p.149. 
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tradition): the critique of ideology (liberalism and socialism), the critique of knowledge 

(rationalist and empiricist assumptions) and the critique of homo economicus 

(materialism and utilitarianism).4 This thesis proposes a similar principle of 

organisation; each of its subsequent chapters is based on a critique of a different 

manifestation of modernity: utilitarianism, materialism, mass culture and mass 

politics. These are critiques that align closely with those that Carroll describes. Unlike 

Carroll, however, this thesis' protagonists are not the big names of nineteenth-century 

European cultural criticism. Unlike Max Stirner, Friedrich Nietzsche and Fyodor 

Dostoevsky, whose writings Carroll analyses, the journalists of the conservative right-

wing press in nineteenth-century Paris were not all intellectual giants. Literate and 

educated, certainly, but not major cultural theorists or necessarily talented wordsmiths, 

their writings were often thoughtful, but equally often simply knee-jerk reaction. This 

thesis is an attempt to take John Carroll's concept of "breaking out" of the Crystal 

Palace beyond the metaphor and away from the "men of ability" and apply it to the 

actual Expositions universelles. 

This contextualising chapter on nineteenth-century French critics of modernity has 

two aims. The first is to provide a backdrop against which to place these critics. 

Although modernity is often characterised by its optimistic emphasis on progress, 

French society after about 1848 was increasingly preoccupied with ideas of decline and 

decadence. The relatively widespread perception that the French nation was becoming 

morally, culturally and physically weaker coexisted uneasily with the evident 

amelioration of the living and financial conditions of the middle classes. It is this 

metahistorical duality of progress and decadence that will first be explored. Secondly, 

this chapter will review the existing literature dealing with French critics of modernity 

with the aim of illustrating a framework or a set of characteristics to which individuals 

critical of the Expositions might be assigned. In reviewing this literature, the aim is to 

resist the understandable temptation to describe the ideologies of critics of modernity 

in negative terms. The prefixes "anti" and "counter" are frequently employed to 

describe the characteristics of critics of modernity. Anti-liberal, anti-democratic, anti-

materialist and counter-revolutionary form just a small sample of terms where 

emphasis is clearly placed on what the critics despised rather than what they valued. To 

a great extent this sort of language is inevitable. Nevertheless, in order to penetrate to 

the core of what the critics of modernity critiqued, it is more rewarding to characterise 

them in terms of what they valued rather than what they detested. This chapter will 

identify and elucidate three concepts held in esteem by the critics of modernity: 

tradition, social order and the sublime. 

                                                   
4 Carroll, Break-out from the Crystal Palace, p.3. 
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At the end of his unfinished novel, Bouvard et Pécuchet, Gustave Flaubert left some 

notes outlining the characters of his two eponymous protagonists. Their opposing 

outlooks on life offer a double discourse that Philippe Riviale has described as 

revelatory of the ambiguity of the nineteenth century.5 "Bouvard voit l'avenir de 

l'humanité en beau. L'homme moderne est en progrès", noted Flaubert, whereas 

"Pécuchet voit l'avenir de l'humanité en noir: L'homme moderne est amoindri et 

devenu une machine."6 In the partnership of Bouvard and Pécuchet can be seen an  

encapsulation (if a somewhat caricatured one) of the basic conflict between the 

optimism of the cult of progress and the pessimism of the belief in decadence present in 

nineteenth-century French cultural discourse.  

Because this thesis is a study of an intellectual current that perceived France to be in 

a state of decline (as opposed to a state of progress as the dominant liberal-rationalist 

model would have had the French believe) it is important first to pay some attention to 

the cultural perceptions of national decay that coursed through France and Europe in 

the second half of the nineteenth century. This supposed trend is known by several 

names; decline, decay, degeneration and decadence are among the most prominent. 

This thesis, while acknowledging the nuances of meaning distinguishing these terms—

degeneration is more usually associated with a medical model of French decline 

whereas decadence tends to refer to cultural degradation—will understand them as 

each being part of a overall perception of national deterioration. 

The tendency to bemoan the decline of one's civilisation is common to humanity 

across eras and peoples, but it is generally accepted that a sense of impending doom 

was particularly prominent in France in the second half of the nineteenth century.7 The 

theme of decadence was especially compelling in France because of a general 

perception that the nation's military power and cultural prominence on the world stage 

were waning.8 The century following the French Revolution of 1789 provided a series of 

events that seemed to contemporaries to be signposts of France's decline; Napoleon's 

downfall at Waterloo, the humiliating treaties of 1814 and 1815 following Waterloo, and 

the revolutions of 1830 and 1848 set the tone for pessimism during the first half of the 

century. Added to these historical events, the increasing power of Great Britain, both in 

terms of industrialisation and overseas expansion, was a cause for anxiety.9 Of course 

the real blow to French self-confidence came in 1870 with the nation's defeat in the 

                                                   
5 P. Riviale, L'Enigme du dix-neuvième siècle: un jeu de patience, Paris, L'Harmattan, 2002, 
p.263. 
6 G. Flaubert, Bouvard et Pécuchet, Paris, Editions Garnier Frères, 1954, p.386. 
7 K.W. Swart, The sense of decadence in nineteenth-century France, The Hague, Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1964, p.ix. See also E. Accampo and C. E. Forth, 'Introduction: confronting modernity in 
fin-de-siècle France', in E. Accampo and C. E. Forth (eds), Confronting modernity in fin-de-
siècle France: bodies, minds and gender, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, pp.1-14. 
8 M. Calinescu, Five faces of modernity: modernism, avant-garde, decadence, kitsch, 
postmodernism, Durham, Duke University Press, 1987, pp.161-162. 
9 Swart, The sense of decadence in nineteenth-century France, p.47. 
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Franco-Prussian war, which was closely followed by the violence of the Paris 

Commune. The anxiety caused by these events led to a flurry of publications whose 

titles reveal the extent of pessimistic sentiment at the time; La Chute de la France, La 

Fin du monde, De la Décadence de nos mœurs, La France dégénérée, Mépris et 

décadence are just some examples. 10 

Much scholarly attention has been paid to the influence of scientific and pseudo-

scientific theories on perceptions of French decline during the second half of the 

nineteenth century. Darwin's theory of evolution combined with the decreasing 

influence of the Catholic Church had resulted in a reevaluation of humanity's status 

within the universe. With this came the disconcerting possibility of physical and mental 

regression and degeneration of the individual and therefore of society.11 Claude Marie 

Raudot's La Decadence de la France, published in 1850, was the first systematic 

analysis of the various symptoms of the nation's social and political ailments. It 

identified the slow growth of the population, the decline of the merchant marine, the 

weakening of the armed forces, the deterioration of the physique and the increase in 

criminality as just some of the indicators of the deterioration of French society.12 Along 

with Raudot's work, many other publications of the time lamented and scrutinised the 

physical degeneration of the French race. Among them were Dr Bénédict Augustin 

Morel's Traité des dégénérescences physiques, intellectuelles et morales de l'espèce 

humaine (1857), Arthur de Gobineau's Essai sur l'inégalité des races humaines (1855), 

Le Bon's works on crowd psychology (1890s) and Max Nordau's Degeneration (1892). 

Robert Nye, the leading historian of French medical theories of national decline, argues 

that France was particularly susceptible to degeneracy theory in the second half of the 

century for several reasons: a low birth rate compared to other European states, a high 

rate of alcohol consumption, a rise in the population of insane asylums, and the 

"discovery" and perceived increase in diseases such as syphilis and tuberculosis. 

Degeneration theory, he writes, "enabled one to see in the criminal, the alcoholic, or the 

suicide a symbol of France's tenuous grip on great-power status."13 

Degeneration theory implies a medico-biological discourse, but it is important to 

stress its socio-cultural origins and implications. In his seminal work, Crime, madness 

and politics in modern France, Nye makes the point that  

a model of medical deviance was not thrust on the French by a conspiracy of 
medical experts who hid behind a screen of technical language. Doctors and 
psychiatric specialists did attempt to expand their domain, but they were often 

                                                   
10 Swart, The sense of decadence in nineteenth-century France, p.124. 
11 A. Hustvedt, 'The art of death: French fiction at the fin de siecle', in Asti Hustvedt (ed.), The 
decadent reader: fiction, fantasy, and perversion from fin-de-siecle France, New York, Zone 
Books, 1998, p.10. 
12 Swart, The sense of decadence in nineteenth-century France, p.89. 
13 R. A. Nye, 'Sociology and degeneration: the irony of progress', in J. Edward Chamberlin and 
Sander L. Gilman (eds), Degeneration: the dark side of progress, New York, Columbia 
University Press, 1985, p.60. 
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invited to do so by politicians and administrators, by jurists, and by those who 
guided popular culture.14 

He then continues by remarking that 

a medical model of cultural crisis developed that exercised a linguistic and 
conceptual imperialism over all other ways of viewing the nation's plight. If this 
model of crisis was medical in nature, it served the thoroughly cultural aim of 
explaining to the French the origins of national decadence and the weakness of 
their population.15 

This notion that degeneration theory was inextricably bound up with political and 

social realities is reinforced by Daniel Pick in Faces of degeneration where he notes 

that its emergence coincided with the moment that liberal progressivism started to 

founder. "After 1848 and the foundation of the Second Empire," he writes, "there was a 

deep sense of confusion about the patterns of historical change and repetition. 

Dégénérescence exemplified the radical contradictions of faiths in that period."16 In his 

book The crisis of reason, J.W. Burrow refers to the 1850s in France (and Europe) as a 

"morning after", the time following Louis Napoleon Bonaparte's coup d'état which 

terminated the short-lived Second Republic and seemed, to some, to put an end to 

hopes for progress.17 

Controversial French philosopher Alain de Benoist, a leading figure of the think-

tank La Nouvelle Droite,18 writes that progress is the religion of western civilisation 

and one of the theoretical tenets of modernity. Its conception dates back to the Quarrel 

of the Ancients and the Moderns of the late seventeenth century after which it was 

further developed by Turgot, Nicolas de Condorcet and Louis Sébastien Mercier.19 

According to the Enlightenment figures of the late eighteenth century, "l'histoire de la 

civilisation semble avoir pour moteur la marche du progrès."20 Yet as both Peter Gay 

and Zeev Sternhell point out, as much as the philosophes agreed that progress was a 

desirable reality, they were not united in their conceptions of progress. Indeed, as 

evidenced most famously by Voltaire's Candide, they did not even necessarily express 

unqualified optimism regarding humanity.21 What did give them hope for the future, 

                                                   
14 R. A. Nye, Crime, madness, and politics in modern France: the medical concept of national 
decline, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1984, p.xii. 
15 Ibid., p.xiii. Italics in original. 
16 D. Pick, Faces of degeneration: a European disorder, c.1848-c.1918, Cambridge and New 
York, Cambridge University Press, 1989, p.54. 
17 J. W. Burrow, The crisis of reason: European thought, 1848-1914, New Haven and London, 
Yale University Press, 2000, p.15. 
18 T. Sunic, Against democracy and equality: the European New Right, New York, Peter Lang, 
1990, p.13. 
19 A. de Benoist, 'Brève histoire de l'idée de progrès', in A. de Benoist, Critiques, théoriques, 
Lausanne, Editions L'Age d'Homme, 2002, p.55. 
20 P.-A. Taguieff, Le Sens du progrès: une approche historique et philosophique, Paris, 
Flammarion, 2004, p.173. 
21 P. Gay, The Enlightenment: an interpretation, vol.2, London, Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 
1969, pp.99-104; Z. Sternhell, Les Anti-Lumières: du XVIIIe siècle à la guerre froide, Paris, 
Fayard, 2006, p.204, note 3. 
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however, was their belief in the "superiority of modern science over ancient science."22 

One of the ideas common to the thinkers of the French Enlightenment was that 

"methods similar to those of Newtonian science, which had proved so successful in 

bringing to light the regularities of inanimate nature, should be discovered and applied 

in the field of morals, politics, economics, and in the sphere of human relationships in 

general".23 The Enlightenment brought with it the idea that scientific rationalism could 

change society for the better. 

This concept of applying scientific rationalism to human society was developed in 

France in the early nineteenth century by Henri Comte de Saint-Simon (1760-1825), 

Charles Fourier (1772-1837)—known, sometimes pejoratively, as the 'utopian 

socialists'—and by Auguste Comte (1798-1857), disciple of Saint-Simon. The ideas of 

these men were to have considerable influence on the social policies of France during 

the Second Empire and the Third Republic, and, more specifically, on the Expositions 

universelles.24 Inspired by Newton and Condorcet, Saint-Simon's basic premise was 

that society needed to be reordered around a model based on scientific knowledge and 

that this would best be done by replacing the unproductive aristocracy and clergy with a 

new social elite of scientists, engineers, industrialists, bankers, artists and writers.25 

Unlike Fourier, whose idea was to create small communities of about 1600 people 

called phalansteries in which people would work at tasks that interested them instead 

of taking part in dehumanising industrial labour, Saint-Simon envisioned a 

reorganisation of society on a large scale, with extensive rail and canal systems linking 

large industry.26 Comte, Saint-Simon's secretary, went on to found the positivist school 

of thought: the theory that society can be understood through a strict empirical 

approach. Comte held that history could be divided into three stages, starting with the 

theological, in which society was explained by the supernatural and ruled by priests, 

progressing to the metaphysical, in which society was explained by abstract concepts 

such as equality and natural rights, and finally culminating in the scientific or "positive" 

stage in which all is explained through careful observation of the empirical world and 

all mystery is removed from nature.27  

J. W. Burrow argues that Comte's "Positivist Religion of Humanity" was a fusion of 

science with the universal love of humankind and that, more broadly, these early 

nineteenth-century French conceptions of the ideal society incorporated an idea of 
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brotherly love and the natural goodness of humans. This was exemplified, he writes, in 

Jules Michelet's Bible de l'humanité and Pierre Leroux's De l'Humanité.28 As de 

Benoist points out, this optimism of modernity was a negation of the traditional idea of 

original sin.29 Enlightenment doctrine saw humanity as perfectible rather than as 

inherently tainted, and that it was a departure from a set of universal principles (yet to 

be established) that led to crime and misery.30  

As Eugen Weber points out in France, fin de siècle, improvements in living 

standards and social opportunities were beginning to be experienced by the French 

popular masses by the end of the nineteenth century. Therefore the perception of 

decadence, he writes, "was not a burning concern of the vulgar classes, rather of the 

literate few."31 The intellectuals who critiqued rationalist Enlightenment thought saw 

themselves as "combatants in a war of civilizations",32 as campaigners against the 

dominant discourse. A vestige of this attitude can be seen in the title of Cold War era 

critic Isaiah Berlin's book, Against the current. The current he referred to was the 

Franco-Kantian Enlightenment, what Zeev Sternhell describes as a  

système où la liberté serait compatible avec l'égalité, où l'égalité serait compatible 
avec l'autonomie de l'individu et sa souveraineté, où la liberté ne serait pas définie 
seulement par une non-intervention dans la sphère individuelle de chacun, mais par 
le droit imprescriptible de l'individu à être maître de son destin.33 

The Expositions universelles were the inheritors of this "current" in which the 

individual had the right to be the master of his own destiny, but also of modernity more 

broadly in their embodiment of science and technology; they were unarguably 

optimistic and focused on progress. Critics of the modernity of the Expositions were, in 

their own ways, also battling against the current.  

 

A wariness towards the idea of progress is, according to Antoine Compagnon, author of 

Les Antimodernes, a commonplace of anti-modernity.34 Just as de Benoist sees the 

concept of progress as having emerged with the Quarrel of the Ancients and the 

Moderns, Sternhell, in his book Les Anti-Lumières, writes that this Quarrel announced 

the first victory of the new Enlightenment values, and, therefore, the concomitant 

beginning of the campaign against the French Enlightenment.35 The critics of the 

Expositions universelles as manifestations of modernity are part of this tradition of 
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repudiating Enlightenment values and the idea of progress in the period we have come 

to call modernity. The following section seeks to elucidate this tradition. 

The choice of the term "critics of modernity" requires, at this point, some 

explanation and justification. The two recent works that best present the principle 

representatives of this tradition are Compagnon's Les Antimodernes and Sternhell's 

Les Anti-Lumières. For various reasons, neither term lends itself particularly well to the 

present study. Antimodern, in English, is unsatisfactory because it does not clearly 

pinpoint a specific epoch. After all, "modern" is not synonymous with "modernity." As 

Habermas notes, "the term "modern" again and again expresses the consciousness of 

an epoch that relates itself to the past of antiquity, in order to view itself as the result of 

a transition from the old to the new."36 "Modern" is a relative term, whereas 

"modernity" is generally understood as corresponding with a certain era in Western 

history even if scholars may variously attribute its birth to the Protestant Reformation 

(sixteenth century), to the Quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns during the 

Renaissance, or to the French Revolution. Modernity (as opposed to "modern") is also 

commonly understood as being embodied by certain institutions and phenomena: 

liberalism, capitalism, democracy, industrialisation and mass culture.37 "Antimodern" 

then, because of its various ambiguities, is unsuited to a study in English wanting to 

engage specifically with the concept of modernity. 

The nomenclature used by Sternhell, the "anti-Lumières," presents linguistic and 

conceptual problems. Unlike French, English has no one word for the group of 

philosophers who were responsible for the Enlightenment. "Anti-Enlightenment 

thinkers" is one possible translation but it places more emphasis on a direct intellectual 

engagement with Enlightenment thought than one can credit to all the commentators 

on the Expositions. The same comment can be applied to Darrin McMahon's "enemies 

of the Enlightenment" and "anti-philosophes".38 These works concentrate on the 

writings of individuals who were consciously engaged in repudiating the thought of 

Rousseau, Voltaire et al., whereas my Exposition commentators were mostly engaged in 

critiquing the modernity inherited from the philosophes rather than the philosophes 

themselves. As such, terms such as anti-Lumière and anti-philosophe seem 

inappropriate to the present study. "Critics of modernity" as a term seems to get past 

this issue. 

Another potential term, then, is "cultural critics", as used by Fritz Stern in The 

politics of cultural despair which analyses the thought of critics of Germany's cultural 
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crisis from the middle of the nineteenth century to the beginning of the Third Reich. 

Stern describes these individuals as "moralists and as the guardians of what they 

thought was an ancient tradition" who "attacked the progress of modernity—the 

growing power of liberalism and secularism. They enumerated the discontents of 

Germany's industrial civilization and warned against the loss of faith, of unity, of 

'values.'"39 Stern points out that the "success of national socialism in Germany should 

not obscure the fact that the nationalist attack on modern culture is a general Western 

phenomenon",40 and it is certainly possible to see parallels between the German 

cultural critics, whose ideas and ideals fed the Hitler movement, and the French critics 

of modernity, who provided the impetus, eventually, for the extreme nationalism of 

Charles Maurras' Action française at the turn of the twentieth century. The epithet 

"cultural critics" could well have been used for this thesis. Once again, however, the 

desire to specifically emphasise the critique of modernity as manifested by the 

Expositions universelles has governed the decision to refer to these commentators as 

critics of modernity. 

Stern also uses the concept of a "conservative revolution" to denote the "ideological 

attack on modernity, on the complex of ideas and institutions that characterize our 

liberal, secular, and industrial civilization."41 If conservatism is not an appropriate term 

to use instead of critics of modernity, it is because the adjective "conservative" has 

become so commonplace as to lack precision of meaning. McMahon, for example, 

understands conservatism simply as a desire to defend the status quo, and expressly 

not as being identified too closely with what he calls the enemies of Enlightenment.42 

This is the sort of conservatism that Robert Stuart calls "lowercase c" conservatism, 

which defends "any status quo—whether liberal, socialist, or Conservative", distinct 

from "uppercase c" Conservatism, "that very specific antiliberal and anticollectivist 

ideology of authority, hierarchy, and (exclusive) community."43 This latter 

understanding of conservatism does indeed efficiently describe the way of thinking that 

defines the critics of modernity, but given the confusion surrounding the word in 

today's English-speaking world, the term is best avoided for the purposes of this thesis. 

When it is employed in adjective form to describe a certain sector of the press, its 

intended sense is "antiliberal and anticollectivist" rather than "defender of the status 

quo". Likewise, the adjective "right-wing" will be understood in its original sense of 

pro-monarchy, but used sparingly. 
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At the beginning of his book, Compagnon attempts to introduce the ideas of his 

antimodernes by declaring that "[n]ous nous soucions moins de l'histoire de l'idée de 

«réaction» [...] que de la théorie de l'antimodernité—sa philosophie, son esthétique, sa 

littérature".44 The aim of this next section echoes Compagnon's; it seeks to identify the 

values of critics of modernity rather than place them in a framework based on what 

they critiqued. Like Compagnon, however, who does, as we shall see, go on to use the 

term "réactionnaire" in certain contexts, it is necessary to concede that it is impossible 

to understand critics of modernity without seeing them as reacting against the 

discourse of their era. Two major elements of this discourse were rationalism and 

individualism, which critics saw as inferior to tradition and social order. In the eyes of 

many critics of nineteenth-century French culture, the Enlightenment attempt to throw 

out old ideas of society based on centuries of tradition and reconceptualise it around 

abstract reasoning and the concept of individual autonomy was a path towards 

decadence. 

In the context of nineteenth-century France, the two modern conceptions of society 

eschewed by defenders of tradition were liberalism and socialism. Both were the 

intellectual products of the Enlightenment, an attempt to understand society in a 

rational, scientific way, released from the bonds of Christianity. Both reconceptualised 

the role of individuals in their relationship with their community. Both regarded 

history through the lens of progress. Sternhell argues that it was through the French 

Revolution that "modernity was concretely identified with progress."45 This is because 

the Revolution was an actual manifestation of the ideas that the individual is an agent 

of history and of the realisation of Enlightenment-style utopian projects.46 Immanuel 

Kant argued in 1795 that there must be an event which "points to the disposition and 

capacity of the human race to be the cause of its own advance toward the better and [...] 

toward the human race as being the author of this advance."47 Kant saw the French 

Revolution as such an event because it "revealed a tendency and faculty in human 

nature for improvement".48 For this reason, the breakdown of the traditional social 

order that it represented, the Revolution was one of the unifying targets of anti-modern 

critique. Compagnon argues that the Revolution was the decisive rupture that launched 

the antimodern tradition; before the Revolution there had always been traditionalists, 

but not antimodernes in the modern sense.49 Edmund Burke (1729-1797) and Joseph 
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de Maistre (1753-1821) are the two commentators contemporary to the Revolution that 

are commonly associated with the anti-Revolutionary tradition. Sternhell sees Burke as 

the pioneer of the idea that "tout changement de l'ordre existant revêt nécessairement 

les contours d'une utopie et ne peut se terminer que dans un désastre",50 inspiring a 

tradition of denigrating revolution that would extend via de Maistre, Hippolyte Taine, 

Maurice Barrès, Paul Bourget and the followers of Charles Maurras through to present-

day American neoconservatives.51 

Compagnon contends that the antimodern argument in relation to the Revolution is 

as follows: "la Révolution fut à la fois irréaliste et utopique quand [...] elle traita la 

société comme un tablula rasa ou une carte blanche, et quand, au nom de pieuses 

abstractions [...] elle ignora l'expérience, l'histoire et les mœurs."52 One of the chief 

concerns that both Burke and de Maistre had about the French Revolution was its claim 

to break with tradition and start afresh using abstract principles laid out by the 

Enlightenment philosophers. Compagnon points out, however, that all counter-

revolutionaries did not share the same vision of an ideal society. Some, those whom he 

labels conservatives or traditionalists, desired the re-establishment of the Ancien 

Régime in the form in which it had existed immediately prior to 1789: a centralised 

royal authority as it had functioned since Louis XIV.53 Others, the reactionaries, felt an 

affinity with a more distant past, with ancient customs and institutions associated with 

the noblesse d'épée rather than with absolute monarchy.54 It is this sort of counter-

revolutionary, argues Compagnon, that was the true antimoderne. Ernest Renan (1823-

1892) exemplifies this sort of thinker. He, along with Carlyle and Taine, is part of what 

Sternhell calls the "second wave" of thinkers to critique the Revolutionary idea of 

democracy and egalitarianism. Against the background of the revolution of 1848, the 

1870 defeat and the Paris Commune of 1871, they proposed, as a remedy against the 

decadence of modern civilisation, the eradication of individualism, the reconstruction 

of organic communities and the end of universal suffrage.55 In his 1871 work La 

Réforme intellectuelle et morale de la France, Renan compared contemporary France 

unfavourably to that of the Middle Ages when the distribution of wealth and property 

was determined by battles of strength. The courageous "man of the sword" was obliged 

to defend his property and in doing so safeguard the wellbeing of those under his 

protection. A state such as the one dreamed up by the French bourgeoisie, by contrast, 

was not capable of maintaining the social architecture, argued Renan.56 He believed 
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that a society could only be strong if it recognised the fact of natural superiority, which 

at its basis is the superiority of birth.57 

Like Renan, Hippolyte Taine (1828-1893) was compelled by the calamitous events of 

1870-71 to devote himself to writing a work that would lay the blame for France's 

malaise on the Revolution of 1789.58 Les Origines de la France contemporaine 

describes the Revolution as a violent metamorphosis in which France tears herself away 

from her most important substance and falls into convulsions and then into lethargy. In 

the preface to this work, Taine constructed a metaphor in which deciding on a 

constitution for the nation was likened to designing a house. The advocates of each 

proposed model claimed that his design alone was the best suited to human 

habitation.59 Taine argued that people might be able to choose which political "house" 

they liked best, but they were not capable of choosing which one they needed. For 

Taine, the constant political instability that had existed in France since the Revolution 

was proof that a combination of time and tradition was the only way of building a solid, 

practical political "house" appropriate for its inhabitants. According to Taine, the 

Revolution had completely demolished the "social edifice", foundations and all, and 

forced its inhabitants to camp outside, like savages.60  

Implicit in the revolutionary rhetoric of liberté, égalité, fraternité was the 

Enlightenment idea of the social contract, that is the recognition of autonomy of the 

individual in its relationship with the state. The critics of modernity were united in 

their belief in an organic, hierarchical social order as the best framework for society. In 

this ideal world, a person was one part within a complex organism, that is more 

valuable for his or her contribution towards a whole than as an individual.61 They 

valued solidarity and community over equality and the rights of the individual.62 They 

held that the problem with modern society was the claim that the individual had 

control over his or her own existence. They argued that "l'éclatement, la fragmentation 

et l'atomisation de l'existence humaine, engendrée par la destruction de l'unité du 

monde médiéval, sont à l'origine de la décadence moderne."63 Critics of modernity were 

above all elitist. Their horror of the autonomy of the individual was directly linked to 

their appreciation of the superior human being; individualism, they believed, bred 

mediocrity. 

For this reason, universal suffrage and democracy were common targets for critics of 

modernity. For Renan, universal suffrage was a political materialism that effaced 
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ancient and noble French values.64 Renan did not believe that a nation was the sum of 

its individual citizens but that it was instead a soul or a conscience residing in a small 

number of men who governed the rest of the country. Unfortunately, the French 

method of selecting these men post-1848 meant that "la France ne peut avoir qu'une 

tête sociale sans intelligence ni savoir, sans prestige ni autorité."65 Taine, likewise, did 

not believe that the preferences of individual citizens could be the basis for effective 

government. Personal taste is not an authority, he wrote: "dix millions d'ignorances ne 

font pas un savoir."66 As Sternhell notes, Taine developed the idea that sovereignty of 

the people could lead to either the weakening of executive powers or, alternatively, to 

totalitarian dictatorship.67 The overall feeling of critics of modernity was that divine 

right was far superior to popular sovereignty. 

The critics of modernity believed that equality and liberalism led to mediocrity or 

what Nietzsche called the "herd instinct"68 or slave morality. Intensely elitist, Nietzsche 

believed that the ideology of utility, or the best conditions for the happiness of the 

majority of the people, did not encourage the flourishing of superior beings. Rather, it 

produced decay, a species of mediocre humans not required to struggle for 

supremacy.69 Furthermore, mediocrity was manifested most strongly by the 

bourgeoisie, the ultimate beneficiaries of the Revolution, who represented, in the words 

of Theodore Zeldin, the "common denominator of the ambitions of their time... to be a 

bourgeois meant to subscribe to the most general national aspirations."70 It was with 

this alleged homogeneity of the bourgeoisie, combined with its perceived materialism 

and consumerism, that critics of modernity found fault. Nowhere is this made clearer 

than in the work of Charles Baudelaire, Gustave Flaubert and other nineteenth-century 

writers. The archetypal critique of the bourgeoisie is usually indentified as Flaubert's 

Madame Bovary, in whose character Homais are embodied all the vices of the 

stereotypical bourgeois. Worshipper of science, the provincial pharmacist likes to 

dispense knowledge he does not truly possess, revealing his stupidity whilst attempting 

to demonstrate his intelligence. Predictable in his habits and platitudes, Homais' main 

concern is for his own financial wellbeing.71  

Sternhell argues that the work of Burke, Renan and Taine was dominated by a 

contempt for the people which prepared the scene for the likes of Maurice Barrès, 
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Charles Maurras and Édouard Drumont at the turn of the century.72 These men stood 

for relativity of values (as opposed to universal values) and cultural self-sufficiency; 

they worked to destroy democratisation.73 Barrès (1862-1923), who Sternhell claims 

had the greatest influence of any French writer on the fin-de-siècle generation,74 

believed in a connection between man, via the soil of the mother country, to his 

ancestors—a continuity of culture. Like generations of critics of modernity before him, 

he repudiated the idea of natural law in favour of laws applicable to a specific culture. 

The idea of individual reason, argued Barrès, needed to be deflated. "Nous ne sommes 

pas les maîtres des pensées qui naissent en nous. [...] elles sont des façons de réagir où 

se traduisent des très anciennes dispositions physiologiques."75 Barrès saw Rousseau's 

Social Contract as having sterilised life in its attempt to rationalise it.76 

 

This chapter has so far discussed the critic of modernity's respect for tradition and 

hierarchy. The third concept held in esteem by the critics of modernity, the sublime, is 

closely linked to their elitism in that both represent an attraction to that which is noble, 

exalted and which transcends the banal and the vulgar. Whereas a yearning for a 

political and cultural elite is linked to a concept of societal structure in practical terms, 

esteem for the sublime moves from the realm of the practical to that of the 

metaphysical. Once again, the appreciation for the sublime is a repudiation of several 

basic tenets of Enlightenment thought: the belief that man is a rational being and that 

everything can be explained through scientific observation and reasoning. Amongst 

critics of modernity, this reduction of human life to purely rational and scientific terms 

"could also be viewed as isolating and desiccating, reducing human relations to their 

thinnest, least satisfying terms in the rational calculation and impersonality of 

capitalism or bureaucracy or both, and displacing an older experience of community 

and human wholeness."77 Stern writes of the predilection of his cultural critics "for 

abstract and metaphysical terms, in the implicit belief that the spirit or the idea was the 

ultimate expression of reality."78 The privileging of the spiritual over the rational is why 

critics of modernity are often referred to as anti-intellectual.79 Appreciation for the 

sublime over the rational often manifested itself amongst the critics of modernity as an 

anti-secularism, but it appeared in a greater variety of forms than merely adherence to 

Catholicism. Esteem for the sublime is likewise inherent, for example, in a belief that 

                                                   
72 Sternhell, Les Anti-Lumières, p.344. 
73 Ibid., p.418. 
74 Sternhell, 'Modernity and its enemies', p.15. 
75 Sternhell, Les Anti-Lumières, p.421. 
76 Ibid., p.422. 
77 Burrow, The crisis of reason, p.xiii. 
78 Stern, The politics of cultural despair, p.xxiv. 
79 See D. Ohana, 'The 'anti-intellectual' intellectuals as political mythmakers', in Z. Sternhell 
(ed.), The intellectual revolt against liberal democracy, 1870-1945, Jerusalem, The Israel 
Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1996, pp.87-104. 



 26 

art does not have to, and indeed should not, exist in a mass-produced form or have a 

moralising function—that is, that the aesthetic should transcend the mundane.  

Compagnon identifies his antimodernes as having six characteristics in common, 

the fifth of which was an affinity with a sublime aesthetic. He writes that "Marquée par 

les figures de la contre-révolution, des anti-Lumières, du pessimisme et de la Chute, 

l'antimodernité est généralement négative, nostalgique, voire nihiliste. Seule la 

croyance au sublime lui restitue de l'énergie".80 This thesis proposes a more inclusive 

conception of the sublime than Compagnon suggests, and does not attempt to define it 

in more than its broadest terms. As Philip Shaw writes, "the sublime has stood, 

variously, for the effect of grandeur in speech and poetry; for a sense of the divine; for 

the contrast between the limitations of human perception and the overwhelming 

majesty of nature",81 and his list continues. Indeed, the very nature of the concept of the 

sublime means that it necessarily eludes attribution to a discrete set of causes; different 

cultures, different individuals have their own understandings of how the sublime 

manifests itself. For the purposes of this thesis, it is not urgent to pinpoint what 

experiences do or do not constitute a sensation of the sublime, but to establish a loose 

definition of the term that will serve to elucidate the writings of those who critiqued the 

Expositions. Shaw's definition is distilled from writers on the sublime across the ages, 

and is particularly useful in the context of nineteenth-century writers critiquing their 

age from an anti-Enlightenment perspective. He writes that 

whenever experience slips out of conventional understanding, whenever the power 
of an object or an event is such that words fail and points of comparison disappear, 
then we resort to the feeling of the sublime. As such, the sublime marks the limits of 
reason and expression together with a sense of what might lie beyond these limits.82 

Under this loose definition, esteem for the sublime can be seen in opposition to both 

the French and the industrial revolutions. That is to say that, although critics of 

modernity were united by an appreciation for the sublime, the conception of the 

sublime was not homogeneous across this multifarious group of people. It can be 

conceptualised as being divided into two general although not mutually exclusive 

sources. The first conception of the sublime is a religious, specifically Catholic one, 

seemingly threatened by the secular designs of the French revolution. The second will 

be called "Poetry", to signify art, literature and the expressive products of the 

imagination more generally. This second manifestation of the sublime seemed to some 

to be menaced by industrialisation and mechanisation. 
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Following the example of Joseph de Maistre, critics of modernity saw "la vérité révélée 

de la théocratie" as directly opposed to "l'illusion rationnelle de la démocratie."83 

Royalism, most particularly legitimism (the belief that the head of the House of 

Bourbon was the rightful sovereign), was therefore steeped in a mysticism that 

transcended politics, for, as Stéphane Rials points out, although there were certainly 

atheist, protestant and even Jewish legitimists, for the most part legitimists were 

Roman Catholic.84 Geoffrey Cubitt writes that the politics of legitimacy were not based 

simply on the ideas discussed above, that is the aversion to rational models of society as 

opposed to traditional ones, but on the recognition of the right of a particular 

individual from a particular family to rule at a particular time. From a theoretical 

standpoint legitimism no longer necessarily needed to be underpinned by the idea of 

divine right; it was enough to argue that a guarantee of social order resided within the 

principle of automatic governmental succession. Nevertheless, argues Cubitt, "political 

mentalities are seldom reducible to political theory; their strength comes from the 

imaginative connections and transfers of emotion that take place around and between 

the symbols that give them focus."85 Rials has argued indeed that what he calls 

"légitimisme profond" is not "une mystique dégradée en politique" but rather a 

"politique sublimée en mystique".86 He describes legitimism as irrationalist, meaning 

that it "assigne à la raison une place seconde".87 Cubitt emphasises two elements of 

legitimist discourse, namely the practical, mundane aspects of royalty, that is the 

importance of an ordered succession from one family member to another, and, 

secondly, royalty's supernatural function as a vehicle for God's power. But he extends 

this further to argue that the mysticism surrounding the Bourbon family functioned to 

link post-Revolutionary French people to the history and therefore to the glory of the 

nation. A strong element of this monarchical tradition was the Christian tradition, and 

therefore the Bourbons were identified with Christianity and with France's place within 

a Christian Europe.88 

It goes without saying that the battle between the Catholic Church and the French 

state for influence over the French people is one of the defining conflicts of the period 

between the Revolution and 1905.89 Yet in the face of this apparent dichotomy, it is 

important to note at the outset that an adherence to Catholicism did not always, or 

necessarily, correspond to a critique of modernity. As André Encrevé points out, the 
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late nineteenth-century initiatives to secularise schooling and separate the Church from 

the state in France were approved by a body of electors who would have mostly 

considered themselves Catholic.90 The divide in ideology of concern to this thesis is not 

so much between Catholics and non-Catholics or Christians and atheists as it is 

between proponents of a France grounded in Catholicism and advocates of an officially 

secular France. While many French people remained attached to the purely religious 

elements of Catholicism, they were not necessarily willing to let it dictate their political 

choices. They no longer necessarily agreed that the Church's duty was to guide the 

faithful in every aspect of their lives.91 The condemnation of this dissociation of the 

religious from the socio-political was voiced most stridently in the second half of the 

century by the ultramontanists.  

The basic premise of the ultramontane movement is explained by its name, which 

means "beyond the mountains". The mountains referred to are the Alps, beyond which 

(from the direction of France) resides the Pope in Rome. Ultramontanism thereby 

differentiates itself from Gallicanism which was the doctrine recognising the King of 

France as head of the French Church along with the Pope, thereby granting the Catholic 

Church in France a certain independence from Rome. Ultramontanism understands 

the role of the Pope in the same sense as did Joseph de Maistre: as the linchpin of 

counter-revolutionary social order. Long before its official declaration in 1870 at the 

First Vatican Council, de Maistre had understood the notion of papal infallibility as 

being synonymous with sovereignty and therefore useful to counter-revolutionary 

ideology.92 After 1848 (or 1830 for legitimists), no longer having a King in civil society, 

many French monarchists began to seek an equivalent in the Church, thus redirecting 

their loyalty toward the Pope.93  

Claude Langlois has described ultramontanism as "une chance que l'Eglise a su 

saisir, qui rapprochait le clergé de Rome et du peuple tout à la fois."94 The recourse to 

ultramontanism was the consequence of the Church's struggle to respond to the 

challenges presented by modern society. Attempts by liberal Catholics in the first half 

of the century to reconstruct a Christian society by reconciling religion and 

Enlightenment reason were not well received by urban, industrial modern society.95 

Various intellectual challenges arose in the 1860s, most notably Charles Darwin's 

theory of evolution and Ernest Renan's La Vie de Jésus, which contested the divinity of 

Christ. Ill equipped to deal with these questions, the Church turned to Rome, which 
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published in 1864 the Syllabus of Errors, cataloguing the sins of modernity and 

condemning the idea that the Church should reconcile itself to progress, liberalism and 

modern society. The 1870 declaration of papal infallibility served to further reinforce 

the trend in the French Church towards ultramontanism and the personality cult 

surrounding Pius IX.96 The 1870-71 catastrophes, seen by the faithful as divine 

retribution on a decadent France, were yet further proof that France could only recover 

and regain status by returning the Bourbon family to the throne in the person of the 

Comte de Chambord.97 

Ultramontane Catholicism was marked in the nineteenth century by a medievalism 

that saw the growth of the cult of saints and devotion to relics that the Gallican clergy 

had seen as bordering on superstition. The ultramontane hierarchy saw these cults as 

necessary in defying Enlightenment philosophy and the esprits forts (sceptics). In the 

same period, argues Encrevé, a tendency to canonise individuals who were seen as 

transgressing dominant nineteenth-century values such as work, hygiene and 

rationalism can be observed.98 Ultramontanism was also characterised by a new 

tolerance of local popular religious practices, such as belief in the healing power of 

certain fountains and springs, that the Church hierarchy would have previously 

frowned upon.99 Faced with the republican push to secularise public life, the Church 

was forced to become populist. The Augustinians of the Assumption, a religious order 

founded in 1850 with the specific goal of taking action to revitalise Catholicism in a 

modern world,100 made their mark on French Catholicism between 1871 and 1901. 

Their success was due to their ability to use modern techniques to influence opinion; 

they understood the power of the press and how it could be used to the Church's 

advantage. They organised mass pilgrimages, attracted crowds and spoke to them in 

straightforward language.101 They established, as shall be seen below, two successful 

newspapers: Le Pèlerin and La Croix. 

Another important influence in ultramontane Catholicism was the newspaper 

L'Univers and the man who would become its editor: Louis Veuillot (1813-1883). A 

journalist of working-class origins, Veuillot wrote passionately and viciously against 

liberalism during the July Monarchy and his talent soon found him rising through the 

ranks of upper middle-class society, a milieu that did not agree with him. A trip to 

Rome made such an impression on his disillusioned soul that he there converted to 

Catholicism and received an audience with the Pope himself. Of that city Veuillot wrote, 

"Rome est la ville des âmes. [...] Le parfum de Rome enveloppait mon âme et lui 
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dérobait le monde extérieur."102 (This stands in stark contrast with his thoughts on 

Paris which he later described as "une inondation qui a submergé la civilisation 

française, et l'emporte toute entière en débris."103) On his return to France he launched 

himself into recounting his spiritual journey in several books and started to contribute 

articles to Catholic newspapers. In 1839 he had an article accepted by L'Univers, a 

small, under-funded, under-staffed newspaper grounded in Catholic theology. By 1842, 

Veuillot had decided that it was through L'Univers that France could be conquered for 

the papacy and had become its editor-in-chief. The paper became the primary voice of 

the ultramontane movement.104 

Veuillot's Catholic education came mainly from his reading of Joseph de Maistre and 

he quickly came to grips with what he saw as the compromising effects of 

Protestantism, Enlightenment and the Revolution on the Gallican Church. Veuillot 

railed against the evils of modernity, including science, liberalism, steam engines and 

telegraphy. He was unapologetic in the face of the charge that his ideal of papal rule 

would imply theocratic absolutism. Liberty, he believed, was the right to obey the laws 

of God and was acquired only with baptism.105 His book Le Parfum de Rome, written in 

1851 (the year of London's Crystal Palace Exhibition) contains his musings about the 

Church and modern society communicated via an account of a visit to Rome with an 

imaginary bourgeois gentleman named Coquelet. It is via the narrator's exchanges with 

Coquelet that the reader encounters Veuillot's opinion of the bourgeois world view. 

Most striking, as regards the present study, is his repudiation of the modern tendency 

to worship science as a new religion. "Le Dieu de Coquelet", wrote Veuillot,  

est le Dieu que la «Science» vient de perfectionner. Dieu vraiment bon, qui n'exige 
pas de culte et qui nous a préparé un paradis en ce monde. [...] Saint-Simon et 
Fourier l'ont pressenti; Michel Chevalier l'a vu en extase; Jean Reynaud pourrait le 
décrire; Jules Simon y sera prêtre; tout à l'heure la vapeur nous en ouvrira les 
portes. Telle est la ferme foi de Coquelet."106 

Veuillot argued that Coquelet, unlike Christians, valued the material over thought, 

which to Veuillot represented a regression rather than progress.107 Although admitting 

to disdain for "la horde des «penseurs»" (presumably those not thinking the right sorts 

of thoughts) Veuillot nevertheless valued thinking and art above "la brute 

polytechnique, à laquelle ils se sont asservis. Je préférerais la plume ou la guimbarde 

des moindres, à la cornue et au compas de vos ingénieurs."108 He despised the men of 

the Polytechnique because their goal of taming and conquering the natural world 
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through science and engineering put them at risk of seeing themselves as gods. Veuillot 

also railed against those who could not understand the beauty of Rome and who would 

like to see it commercialised, transformed into a centre of industry and leisure. This sort 

of person, he wrote, "ne sera contente que si elle peut donner au Forum la physionomie 

d'un quartier du Palais de Cristal."109 

 

Ultramontanism, as exemplified by Veuillot, may well have been the most vociferous 

element of the Catholicism to critique modernity's rejection of the sublime. This thesis 

will show, however, that it was not only contributors to the ultramontane press who 

critiqued the materialism of the Expositions; the apparent death of the sublime that 

those events represented was also of concern to other, more moderate strains of 

Christianity. And yet religion was not the only shelter for those seeking the sublime in 

the nineteenth century. Others sought transcendence via the arts—in literary and 

artistic movements reacting against Enlightenment values. The principal movement of 

this sort was the Romanticism which emerged in the late eighteenth century. 

"L'inspiration antimoderne, ou réactionnaire, du premier romantisme est connue", 

writes Compagnon, "et tout art moderne dans son aspiration romantique et rédemptrice 

partagera d'une certaine manière cet antimodernisme."110 The common thread shared 

by both the religiosity of Veuillot and the Romantic movement was their conviction that 

progress was not achievable through technological advances or, conversely, that 

progress as it was understood in the dominant discourse of the nineteenth century left 

no space for the sublime.  

The Romantic perspective is one which counterbalances the Enlightenment's 

optimism about the progressive nature of civilisation. Although most commonly 

associated with a movement in art, literature and music, Romanticism influenced 

political and philosophical thought from the late eighteenth century onward.111 Philip 

Stephan argues that both Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Montesquieu "anticipate the 

Romantic outlook", Montesquieu by demonstrating that it was the enervating effects of 

civilisation that brought about the collapse of the Roman Empire and Rousseau by 

arguing that civilisation had a corrupting effect on the noble savage in his natural 

state.112 Mario Praz argues that "romantic" denotes "an interruption of equilibrium" 

which he opposes to the equilibrium of classicism.113 Romanticism moved away from 

the rationalism of Enlightenment by "assuming a subjective character"; instead of 

                                                   
109 Veuillot, Le Parfum de Rome, vol.1, p.250. 
110 Compagnon, Les Antimodernes, p.126. 
111 M. Perry, An intellectual history of modern Europe; Boston and Toronto, Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1993, p.173. 
112 P. Stephan, Paul Verlaine and the decadence, 1882-90; Rowman and Littlefield, Manchester 
University Press, 1974, p.17. 
113 M. Praz, The Romantic agony, trans. A. Davidson, London, Oxford University Press, 1933, 
p.8. 



 32 

observing through the lens of scientific objectivity, Romanticism describes objects in 

terms of our reactions to them and therefore comes to be associated with "expressing 

states of mind which cannot be described".114 

One offshoot or evolution from Romanticism, which came into being around the 

middle of the nineteenth century, was the Decadent movement, which borrowed from 

Romanticism its repudiation of Enlightenment ideals of civilisation and progress whilst 

simultaneously rejecting Romanticism's worship of nature. Stephan summarises the 

theory of the decadent sensibility as involving  

a sustained paradox, for, unable to choose between two opposing ideas, it cordially 
accepts both. Decadent thinkers accepted Rousseau's idea that nature is good and 
civilisation bad, yet they enthusiastically preferred the artificial: such perverse 
enjoyment of what is thought to be evil characterises decadence.115 

The Decadent movement evolved at the same time as a burgeoning interest in the 

occult. Following the events of 1870-71, writes René Rémond, "Tout est signe en effet 

pour des esprits à qui le surnaturel est familier [...] Peu d'époques furent aussi 

accueillantes que celle-là aux prestiges et aux mirages du satanisme".116 Many of the 

French writers of the decadent and symbolist movements, such as Joris-Karl 

Huysmans, Stéphane Mallarmé, and Guillaume Apollinaire, took an interest in 

occultism. The underlying search of these literary and artistic movements was "for a 

restoration of meaning and mystery to a world apparently emptied of poetry and 

rendered banal by science."117 For Huysmans, this search culminated in his conversion 

to Catholicism. 

The uncontested "father" of these literary movements of the late nineteenth century 

is, of course, Charles Baudelaire, who famously wrote the following with regard to the 

Exposition universelle of 1855: 

Demandez à tout bon Français [...] ce qu'il entend par progrès, il répondra que c'est 
la vapeur, l'électricité et l'éclairage au gaz, miracles inconnus aux Romains, et que 
ces découvertes témoignent pleinement de notre supériorité sur les anciens; tant il 
s'est fait de ténèbres dans ce malheureux cerveau et tant les choses de l'ordre 
matériel et de l'ordre spirituel s'y sont si bizarrement confondues!118 

In this passage, written in the same decade as Le Parfum de Rome, Baudelaire echoed 

Veuillot's opinion on the superiority of the spiritual over the material. This conception 

of progress is reflected in Mon cœur mis à nu, from the 1860s, in which Baudelaire 

reflects on the values of the occupations of men. "Etre un homme utile m'a paru 

toujours quelque chose de bien hideux"119 he wrote. For Baudelaire, the only three 

honourable professions were that of the poet, the priest and the soldier: "l'homme qui 
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chante, l'homme qui bénit, l'homme qui sacrifie et se sacrifie."120 The mediocrity of the 

bourgeoisie, brought about, as discussed previously, by egalitarianism and 

individualism, was manifested in its apparent disregard for the sublime. "Saint-Marc 

Girardin a dit un mot qui restera: Soyons médiocres!" he wrote, referring to a professor 

at the Sorbonne; "Le mot de Saint-Marc Girardin implique une immense haine contre 

le sublime."121 He also referred to the rationalism of Enlightenment thinkers as killers 

of the sublime. Voltaire—whom he described as "l'anti-poète, le roi des badauds, le 

prince des superficiels, l'antiartiste, le prédicateur des concierges"122—hated mystery, 

and mystery was what society needed to transcend the banalities of everyday existence.  

Baudelaire's weapon in his battle against mundane mediocrity was dandyism. The 

aim of a dandy was to express his uniqueness, to cultivate "a distinctive and luxurious 

appearance; thus he presented himself to his uniformed contemporaries as a rare work 

of art".123 "Le Dandy", he wrote, "doit aspirer à être sublime sans interruption; il doit 

vivre et dormir devant un miroir."124 Baudelaire's resort to dandyism was common to 

the antimodern reaction against bourgeois rationalism which wanted to remain 

attached to a sense of the sublime but did not identify with Catholic reaction.125 

The Romantics and their successors were not the only writers to engage with the 

conflict between technological and "poetic" progress. Another useful illumination of 

this theme comes from a perhaps unlikely source. Also writing in the 1860s in France 

was Jules Verne, known best for his series of novels recounting daring adventures in 

futuristic machines. Baudelaire and Verne are perhaps a strange pairing, but in spite of 

the obvious difference of their literary contributions both left a legacy expressing 

similar ideas about humans and their occupations. 

In 1994, an unpublished novel by Verne was discovered in his son's disused safe. The 

title was Paris au XXe siècle. Written in 1862 and rejected by his publisher Hetzel, the 

novel is unlike the majority of Verne's other works which imagine futuristic 

contraptions and bold exploits within a contemporary nineteenth-century setting.126 

Instead, Paris au XXe siècle envisages a mechanised, technologically advanced, 

dystopian Paris of 1960. Miriam Levin writes that, in this novel, Verne identified two 

features of urban modernity in Napoleon III's Paris: the central role of elites in the 

administration of institutions and bureaucracies, and their commitment to progress via 
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scientific and technological advance.127 Paris au XXe siècle imagines a society in which 

education is monopolised by the Société Générale de crédit instructionnel, run by a 

committee not of learned professors but of business men and government officials. In 

this centralised school, literature and classical languages are sacrificed in favour of 

mathematics, astronomy and, most importantly, the applied sciences of metallurgy, 

factory construction and mechanics.128  

The novel opens with a prize-giving ceremony on the campus of the Société Générale 

de crédit instructionnel, situated on what had once been the Champ de Mars, "devenu 

inutile, depuis que Mars n'émargeait plus au budget."129 The scene described by Verne 

is reminiscent of the awards ceremony of an Exposition universelle, set in "une cité 

complète, une véritable ville, avec ses quartiers, ses places, ses rues, ses palais, ses 

églises, ses casernes".130 The prize-giving is a solemn affair, with a seemingly infinite 

number of prizes awarded for the sciences, until the protagonist of the story, Michel 

Dufrénoy, is awarded, amid general hilarity, the prize for Latin poetry. He collects his 

prize, a Manuel du bon usinier, looks at it with disdain, and throws it to the ground. 

Throughout the novel, Verne introduces themes that were the preoccupations of 

many a critic of modernity pessimistic about the impact that a mechanised world, and, 

more significantly, a Saint-Simonianesque elite, would have on the sublime arts of 

poetry and music. It is, of course, impossible to escape the fact that Jules Verne was a 

technophile. Indeed, he devotes a decent portion of Paris au XXe siècle to lovingly 

describing his vision of a metropolitan rail system which functions using a combination 

of compressed air and electromagnetic force thereby saving the residents neighbouring 

the railway from the annoyances of steam and smoke.131 What Verne grappled with in 

the novel was not the evils of technology itself, but instead with the problem of how a 

society might maintain an artistic culture in equilibrium with technological progress.  

Verne explored this problem by juxtaposing the "useful" professions, valued by 

twentieth-century society, against the sublime professions that were no longer 

considered worthy. In a fashion reminiscent of Baudelaire's statement about the poet, 

the priest and the soldier, Verne's story pits the protagonist, Michel, a poet, and his 

motley band of sympathetic friends (a musician, a librarian, a Latin teacher and a man 

who yearns to be a soldier) against a world in which the banker, the retailer and the 

manufacturer reign supreme. The main representative of this sterilised, industry-

worshipping world is Michel's uncle, M. Boutardin, a banker, whom Verne describes as 
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homme pratique avant tout, il ne faisait rien que d'utile, tournant ses moindres 
idées vers l'utile, avec un désir immodéré d'être utile, qui dérivait en un égoisme 
véritablement idéal; [...] il s'exprimait par grammes et par centimètres, et portait en 
tout temps une canne métrique, ce qui lui donnait une grande connaissance des 
choses de ce monde; il méprisait royalement les arts, et surtout les artistes [...] pour 
lui, la peinture s'arrêtait au lavis, le dessin à l'épure, la sculpture au moulage, la 
musique au sifflement des locomotives, la littérature aux bulletins de Bourse.132  

Boutardin explains everything in terms of gears and transmissions. He adores industry 

as a goddess. Yet this goddess is not of the realm of the sublime, but a paradoxically 

mundane deity of modernity. Ultimately, in the novel, he and his fellow industry-

worshipping bourgeois are the victors. Paris au XXe siècle predicts a sad outcome for 

the sublime; the novel's conclusion has the poet protagonist dying penniless and alone 

in the snow, a cultural exile in his highly industrialised society. 

 

This chapter has presented the themes developed by critics of modernity using the 

writings of various, perhaps incongruous, individuals. There is no doubt that the people 

gathered in this chapter did not present a united front against modernity. Ernest 

Renan, who attacked individualism and egalitarianism was also the author of La Vie de 

Jésus, which puts him at odds with the ultramontanism of men like Veuillot. By the 

same token, Veuillot took offense at Taine's suggestion that Rome smelled of death and 

called him "essentiellement parisien et essentiellement de l'époque"133 —a grave insult 

indeed from a man who wore his disgust for his own capital and his own era on his 

sleeve. Baudelaire made his disdain for Veuillot known in Mon Cœur mis à nu. 

"Veuillot est si grossier et si ennemi des arts", he wrote, "qu'on dirait que toute la 

démocratie du monde s'est réfugiée dans son sein."134 In turn, Veuillot's obituary of 

Baudelaire in L'Univers was surprisingly moderate, but nevertheless claimed that Les 

Fleurs du mal "a fait un bruit regrettable" and that "le frivole désire d'étonner lui a 

ouvert un abîme où sa santé s'est perdue, où sa raison a failli périr."135  

A study of reactions to the Expositions also serves to smudge some historical 

dichotomies. The most obvious instance that occurs in this thesis is the use of examples 

from Emile Zola's novel L'Argent and from Edouard Drumont's La Libre Parole. 

History rightly sees these two men as diametrically opposed, the one a public and vocal 

supporter of Alfred Dreyfus, the other a virulent and hysterical anti-Semite. And yet 

Chapter Five will briefly make use of both voices to make an argument about the ways 

commentators discussed the Expositions using metaphors of pathology. In doing so I 

am of course in no way suggesting that these two figures should be seen as co-members 

of some sort homogeneous school of thought. 
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Certainly Verne could be seen as an unlikely addition to the critics of modernity, he 

whose work has been described as participating in the "grand courant de vulgarisation 

des connaissances qui se développe en France à l'époque."136 However, Paris au XXe 

siècle demonstrates that even before the war of 1870 Verne harboured a pessimism 

which would return in his last works.137 Whether we give him the appellation of "critic 

of modernity" or not, the fact remains that Verne wrote a book critiquing modernity. 

Although some critics of modernity critiqued science and technology as inherently evil, 

others were more concerned about maintaining a healthy balance between the sublime 

and the mundane. Renan, in L'Avenir de la science, illuminated an idea that motivated 

much of the critique of the Expositions universelles, and that Verne would undoubtedly 

have agreed with: 

Le premier pas de celui qui veut se donner à la sagesse [...] est de faire deux parts dans 
la vie: l'une vulgaire et n'ayant rien de sacré, se résumant en des besoins et des 
jouissances d'un ordre inférieur (vie matérielle, plaisir, fortune, etc.); l'autre que l'on 
peut appeler idéale, céleste, divine, désintéressée, ayant pour objet les formes pures de 
la vérité, de la beauté, de la bonté morale, c'est-à-dire, pour prendre l'expression la plus 
compréhensive et la plus consacrée par les respects du passé, Dieu lui-même, touché, 
perçu, senti sous ses milles formes par l'intelligence de tout ce qui est vrai, et l'amour 
de tout ce qui est beau.138 

In summary, the critics' yearning for society based on centuries of tradition, on an 

elitist social order and on the importance of the au-delà, or some form of 

transcendence, put them at odds with their nineteenth-century culture which they 

believed placed too much emphasis on the autonomy and rationality of the individual 

and on the discoveries of science. This broad current, or counter-current, could not fail 

to be antagonised by the Expositions universelles, the perfect expression of nineteenth-

century utilitarianism, materialism, egalitarianism and democracy. 

 

The primary source material used in this study was found predominantly in the 

Parisian press which, during the period under study, was experiencing a golden age. 

Between 1803 and 1870, the number of Parisian daily newspapers went from eleven to 

thirty-six; by 1880 there were sixty. This flourishing came about because of increased 

involvement of the male population in political life, increased levels of literacy, and the 

steady democratisation of the press which saw the advent of the affordable popular 

newspaper.139 Censorship, however, was a force that the press, during the Second 

Empire, had to reckon with. On becoming Emperor in 1852, Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte 

clamped down on the press. One article unflattering to the regime would result in a 

warning, the second in a two-month suspension of the newspaper concerned. After this, 
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a newspaper could be completely shut down if it was considered to be injurious to 

public safety. From 1868 onwards, these laws were relaxed.140 The law of 1881, under 

the Third Republic, ended all such repression.141  

The mass press may be commonly associated with dominant discourse but, as 

Richard Terdiman points out, "the mass daily created the conditions for its counter-

discursive competitors and its dissident antagonists."142 Because of the great 

diversification of the press in the second half of the nineteenth century, and because of 

French journalism's tradition of privileging the "vécu du journaliste, de ses sensations 

face à l'événement" over the precise recounting of events,143 a perusal of the newspapers 

and journals of the Exposition years is an effective method for identifying trends in 

anti-modern thought. The search for evidence of anti-modern sentiment in relation to 

the Expositions led to the newspapers and periodicals known to be Catholic and/or 

monarchist. Yet, although these organs of the nineteenth-century Parisian press often 

espoused similar views on the Expositions universelles, it would be erroneous to claim 

that they formed some sort of united front. Many of these newspapers were in direct 

competition with one another. One of the best known Catholic, legitimist newspapers of 

nineteenth-century France was Louis Veuillot's L'Univers, from which much material 

for this thesis was gleaned. One member of the clergy reporting to the Vatican in 1884 

wrote that "La grande force de l'Univers est dans le talent qu'il a de diffamer tous les 

journaux catholiques qui ne sont pas subordonnés".144 Whereas L'Univers targeted an 

elite audience, by the end of the century Le Pèlerin and La Croix, established by the 

Assumptionists in 1874 and 1883 respectively, had captured a more popular 

readership. Le Pèlerin was a weekly paper founded as a bulletin for the Conseil 

générale des pèlerinages.145 La Croix saw itself as a "journal populaire universel", a 

unifying force capable of federating divergent Catholic currents.146 While it took on a 

style that corresponded to that of the popular press, La Croix "avait conservé l'essentiel 

des préjugés politiques de l'ancien journalisme conservateur."147  

Other elements of the press, which did not share the hardline ultramontanism of 

L'Univers or the dogmatism of La Croix, also assist in understanding how modern 

France was being understood at the time of the Expositions. Many of these newspapers 

and journals emerged from frustration with the viewpoints of the existing publications 
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on offer. The legitimist newspaper L'Assemblée nationale, for example, was founded by 

Adrien de Lavelette in 1848 on an anti-democratic platform because of frustrations 

with the more moderate fellow legitimist newspaper La Gazette de France's refusal to 

publish Lavalette's protest against the new Republic.148 Another legitimist newspaper, 

L'Union, was associated with the Bourbon pretender, the Comte de Chambord, and was 

described as "une sorte de cabinet des Antiques «refuge d'une légion d'écrivains du 

temps de la Restauration»".149 Its brand of legitimism, heavily ultramontane and 

doctrinally intransigent, was a source of despair for fellow monarchists.150 Another 

newspaper that was founded in order to challenge a fellow periodical was La Défense, 

established in 1876 by the Bishop of Orléans to provide a more moderate Catholic 

viewpoint than that offered by L'Univers. La Défense along with Le Français and Le 

Monde were described by the report to the Vatican mentioned above as "des feuilles 

catholiques libérales", seen by most clergy as dangerous to the faith.151 Le Français, 

described by Guiral as not liberal Catholic but Catholic and liberal,152 was not a 

legitimist paper; it supported the policies of the orléanist Duc de Broglie.153  

It would also be erroneous to suggest that the overall politics of a given paper or 

journal would necessarily have an influence on what its writers thought about the 

Expositions, or that a publication would have a blanket policy on Exposition 

commentary. The more moderate publications such as the liberal Revue des deux 

mondes and Journal des débats also ran articles critical of various manifestations of 

modernity at the Expositions. Politically speaking, La Revue des deux mondes evolved 

from being Orléanist under the Second Empire, to conservative republican and, by the 

end of the century had become Catholic and had among its contributors writers 

favourable to the ideas of the Action française. In such cases the politics of the editorial 

line of the paper are subordinate, for the purposes of this study at least, to the views 

presented by the individual journalists who contributed. Therefore the inclusion of the 

views of any given journalist in this thesis does not equate to the suggestion that he (or 

she) was cut precisely from a rigid ultramontane legitimist mould. Rather, the 

journalists and writers whose voices this study brings together were all involved in the 

project of breaking out of France's own Crystal Palace. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE SEARCH FOR THE POETRY OF THE EXPOSITIONS: THE CRITIQUE OF UTILITY 

 

 

 

 

 

Voilà! c'est le Siècle d'enfer! 
Et les poteaux télégraphiques 

Vont orner, – lyre aux chants de fer, 
Tes omoplates magnifiques! 

—Arthur Rimbaud, Ce qu'on dit au poète à propos de fleurs 

 

 
The Palais de l'Industrie, a rectangular building situated between the Champs Elysées 

and the Seine, was the main building for the Exposition universelle of 1855. The Palais, 

flanked by its galerie des machines, was built to rival the Crystal Palace of London's 

1851 Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations. It was the first 

architectural structure to be built in France from iron and glass.1 The Palais de 

l'Industrie, argued Raymond Isay, was situated at a meeting point of three historical 

trends: the series of international exhibitions, the emergence of metallic construction, 

and the development of Saint-Simonian philosophy. This last was embodied in two 

facts. Firstly, the Palais was a symbol of the work accomplished by engineer-graduates 

of the École polytechnique who had accomplished so much in the field of industrial 

construction.2 Secondly, the Palais foreshadowed the great Parisian monuments of 

commerce: Les Halles and the department stores of the Second Empire. Isay wrote that 

the immense gallery with its glass roof, decorated with piles of the riches from all 

nations and populated by a seething, swirling crowd, constituted both an image of the 

"poetry" or the "art" of modern times, and a monument to that new faith: commerce.3  

The relationship between art and industry was a major theme in the newly 

industrialising France, as scientific and mechanical advances profoundly affected not 

only the quality of life of French people but also their aesthetic experience. The 

principal entrance to the Palais de l'Industrie, topped with an allegorical sculpture by 

Elias Robert representing France crowning Industry and the Arts, demonstrated the 

Second Empire's Saint-Simonian insistence on reconciling science and art in the 

interests of industry.4 Indeed, the French prided themselves on initiating the idea of an 

Exposition that included fine arts as well as the products and tools of industry. Far 
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from manifesting a genuine appreciation for fine art,5 Napoleon III's decision to include 

it in the Exposition of 1855 was politically motivated; an exhibition of the fine arts 

would supposedly stimulate a rise in industrial standards ("les perfectionnements de 

l'industrie sont étroitement liés à ceux des beaux-arts",6 stated the official decree) and 

France could boast of having held the first "truly Universal" Exposition.7 And yet, 

despite official rhetoric, not everyone was equally optimistic about this marriage of art 

with industry. Journalist and novelist Louis Énault, observing the statuary over the 

entrance to the Palais, wrote that the figure representing Art seemed melancholy, 

staring into space with her head resting on her hand, unsure of the path to take.8  

Enault's observation symbolises the opinions of critics of modernity on the 

Expositions' representation of the relationship between art and industrialisation. The 

idea of "l'art industriel", whether that be the application of industrial techniques in the 

production of art, or art applied to industry, seemed entirely oxymoronic to some 

critics. The Expositions universelles seemed to them to symbolise a cultural shift away 

from the appreciation of art for its role in transcending the mundane. 

Having established in the previous chapter that celebration of the sublime was 

characteristic of critics of modernity, this chapter seeks to analyse the ways in which 

the Expositions came under attack from those who saw them as the apotheosis of the 

nineteenth century's apparent rejection of the spiritual, artistic and mysterious 

elements of human life. In the eyes of these critics, the Expositions were the 

manifestations of modern experience: the increasing preoccupation with the mundane 

and material, and an obsession with displaying and comparing objects—of knowing 

and understanding the world. By their very nature they sat quite steadfastly within the 

limits of reason and as such, in the eyes of some commentators, corresponded to a loss 

of the sublime.  

Ernest Renan's 'La Poésie de l'Exposition', an essay that appeared in the Journal des 

débats following the Exposition of 1855, provides a useful springboard to launch a 

discussion of the relationship between the Expositions and the sublime as perceived by 

critics of modernity. As is so often the case in critiques of the Expositions, Renan used 

an Exposition as a basis from which to critique modernity and French society of the day 

more generally. Rather than being historically isolated events, critics saw the 

Expositions as symbolic of all that was wrong with their age, and Renan's essay 

succinctly announces all of the themes that this chapter shall explore.  
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Renan commenced his article with a comparison between the 1855 Exposition and 

the fair of Ocadh, a pre-Islamic, Arabic literary and commercial gathering. At this 

event, poets would recite verses and the most popular poems would be written in gold 

lettering and displayed for all to see. Renan also described the Jubilee of 1300, when 

pilgrims descended upon Rome to receive the indulgence of Pope Boniface VIII—an 

event to which Renan attributed the revival of faith and artistic culture in a decadent 

era. Both these festivals, argued Renan, contained an important element that was 

missing from the Exposition of 1855. They were characterised by their capacity to 

reunite men with "une pensée supérieure à leur existence finie"9 through poetry, art 

and faith. The Exposition of 1855, in contrast, was proof to Renan that his century had 

ushered in a world which had lost something of the nobility and higher ambitions of the 

past. "Pour la première fois," he wrote, "notre siècle a convoqué de grandes multitudes 

sans leur proposer un but idéal."10 

Renan is not a figure who is easily classified into a school of thought. Both 

Compagnon and Sternhell include him as a prominent member of their anti-modernes 

or anti-Enlightenment thinkers,11 but Jacqueline Lalouette, in her book La Libre 

Pensée en France, includes Renan as one of her libres penseurs, albeit within a chapter 

subtitled 'les inclassables'.12 It could initially appear problematic that Renan could be at 

once an anti-modern and a free-thinker, given that the two categories are often 

perceived as antithetical. In fact, Renan used the phrase to describe himself: "je faisais 

une chose bonne et utile en pensant librement et en disant librement ce que je pense".13 

Yet Renan was a far cry from those free-thinkers who reduced the world to its material 

elements alone. In his preface to Essais de morale et de critique, published in 1859 and 

containing his essay on the Exposition of 1855, Renan gave his readers an insight into 

the nuances of his stance on religion and spirituality at that relatively early stage of his 

career. He defended himself against claims that he was seeking to "diminuer en ce 

monde la somme de religion qui y reste encore" and argued that, on the contrary, his 

aim was to conserve and protect religion, which was inseparable from "la délicatesse de 

l'âme" and "la culture de l'esprit", by transporting the central, imperishable element of 

religion beyond its earthly dogma and superstition into a realm where it would not be 

open to attack.14 

If Renan was seeking to move religion away from what he saw as the fettering of 

traditional practice, then in what sense was his thinking critical of modernity? We have 
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already started to look at what Renan thought about the 1855 Exposition, and it is 

through this critique that another theme of anti-modernity appears that was not unique 

to Renan, but that he expresses in an exemplary way. This theme was the critique of 

utility. Renan wrote, for example, that "L'erreur n'est pas de proclamer l'industrie 

bonne et utile, mais de l'exalter outre mesure et d'attacher trop d'importance à certains 

perfectionnements."15 Renan saw a society which was becoming increasingly less 

accommodating of art, beauty, poetry and, above all, nobility and morality. Where 

ancient festivals had celebrated the minds of great thinkers and poets, the "comices 

industriels" of nineteenth-century Europe, argued Renan, resulted in the best minds of 

Europe coming together to busy themselves with the thoroughly mundane decision 

about which nation produced the best cotton or silk.16 The first part of this chapter will 

be devoted to this perception that the Expositions heralded an era that valued utility 

over matters of the mind or spirit. 

Renan argued that the principal problem was the contemporary public taste for 

comfort, "une idée peu française", whose previous occurrence in history coincided with 

eras of little artistic merit.17 The most notable art movements, those of Greece five 

centuries BC or Italy during the Renaissance, had developed in environments notable 

for their lack of concern for physical well-being or commodities of comfort. Modern 

times, according to Renan, lacked a sense of grandeur and, consequently, lacked 

poetry.18 The relationship between modernity, industrialisation and mechanisation on 

the one hand, and poetry and art on the other, was a problem that the intellectuals of 

France were beginning to grapple with seriously around the time of the Exposition of 

1855. Across the second half of the French nineteenth century, the Expositions 

continued to provide critics with opportunities to discuss this issue. It is this struggle to 

reconcile the modern world with the artistic realm that therefore constitutes the second 

theme of this chapter: the relationship between Poetry and industry. 

 
LA FÊTE DE L'UTILITÉ 

In 1855, a certain Charles Gouraud19 commenced a series of articles on the Exposition 

of that year, published in L'Assemblée nationale, by explaining to his readers what he 

was setting out to explore. All events, he explained, "ont leur lettre et leur esprit."20 

Gouraud was not interested in the "lettre", or the literal content of the Exposition, nor 

in deciding which nation had sent the finest machinery and merchandise to display. His 
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aim was, rather, to discover the underlying esprit of the event.21 It did not take him long 

to discover what this "spirit" was. "Nous venons de convenir" he wrote, "que les objets 

promis à notre curiosité et annoncés à notre admiration, sont des produits ou des biens 

de l'ordre materiel. [...] Il n'est pas besoin d'y réfléchir longtemps pour voir que ce 

caractère commun, que cette fonction semblable, c'est utilité."22 Certainly, Gouraud 

conceded, the objects on display did not rank equally on the scale of usefulness. Some 

objects, such as the locomotive, attained a more elevated usefulness than, say, sealing 

wax, which was in turn more useful than dresses and ribbons. There was no doubt in 

his mind, however, that "si l'utilité ici occupe tout l'espace, c'est à la condition de 

l'occuper toute seule [...] alors c'est la fête de l'utilité qu'on célèbre ici."23 

Commentary denouncing the utilitarian nature of the Expositions was at its height 

in 1855; it was to be replaced by different, albeit related, concerns as the century 

unfolded. In this sense, the Exposition of 1855 presents to the historian a focal point 

where new ideas of industrialism and utility clashed with issues of culture and morality. 

Before looking any deeper into critiques of utility, however, it is useful to look more 

closely at what "utility" meant. Jeremy Bentham, that most famous theorist of utility, 

provided in An introduction to the principles of morals and legislation of 1789 a 

definition of utility which will serve here to elucidate the commentary on the 

Expositions. Bentham defined utility as  

that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, advantage, 
pleasure, good, or happiness [...] or [...] to prevent the happening of mischief, pain, 
evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is considered; if that party be the 
community in general, then the happiness of the community; if a particular 
individual, then the happiness of that individual.24 

This idea permeated much of nineteenth-century thought on politics and society. 

In his essay 'Saint-simonisme et utilitarisme', Michel Bellet argues that Saint-

Simon's ideological vision was heavily infused with Bentham's thought and can even be 

seen as a French utilitarianism;25 one needs only take the next logical step to link the 

Expositions universelles back to a principle of utility. Bellet explains that although one 

cannot find in Saint-Simon's writings a clear and consistent adaptation of the principle 

of utility, there is constant reference in his writings to a "common principle" which 

associates utility and happiness on the one hand with industry on the other.26 "La classe 

industrielle est la seule classe utile" wrote Saint-Simon in his work Du Système 
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industriel.27 The Expositions, overseen by proponents of Saint-Simonianism, graduates 

of the École polytechnique, and with their emphasis on industry and the role of the 

technocrat in society, were undoubtedly influenced by Saint-Simonian and Bethamian 

ideas of utility. This point is further emphasised in writings by critics of the 

Expositions; whether or not they knew of the influences of the two political/social 

theorists, there is no question that they were aware of the concept of utility and eager to 

contest its use as the criterion for a healthy society. 

Ernest Renan was by no means the only writer to deplore the exaltation of the useful 

over the artistic and spiritual, nor was he the first. Undoubtedly the most famous 

treatise against the cult of the useful was written in 1835 by Théophile Gautier as a 

preface to his novel, Mademoiselle de Maupin. Gautier's preface provides an insight 

into the early rumblings of discontent against a society increasingly obsessed with 

utility. Gautier railed against the modern fashion found amongst "utilitarian" literary 

critics that called for literature and art to be useful, but it is clear from his writing that 

he more generally attributed this trend to the cult of the useful in industrial society that 

was filtering into all aspects of human life. "Non, imbéciles, non, crétins et goitreux que 

vous êtes," he wrote, 

un livre ne fait pas de la soupe à la gélatine; —un roman n'est pas une paire de 
bottes sans couture; un sonnet, une seringue à jet continu; un drame n'est pas un 
chemin de fer, toutes choses essentiellement civilisantes, et faisant marcher 
l'humanité dans la voie du progrès.28  

Gautier was also clearly aware of the role that Saint-Simonian thought had played in 

the diffusion of the worship of utility. "En vérité," he wrote,  

il y a quoi de rire d'un pied en carré, en entendant disserter messieurs les utilitaires 
républicains ou saint-simoniens. —Je voudrais bien savoir d'abord ce que veut dire 
précisément ce grand flandrin de substantif dont ils truffent quotidiennement le 
vide de leurs colonnes, et qui leur sert de schibroleth et de terme sacramental.—
Utilité.29 

Critics of the Expositions did not necessarily abhor everything that was useful, but they 

certainly did not see utility as an adequate principle for human life. Utility, they 

believed, dealt only with the physical needs of humanity and not with its spiritual 

needs. The preponderance of "utility" at the Expositions and the marginalisation of 

moral, spiritual and artistic concerns was a problem not simply in its own right, but 

because it represented a broader, systemic deterioration. As such, a sense of 

ambivalence often pervades commentaries on the Expositions, particularly those of 

1855 and 1867 when press censorship meant that the Expositions were not yet an 

opportunity to criticise the regime. The tone that commentators took was not always of 

total repudiation of all that the Expositions entailed, but rather of elements of the 

events that were displeasing. In La Gazette de France in 1855 appeared a series of 
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articles by a contributor named "Mac Wéïbo" who admired to some extent the 

Exposition of that year but who had, nevertheless, certain misgivings. "Je n'ai rien 

contre le génie industriel qu'un seul argument à élever," he wrote, "c'est qu'il n'a pas ce 

magnifique attribut des puissances célestes, la liberté. Le génie industriel est esclave de 

l'utilité."30 MacWéïbo, then, did not regard industrialism itself as an evil, but rather as a 

kind of genius that was completely constrained by the dictates of utility. Although this 

made for the production of an enormous variety of material objects, they had been 

produced under the "tyrannie des ignobles besoins de nature".31 Industry did not have 

the freedom enjoyed by the arts, reasoned Mac Wéïbo, because, unlike them, industry 

could not choose its own subjects. Industry was governed by the exigencies of hunger 

and thirst, cold and heat, pleasure and propriety, poverty and wealth; in short, industry 

was governed by the mundane. 

If utility was not something worthy of celebration, what then were these critics 

wishing was being cultivated in its stead? If utility was seen as one of the mundane and 

vulgar ills of modernity, then what sublime notions did they feel that it had replaced? 

The vocabulary used to describe the Expositions is clearly contrasted in the sources 

against what they fail to be or to achieve. Utile, commode, confortable, prosaïque, 

vulgaire (the adjectives describing the Expositions) were pitted against words like 

noble, poésie, haut, honorable, exalter, beau. Objects and the physical functions of the 

body (eating and defecating) were placed in direct opposition to ideals and ideas, the 

concerns of spirit and mind.  

One "higher" or "noble" quality that was set up in opposition to utility in many of the 

sources was beauty. The Expositions were events which called into question the very 

definition of beauty, as commentators struggled to reconcile the increasingly industrial 

world with traditional concepts of aesthetics. Beauty, as shall be shown, was 

nevertheless not confined to aesthetics. The adjective "beau" in French (and its 

feminine equivalent "belle") is not a precise equivalent of "beautiful" in English. 

Whereas "beautiful" often stops short at describing the aesthetic value of something, 

"beau" can often describe some more immanent quality. In Exposition commentary 

beau was used almost interchangeably with words like poésie and concepts of nobility 

that lent it a sense of the sublime reaching far beyond mere aesthetics. 

Apparent in many of the Exposition commentaries of the mid-nineteenth century is 

the influence of philosopher Victor Cousin and his collection of essays which started 

their life as a series of courses that he taught at the Sorbonne in 1818. They were 

subsequently reincarnated in book form as Du Vrai, du beau et du bien in 1853, two 

years before the first Exposition universelle.32 If the number of editions is any 
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indication, it was an immensely popular work—perhaps because it discussed 

philosophical problems common to many thinking people in nineteenth-century 

France. It would be clutching at straws to suggest that any of the critiques of the 

Exposition were closely or rigorously applying Cousin's framework to their analyses, 

but as "le Vrai, le Beau et le Bien" appears in various permutations as something of a 

catch-phrase in Exposition commentaries of 1855, it is nonetheless worthwhile to look 

more closely at what Cousin himself said about beauty and its relationship to utility in 

order to contextualise the repudiation of utility outside of the Expositions themselves 

and within the broader conceptual landscape of mid nineteenth-century France.  

Cousin himself was not a critic of modernity. He did not critique his own age, nor 

did he compare it unfavourably with times past. What he sought to do in his essays was 

to navigate the philosophies of the eighteenth century in order to forge one suited to 

the nineteenth.33 Cousin's remarks on utility were made in relation to his quest to 

define beauty. He was immediately clear that there is, in fact, no correlation between 

the two. In his lesson 'Du beau dans les objets', he wrote that, "Il ne faut pas un grand 

effort d'observation ni de raisonnement pour se convaincre que l'utilité n'a rien à voir 

avec la beauté. Ce qui est utile n'est pas toujours beau, ce qui est beau n'est pas toujours 

utile, et ce qui est à la fois utile et beau est beau par un autre endroit que son utilité."34 

Physical beauty, according to Cousin, was much more than the crude pleasing of the 

senses and was independent of utility. It was, instead, "le signe d'une beauté intérieure 

qui est la beauté spirituelle et morale, et c'est là qu'est le fond, le principe, l'unité du 

beau."35 In this way, Cousin linked physical beauty firmly to morality and spirituality.  

In his series of articles for L'Univers entitled 'Influence des lettres et des sciences 

sur l'éducation', the publication of which coincided with the 1855 Exposition, Louis 

Veuillot was inspired by the galerie des machines to ponder the relationship between 

beauty and utility. His commentary again reinforced the idea that, although the 

technological wonders on display at the Expositions could engender a certain sense of 

amazement or even respect in the spectator, they fell short of providing any kind of 

uplifting of the soul or invocation of beauty. Veuillot wrote that, "Entre la surprise, 

l'admiration, si l'on veut, que peuvent produire ces sortes d'ouvrages et le sentiment du 

beau, il y a même distance qu'entre la distraction la plus vulgaire et la plus noble 

consolation."36 He was making the point that the emotions provoked by the machinery 

were banal and vulgar (in the sense of the word that means commonplace) and 

therefore eons removed from a sense of beauty and nobility. Veuillot followed up this 

pronouncement with a statement which borrowed from Cousin in terms of vocabulary, 
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but which went a step further in its essence. "C'est une erreur de croire que le sentiment 

du beau puisse surgir de la contemplation de l'utile. Le Beau est utile, mais l'utile n'est 

pas beau.37 Like Cousin, Veuillot was contending that something could not be "beau" by 

virtue of its utility. 

Cousin, Veuillot (and other critics of the Expositions) were united in their belief that 

beauty was not defined by the superficial reaction of the senses to something 

aesthetically pleasing. Beauty lay more in its correspondences with the mind or the 

soul—it transcended the earthly. It was not, according to Veuillot, to be found at the 

Exposition universelle. If we are looking for the beautés of human intelligence, wrote 

Veuillot,  

n'allons pas les chercher dans la galerie des machines, mais dans les bibliothèques, 
dans les musées, dans ces œuvres qui parlent au cœur de l'homme et qui établissent 
entre elles et lui ces relations élevées, cette noble émotion, ce je ne sais quoi qui est 
le sentiment du Beau, c'est à dire l'un des plus doux et des plus profonds mystères 
de la pensée.38  

Veuillot did not limit himself to merely critiquing the utility of things; he also 

challenged the attempts of society to render "les hommes utiles" worthy of veneration. 

As previously stated, the Expositions were the work of engineers, industrialists and 

bureaucrats whose Saint-Simonian education privileged the idea of a society led by the 

industrial elite. Veuillot disagreed with this exaltation of men of utility and he claimed 

that the public did too. If one were to erect, in a town centre, a statue of Jacquard (the 

inventor of the mechanical loom of that name) and one of an army general, he 

reasoned, the people would be far more emotionally moved by that of the general. This 

is because humans instinctively hold in low esteem those who provide certain services. 

The more a service corresponded to the daily physical requirements of humans, the less 

likely that the individual rendering the service would receive any public honour, 

material remuneration notwithstanding. Those serving a higher ideal were far more 

worthy of honour. Veuillot argued that in order to truly show the idea of le Beau in 

France, all the products of French industry at the Exposition could have been hidden 

away and replaced instead by a soldier and a nun, whose work transcended the 

mundane. In short, he concluded, "le service rétribué de l'homme; c'est très utile et ce 

n'est point beau."39 

Veuillot was not the only journalist to remark upon the veneration of the "hommes 

utiles" at the Exposition of 1855. Recounting his thoughts upon entering the Exposition 

building, Charles Gouraud remarked on a feature of the exterior wall of the Palais de 

l'Industrie to further provide evidence for his argument that the Exposition was 

nothing more than a celebration of utility. On this wall, emblazoned in a frieze of gold 
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lettering, were the names of notable men, as one might find engraved on a great library 

or an opera theatre. Gouraud did not find this effect disagreeable in and of itself. 

Rather it was the names chosen to be included in the frieze which he found perplexing. 

Given that the choice of names adorning the frieze of any given monument would 

usually be dictated by the nature of the monument itself, reasoned Gouraud, one could 

assume that the Palais de l'Industrie would be inscribed with the great names of 

agricultural, industrial, commercial and marine administration. This was not entirely 

the case. Although some of these expected names did make it into the decor of the 

Palais, they were joined by other names which caused Gourand to describe the frieze 

as, if not "erroné ou vaine, c'est tout autre chose encore que la fête universelle de 

l'utile."40 Joining the administrators and the industrialists on the wall of the Exposition 

were names that were not, in Gouraud's eyes, part the history of utility, but of "l'histoire 

même de l'intelligence de l'homme."41 Gouraud was suggesting that it was vain and 

deceptive for this festival of utility to capitalise on the great names of theology, 

astronomy, art, literature, mathematics and music—to put the names of da Vinci, 

Mozart, Linnaeus and Pythagoras up on the wall if in fact they belied the mundane 

contents of the building that they adorned. This confusion of sentiments and ideas, 

wrote Gouraud the following week, was one of the most unfortunate transgressions of 

the times, and had found its monument in the Palais de l'Industrie.42 

Ernest Renan was also concerned about the choice of names inscribed on the outer 

wall of the exhibition building of 1855. Although his concerns were similar in essence to 

Gouraud's, his argument was inverted. He was not so worried that the great names of 

science and the arts written in the frieze were deceptive about the contents within the 

building; he was instead eager to express his annoyance that the names of the "hommes 

utiles", the industrialists, had made it onto the wall at all. "Je vois sur le front de ce 

palais éphémère," Renan repined, "à côté de noms immortels dans la science, des 

noms, honorables sans doute, d'industriels qu'on veut inscrire au livre d'or de la gloire: 

ils n'y tiendront pas."43 His argument was not that he believed these men of industry 

rendered no service to society, but rather that these services were well and truly 

recompensed with earthly riches. In his eyes, only true genius was deserving of the 

glory and nobility associated with having one's name carved in golden letters on the 

frieze of such an edifice. "Les qualités qui font l'industriel [...] ne supposent pas 

nécessairement une grande élévation morale," wrote Renan. He saw this glorification of 

the mundane as particularly symptomatic of his own epoch. He attributed the 

erroneous inscriptions to the tendency in his time to attach "des choses utiles et 

honnêtes, mais sans élévation" to "les idées de gloire, d'éclat, de poésie, que le passé a 
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réservées pour les grandes choses qui font prendre en estime les facultés morales et 

intellectuelles de l'homme."44  

The hommes utiles, symbolically embedded as they were in the architecture of the 

1855 building, were also had a more practical influences on the architecture and layout 

of the Expositions. Critics accused the emphasis on utility as being instrumental in a 

general decline of architectural standards. One article in particular cited Cousin's 

thoughts on the matter: "C'est tuer l'architecture que de la soumettre à la commodité, 

au comfort."45 The subordination of architecture to the physical requirements of 

humans had combined with rapidly evolving industrial progress to change the way that 

buildings were constructed. For example, in an article to be discussed more thoroughly 

below, poet Victor de Laprade posited that beauty could only be achieved in 

architecture that was destined to last, something that buildings of the industrial era 

were not always designed to do. He wrote that "les édifices n'auront donc plus ni le 

caractère ni même le besoin de la solidité et de la durée; on devra construire, non plus, 

comme autrefois, en vue de l'éternité, mais dans la pensée d'une démolition plus ou 

moins prochaine."46 He took the example of the glass and iron structure that was the 

symbol of Britain's first Great Exhibition and indeed of modern architecture in general: 

the Crystal Palace. This, and all the other modern buildings, whether they were 

fabricated in cast iron, wood or even granite, whether they were pleasant and useful, 

could not fall under the nomenclature of "architecture" if they were erected, as for the 

Exhibitions, under transient conditions. In short, their ephemerality rendered them 

incapable of being considered architecture.47 Because modern buildings could be more 

easily built and then disposed of to suit the people's immediate needs, they necessarily 

lost their capacity for engendering a sense of the sublime that eternity or the infinite is 

capable of producing. 

In his 1867 series of articles, 'Voyage à travers l'Exposition universelle' published in 

Le Correspondant, Victor Fournel was scathing about Frédéric Le Play's Exposition 

Palais, comparing its floor plan of concentric circles to Dante's hell.48 The building had 

been designed with absolute utility in mind: to easily allow for the most logical and 

educational trajectory of the visitor through the myriad displays.49 In Fournel's 

commentary, as in Renan's and that of others, there is a strong sense that modernity, as 

embodied so emphatically by the Expositions, had lost something of the grandeur of 
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the past. The notion of beauty, argued Fournel, had been subordinated to utility, not 

just at the Exposition, but in French art in general.50 The problem, as far as the 

architecture went, lay in the sorts of people who were responsible for it. Great buildings 

were no longer the domain of the artist, lamented Fournel, but of the engineer, 

"practicien savant qui n'a point appris à l'école de l'utile le grand art de sacrifier aux 

Grâces."51 While Fournel was careful to admit that it was possible to be amazed by the 

prodigious amount of work that had gone into the Palais, the quantity of iron, concrete 

and rivets, the sheer size of the building—and that all this was indeed deserving of 

attention—he maintained that a festival of humanity merited something more worthy: 

"le goût n'a rien à voir avec le budget, et le sens du beau ne se solde pas en deniers 

comptants."52 To Fournel, the public needed a celebration that transcended concerns of 

commercial value or utility. 

Like Renan before him, Fournel was critical of the way in which, as he saw it, artistic 

and cultural life in France was degenerating. This "architecture utilitaire" he described 

as "dégénéré, prosaïque et réaliste". It had replaced, he argued, the idea of beauty with 

that of convenience.53 Here we hear echoes of Renan's disapproval of the predominance 

of comfort, and it was not long before Fournel also took his turn to criticise this modern 

idea. His century, he thought, was marked by a decline of great style to the advantage of 

progress in the "science du confortable".54 In this same vein, Fournel regretted the 

privileged place accorded to eating and drinking establishments at the 1867 Exposition. 

Restaurants and cafés lined the entire perimeter of the Palais, interspersed here and 

there with hairdressers and "autres établissements du même ordre." This was just 

another manifestation of the practical and industrial character of the Exposition, wrote 

Fournel, which was unworthy of a Palais.55 Of course it was necessary, he conceded, to 

provide food and drink to Exposition visitors, but to give alimentation pride of place, to 

assign to it six times more space than the fine arts exhibit, was to "accentue plus 

nettement encore la physionomie prosaïque du palais".56 The fine arts, he felt, seemed 

to have be "admis par grâce dans ce palais industriel, et relégués au dernier plan, 

comme une superfêtation fastidieuse et sans intérêt."57 In another article that Fournel 

wrote for La Gazette de France, he introduced a further, even more prosaic example. 

Along with the restaurants, hairdressers, first aid officers and post offices surrounding 

the exhibition palace could be found countless examples of what Théophile Gautier had 
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already described as the most useful and yet most ugly element of a house: the toilet.58 

Of the Exposition "water-closets", Fournel wrote, "Après la cuisine, c'est lui qui tient le 

plus de place au Champ-de-Mars [...] Cela donne une fière idée de l'étendue de 

l'Exposition, de l'affluence des curieux et de la prévoyance de l'industrie moderne."59 

The 1867 Exposition building and general layout came under fire from numerous 

sources (one journalist a decade later remembered its layout of concentric circles being 

likened to a roll of boudin, or blood sausage).60 Like Fournel, Taxile Delord in L'Avenir 

national questioned the dignity of surrounding the Exposition of 1867 with restaurants 

and cafés, which he likened to the circle of Cockaigne in Danté's Inferno.61 Amédée 

Guillemin, Delord's colleague at L'Avenir national, agreed. He wrote that few visitors, 

excepting those who enjoyed strolling among cafés, restaurants and wine and tobacco 

sellers, would be satisfied by the Exposition.62 Delord also expressed his doubts 

concerning the nomenclature of "Palais" for the main exhibition building. "[O]n ne peut 

pas dire qu'il donne une haute idée au visiteur du spectacle auquel il va assister; on 

assure que c'est un edifice très commode"63 he ruminated. Agreeing with him was 

Léonce de la Rallaye from Le Monde who described the building, in which "La beauté et 

l'agrément ont été sacrifiés à l'utilité", as "assez disgracieux".64 

Commentators on later Expositions had comparable remarks to make concerning 

Exposition architecture. P. Depelchin from Le Monde wrote that the 1878 Exposition 

Palais on the Champ de Mars was "d'une architecture tout à fait moderne" and, unlike 

St Peter's Cathedral in Rome, or St Paul's in London, provoked no sense of grandeur in 

the visitor. Instead, "sous les dômes du Champ-de-Mars, il éprouve une sorte de 

malaise qui n'est ni l'admiration, ni effroi... c'est l'étonnement causé par une puissance 

aveugle et mal ordonnée."65 That Exposition architecture lacked majesty was a common 

complaint. For example in 1900 Le Pèlerin reported that the Grand Palais was the 

result of having piled up "d'énormes pierres sans arriver à la sensation du grandiose."66 

That same year, Eugène Tavernier wrote of the Galerie des machines that "ses deux 

façades [...] attestent l'impuissance de l'industrie métallurgique à tracer des lignes 

monumentales."67 

All the buildings mentioned above made use of the modern combination of iron and 

glass pioneered by the Crystal Palace Exhibition. Joris-Karl Huysmans, writing in 1889, 
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devoted an entire article to the subject of iron in architecture. He lamented that 

"l'époque de la ribaudaille utilitaire que nous traversons n'a plus rien à réclamer de la 

pierre"68 and that the best material to embody the sadness, trickery and lucre of the 

modern era was iron. Unfortunately, in his opinion, this metal was incapable of 

creating anything of more aesthetic value than a train station or a greenhouse.69 The 

most famous manifestation of metallic architecture, the Eiffel Tower, he subjected to a 

scathing critique of a most imaginative kind, calling it, among many other things, the 

apotheosis of the art of viaduct and bridge construction.70 

Much has already been written about the reception by the public of the Eiffel Tower 

built for the 1889 Exposition,71 but it is worth mentioning it here in terms of its place in 

the engineer/architect and art/technology debate. As with many of the commentaries 

on this aspect of the Expositions, there was a strong current of nostalgia pervading the 

critique. In an article entitled 'Les Beaux-arts à l'Exposition de 1889', written for La 

Gazette de France, a monsieur Meurville compared the tower unfavourably to France's 

gothic cathedrals. Medieval architecture, which had fallen out of favour during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was increasingly receiving popular and 

intellectual attention in the nineteenth century, due in part to the writings of Victor 

Hugo.72 Within the context of a discussion about the relationship between art and 

science, Meurville believed that the Middle Ages had been more successful than 

modern times in reconciling the two. Whereas the Eiffel Tower, in his opinion, was 

completely devoid of art and feeling, 

[l]es flèches de nos cathédrales gothiques n'avaient pas seulement pour but de 
montrer l'habileté d'un architecte. Elles mariaient l'art à la science, et leur hauteur 
ne serait rien sans ces légers découpages qui font ressembler la pierre à un ouvrage 
de dentelle. Les clochetons, les choux, les gargouilles, les balustrades, tout, 
jusqu'aux contreforts de ces cathédrales, contribue à leur élégance, à leur beauté, et 
à l'œil, étonné de ce maniement de la pierre, ne sait lequel plus admirer de l'art ou 
de la science qu'on y a déployée.73  

Meurville's argument ran that, before an understanding of the earthly laws of 

magnetism had been developed in the modern age, the artists of the past had 

understood the power of architecture to serve as a vehicle for the spiritual magnetism 

between the people and the heavens. He was certainly not the only critic of modernity 

to venerate the gothic cathedral as more than monument or museum. Elizabeth Emery 

and Laura Morowitz, in their study of nineteenth-century French medievalism, argue 

that the gothic cathedral was seen by writers such as Huysmans and Maurice Barrès as 

a Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk, a total work of art. That is to say that, rather than 
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seeing the cathedral in terms of its superficial aesthetic, as was becoming increasingly 

prevalent, these writers represented it as an ensemble of different media (sculpture, 

stained glass, liturgy, music) coming together to effect an experience.74  

Meurville wrote of the experience of the gothic cathedrals primarily employing the 

past tense, as if they no longer existed. He attributed his instinctive "error" to the 

efforts of modern science which had as its goal the "négation de l'art et négation des 

forces psychiques qui élèvent et affinent l'humanité."75 Like others, it seems that he 

attributed this modern negation of the sublime to the reign of the engineer who was 

content merely to astonish by building something whose only merit was its height, 

something that would be redundant as soon as the Americans built something taller. 

"Les ingénieurs peuvent s'extasier devant la tour Eiffel," he wrote, "les architectes et les 

artistes ne peuvent que déplorer sa forme disgracieuse et son ornementation du plus 

mauvais goût."76 Huysmans remarked that although the tower was 300 metres tall it 

only looked to be 100 metres and did not provoke any sense of enormity.77 

An anonymous writer in L'Univers also made the point, in relation to the Eiffel 

tower, that size and grandeur are not the same thing. All that the tower had to 

recommend it, he argued, was its height. And yet in spite of its 300 metres he was sure 

that the donkey-drivers in the rue du Caire (the name informally given to the popular 

Egyptian exhibit)78 would believe the Cheops pyramid to be higher. Evidently these 

donkey-drivers would be wrong because the figures were available to prove it, wrote the 

journalist, and "rien n'est terrible comme un chiffre qui est là."79 Of course the donkey-

drivers were not from the Polytechnique, the writer pointed out, emphasising that 

while it was possible to measure size in terms of numbers, it was not possible to 

measure grandeur in the same way, a fact that he seemed to believe the lowly Egyptian 

donkey-drivers knew whereas the polytechniciens did not. The same argument was true 

of the galerie des machines. Reinforcing his point, he suggested that, whilst it was 

technically true that inside this massive building the Vendôme Column, Nôtre-Dame 

Cathedral, the Arc-de-Triomphe and the Panthéon could all comfortably fit side by 

side,80 a "femme de la halle" attending mass at St Eustache would never believe it. 
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Although his tone was admittedly condescending, the main aim of the journalist was 

arguably not to mock the ignorance of either the Egyptian donkey-driver or the 

working-class Catholic woman. Rather, he was trying to illustrate the contrast of the 

grandeur and majesty inherent in the Pyramids and St Eustache against the 

geometrically provable size of the Eiffel Tower and the galerie des machines. "Voulez-

vous qu'on vous démontre que le colossale n'est pas le grand," he wrote, "que la 

dimension n'est pas la majesté, que la géometrie n'est pas la beauté, qu'une formule ne 

résout pas le problème de l'harmonie et qu'un rébus n'est point un poème: allez au 

Champ-de-Mars."81 In his eyes, the Exposition universelle of 1889 proved that the 

technological progress of the nineteenth century had added nothing of spiritual value to 

the world. 

It is clear from the above commentaries that one of the chief criticisms of the 

Expositions was that they brought to the fore the "homme utile", most particularly the 

engineer. L'Univers, for example, took pains to emphasise the engineering background 

of President Sadi Carnot, whose 1889 Exposition opening speech, prominently 

featuring science, steam and electricity, it likened to that of an engineer inaugurating a 

train station.82 The implication of this disdainful observation was that the profession of 

engineering was incompatible with the honourable role of head of state and certainly 

not conducive to inspired oration. Renan, Veuillot, Gouraud and the others, for all their 

political and ideological differences, held in common an idealised view of what it meant 

to be a human being worthy of honour. This opinion corresponds to Baudelaire's more 

stylised summation that "Il n'existe que trois êtres respectables: Le prêtre, le guerrier, 

le poète. Savoir, tuer et créer."83 In the minds of these men, to serve the physical needs 

of people was not worthy of honour, but to serve something higher—an idea, a nation, 

the arts, or God—was a sublime occupation.  

The utilitarianism inherent in the concern for the physical needs of humans was 

linked closely with the concept of comfort. Evident in several articles concerning the 

Expositions is the idea that the exultation of comfort was a nineteenth-century 

phenomenon. One journalist, for example, wrote of "Cet amour du confortable qui 

caractérise de plus en plus le siècle où nous vivons".84 It is worth briefly turning to 

Nietzsche, a later critic of modernity, to help tease out more thoroughly the detrimental 

nature of comfortableness as seen by the critics of the Expositions. His argument 

against utilitarianism lies partly in Benthamism's repudiation of suffering and pain. 

"[I]f you experience suffering and displeasure as evil, hateful, worthy of annihilation, 

and as a defect of existence," wrote Nietzsche, then you harbour in your heart "the 
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religion of comfortableness."85 According to Nietzsche, physical and intellectual 

struggle lead to self-improvement and, by extension, to the happiness and vitality of a 

community.86 As Shaw notes, definitions of the sublime across the ages have had in 

common a preoccupation with struggle;87 for Nietzsche, as for other critics of 

modernity, the nineteenth century heralded the rejection of struggle in favour of a 

mundane comfort.  

Similarly, Feodor Dostoevsky linked the "emblems of a materialist-utilitarian 

culture" with the sterility of a world grounded in science and technology.88 His main 

emblem for this utilitarian culture was, of course, the Crystal Palace. In Notes from 

underground, Dostoevsky's underground man states of suffering that "In a crystal 

palace it is even unthinkable: suffering is doubt, it is negation, and what good is a 

crystal palace in which one can have doubts? And yet I'm certain that man will never 

renounce real suffering, that is, destruction and chaos. Suffering—why, this is the sole 

cause of consciousness."89 Notes from underground, argued John Carroll in Break-out 

from the Crystal Palace, is anti-Benthamite, directed primarily against the utilitarian 

habit of "setting up 'pleasures' as supra-individual ends in themselves, separated from 

the actor."90 Both Nietzsche and Dostoevsky, then, in their theories of the causal 

relationship between utility/comfort and sterility or barrenness provide a key to 

understanding the critiques of utility and comfort at the Expositions. 

Not only were comfort and utility seen as modern ideas, they were perceived by 

some as "un-French". Ernest Renan, when discussing the implications of the attraction 

of le confortable wrote of being "obligé de me servir de ce mot barbare pour exprimer 

une idée peu française."91 Indeed, the words confort and confortable were only rarely 

used in French prior to the nineteenth century. From where then was this emphasis on 

comfort originating? Certainly from across the Channel in the writings of Bentham and 

J. S. Mill, but also, in more concrete forms, from further afield. Baudelaire, whose 1855 

article on the Exposition is well known, can give us a clue about from where ideas of 

comfort and utility were perceived to be emanating: from America. "Le pauvre 

homme", he wrote of the average Frenchman, "est tellement américanisé par ses 

philosophes zoocrates et industriels, qu'il a perdu la notion des différences qui 

caractérisent les phénomènes du monde physique et du monde moral, du naturel et du 
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surnaturel."92 Huysmans, for his part, suggested that the architecture of the 1889 

Exposition had been designed to please the Americans.93 

Likewise, an article in Le Figaro that same year commented on the utilitarian nature 

of the Americans as represented by a new, protean, and immanently useful substance 

on display at the Exposition: rubber. The author, Henri de la Madelène, told of the way 

that the Americans had replaced  

toute l'industrie humaine par cette gomme résineuse, véritable protée des temps 
modernes [...] Chez les Américains tout est caoutchouc! leur marine... caoutchouc! 
leur armée... caoutchouc!! leur Capitole... caoutchouc!!! leur républicanisme... 
caoutchouc!!!! leur grandeur d'âme... caoutchouc!!!! [...] Peuple utilitaire, je 
t'admire mais je t'exècre! avec les tendances de ton génie rationaliste que 
deviendra la fantaisie bannie de la terre? Où se réfugieront les poètes, les gens 
nerveux, les femmes sensibles?94 

Exaggerated rhetoric aside, Madelène's point was not unique. His suggestion that base 

utility would eventually banish from the earth the more emotional and poetic elements 

of humankind was not by any means uncommon at the time of the first French 

Exposition universelle. 

 

LA POÉSIE ET L'INDUSTRIE 

In 1855, the Exposition universelle brought to the foreground a literary debate that had 

been incubated in France's steady industrialisation during the early nineteenth century. 

The questions at hand were the role of the artist in an industrialised society and, 

conversely, the role industry would play within the world of literature and the arts. At 

stake in the following discussions of industry and the arts, particularly in relation to the 

Expositions, was a manifestation of the sublime that was commonly referred to 

amongst writers of the period as "poésie". The "poetry" under discussion here should 

not be considered as limited to literal verses or poems, but as an expression of 

something even more ineffable, a spirit or lyricism of life, a soul of things. 

Marta Caraion, in her work on the interrelationships between literature, science and 

industry in that Exposition year, explains that for at least thirty years preceding the 

1855 Exposition the subject of the relationships between art and progress, science and 

industry and, indeed, between the artist and the people had been thoroughly 

interrogated. The Saint-Simonians took a leading role in these debates and were 

convinced of the necessity of the artist in the "new" society as messenger of and 

advocate for positivism.95 In 1830, one proponent of Saint-Simonianism, Emile 

Barrault, published a work entitled Aux artistes with the goal of coaxing artists out 

from the "torpeur dépressive" of romanticism and providing them with a useful 
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function in society.96 Unfortunately for the Saint-Simonians, this idea was not always 

well received by their fellow intellectuals. Essentially what the Saint-Simonians were 

suggesting was that art and literature should be at the service of industry, of science, of 

positivism—in short, that art should be dictated by modern technology. Jules Verne, in 

Paris au XXe siècle, gave a hint of what sort of works this philosophy might produce. 

Searching through a bookshop for a work of literature, all that the protagonist Michel 

can find are titles such as "les Harmonies Électriques de Martillac, ouvrage couronné 

par l'Académie des Sciences, les Méditations sur l'oxygène de M. de Pulfasse, le 

Parallélogramme poétique, les Odes décarbonatées..."97 The insecurities of certain 

writers, and their denunciations of the notion of art subservient to industry, were given 

the perfect opportunity by the 1855 Exposition to emerge and assert themselves. The 

Exposition provided a sort of figurative battleground for the world of industry to face 

off with the world of the sublime. As writes Caraion, 1855 was the year when "Le 

matériel et l'immatériel se confrontent dans des débats quelquefois virulents mais qui 

toujours tentent de donner aux arts une identité nouvelle."98 

Not all writers and artists believed that the abyss between industry and science on 

the one side, and Poetry on the other, was impossible to bridge. Caraion points to the 

case of Maxime Du Camp to illustrate that some writers did take up the Saint-Simonian 

rallying cry. Du Camp, argues Caraion, was symptomatic of his times in that his career 

and writings followed a trajectory that began with an admiration for Romanticism and 

subsequently moved to an adhesion to Saint-Simonianism. Caraion traces this 

transformation in Du Camp's novel Le Livre posthume which she describes as an 

obituary for the genre of Romanticism, implicitly ending with the question "if 

Romanticism is dead, what will take its place?" The answer to this question came in the 

form of Du Camp's next work, Les Chants modernes, which suggested that men of 

letters should be of service to science and industry. Their task would be to make these 

facets of modern life more easily understood and more attractive. In this vision, all 

intellectuals would be working together to better human society.99 

On the other hand, there was a competing view about Poetry and industry that can 

also help to shed light on reactions to the Expositions. This view was one that has 

recently been eloquently illuminated in John Tresch's article 'The Machine Awakens' in 

which he explains the historical and cultural significance behind the automaton during 

the Restoration and July Monarchy periods. Whereas the Saint-Simonian view of the 

role of literature required a break from the melancholy and mysticism of Romanticism, 
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Tresch describes a relationship between literature and mechanisation in which residues 

of this Romanticism governed literary output.100 

Whilst it is true to say that the Romantic tradition rejected the apparent soullessness 

of the burgeoning mechanisation of its time, there was also an undercurrent of those 

seeking the sublime through industry in literature. Tresch explains that 

romanticism's emphasis on subjectivity, passion, and invisible powers often went 
hand in hand with the development of mechanical science and the introduction of 
new technologies. Machines were frequently presented as symbols and tools for the 
realization of mind, soul, or spirit in the world.101  

This symbolic use of machines extended to a tendency to bestow upon material objects 

a sense of being alive. Tresch argues that this sense was mainstream in the sciences, 

arts and politics of early nineteenth-century France and that the cultural history of 

industrialisation was one in which the arrival of the machine was accompanied by a 

supernatural and even religious undercurrent.102 He cites Victor Hugo, Honoré de 

Balzac and Théophile Gautier as authors whose work displayed traces of this 

undercurrent.103 He writes that "often supernatural powers nested within dominant 

narratives of rational, material progress; they suggest that the emerging ideologies of 

positivism and technocracy were bound fast to religions ancient and new, to hidden 

regions of the mind, and to occult dimensions of reality."104 

Certain writers commenting on the Expositions sought to move away from the 

concept of the "sublime" machine by implicitly acknowledging the nascent tradition of 

romanticising the machine and by purposefully taking steps to demystify 

mechanisation. Mac Wéïbo was one such writer in 1855. In one of his articles he made a 

point which seems to be a subtle plea for the demystification of the machines in the 

Palais de l'Industrie. He suggested that it would be a good idea for the administrators 

of the Exposition to place next to each machine a placard explaining what it was 

designed to do. Without such an explanation, he maintained, the machines would 

remain mysterious. The mystery surrounding the machines, however, would be an 

unnecessary and therefore false mystery. If the machines were left unexplained, wrote 

Mac Wéïbo, "les plus magnifiques apparaux ne produisent sur vous d'autre effet de 

vous étonner par leur grandeur, que d'effrayer votre esprit par leur complication".105 

What Mac Wéïbo was indicating was that the didactic rhetoric of the Expositions had 

slipped into the practice of displaying the machines as wonders in their own right. He 

felt that the unnecessary mystery surrounding them would allow them to claim a link to 

the sublime to which they were not entitled.  
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In a 1983 article, 'Les Monstres nouveaux', Daniel Compere argued that the science-

fiction literature of the nineteenth century was full of a new genre of monster: 

machines.106 Given that monstrum was, for the Romans, a signifier for a supernatural 

rupture of the natural order, it is hardly surprising that the machine became a literary 

symbol that functioned as a fulcrum around which to interrogate the nineteenth-

century industrial upheaval and what it meant for the future.107 In commentaries on the 

Expositions, denunciation of prosaic utility was intermeshed with descriptions of 

machinery that seem at first glance positively Romantic, drawing heavily as they did on 

the machine-as-monster imagery. Victor Fournel who, as we saw earlier, was eager to 

reproach those of the "école de l'utile" involved in the Exposition of 1867, segued 

seamlessly into a description of the machinery section (categorised as Arts usuels) as 

an ostensibly sublime, monstrous turmoil.  

Compere writes that "La machine constitue une menace [...] car elle est à la fois 

autre et semblable"108 and describes the way in which nineteenth-century authors 

tended to give their machine-monsters the appearance of dangerous animals. This 

technique is in evidence in Fournel's depiction of the gallery of machines. He started by 

comparing the rows of machines to the dragons who guarded the garden of the 

Hesperides in the ancient Greek fable.109 He then further animated these machines by 

employing a vocabulary of anatomy and beast. In an ambiguous mixture of violent and 

passive imagery, he called them "monstres dociles [...] mordant l'acier de leurs dents 

pointues, [...] qui dépassent les proportions des mastodontes antédiluviens, [...] cette 

armée de robustes esclaves, aux bras de fer, aux poumons de bronze".110 The image 

constructed by Fournel of this room of mechanical monsters is one of complete and 

sublime chaos. He described the groanings, whinnyings, howlings, and whistlings of 

"cet Océan diabolique" as an invisible storm. He wrote that "rien ne peut peindre le 

spectacle effrayant et superbe de ce tumultueux fourmillement, où l'on sent la règle 

inflexible dominant la furie déchaînée, et l'âme cachée au milieu du chaos."111  

Fournel was painting a picture that seems at first glance to be a sublime display of 

power and chaos but that on closer inspection is in fact a scene of rigid control by 

human beings of these mechanisms which in fact only appear to be monsters. Unlike 

the imagined monster machines of certain Romantics, the machines at the Exposition 

were entirely subordinate to the will of humans. Just as Compere writes that the 

monster-machines evoke in the viewer both admiration and fear,112 conversely Fournel 

attempted to remove himself from the emotion engendered by the machines at the 
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Exposition in order to think more clearly about their implications. How should we see 

these indefatigable, indestructible machines, he asked, "sans une stupeur mêlée 

d'admiration [...]?"113 He answered his own question thus:  

Vous avez vu ces bêtes fauves que fascine le regard du dompteur, et qui viennent 
en rampant lécher les pieds de l'homme qu'elles voudraient dévorer. Ainsi toutes 
les forces de la nature, disciplinées et soumises, rendent hommage à la supériorité 
de l'être fragile qui est le roi de la création. Pour qui sait réflechir à la signification 
des choses, il n'est rien qui donne une plus haute idée de la puissance de ce roseau 
pensant, et qui lui enseigne mieux sa vraie grandeur, en démontrant la 
souveraineté de l'esprit et le rôle subalterne de la matière dans la hiérarchie du 
monde.114 

Fournel's reading here of the machines was that rather than being a sublime 

manifestation of mystical powers they were merely evidence of the superiority of the 

human mind over the material world. 

Another hint of this attitude lies in his description of the ensemble of machines as 

resembling an orchestra that was both "prodigieusement varié et profondément 

monotone" in which "de chaque rouage poursuivant sa partie invariable, sort une note 

toujours la même, qui se détache dans le chœur avec la netteté d'un chiffre."115 In 

comparing the totality of the gallery to an orchestra, Fournel at first took a step towards 

the possibility of a Poésie of industry. His "orchestra", however, is one in which each 

individual player is limited to monotonously playing the same note, repeated over and 

over again—the very antithesis of lyricism. Fournel was using the metaphor of the 

orchestra in an ultimately ironic sense. He set up the metaphor in order to collapse it.  

It is a paradox that the nineteenth-century relationship between "Poetry" (in the 

broad sense of the term) and industry was defined both by positivism and 

Romanticism, a fact that did not go unobserved among contemporary writers. "Il s'est 

formé des débris du saint-simonisme et du romantisme une école où l'on s'est donné la 

mission de créer la littérature du monde mécanique"116 explained Victor de Laprade in 

an article he wrote for Le Correspondant in early 1856. The article was entitled 'La 

Poésie et l'industrie' and can be read as a contribution to a half-century of interrogation 

of the relationship between literature and industrialisation, but also as having been 

triggered by the Exposition of the preceding year. This is evident in de Laprade's initial 

sentence: "L'industrie s'est décerné l'empire du monde; nous venons d'assister aux 

fêtes de son couronnement",117 these coronation festivities being, of course, the 

Exposition of 1855. De Laprade commenced his article by asking his readers a question 

which, again, reverberates with the legacy of Cousin: "Comment l'ordre du beau n'irait-
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il pas s'engloutir dans cet océan de l'utile qui doit absorber le monde sacré du bien et du 

vrai?"118  

In de Laprade's opinion, poetry, true poetry, rested on three pillars, or three 

"realities": God, man and nature. Any poetry that was not inspired by all three of these 

elements would be incomplete. According to de Laprade, no school or period of serious 

art had ever existed that relied on "un de ces accessoires puérils que nous avons vu tant 

de prétendus novateurs nous donner tour à tour pour la condition unique et suprême 

de la poésie."119 De Laprade saw industry as a mere detail, one of these so-called puerile 

accessories, within a far larger realm of human creation and thought. Industry has 

always existed and been written about, but, de Laprade posited with irony, it had been 

left to the nineteenth century to discover that "les plus importantes fonctions de 

l'homme, et par conséquent les vrais sujets de la poésie, sont les travaux qu'il accomplit 

en vue du mieux manger et du mieux boire, en vue de quelque pièce nouvelle à son 

costume et à son mobilier."120 We have previously encountered this concern that all 

progress in industry was focused on the base needs of humans and therefore neglected 

their spiritual life. "L'abeille et le castor sont de merveilleux industriels", wrote de 

Laprade, "Mais la poésie est l'attribut exclusif de l'homme, parce qu'il y a autre chose 

dans l'homme que des besoins."121 

Poésie, in commentary on Expositions universelles, was often equated with the idea 

of lyricism. When Fournel constructed the image of a monotonous mechanical 

orchestra, he did so to emphasise the paucity of lyricism at the Exposition. The railway, 

one of the most powerful symbols of modernity, was often invoked in anti-Exposition 

commentary as a representation of various ills of modern life. For Mac Wéïbo and de 

Laprade, the sounds of the railway specifically embodied the loss of lyricism in 

nineteenth-century life. Having visited the galerie des machines, Mac Wéïbo went so 

far as to compare the precision of the automated fairground organ on display there with 

the discordant and irritating whistle of the railways. Both represented the same 

principle: their functioning relied on the exhalations of a machine and they were 

therefore devoid of soul or thought. "J'aime mieux le sifflet du voleur, au moins une 

pensée est infuse dans cette voix aiguë",122 Mac Wéïbo wrote. Later, in an echo of this 

sentiment, and paralleling the prevalent poetry/prose dichotomy with a 

singing/speaking one, Victor de Laprade, accused the "apostles of the future," of 

believing that the true poetry of progress "ne chante pas, elle parle et ne s'accompagne 

que du battement des métiers et du sifflement de la vapeur."123 If the "old" poetry was 
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indeed set to nobly perish in the face of mechanisation, Apollo's golden lyre, traditional 

symbol of poetry devalued by the clumsy poetry of industry, would be buried along with 

it. There would be no further use for it. "Vous avez votre lyre à vous: allez mécaniciens, 

faites siffler la locomotive."124 

An example of the significance of the lyre symbol is illustrated by Helen Abbott in 

her book Between Baudelaire and Mallarmé in which she quotes Baudelaire's 

interpretation of the lyre as a symbol in the work of Théodore de Banville. "La lyre 

exprime en effet cet état presque surnaturel, cette intensité de vie où l'âme chante, où 

elle est contrainte de chanter".125 Abbott argues that Baudelaire conceived the lyric 

state as a fundamental element of humanity, something that can be experienced by 

all.126 In order to clearly illustrate the link (or, more accurately, the overlappings) 

between poetry and music, it is helpful to turn to Abbott's argument that de Banville, 

Baudelaire and Mallarmé all recognised the three-way relationship between poetry, 

music and the divine or supernatural. The commentary on the Expositions, particularly 

in that on 1855 and 1867, suggests very strongly that they were not alone. Just as Poetry 

is more than lines of verse, music is more than a series of notes and corresponds more 

broadly to a lyricism of life that is linked to the sublime.  

In 1867, a journalist for Le Monde, Albert de Puigan, wrote an article discussing the 

musical instruments on display at that year's Exposition.127 De Puigan briefly 

commented on the pianos before spending the rest of the article discussing what he was 

sure would be of more interest to his Catholic readers: the organ. He set the tone for his 

piece by building up an air of mystery around the instrument which tended, he 

explained, to be isolated "majestueusement dans une tribune étroite, inaccessible aux 

profanes" and whose player could be taken for "une sorte de sorcier".128 The organ for 

de Puigan was evidently the sublime musical instrument, both for its inaccessibility to 

the secular layperson and for its connection with Christian worship. De Puigan had 

heard that there would be a new organ on display at the Exposition, destined for a 

church in Nancy, and he set about to look for it. He started his search at the entrance 

"nave" of the Exposition building where he felt that the presence of an organ surely 

would have been appropriate to welcome illustrious visitors to the Exposition. No such 

luck: it was not there. Maybe, he thought, it would be in the hall of paintings, where 

visitors were quieter, where there were sofas to rest on and where the sound would not 

be lost among the cacophony of the rest of the Exposition. Yet there the organ was 

nowhere to be seen. He supposed, then, that it might be located with the other musical 
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instruments; as embarrassing as that might be for the inferior pianos, it would seem a 

logical place. Yet, again, the much-searched-for organ remained elusive. England and 

Austria had put their organs with the other musical instruments but France (not in the 

habit of being logical, according to de Puigan) had not. Finally, the journalist found his 

errant organ in a location that perfectly summed up in his mind the attitudes of the 

engineering elite towards art: "Devinez où la commission les a mis? Dans la galerie des 

machines [...]!"129 

After some reflection, this apparently erroneous choice of location was actually 

perfectly logical, wrote de Puigan, when one considered that the Exposition was run by 

engineers, graduates of the École polytechnique. Just by looking at the Palais on the 

Champ de Mars, he opined, one could tell that no architect had been involved in the 

planning of the Exposition; therefore the participation of a musician would have been 

just too much to expect. Apparently music was not held in high esteem by the École. 

The organs in the galerie des machines were competing with an "assourdissant 

orchestre de soufflets de forges, de cascades, de pompes, de sonnettes de télégraphes, 

de chaudières qui sifflent et de rouages qui crient".130 The organisers clearly were more 

concerned with displaying the organ as representative of mechanical skill rather than 

as an instrument of religious music. 

Commenting on the section of musical instruments at the 1855 Exposition, Henri de 

la Madelène also remarked upon the clash of lyricism and mechanisation in the form of 

the fairground organ. This instrument was the result of a technical breakthrough in the 

1840s, at which time punched-card technology was adapted from the Jacquard weaving 

loom to replace the barrel principle of the mechanical organ. Just as a zigzag book of 

cards with a specific pattern of holes was used to program the looms, the punched cards 

of the new mechanical organs governed the admission of air to the pipes of the 

instrument to produce a pre-programmed melody.131 De la Madelène was aware of the 

shared technology between the two machines and his tongue-in-cheek comment reveals 

the way in which mediocrity was thought to be developing from the simultaneous 

elevation of industry and demotion of the arts. Of the mechanical organ de la Madelène 

wrote sardonically that "C'est merveilleux de voir l'instrument avaler du carton piqué, 

puis le rendre presque aussitôt en notes plus ou moins harmonieuses. Le tricot et la 

sonate mis au même rang. O Beethoven!! O Jacquart!! [sic]".132 To de la Madelène, the 

use of the industrial techniques of Jacquard in the making of music was to equate the 

work of an industrialist to that of a composer. This was not progress; it was 

mediocritisation. 
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Marta Caraion has observed that both the rhetoric and setup of the 1855 Exposition 

served to present productions of industry as works of art.133 As such, the 

mediocritisation of all the creative products of humanity that the Expositions seemed to 

epitomise was a common concern among critics. Charles Gouraud took the occasion of 

the 1855 Exposition as an opportunity to criticise political economy, the object of which 

he believed to be "d'étudier, de trouver, et de nous apprendre suivant quelles habitudes 

constantes, se forme, s'accroît, se maintient, diminue ou se perd le produit du sol, de 

l'industrie et du commerce des Etats".134 In his second article on the Exposition of 1855 

in L'Assemblé nationale, he explained his views on what he called the reigning school 

of economics and the way it was reflected in the Exposition. In particular, he attacked 

the economic thought of Jean-Baptiste Say (whose work had influenced Saint-

Simonianism135) whom he accused of broadening the sense of the term "public wealth" 

to include intellectual and moral occupation along with the widely accepted definition 

of physical requirements. Say had "made ample use of a utility theory of value that 

allowed him to develop the analysis of 'immaterial products' or services."136 This theory 

had the detrimental effect, complained Gouraud, of propagating the idea that 

everything, all fruits of human endeavour, were equally products to be consumed. In 

this way, a melody of Mozart was a "product" in the same sense that a pair of stockings 

was a product. "[L]'école économique régnante ne fait rien que réduire la considération 

de toutes choses à celle de leur utilité [...] les anciennes délimitations qui séparaient le 

domaine de l'utile de celui de vrai, du juste et du beau ont disparu",137 he wrote. 

Another commentator, Coquille, writing for L'Univers in 1855, also showed concern 

over the way that the ideas of Say were reflected in the Exposition of that year. The 

notion that everything has an absolute monetary value, that everything is a product, is 

what gives a false sense of "richness" to the Exposition, he argued. Any Exposition, 

wrote Coquille, will charm the French amour-propre, but "il y aurait danger à croire 

qu'une richesse réelle se cache sous ces apparences."138 Coquille's point was that, while 

industry was not to be despised, it nevertheless needed to be kept in its place. Both he 

and Gouraud saw the Exposition as promoting the idea that everything was a "product" 

to be valued in terms of its utility. 

Along with Say's economic philosophy, mechanisation was also seen as responsible 

for eliminating the soul from human work. Music once again provided an accessible 

analogy for Mac Wéïbo to illustrate the problems of mechanisation. Faced with the 
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enormous variety of merchandise on display at the Exposition, he wondered if there 

was anything machines could not do, before deciding that the one thing machinery 

lacked was "la force morale".139 His example, much like de la Madelène's above, focused 

on an instrument of automated music, the barrel organ. Although it might play all the 

right notes in tune to make a recognisable melody, there was nonetheless a missing 

element. "[L]e mécanicien ne lui a pas donné son âme, et musique sans âme, c'est une 

bête qui chante",140 wrote Mac Wéïbo. Mechanisation, his argument went, put a 

distance between the intelligence of the engineer and workings of the machine. "[T]ous 

les ouvrages qui sortent de la main de l'homme sont-ils empreints d'esprit. Les 

ouvrages de la mécanique sont plus réguliers peut-être, mais le feu sacré ne s'y montre 

que par le reflet."141 

There is a strong theme throughout Exposition critique which suggests that the 

separation, caused by mechanisation, between the human and his or her work had led 

to a decline in the "spirit" of the work produced. The extent to which industry could 

result in works of "poésie", or aesthetic value, was a question asked by Victor de 

Laprade in his article on poetry and industry. He thought it possible that industry 

would come to replace art and poetry, but that it could never constitute in and of itself a 

poetic world.142 For something to be beautiful, he argued, it cannot be separated from 

the human body and from human thought. De Laprade raised the point that massive 

machines that multiply human strength a thousand fold could, by virtue of their 

overwhelming proportions, arouse a sense of the infinite which could be a 

characteristic of poetry or indeed of the sublime. In terms of aesthetics, however, the 

sheer size of the machines was not sufficient to render them beau and they therefore 

could not qualify as the subject of an artwork.143 As for their "poetry", their role in 

separating the work of man from the man himself negated their eligibility on this front. 

In the past, industry had been directly related to the physical action of men, which 

imparted a sense of poetry to their work. "Il y a une poésie dans le labour à la charrure, 

dans la moisson à la faucille et le battage au fléau, parce que l'adresse, la vigeur de 

l'homme, son expression, ses attitudes sont le sujet principal",144 he argued. The new 

industrialism had replaced man in modes of production, and consequently Poetry had 

disappeared along with him. 

This idea, that the skilled worker leaves imprinted on the objects he produces some 

sort of spirit or soul, corresponds closely to what Walter Benjamin labelled "aura", 

which "in the case of a utilitarian object is the experience which has left traces of the 
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practised hand."145 The key concept in all these commentaries on the sublime aspect of 

inanimate objects is the involvement of a human being in production as opposed to a 

machine. Although Benjamin's discussion focuses primarily on art, and its 

reproduction through the technology of photography, his argument that the aura of an 

object "rests on the transposition of a response common in human relationships to the 

relationship between the inanimate or natural object and man"146 is compelling within 

the context of these responses to the 1855 Exposition. An object loses its aura, its soul, 

its Poetry when produced by a machine; therefore the Exposition presented a world in 

which these sublime elements were threatened with extinction. 

There were, of course, some who did not agree with these assessments. A notable 

example exists in a series of letters exchanged in La Gazette de France between Mac 

Wéïbo and an admirer of his articles. The admirer was a certain M. de Humbourg147 

who praised Mac Wéïbo and his spirituel originality and talent following an article he 

had written on the possibility of aerial travel.148 "Votre bon sens utilise les ailes de 

l'imagination pour voler dans les régions de l'inconnu", wrote Humbourg. "Vous êtes 

inventeur, vous êtes mécanicien poëte, [...] Vous croyez à la souveraineté de l'esprit sur 

la matière et de l'homme sur la nature".149  

De Humbourg believed, unlike de Laprade et al., that the modern industrial world 

was full of poetry and lyricism. "Rien de plus poétique que les découvertes, les 

inventions et les perfectionnements de l'agriculture, et de l'industrie, de la physique, de 

la chimie et de la mécanique",150 he wrote. The gods of ancient mythology had made the 

right choice to pack up and leave, he argued, because in comparison with its own 

marvels, the modern era could not possibly admire those ancient divinities. The rich 

mythology of the past, in other words, was no match for the wonders of the modern 

world. This attitude provides a stark contrast with the attitudes of Renan and other 

writers seen so far who valued the ancient traditions. De Humbourg, in his letter, 

imagined how the ancient gods of the Roman cosmos would have coped with the 

modern discoveries of the industrialised world. Jupiter, god of the skies, he 

hypothesised, would be disarmed by lightning conductors, Parcae, the three Fates 

controlling the three threads of life, would never manage to keep up with modern 

looms, which controlled thousands of threads. Neptune, god of the ocean, would 

tremble at the approach of steam ships, and the sirens of the sea would be stymied in 

their pernicious efforts by lighthouses, warning ships of treacherous coastlines. Even 
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Apollo, whose pathetic lyre was not worth the Spanish mule-driver's guitar, would 

delight in the sounds of the far more mechanically advanced organ.151  

So what did de Humbourg mean when he described Mac Wéïbo as a mécanicien-

poëte? A clue to answering this question may lie in a comment that Mac Wéïbo made 

about the display of minerals at the Exposition. As much as he realised that they were 

important in terms of industry, he wrote that they could not "captiver agréablement la 

vue, ni satisfaire l'esprit".152 This was because they were displayed in their metallic 

form, which prevented him from investigating their "esprits, et je dirai même [...] les 

mœurs et les passions qui sont propres à chacun d'eux."153 The form in which it would 

be possible to discern these characteristics, explained Mac Wéïbo, was their gaseous 

state, which he describes as a "forme quasi spirituelle" and in which it would have been 

impossible to display them at the Exposition.154  

In his essay 'Soap Powders and Detergents', Roland Barthes provided a useful 

insight into how humans perceive different states of matter. Although the example he 

gave was of bubbles of soap, his argument transferable to a discussion of the "spiritual" 

qualities of gas. "Foam", he wrote, "can even be the sign of a certain spirituality, 

inasmuch as the spirit has the reputation of being able to make something out of 

nothing, a large surface of effects out of a small volume of causes".155 It is this 

perception of a correspondence between spirit and gas (or electricity) as equally 

invisible yet having powerful and visible effects, that informs an understanding of the 

nineteenth-century romanticisation of industry. Tresch writes of the concept of a 

sublime "ether" prevalent in nineteenth-century thought, both scientific and literary. In 

speculative fiction of the era, the "key themes of the fantastic—conversions among vital 

fluids, unexpected metamorphoses, clashes between worlds, and above all, the blurring 

of the mechanical and the living—were at the heart of the sciences of the early 

nineteenth century."156 The Romantic concept of an "all-pervading ether" was used in 

scientific arenas to explain the workings of the "imponderable fluids" of heat, light, 

magnetism and electricity, replacing Laplacian understandings of physics.157 The fact 

that these fluids were apparent only by their effects blurred boundaries between energy 

and matter, and had the result of making mechanical contraptions, such as the steam 

engine, "ambiguously alive."158  

This idea is evident in de Humbourg's letter to La Gazette de France. "Ainsi se 

trouverait poétiquement la théorie des grands physiciens, qui considèrent l'électricité, 
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le magnétisme, la lumière, la chaleur, le feu des volcans et les secousses des 

tremblements de terre, le son et le mouvement en général, comme soumis à des 

apparences diverses d'un agent unique, vrai Protée de la nature."159 In comparing 

modern conceptions of energy to the ancient Greek shape-changing god Proteus, de 

Humbourg emphasised his earlier comparison (above) between the poetic mythology of 

the ancient Greeks and the modern poetry of industry. It was more than Mac Wéïbo's 

romantic sentiments regarding gases that caused Humbourg to label him with the 

mécanicien-poète epithet. Mac Wéïbo had written of his fantastical ideas regarding the 

possibilities of aerial travel, all the while pronouncing himself to be not of the positivist 

school of thought. "J'avais autant de peur pour le positivisme que le positivisme lui-

même avait peur des hommes d'idées; ma timidité pour produire mes inventions était 

aussi grande que ma hardiesse à les concevoir."160 As previously elucidated, Mac Wéïbo 

was obviously interested in the potential of industry, but disappointed by its realities. 

He was entranced by the prospect of air travel and therefore disappointed to find no 

apparatus designed to this end at the Exposition of 1855. In his opinion, the 

contemporary means of travelling by air were crude and undignified. "Se sera-t-on 

borné à suspendre par des sangles, au dessous d'un ballon, de pauvres chevaux ou de 

pauvres femmes déguisées en déesse? C'est bien peu scientifique, c'est même peu 

artistique, et, pour tout dire d'un mot, bien peu spirituel!"161 What Mac Wéïbo would 

have liked to see, what would apparently have been more "spirituel", was human air 

travel with the use of wings. The elusiveness of air-travel technology rendered it 

ostensibly more spiritual because something which can only be imagined cannot be 

mundane. 

Mac Wéïbo followed de Humbourg's panegyric letter with another one of his own, 

four days later. He described himself as "overwhelmed" by de Humbourg's flattery, but 

was nonetheless eager to dispel any idea that he himself was a mécanicien-poète. While 

Mac Wéïbo was capable of marvelling at the modern inventions of the Exposition, he 

was staunchly opposed to the relentless drudgery that mechanisation had brought to 

his society. The poetry of industry, he believed, was in the vision of what industry could 

become, not in the banalities of what it actually was. "Mon esprit", he wrote, "se sent 

défaillir devant le mécanisme vivant dans lequel il lui faudrait s'encadrer pour 

concourir à la tache commune; il aime mieux se promener que s'atteler".162 His mind, 

his ideas, were not in the reality of everyday industrialism and unlike de Humbourg he 

could not see the poetry in the inventions of the present, only in the abstract 

possibilities of the future. The idea that industry would improve the lot of humankind 
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was all very well in theory, but he saw no evidence of it in daily practice. "[L]a poésie 

mécanicienne, comme vous appelez l'industrie, est encore bien loin de son but, qui doit 

être d'élever l'homme, placé tout nu sur cette terre, à gouverner cette planète qui lui a 

été donnée pour domaine, et faire de sa prison un royaume."163 The galerie des 

machines of the Exposition was all that was needed to convince Mac Wéïbo that 

industry was far from reaching its goal of improving life for all humanity. The people 

who operated the machines should have been directing the work but instead were 

nothing more than auxiliary employees.164 Mac Wéïbo gave the example of the women 

operating the Manchester power loom who mechanically fed cloth through a machine 

that had been given the job of "artist", reducing the young girls to machines 

themselves.165  

There was a disparity perceived by other commentators between the world of ideas 

and the world of material reality on display at the Expositions. Just as Veuillot argued 

that the real place to find the beauty of human thought was in a library or a museum 

and not in the galerie des machines, many other writers lamented the absence of the 

intellectual and moral aspects of humanity at the expositions. Taxile Delord, for 

example, noted that he did not think it impossible to find anything good to say about 

the 1867 Exposition in particular, or indeed Expositions in general, but he felt that it 

was important not to lapse into exultant vocabulary to describe it. Like Renan a decade 

earlier, who had regretted the decline of the artistic and spiritual festival and the 

subsequent rise of these meeting places of industry which served to occupy great minds 

with petty concerns, Delord also felt that the Expositions did nothing to advance the 

spirit or the mind. "[C]e n'est point là les spectacles qui remuent le plus profondément 

les esprits et les cœurs; les hommes réunis pour juger du mérite d'une machine, d'un 

tissu ou d'une substance alimentaire ne sauraient éprouver les mêmes impressions que 

ceux qu'exalte le souffle d'une idée.166  

Fournel in 1867 agreed with the essence of Mac Wéïbo's thoughts on air travel from 

the previous decade. He was surprised to see the section devoted to aeronautical 

navigation somewhat sparsely occupied, a fact he attributed to God's having placed 

limits on humanity's progress in this domain. Just as Mac Wéïbo saw the hot-air 

balloon as undignified, Fournel described the discoveries of Montgolfier as "sterile", 

proof that, although man had conquered the land and sea, he had not been permitted 

by God to take to the skies, other than in a machine that made man its slave rather than 

its master. "Elle n'est rien de plus qu'un joujou dangereux",167 he wrote. 
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The metaphor comparing a toy to the wonders of the human mind was used again 

several decades later by Eugène Tavernier in L'Univers. Tavernier was eager to contrast 

the curiosities on display at the Exposition of 1900 with the human faculty of 

consciousness, "spectacle ineffable et incomparable."168 Of those professionals excited 

by the items on display behind the windows of the Exposition, he wrote that if one were 

to suggest that "par rapport au mécanisme de la conscience, une horloge, un 

chronomètre et un phonographe sont de pauvres joujoux: on ne vous écoutera même 

pas."169 This comment makes reference perhaps to the tendency of some Enlightenment 

thinkers to reduce nature and society to a mechanism, to a sort of clockwork and, by 

extension, the human being to an automaton.170 Tavernier was making the point that 

human consciousness sets us apart from machines, no matter how complex or precise 

they may be. 

Earlier in the century, de Laprade too had wondered about the link between the 

inner mind of humans and the industrial world. If there is not poetry in the methods of 

production or the instruments themselves, perhaps, ruminated Laprade, industry had 

added to the "poésie intérieure", or the morality, of human beings. "Si elle a enlaidi 

quelque peu le monde matériel," he wondered of industrialisation, "a-t-elle embelli le 

monde moral?"171 He quickly answered his own question. Mechanisation had done 

more than simply destroy picturesque scenes of labour, it had resulted in the 

degradation of the worker's mind. Industrialisation, he wrote, 

engendre chez l'ouvrier l'ennui, le dégoût; par l'uniformité et l'automatisme des 
mouvements, elle ne laisse aucune place à l'imagination, à l'initiative personelle. 
L'homme condamné pour toute sa vie à donner le même coup de marteau, à 
pousser le même piston, est réduit à la condition d'un levier; il devient lui-même un 
agent aussi peu libre, aussi peu intellectuelle que le cuivre ou le fer.172 

Fournel also warned of the potential dangers of mechanisation to the human mind. 

The problem with industrialisation, according to him, was that its unintelligent power 

was capable of the most delicate, subtle and complicated tasks. "Ces redoutables 

rouages," he wrote, "qui écraseraient un éléphant comme une plume, font des fleurs de 

la dentelle avec des doigts de fée."173 What is more, mechanisation was slowly taking 

over all sectors of industry. If these machines were capable of doing all the work of 

humans, then what was left for the humans themselves except to become one of the 

rouages, one of the cogs, riveted to a humiliating and crushing driving force? For 

economic reasons, workers had been revolting against their machines since the 

invention of the Vaucanson loom, but what was particularly worrying for Fournel was 
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not the practical implications of mechanisation, but rather the question of human 

dignity and the quality of morality. "[N]ous doutons [...] que sa condition morale soit 

améliorée, et nous sommes parfois tentés de croire qu'elle y a perdu presque tout ce 

qu'a gagné sa condition physique."174 Fournel dreaded the day that would see the 

kingdom of the machine established everywhere, effacing the intelligence and liberty of 

the worker. 

 

Gouraud, contemplating what he called the reigning philosophy of his era, wrote that, 

in the Exposition building of 1855, the "confusion du vrai, du beau et de l'utile [avait] 

trouvé sa médaille".175 Thus he encapsulated the overriding sentiment that this chapter 

has sought to illuminate: the confusion that Exposition observers perceived to be 

plaguing their century. This confusion was manifold. It existed at its most basic level in 

the immense collection of diverse objects and visitors at the Expositions. Of the 1867 

Exposition, Delord wrote that "Tout est dans tout, c'est la devise qu'on devrait inscrire 

au fronton du palais de Champ de Mars s'il avait un fronton; tout y est mêlé, confondu, 

amalgamé".176 The attention paid to the confusion embodied by the Expositions served 

two purposes. Firstly, it stood in direct contrast to the Enlightenment rationale of 

classifying and rendering comprehensible the entire world. It thereby implicitly 

deflated the very ideal that the Expositions were trying to propagate. Secondly, it called 

attention to the Expositions as a material manifestation of the confusion of ideas in 

which the nineteenth century seemed to be embroiled. The principle "confusions" that 

the commentators contested most strongly were those between the sublime qualities of 

poetry, beauty, nobility, lyricism and intellect on the one hand and the mundane 

trappings of modern life on the other: utility, industry, mechanisation, monotony and 

mediocrity. 

It seemed to many of the writers that these things, once so clearly delineated from 

one another, had come to be confusingly intertwined: beauty was attributed to objects 

of utility, poetry to the workings of industry, souls to the very machines themselves. 

One stumbles constantly across expressions of this confusion in the press of the time; 

Fournel for example wrote in 1867 that "L''utile y coudoie l'inutile, le laid y confine au 

beau, le réalisme au rêve, le grandiose à la platitude et la masure au palais."177 In the 

same year, Delord wrote something remarkably similar: "sur la même ligne le vrai et le 

faux, le beau et le laid, le mal et le bien. C'est ce côté défectueux de ces grandes 

exhibitions."178 These commentators did not have exactly the same ideas about where 

the sublime ended and the mundane began. What they did share, especially during the 
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Expositions of 1855 and 1867, was a perception that these events epitomised a certain 

collapse of the traditional boundaries between the physical, mundane requirements of 

daily life and the more spiritual elements of the world of higher concerns. This collapse, 

to them, was not an indication of progress. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE SEARCH FOR GOD AT THE EXPOSITIONS: THE CRITIQUE OF MATERIALISM 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tout le monde prêche l'exposition: Dieu le veut! 
Dieu le veut! crient ceux qui adorent la matière! 

—'La Semaine', Le Pèlerin, 13 April 1878. 

 

 

In his report in favour of the 1892 decree to hold an Exposition universelle in 1900, 

Jules Roche, then Minister for Commerce and Industry, argued that international 

exhibitions did not merely provide days of leisure for people to appreciate the fruits of 

labour of different peoples but that they were also a sort of pinnacle from which could 

be measured the progress made by humanity. Roche wrote that visitors to exhibitions 

left feeling encouraged, animated by a profound faith in the future. This faith "est la 

religion générale des temps modernes, culte fécond où les expositions universelles 

prennent place comme de majestueuses et utiles solennités",1 he wrote. This idea that 

the Expositions universelles had a role to play in igniting enthusiasm for a new, modern 

religion of progress was not unique to Roche; it was a uniting principle of the 

expositionary project. "La foi dans le progrès", writes Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent of 

the Expositions, "exige maintenant d'immenses galeries de machines qui, pareilles à 

des cathédrales, sont destinées à éveiller, autant que l'admiration, la crainte et le 

respect; des temples ou ostensoirs qui attirent de grandes foules et leur enseignent, 

comme le Catéchisme des industriels la valeur de l'effort et le culte du travail."2 France 

of the nineteenth century was not devoid of religion, but it no longer had Catholicism as 

a common, unifying religion; the cult of progress was heralded by some as the 

candidate to step into this vacuum. And yet others felt that behind the rhetoric of 

progress at the Expositions lurked a more sinister sort of deity: materialism. 

The political, social and religious turbulence of the French nineteenth century was 

countered, argued D.G. Charlton, by an urge among intellectuals to identify and 

establish ways of regaining a social unity perceived to have been lost in the 

fragmentation caused by Enlightenment and Revolution. In his book, Secular religions 

in France, Charlton demonstrated that while nineteenth-century French thought is 
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commonly regarded as "critical and destructive of established ideas" it was also marked 

by creative and constructive thinking: "a deeply sincere desire to build new 

philosophies—new religions, indeed—to replace the beliefs that had been abandoned."3 

These new secular religions (positivism and Saint-Simonianism amongst others) 

sprang from the Enlightenment principles as manifested in the Revolution but they 

recognised that social cohesion depended on the establishment of some sort of 

ideological unity as an alternative to traditional Christianity.  

As their name implies, universality and unity were a primary preoccupation of the 

Parisian Expositions universelles.4 Nevertheless, the Expositions were less a 

manifestation of any one synthetic ideological system than they were representative of 

the search for such a system. Although traditional Catholicism was eschewed as a viable 

candidate for uniting society by many nineteenth-century French leaders, to read the 

discourse surrounding the Expositions is to become quickly familiar with the residual 

religious imagery used in Exposition rhetoric. Of international exhibitions Burton 

Benedict has written that, "It is part of the attempt to legitimize the proceedings that 

they should be surrounded by religious trappings."5 The vocabulary of religion was not 

limited to official discourse, but also could be found in commentary in the press (which 

often employed a tone of irony). Take for example this excerpt from an article by Victor 

Fournel concerning the Exposition universelle of 1889: 

des reporters trop ingénieux démarquent les récits des écrivains sacrés et des 
chroniqueurs du moyen âge, en les laïcisant, pour la plus grande gloire de 
l'Exposition universelle. Nous avons ici comme un ressouvenir de la croisade 
d'enfants, et là des bergers marchant dans la direction de l'étoile miraculeuse. Le 
voyage au Champ de Mars, c'est le nouveau pélerinage aux lieux saints; la tour 
Eiffel illuminée, c'est le phare du progrès, l'étoile qui guide les populations vers le 
nouveau Messie,—la Science!6 

The vocabulary of pilgrimage, as above, as well as that of ecclesiastical architecture 

(nave, altar, temple), is liberally sprinkled throughout writing on the Expositions, 

reiterating time and time again the idea that the Expositions were animated by that 

new religion of a world that had left the obscurantism of theology behind: science.7 

Yet science was not the only deity present at the pantheons that were the 

Expositions universelles. As has been mentioned previously, the nineteenth-century 

"secular religion" most closely identified with the Expositions was Saint-Simonianism. 
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Like other founders of social and metaphysical religions of his century, Henri de Saint-

Simon felt that the reorganisation of society along scientific lines was not sufficient; he 

advocated a new moral faith to succeed Catholicism. He called this new spiritual 

ideology "le nouveau christianisme". Where Christianity reviles the physical (regarding 

celibacy as virtuous and work as inherited punishment) and seeks an ideal in another 

world than its own, the Saint-Simonians concerned themselves with the material world: 

work, marriage, sex, and physical wellbeing. Les savants and les industriels were key 

citizens in this ideology which privileged intelligence, force and matter.8 Henry 

Fouquier, writing in La Revue politique et littéraire in 1889, linked the "grande 

pensée" of the Exposition to the Saint-Simonian idea of a social religion. The Saint-

Simonians, he wrote, 

avaient, entre autres idées, celle de la nécessité d'une religion, d'un culte 
qui parlât à l'imagination. Laisserais-je trop voir que j'ai reçu leurs leçons 
dernières en disant que cette religion nouvelle, célébrant les fêtes de la 
paix, des arts, du génie humaine pourrait bien ouvrir dans l'Exposition, 
une sorte de temple où les fidèles viendront du monde entier?9 

The Expositions' attempt to present universality was both a remedy for and a symptom 

of modernity that was consistent with a general quest in nineteenth-century France for 

a unifying ideology. The ways in which the Expositions expounded universality were 

thoroughly modern and excluded the influence of traditional Catholicism and the 

notion of a sublime, mysterious and unifying divinity.  

This chapter follows on from the previous one by persisting with the supposition 

that a key characteristic of critics of modernity was the value that they placed on the 

sublime. It will investigate a theistic search for a particular conception of the sublime at 

the Expositions and will demonstrate that Christian (predominantly Catholic) critics of 

modernity dismissed the Expositions as agents for unity and universality because they 

lacked the only true elements capable of bringing unity to a fragmented France: God 

and the Catholic church. This chapter is an exploration of critiques of Expositions 

based on the Expositions' lack of reference to Church, on their relationship with 

spirituality and faith in a more abstract sense, and on what message they were sending 

about the faith of the French nation. The condemnation of the Expositions by the 

Catholic critics of modernity will be explored in such a way as to demonstrate the 

different layers of critique: a crescendo from the absence of the spiritual at a 

superficial, symbolic level through to the outright (albeit mocking) association of 

Expositions with evil. 

Commentary on the Expositions critiquing the shunning of a sublime creator can be 

divided into three modes. This chapter will firstly address the issue of the laïcité of the 

Expositions and the critics' reaction to the absence of the symbols of the Catholic faith. 
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The secularism presented at the Expositions (particularly those of the Third Republic) 

gave Catholic critics reason to delve into the sorry nature of a France no longer united 

by the Catholic church. The sources demonstrate furthermore an anxiety on the part of 

some Catholic critics regarding France's public self-representation. The second mode of 

critique represents a transition from what the Expositions sought to silence to an attack 

on what they were perceived to be preaching: materialism. The Expositions were 

accused of propounding base materialism at the expense of a higher divine mystery, 

and the worship of the genius of man above the divine wisdom of God. This section 

explores the ideological struggles between the "intellectuals" and theists 

(predominantly Catholic but also occasionally Protestant) that manifested themselves 

in commentaries on the Expositions and the struggle of the Catholics who were only too 

aware of their waning didactic power. The final mode of critique saw the Expositions 

not merely as remiss and misguided, but as mischievous forces for evil and, most 

radically, as the work of the devil. Biblical metaphors abound in these critiques as do 

allusions to death, hell and Satan. 

To conflate Catholicism with anti-modernity in nineteenth-century France would be, 

of course, a gross oversimplification. As established in Chapter One, the Catholic-

versus-secular dichotomy, unless dealt with thoughtfully, is a false one. It is worth 

reiterating that the ideological divide at stake in this thesis is not between adherents of 

Catholicism and non-believers; it is between those who valued Christianity (most 

particularly Catholicism) as an official unifying framework for the French people and 

those, Catholic or otherwise, who believed in a different role for the Church. The aim of 

this chapter is neither to efface the pluralities of Catholicism, nor to suggest that to be a 

French Catholic in the second half of the nineteenth century was necessarily to be a 

critic of modernity.  

 

L'EXPOSITION SANS DIEU 

The relationship between Church and state in France makes for a notoriously complex 

narrative and it is therefore not desirable or possible to make any blanket statement 

concerning the religious politics of the state-run Expositions. As will often be the case 

in this study, the obvious contrast between Second Empire and Third Republic 

Expositions requires recognition, but here it is not sufficient to acknowledge regime 

change as the sole factor influencing the relationship between religion and the 

Expositions. The relationship between the church and the government of Louis-

Napoleon altered significantly between the Exposition of 1855 and its successor in 

1867. At the beginning of the Second Empire, the Church and the government had 

managed to reach an amicable entente. The Church welcomed the Second Empire; 
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Napoleon III seemed to have saved the Church from annihilation.10 The Church was 

given privileges that it had not enjoyed since the Concordat and was relatively free to 

open educational establishments.11 It was also a visible presence, the government 

allowing the Church to participate in its festivals, and being willing to reciprocate and 

be involved in religious ceremony.12 This mutually useful relationship gradually 

deteriorated over the life of the Second Empire. The relatively lenient attitude of the 

government towards the Church had paradoxically led to a surge in ultramontanism 

that was beginning to alarm the state.13 The problem came to a head with France's 

involvement in securing independence for Italy in 1859. Catholics were worried about 

the threat posed to the temporal powers of the Pope by Italian nationalism; moderate 

Gallicans and extreme ultramontanists alike found reason to be upset with the 

regime.14 This led to an increased sense of group identity among Catholics and 

therefore a risk, in the eye of the state, of their having more political force. To show that 

the regime was not going to tolerate clerical interference in the running of the country, 

Catholic bodies, notably Veuillot's newspaper L'Univers, were repressed.15 By the end 

of the Empire's duration, however, the increasing antagonism of the ultramontanists, 

concurrent with a resurgence of republicanism and, necessarily, anti-clericalism, led 

Church and state to return to a conservative alliance.16 

To what extent, then, were God, the clergy and religious imagery on display at the 

Expositions of the Second Empire? Generally, the entente between Church and state 

meant that clergy were willing to participate in ceremonies that were not primarily 

religious and, in exchange, officials of the empire were prepared to attend such 

religious occasions as inaugurations of new churches.17 This trend seems to have 

applied to the Expositions universelles to a certain extent. Neither of the official reports 

on the 1855 and 1867 Expositions made reference to the presence of the clergy at the 

opening ceremonies. At the prize-giving ceremony of 1867, however, members of the 

Parisian Catholic clergy were reported as being present, but subjugated in the seating 

hierarchy to an allocation that placed them with representatives from various 

Protestant and Jewish bodies.18 This suggests that invitations to Exposition events 

would have been extended to various representatives of the Catholic clergy during the 
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Second Empire, but as guests of the state, on an equal footing with their counterparts 

from other religious denominations. 

Christianity was not completely invisible at these Expositions. Usually, though, the 

presence of religion was determined by exhibitionary and encyclopaedic principles 

rather than spiritual ones. As one commentator put it, "Les Orientaux et les Latins ont 

bien exposé certains objets appartenant à leur culte respectif, mais en ne se 

préoccupant que du côté archéologique et industriel."19 For example, a Catholic church 

was on display in the Exposition park of 1867, keeping company with a Protestant 

church and a Turkish mosque.20 The Papal states had an exhibition of the Roman 

catacombs.21 Léonce de la Rallaye, writing in Le Monde, expressed his dismay at being 

offered, in the English section of the Exposition, what he called "Protestant 

propaganda" and suggested that foreigners should not be allowed to evangelise in 

France and "troubler les consciences."22  

As far as the official report of the 1855 Exposition shows, there was little more than 

lip service paid at the opening ceremony to the role of God. In his speech to the 

Emperor, Prince Napoleon (Louis-Napoleon's cousin and president of the Exposition's 

Commission impériale) referred to the Exposition as "un nouveau pas vers le 

perfectionnement, cette loi qui vient du Créateur, ce premier besoin de l'humanité et 

cette indispensable condition de l'organisation sociale."23 This seems to have been the 

only reference to God at the ceremony and it is far more indicative of contemporaneous 

theories of deism than it is of traditional Catholicism. The Emperor himself, in his very 

short opening speech, made no mention of any divine power. Similarly, the official 

report of the 1867 Exposition makes no reference to religion at the opening ceremony.24 

All this suggests that, in spite of their relationship of mutual tolerance, Church and 

state were not presenting a united front at the Expositions of 1855 and 1867. These 

were festivals of the state and of the state alone. 

What then, did the Catholic Press have to say about this absence of God and clergy at 

this manifestation of an Empire that was supposed to represent a nation of people, the 

majority of which, as conceded by the Concordat of 1802, were Catholic? Remarkably, 

on the topic of the apparent laïcité of the 1855 and 1867 Expositions as state-

sponsored, national events, the Catholic press was strangely mute. Could it be that 
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critiques of the official aspect of the Expositions would be in a sense attacks on the 

regime of Napoleon III? Perhaps, given the level of censorship of the press during the 

Second Empire, editors of religious periodicals were not prepared to take that sort of 

risk. Also, as the Church had been given more of a free reign in the realm of education 

than they had had previously (and more than they would be under the Third Republic), 

perhaps Catholic editors were disinclined to put pressure on the tenuous alliance 

between Church and Empire. Nevertheless, as shall be explored further below, Catholic 

journals seemed comfortable in expressing their criticisms of the underlying 

philosophy of the Expositions as a symptom, if not of the current regime, then of the 

modern times more generally. 

The laïcité of the Third Republic Expositions was more clear cut. 1877 marked the 

beginning of what is known as the republican Republic, the first time since the fall of 

the Empire that republicans held a majority of seats in the Chamber. They also held 

almost half of the Senate seats and could, therefore, feel comfortable that 

republicanism had finally won over the majority of the French.25 Naturally, then, the 

Exposition universelle of 1878 provided plenty of ammunition for royalist Catholics 

who had watched the last hopes of a restoration of monarchy slip from their grasp. By 

this stage, the principle of laïcité had become increasingly prominent. The 

parliamentary victory of the republicans was over more than just the royalists; it was a 

victory over the Catholic Church and its influence.26 Reactions to the Exposition of 1878 

in some organs of the Catholic press emphatically reflect this shift. Charles Sowerwine 

has argued that "The two fundamental tenets of republican science were materialism 

and atheism"27—few events would have better highlighted this than the Exposition of 

1878 and its two successors. 

Protestations over the slighting of God at the Expositions started with a vengeance 

in 1878 and continued in 1889 and 1900. The critique was political in nature; it had as 

its target the republican government, its ideals and its laïcité. Léon Gambetta's journal, 

La République française, devoted two columns to discussion of the secular nature of 

the 1878 Exposition and maligned the grievances of the "feuilles dévotes" who were 

complaining about the absence of God and the Catholic Church at the Exposition.28 One 

such "feuille dévote" was L'Union, unofficial mouthpiece for the Bourbon pretender the 

Comte de Chambord, a newspaper which "faisait la joie des feuilles républicaines par 

l'archaïsme de ses idées et le désespoir de ses confrères monarchistes par son 
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intransigeance doctrinale et son ultramontanisme."29 In response to the article in 

Gambetta's paper and to the programme for the inauguration of the 1878 Exposition 

(released in advance of the actual ceremony), Sébastien Laurentie, editor of L'Union, 

expressed the "regrets que notre cœur de catholique et de Français éprouve en voyant 

isoler de toute pensée chrétienne l'inauguration de l'Exposition universelle".30 He 

considered that calling upon God to bless the œuvre of work, peace and liberty that was 

the Exposition would not have diminished the government's democratic dignity. 

Employing a tone in which the reader detects a hint of irony, Laurentie continued: "Les 

discours officiels tiendront lieu de prières, et S. Em. le cardinal-archevêque de Paris ne 

gênera point par sa présence les hauts et puissants seigneurs de la République."31 The 

speeches of politicians and functionaries had usurped prayers by Church leaders.32 

Disappointment over the absence of God at the opening ceremony of the Expositions 

was not confined to the editor of L'Union; it is a theme which cropped up frequently in 

the Catholic press, particularly in 1878. "J.V.", a journalist for L'Univers, protested in 

that year that "Malheureusement Celui qui devrait être le président d'honneur n'y est 

pas: non seulement on l'a passé sous silence, mais on l'a systématiquement exclu. [...] 

[L]e nom de Dieu n'est visible nulle part."33 In May of that same year, not long after the 

opening ceremony of the Exposition, a piece was published in the Assumptionist 

Pèlerin purporting to be a letter from "Cadichon", a semi-literate inhabitant of Paris, to 

relatives who lived "à côté de Lourdes à Auch et à Tarbes". The "letter" was written 

before the opening ceremony and Cadichon described to his relatives what the 

ceremony was to involve and which dignitaries and royals were to be there. He 

lamented the one visitor who would be absent, but whose presence he believed should 

have been considered essential. He wrote,  

le bon Dieu n'a pas été invité. On veut qu'il reste dans son église, et ses 
ministres dans leur sacristie. Et pourtant une bénédiccion du bon Dieu 
n'aurait pu faire du mal à tous ces publes et à tous ces euvres humaines 
réunis au Trocadéro! La présence de l'archevêque de Paris et les prière des 
catoliques; le son joyeux des cloches melés au bruit du canon aurait donné à 
la fête une solannité plus digne et plus élevé.34  

The underlying contrast in this presumably fictional piece is between the piety of the 

native of the provinces and the evils of secular Paris. The areas to which the "letter" 

was to be sent, Auch and Tarbes, are dioceses in the Pyrenees that nineteenth-century 
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French readers would have been able to recognise as strongly Catholic, especially with 

the reference to Lourdes thrown in.35 The Paris basin, by contrast, was a region known 

for its hostility towards Catholicism, an area that Bishop Dupanloup once described as 

"these unhappy dioceses which are close to Paris".36 By accusing the Exposition 

organisers of wanting God to stay in his church, Cadichon's letter highlights the 

subtlety of the divide between the secular and the sublime. To separate religious and 

civil life is a nonsense for those who believe in a divine creator because, for them, life is 

meaningless without that element of sublime. To confine religion to churches instead 

of seeing it as an integral part of French life was to eliminate an important binding 

agent from society. For this brand of critic of modernity, as Raymond Jonas writes, 

"there was something inherently Catholic about France and Frenchness."37 Catholic 

France was not a subset of the French nation, it was the only true France. 

The issue of the lack of blessing at opening ceremonies was taken up again by Le 

Pèlerin in 1889 and 1900. As in Laurentie's 1878 article in L'Union, the writers for Le 

Pèlerin juxtaposed the official (secular and republican) speeches with missing prayers 

and blessings. In 1889, one writer acknowledged the "brillant" nature of the opening 

ceremony but lamented that "il manque à cette exposition, à ce mouvement, à cette vie, 

une bénédiction initiale. Nisi Dominus ædificaverit Domum in vanum laboraverunt."38 

This Latin phrase was a warning, taken from Psalm 127: Unless the Lord builds the 

house, the builders labour in vain. It underlined the idea that without God at the helm, 

the Exposition (and, by extension, France) was lacking solid foundations and structure. 

The writer then continued, "Il faudrait, pour redevenir une nation unie et forte par là 

même, autre chose que des discours. Ce quelque chose est l'union des catholiques."39 

Official speeches left something to be desired in 1900 as well, in the eyes of a 

journalist for the same publication eleven years later. "Dans le vide de l'immense 

coupole," he wrote, referring to the Salle des fêtes on the Champ de Mars where the 

ceremony took place,40 Alexandre Millerand (minister for commerce and industry) and 

President Émile Loubet "ont prononcé deux discours: des discours officiels, c'est tout 

dire, et l'on n'en voudrait rien dire de plus, si, je ne dis pas le nom de Dieu, mais la 

moindre allusion au Créateur n'en avaient été rigoureusement écartés. Les Loges 

peuvent être contentes."41 This mention of the Loges was a reference to the Freemasons 

and is illustrative of the theory prevalent amongst certain monarchists and Catholics 
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that had the Freemasons as engineers of the Revolution and the undermining of the 

Catholic Church.42 Fournel, in 1867, had already said of the Exposition that "On dirait 

une fête des Loges de dimensions colossales".43 Catholic critics had every reason to make 

the connection between Freemasons and the Expositions. As Pierre Chevalier indicates 

in Histoire de la franc-maçonnerie française (tellingly subtitled Église de la 

République), after the definitive Republican victory in 1877, the number of freemason 

politicians and public officials grew very quickly.44 There is no doubt that Masonic 

ideology, a major tenet of which was to establish free, compulsory and secular education, 

would have been influential amongst Exposition organisers and advocates.45 

Sibylle Gabrielle de Riquetie Mirabeau, writing under her pen name "Gyp"46 for 

Edouard Drumont's La Libre Parole, also noted that no mention had been made of God 

at the opening ceremony of the Exposition of 1900. She reported her colleague, 

Monsieur Cornély, as saying that "tous les peuples ont encore pourtant l'habitude 

d'appeler aux cérémonies d'inauguration les ministres de leur religion qui versent sur les 

œuvres humaines les prières et les bénédictions".47 Gyp agreed with this assessment, but 

for her it conjured up a central question: who was the minister of the religion of the 

people in fin-de-siècle France? Was it the then archbishop of Paris, Monseigneur 

Richard, whose name the Dreyfusard newspapers dragged through the mud at every 

opportunity? Was it Zadoc Kahn, chief Rabbi of France,48 who, in light of recent events 

(that is the pardoning, although not yet exoneration, of Alfred Dreyfus) seemed to be in 

the ascendancy? Or was it one of the prominent protestant Monod family?49 After all, 

Gyp lamented, there were far more Jews and protestants among the Exposition 

organisers than there were Catholics. Gyp's commentary reveals a sense of indignation 

that Jews and protestants, who she claimed were united in the person of Dreyfus, had so 

marginalised Catholic France that the Archbishop of Paris could not bless the Exposition 

universelle. 
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To make matters all the more deplorable, the dates set for the inauguration and 

opening day of the Exposition in 1900 coincided with the Easter weekend. Originally 

planned for Easter Sunday, the Americans had protested so effectively that the 

ceremony was moved forward one day to Holy Saturday.50 "Samedi dernier" wrote a 

journalist for Le Pèlerin of the opening ceremony, "par une manœuvre habile des Loges 

maçonniques, on a essayé de détourner des grands mystères de Pâques l'attention du 

peuple parisien. Les sans-Dieu ont jeté le masque de la prétendue neutralité et avouent 

qu'ils sont contre Dieu."51 The non-observance of holy days was a theme that Le Pèlerin 

had taken up before in its critiques of Expositions. Commenting in May on the 

preparations for the 1878 Exposition, one journalist had observed that "Ils sont en 

retard, juste d'autant de jours qu'on a travaillé de dimanches et fêtes",52 implying that 

for every holy day that had been ignored, the preparations for the Expositions had been 

set back. He went on to claim that in 1855 the only engineer who had been ready in time 

for the opening was also the only one that had strictly observed Sunday as a day of rest. 

"Ses confrères des ponts et chausées ne comprenaient pas le mystère. En 1878, tous sont 

arriérés,—notamment machines, bêtes, jardins, etc."53  

Seven months later, in September, Le Pèlerin had neither forgotten nor forgiven the 

scandal surrounding the day of rest. Something which France no longer produces, 

argued the journalist, ironically employing a commerce-inspired metaphor, something 

which it used to export, but now has been re-imported to the Exposition by foreigners, is 

the observance of Sunday as a day of rest. The journalist explained that, while M. Krantz 

(senator and Commissaire général of the 1878 Exposition) had never dreamed of adding 

the Sunday day of rest to the Exposition programme, the foreigners had nevertheless 

insisted on observing it. This touch of xenophilia that often creeps into anti-Exposition 

discourse betrays the writer's disdain for his nation's rejection of the sublime. 

"[L]'industrie française," he asserts, "qui a construit son palais le dimanche et les grands 

jours de Noël et de Pâques n'a pas chômé un jour. [...] cependant, les Anglais, qui n'ont 

rien préparé le dimanche et étaient plus éloignés, ont été prêts les premiers."54 The 

admiration that certain journalists showed for the American and English participants at 

the Expositions served to put the apparent irreligiousity of the French into sharp 

contrast. 

Claude Langlois, in his contribution to Pierre Nora's Realms of memory, stresses the 

importance of the visual embodiment of the struggle between Catholics and laicisation 
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throughout France.55 The sites of the Paris Expositions were no exception. One symbol 

glaringly absent from the Expositions was the Christian cross. The author of the article 

'Exposition sans Dieu' (already cited above), remarked that an Exposition claiming to 

be universal could only be such if God was included. "Les drapeaux de toutes les 

nations du monde flottent au dessus du palais de l'Exposition; un seul défaut, c'est le 

drapeau de Dieu, c'est l'étendard de la croix."56 Furthermore, of Henri Giffard's 

tethered balloon that was one of the attractions at the 1878 Exposition, one journalist 

for Le Pèlerin wrote: "Il manque cependant au ballon Giffard quelque chose d'essentiel 

que notre siècle ne sait plus [...]. [C]e ballon [...] devrait porter dans les airs le SIGNE DE 

LA CROIX."57 Just as a national flag becomes a symbol that ostensibly unites a people, 

the Catholics saw the cross as a symbol that united humanity. The universality 

proclaimed by the Expositions could not be realised, in their eyes, without the unifying 

powers of Catholicism embodied by the cross.  

One particularly potent symbol that came in for much vitriol from the press was, 

predictably, the Eiffel Tower. Built for the Exposition of 1889 it was, in Langlois' view, 

the modern emblem of secular France.58 In one particular issue, Le Pèlerin published a 

poem in Latin on the topic of the Eiffel Tower, sent in by one of its subscribers, and 

challenged its readership to translate it, in verse or prose—the incentive being possible 

publication in the following issue.59 The theme of the original Latin poem, and 

therefore in its French reincarnations that were submitted and published a week later, 

was the absence of a cross gracing the summit of this marvel of modern engineering. 

Poetry was apparently a popular pastime amongst the readership of Le Pèlerin and as a 

result the poem was published repeatedly in its different variations, thereby reiterating 

the theme again and again over several weeks. One Jules Imbert submitted a four verse 

poem ranting about the arrogant and ephemeral nature of the tower, concluding with 

the following: 

Ah! si sur son sommet, le prêtre catholique 
Avait planté la Croix! peut-être cette tour 
Aurait vécu! grâce à ce signe symbolique 
Qui d'un Dieu mort pour nous aurait prêché l'amour.60 

This example represents a literal translation of the original verse, but other 

submissions were of a more dramatic style. A week later, submissions for the 

competition still apparently flooding in to the offices of Le Pèlerin, a fiery offering from 

an anonymous poet was printed. 
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Un peuple florisse construisit un colosse, 
Nouveau temple de Bel: 
Au géant, on donna même le but atroce 
De la tour de Babel! 
Oui, lancé dans les airs, l'orgueilleux edifice,  
Comme autrefoi Tition,  
Devient, en bravant Dieu, l'étendard de milice 
Des enfants de Satan. 
Par un tissu de fer, un Vulcain sut construire 
L'audacieux jouet 
Et la nue au mortel qui sottement l'admire 
En cache le sommet. 
Bélial pourtant vainc! Les flots de ses sectaires 
Inondent ses parvis, 
Et Jésus délaissé, seul dans ses sanctuaires 
Demeure sans amis! 
Crois-tu, lecteur aimé, que la superbe masse 
Subsistera toujours; 
Et que Dieu pourra voir consommer tant d'audace 
Sans en finir le cours? 
Non! formé par le feu, ce signe de jactance 
Périra par la flamme! 
Pour confondre Satan, la divine puissance 
Renversera l'infâme! 
A moins que, pour survivre, au plus haut de son faîte 
Il n'arbore la croix; 
Alors, il pourra dire, en relevant la tête: 
«Je vivrai, car je crois!» 
Viens, Prêtre du Très-Haut, au nom de ta puissance,  
Bénis le fer altier. 
Que la croix resplendisse au centre de la France,  
Devant le monde entier.61 

This last line, "before the whole world", is a telling one, and represents one of the main 

concerns of the Catholic church with the lack of Christian symbols visible at the 

Expositions. The Expositions were events attended by dignitaries and members of royal 

families from Europe and beyond. A persistent message which comes through in the 

Catholic press is that, in chasing God from the Expositions, France was isolating herself 

from the rest of the world. Two articles entitled 'L'Exposition sans Dieu' appeared in 

the conservative press in 1878. One, predictably, was in L'Univers, the ultramontane 

newpaper run by Louis Veuillot; the other appeared in L'Assemblée nationale de 1848, 

a short-lived "monarchiste macmahonien" newspaper revived by Adrien de Lavalette in 

1877.62 The Assemblée nationale article was so admired by the editors at Le Figaro that 

they decided to reprint "les parties les plus importantes" because they reflected the 

belief of all those "qui s'effraient de voir, au milieu de l'Europe chrétienne, la France 

s'isoler au point de vue religieux."63  

Like other writers, de Lavalette was annoyed about the absence of God at the 

Exposition. "Les républicains [...], à l'ouverture de l'Exposition universelle, ont cru 

devoir invalider Dieu ou du moins ajourner indéfiniment sa présence et le renvoyer 
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devant les électeurs",64 he complained. One of his chief concerns was what this absence 

of God revealed about France, exposed on the world stage before the scrutiny of foreign 

visitors. "Que devaient penser les princes étrangers et les plus éminents visiteurs du 

monde entier [...]?",65 he wondered. The (imagined) opinion of the Prince of Wales (son 

of Queen Victoria, later Edward VII) was particularly worrying. "Le prince de Galles, 

ainsi que les autres princes qui appartiennent à des nations où les religions se montrent 

à toutes les grandes solennités, devaient être surpris de n'apercevoir dans la fête 

d'inauguration aucun signe religieux, aucune action de grâces, aucun appel à la 

bénédiction divine."66 Surely, argued de Lavalette, the Prince, whose mortal illness as a 

child had been miraculously arrested by the prayers of the lords, civil servants, 

merchants and general populace of England, would unfavourably compare the hostility 

and indifference of the French republicans towards religion with the strict piety of the 

English.  

Perhaps de Lavalette need not have worried himself to such an extent over what the 

Prince of Wales might have been thinking. In an article appearing in L'Union a month 

later, Dubosc de Pesquidoux, in a similarly anglophile vein, praised the English for 

teaching France a grave lesson. Apparently, upon hearing of the Prince's non-

observance of the day of rest—"l'héritier du thrône s'était montré en France dans une 

réunion de plaisir le jour réservé à Dieu"—the English parliament "tout entier s'est 

levé" and the errant Prince, having misguidedly believed himself to be momentarily 

free of the obligations and customs of his own country, received a stern telegraph from 

his mother summoning him home.67 Pesquidoux used this anecdote to weigh up the 

piety of the English against the flagrant atheism and therefore uncertain future of the 

French people. "[N]ous donnons chaque dimanche à tous les visiteurs de l'univers le 

scandale du travail et de la dissipation, c'est-à-dire le scandale du mépris des lois 

divines et de la révolte en action. Cette antithèse si frappante n'est-elle pas le signe 

révélateur de l'état et de l'avenir des deux peuples?"68 

Another manifestation of the anxiety that certain Catholics experienced concerning 

the opinion of foreign guests appeared in L'Univers in 1900. Echoing the writer of the 

Pèlerin article mentioned earlier (concerning the 1889 Exposition), Edouard Alexandre 

also invoked Psalm 127 to remind readers that a structure should have God as its 

foundation. "Ah! comme il est vrai le cri du psalmiste: Nisi Dominus ædificaverit, in 

vanum laboraverunt, qui ædificant eam."69 The article, 'Le Testament de l'Exposition', 

was published in October 1900, just prior to the closing ceremony which Alexandre 
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described as an "enterrement civil et laïque, hélas! comme son baptême."70 Somewhat 

bizarrely anthropomorphising the Exposition as its "death" impended, Alexandre 

speculated on what its last will and testament might or should be. He wrote in the first 

person, from the point of view of the Exposition, and had it assume a tone of penitence. 

In this way, Alexandre had the Exposition bequeath to the communes of France the 

materials used to build its palaces in order that they build and restore churches, open 

Christian schools and construct hospitals. "J'espère ainsi", "wrote" the Exposition, 

faire oublier mon athéisme officiel aux nations étrangères que j'ai scandalisées en 
ouvrant mes portes à tous les princes de la terre–qui ne sont pas venus–et en les 
fermant à Dieu dont les bénédictions m'eussent été si utiles pour réussir dans mes 
entreprises. [...] J'ai oublié d'inviter l'hôte essentiel; le roi des souverains et des 
présidents de républiques: Dieu!71 

Demonstrating a similar preoccupation with France's reputation as a God-fearing 

nation, Le Pèlerin, in 1889, recounted a (fictional?) conversation that one of its staff 

had had with a visitor from America, a certain "Monsieur G". The American explained 

that he was to be in Paris for twelve days but that he would not be visiting the 

Exposition despite his having an interest in it. When asked the reason for this boycott, 

he replied "Parce qu'on n'y a pas admis Dieu; il est exclu et il ne me convient pas d'aller 

là où Dieu est mis honteusement dehors;—j'entrerais dans un blasphème. [...] En 

Amérique, à toutes les expositions on ouvre par une cérémonie religieuse,—et les 

machines se reposent le dimanche."72 Whether or not this conversation between the 

American gentleman and Le Pèlerin ever took place is irrelevant; the point was that 

France was perceived as being isolated from the other great powers, including America, 

in her eschewal of the Christian faith. 

One technique used by both de Lavalette of L'Assemblée nationale and an 

anonymous writer for Le Pèlerin was to invoke Robespierre's Culte de l'Etre suprême in 

order to link what they saw as the religious irrationality of the Third Republic with that 

of the First Republic at the height of the madness of the Terror. In June 1794, in an 

attempt to publicly separate rampant anti-clericalism from atheism, Robespierre had 

staged a ceremony on a specially constructed mountain on the Champ de Mars, big 

enough to hold the entire National Convention. At the ceremony an inflammable statue 

representing atheism had been burnt to reveal another representing wisdom. In doing 

this, Robespierre saw himself as having destroyed the monster of atheism that the 

"genius of the kings had vomited onto France". At the same time, he accused priests of 

having harnessed the people, like base animals, to the chariot of the despots. A choir 

sang the Hymne à l'Être suprême from which any Catholic taint had been omitted.73  
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Robespierre's Supreme Being was a god surely enough, but it was not a god 

mediated by the Catholic church. It was, argues Charlton, the first instance of the 

acknowledgement that society needed religion (other than Christianity) to maintain 

order—a realisation which was to become such a persistent preoccuption in the 

nineteenth century. Eighty-four years later, members of the Catholic press remembered 

Robespierre's attempts to found a new cult and made the connection (tenuous as it may 

have been) with the new secular regime of the Third Republic. Robespierre's mountain 

had been constructed on the Champ de Mars opposite the Trocadéro, the site where the 

Exposition of 1878 now stood. The journalist of Le Pèlerin wrote that "Là-haut 

Robespierre proclama le commencement du culte de l'Être suprême, l'artillerie tonna, 

le peuple consacra la chose par son acclamation. Après quoi l'Être suprême, qu'on avait 

pris grand soin de distinguer du vrai Dieu dont on ne voulait plus, finit dans la boue, 

comme sa montagne."74 The fate of the Supreme Being (Robespierre was guillotined 

not two months after the festival75) seemed to Le Pèlerin to be paralleled by the 

flimsiness of Exposition rhetoric. 

Erroneously linking the timing of the proclamation of the Cult of the Supreme Being 

and the opening ceremony of the 1878 Exposition,76 de Lavalette in turn implied that 

the "héritiers des Montagnards et des Girondins" had gone one step further than their 

predecessors by refusing to recognise the existence of a being superior to humans. "Ils 

ont pensé qu'il était de la dignité d'un peuple libre et régénéré de ne pas fléchir le genou 

devant l'ÊTRE SUPRÊME [...] en 1878 ils ont prouvé qu'ils avaient l'ESPRIT plus FORT que 

leurs devanciers."77 This mocking reference to esprit fort alludes to the attribute of free 

thought that the post-revolution grande bourgeoisie had come to understand as the 

way of being modern.78  

After the Commune, continued the Pèlerin journalist, the problem arose of what to 

do with the site on the Champ de Mars. Building a cemetery had been one proposal—

and apparently an appropriate one in the eyes of the writer. "Aujourd'hui, c'est devenu 

l'immense bazar que nous savons, mais nous considérons qu'on a fait droit à notre 

demande réitérée; c'est bien un cimetière, où reposent dans le fouillis tous les cultes 

inventés par l'orgueil humain."79 The Exposition represented the place where all the 

supposedly ephemeral theories of society without God, theories invited by the pride of 

human beings, would go to die. It is this phrase, "human pride", that will now move the 

discussion from a symbolic absence of God to an exploration of how the Parisian 
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Expositions were perceived by some Catholics as a manifestation of human self-

worship. 

 

ENIVREMENT AND ORGUEIL 

In 1900, in a piece for La Revue blanche entitled 'Les Ennemis de l'Exposition', writer 

and philosopher Julien Benda discussed the principal characteristics of the Exposition 

as seen by its detractors. He argued that, for partisans of clericalism, the Exposition 

represented "le développement de l'admiration de l'homme pour l'homme, l'extension 

de sa confiance en son propre pouvoir, bref la ruine de la chrétienne humilité."80 Benda 

thus identified a trend of critique that had been directed at all the Expositions since 

1855. In that year, Edmond de Pressensé, editor of the protestant Revue chrétienne, 

founded in 1854, remarked that "[n]ous n'avons pas seulement eu des hymnes en 

l'honneur de l'Exposition de l'industrie. Nous avons eu des cantiques d'adoration."81 

Once again, Christian liturgical vocabulary was being used to emphasise (here 

ironically) the idea of a religion of modernity, but de Pressensé was also signalling an 

atmosphere of self-veneration enveloping the Expositions. In order to demonstrate the 

persistent use of pseudo-religious imagery and the general sentiment of overexcitement 

surrounding the 1855 Exposition, de Pressensé cited an article from another paper, La 

Revue, a publication that he accused of being pantheistic, Saint-Simonian, and of 

elevating industrialism to the height of religion. This paper, wrote de Pressensé, praised 

labour "[q]ui nous rend créateurs, qui fait un Dieu de l'homme" and celebrated the 

Palais de l'Industrie as a universal Church: 

C'est l'église nouvelle où qui travaille prie,  
Où l'art audacieux de la géométrie, 
Jette un pont de cristal pour passer dans les cieux.82 

Not only had the Expositions rejected the outward trappings of traditional religion, but 

they had found themselves a new object of worship: humankind itself and its material 

creations. De Pressensé argued that the cause of the tendency towards the worship of 

material objects rather than the divine was the "enivrement de la grandeur de l'homme 

à la vue de ses œuvres."83 The words enivrement (intoxication), and orgueil (pride), 

occur often enough in the material critiquing the Expositions to be considered 

leitmotifs. They announce a theme common to the responses of theists (predominantly 

Catholic) to a particularly worrying manifestation of modernity at the Expositions: 

materialism. 

Intoxication and pride were the apparent symptoms of materialism because as a 

concept, materialism bestowed upon humans more agency, more self-determination, 
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more responsibility and, ultimately, more glory, than theistic doctrines had ever 

allowed for. Materialism is a term that has come to have a different connotation in the 

ears of a citizen of the twenty-first century than it did in the nineteenth. The concept of 

materialism which refers specifically to the accumulation of commodities is a topic 

which will be explored further in a later section of this thesis, but for the purposes of 

the present discussion, materialism will refer to what J.W. Burrow describes as  

the general conception of the world as a closed energy-system to which 
nothing was ever added and from which nothing could be taken away, 
all of whose multifarious transformations could be seen as the various 
conversions of a fixed overall quantity of energy, all of which could be 
expressed scientifically, including certainly those of life and perhaps 
even those of consciousness.84 

The term "materialism" first appeared in the French language at the beginning of the 

eighteenth century in a polemic by Leibniz in which it is defined as a "philosophical 

doctrine which reduces everything to matter".85 The significance of materialism lies in 

the word "reduces". Materialist reductionism reduces the world and all its phenomena 

to the mere movement of atoms and transferral of energy; it leaves no place for the 

mystery of a divine creator.  

The intoxication and pride of humanity upon finding itself, instead of God, as agent 

of creation on Earth, were the central targets of the attacks that the theists made 

against the Expositions. As will be demonstrated, these critics who saw modernity as 

the destroyer of their conception of the sublime engaged in constant battles that, by the 

second half of the nineteenth century, had become a part of the post-Revolutionary 

tradition: the ideological struggles between man and God, Catholicism and 

Republicanism, religion and science, and the struggle above all for the Catholic Church 

to maintain its ever more precarious footing in the realm of public education. 

As with many terms that refer to schools of thought, movements or ideologies, 

materialism was given its name by its detractors and was not, in France of the 

nineteenth century, an actual systematic doctrine or philosophy. "It would be difficult", 

argues Michael Kelly, "to identify any French philosopher of the period who would have 

accepted the description of materialist, but by no means difficult to find virulent attacks 

on materialism."86 This statement rings particularly true in relation to critiques of the 

Expositions universelles. Eager as he was to distinguish himself from L'Univers, "qui 

voir dans la vapeur la fumée du puits de l'abîme",87 de Pressensé was not optimistic 

about the future of a nation for whom the conquest of the material world was ostensibly 

having no positive affect on the moral world. "Le Dieu nouveau qu'on prétend adorer 
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dans nos expositions de l'industrie", he wrote, "c'est le dieu-matière".88 He warned that 

man's domination over nature was only a triumph if seen within a context that 

acknowledged "une volonté plus haute, plus sage et plus sainte que celle de l'homme". 

Otherwise, that triumph served only to obfuscate a broader humiliating defeat in which 

the conqueror was merely a captive who had forged his own cage from gold and 

precious stones. Humanity that worships its own creations of purely material value, 

wrote Pressensé, "s'est trouvé[e] à genoux devant une idole stupide."89  

An idol differs from a god in that it is a man-made, or material, object of worship, 

and idolatry is thus a perfect description, in the eyes of the anti-materialists, of the 

relationship of the French people to the Expositions universelles. Two decades after 

Pressensé's article, the false idol motif made another appearance. This time it was in 

the Catholic press, in the article, already mentioned, by Dubosc de Pesquidou, writing 

for L'Union. Pesquidou's argument was similar to Pressensé's, but he focused the blame 

for this idolatry more clearly on an identifiable culprit. Where Pressensé had written in 

1855 of a dieu-matière of even less worth than la déesse Raison (a reference to the 

Revolutionary Cult of Reason, which preceded Robespierre's Cult of the Supreme 

Being90), Pesquidou in 1878 was very clear that the principal evangelist for this new god 

was the Republic. He remarked that God had been missing from the opening ceremony, 

and compared France unfavourably to the Mozambicans who would never forget, he 

claimed, to please their fetishes with the beating of a tam-tam. "La République—biffe 

Dieu—selon les bonnes traditions, et à la place, elle intronise, non plus la déesse 

Raison, aussi démodée que Dieu, mais le Veau d'or, l'éternel Veau d'or des anciens 

jours, le vrai dieu des époques adultes, la panacée de la civilisation future, la loi et le 

salut du monde!"91 For Pesquidou, the biblical golden calf idol had found its modern-

day incarnation as money. "Les principes politiques, les idées morales, les sentiments 

de dignité, d'austérité, de sacrifice, de fidélité, de dévouement aux lois éternelles sont 

devenus plus gothiques que jamais. L'argent est le seul roi. L'on voit à tout instant de 

honteuses promiscuités où les plus nobles choses s'effacent et se prosternent devant 

l'unique souverain."92 By subverting the cultural assumption that the "primitive" idol-

worshipping Mozambicans were inferior to French civilisation, Dubosc de Pesquidoux 

was challenging the rhetoric of progress and making a clear comment on where he 

thought France was headed. 

Henry de Riancey, also writing for the L'Union, had noted a similar tendency in 1867 

for human pride to elevate men to the status of gods. He lamented that man was so 

                                                   
88 de Pressensé, 'Revue du mois', pp.697-698. 
89 Ibid., p.697. 
90 See A. Aulard, Le Culte de la Raison et le Culte de l'Être suprême, 1793-1794, Paris, Félix 
Alcan, 1892. 
91 Dubosc de Pesquidoux, 'Autour de l'Exposition'. 
92 Ibid. 



 92 

content with himself in the face of the Exposition, that display of his own genius and 

intelligence, that he was tempted to let himself be seduced by the enivrement of the 

spectacle and listen to the sophists who whispered in his ear the satanical words: "Quo 

non ascendam?"93—To what heights can I not rise? This mention of sophists introduces 

an oft-repeated finger-pointing, characteristic of anti-modernists, at those whom they 

saw as the would-be killers of traditional religion: philosophes, sophists, libre-

penseurs, esprits libres, hommes de science. These various followers of the cult of 

materialism were, in the eyes of critics like Riancey, at least partly responsible for the 

unmerited self-confidence of mere humans on display at the Expositions. The 

promotion of the concept of progress and of human perfectibility that effaced the 

necessity of God led human "royalty", in Riancey's opinion, to tell itself that "Vous êtes 

des dieux!"94 

Let us return now to 1855 and to L'Univers, the newspaper that Pressensé accused of 

seeing the "depths of ruin" in the Exposition. In an article released in three parts during 

October of 1855, "Influence des lettres et des sciences sur l'éducation", Louis Veuillot 

attacked the contemporary status of science and the influence it had on society; he 

described science as "orgueilleux, grossier, tout matérialiste."95 Although the article did 

not focus primarily on the Exposition of that year, it made reference to the event 

several times in order to illustrate its argument. One can plausibly surmise that the 

Exposition was in fact a catalyst contributing to the piece being written. In the article, 

Veuillot initiated a refrain similar to that which Pressensé would relay a month later 

and that Riancey and Pesquidou would take up in subsequent Exposition years: 

humankind as self-imposed, self-venerating deity. "Nous voyons, en effet," wrote 

Veuillot,  

des hommes que le gaz, la vapeur, la pile voltaïque, le microscope, 
l'éléctricité mettent en extase; ils ne savent plus parler froidement de 
ces curiosités. [...] ils se proclament non-seulement les maîtres de la 
matière, mais encore les maîtres de la destinée.96  

Yet claims to mastery over matter and over destiny would prove illusory, argued 

Veuillot. Far from solving social problems such as war, plagues and famine, as 

promised by the scientists, modern inventions were seeing the proliferation and 

increase of difficult social problems to which the inventions could promise no solution 

other than a despotism jeopardising the human mind. Veuillot continued: 

Autour des belles machines que l'on admire à l'Exposition universelle, il 
en est une qui devrait inquiéter davantage la perspicacité des inventeurs: 
c'est l'homme; c'est cet être fier et souffrant qui devient si aisément 
déraisonnable. Leurré, en ce moment, d'un avenir de puissance et de 
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bonheur sans limite, il s'apercevra bientôt, parmi cette profusion de 
richesses, qu'il est pauvre et lié comme auparavant.97 

There is more to the world than what can be known by science, argued Veuillot, that 

exemplary advocate of the Catholic sublime. "Elles [the sciences] peuvent analyser la 

matière jusqu'au dernier atôme et disséquer l'homme jusqu'à la dernière fibre; elles 

n'arriveront pas plus à la connaissance de Dieu."98 In this way, Veuillot was arguing 

that scientific progress was not Progress tout court. 

One particular legacy of both the Enlightenment and the Revolution that reared its 

head at the Expositions was the enthusiasm for measurement and, more specifically, 

universal standards for measurement. Jennifer Hecht writes of the scientific 

community's obsession with numbers and measuring devices and the way in which 

measurement was used to demystify. "Ritual and orthopraxy sanctify mundane things; 

measuring makes the sacred profane",99 she explains. Hecht describes a slightly later 

period, but already in 1855 commentaries on the Expositions it is possible to identify 

antimodern critiques of this phenomenon. In an August edition of L'Univers in 1855, 

Veuillot's colleague Coquille drew his readers' attention to an article that had been 

published in La Patrie, one of the organs of the imperialist press.100 The La Patrie 

article, in taking stock of objects on display at the Exposition universelle of that year, 

had apparently expended much ink praising a metre ruler sent to the Palais de 

l'Industrie by the Conservatoires des Arts et Métiers. La Patrie, according to Coquille, 

"a cru devoir glorifier notre système de poids et mesures comme un des plus 

merveilleux progrès de la civilisation."101 He went on to remark that the "insignificant" 

countries that had adopted the French system of measurement (Holland, Belgium, 

Spain, Portugal, Switzerland, Sardinia, Greece, Mexico and Chile) had mostly fallen 

into anarchy. "Il est rare", he continued, "que les emprunts qu'un peuple fait à un autre 

ne soient pas un symptôme de décadence et d'affaiblissement des mœurs publiques."102  

The Revolution was, of course, to blame. With its aim of uprooting ancient 

traditions, it had subjected civil life to the "règles de rationalisme le plus absolu."103 In 

Coquille's opinion, the Revolution had depended on pride and vanity and had put in 

place scientific systems that replaced the more spontaneous, organic practices of old 

and that were more applicable to bees or beavers than to free beings. This is a notable 

paradox that science seems to engender in the minds of the critics of modernity. While 
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it had the capacity to make man feel god-like, it also reduced him to the status of 

animal. The Expositions seem to have potently evoked this newfound ambiguity. 

A month later, a related article under the same authorship appeared in L'Univers, 

this time on the topic of an association set up to establish a standardised system of 

measurement amongst all peoples and involving, inevitably, delegates sent to the 

Exposition. Apparently their leader, Monsieur de Rothschild, had indicated in a speech 

that the association was inspired by "la pensée civilisatrice", prompting Coquille to pen 

the following ironic retort: "On voit combien nos ancêtres étaient dans l'erreur quand 

ils croyaient que la religion civilisait les hommes. [...] Les nations, régénérées par le 

système décimal, vont s'embrasser comme des sœurs".104 The scathing reactions to the 

concept of standardised measurement as somehow having a unifying effect on 

humanity reflects the scepticism of many Catholics regarding scientific materialism. 

La Croix, the popular, ultramontane Catholic newspaper established in 1883,105 was 

also eager to pontificate on the subject of materialism at the Expositions. In their 

eagerness to condemn the events, the writers for La Croix on several occasions used 

comparisons with bible stories of questionable relevance, and constructed arguments 

that sometimes appear illogical to the point of being incomprehensible. Father Vincent 

de Paul Bailly, writing as "Le Moine",106 compared the Exposition of 1889 to a gospel 

story known as 'The Parable of the Wicked Tenants'. The gospel recounts Jesus telling 

the story of a landowner who sends his servants to collect the produce of his vineyard 

from the farmers who lease the land. The farmers kill all the servants that are sent, 

prompting the landowner to then send his own son, who he believes will invoke a 

greater degree of respect from the farmers. Instead the farmers kill the son in the belief 

that they will then inherit the land. These farmers were labouring under a 

misapprehension, instructed Jesus. The landowner would instead have destroyed the 

farmers and rented his land out to others. The moral of the parable is that the Kingdom 

of God will be taken away from those who do not acknowledge the authority of God.107  

Having retold this parable, Le Moine's article attempted to draw a parallel between 

the Exposition and battle between farmers and landowner. The Exposition, argued Le 

Moine, was a modern-day vineyard that served as a site for the struggle between the 

material, carnal world and the chaste, celestial realm. 

Le monde de la matière a résolu non pas de confesser par ses prodiges la gloire du 
Créateur [...] mais de proclamer qu'elle se suffit à elle-même. Elle a chassé le maître 
de la maison et cette servante usurpatrice espère en être à jamais débarrassée.108 
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The Exposition was the manifestation, then, of the contemporary triumph of the 

materialists over God and if the battle between the flesh and the spirit were to continue, 

ruminated Le Moine, then the rot would start to set in. He then continued his article to 

unfavourably contrast the Exposition with the feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus due to 

take place several weeks thereafter. "Une âme sainte s'offrant au Cœur de Jésus et 

recevant de Lui les trésors inestimables, c'est bien plus que l'exposition universelle au 

Champ-de-Mars; c'est plus que tous les astres étalés sur le firmament."109  

Several weeks later, in the same periodical, in an article entitled 'L'Impossible', Le 

Moine constructed another analogy to the Exposition, this time comparing it to the 

reign of Louis XIV. He reminded his readers of the false gods and goddesses of the Sun 

King's court of splendors, of human pride taken to unacceptable levels. He then 

proceeded to take the Exposition to task for the same sins.110 "Le festival de 

l'Exposition, avec ses naïades et sa statuaire, faisant fi de pudeurs, attire les peuples 

aux grandes eaux lumineuses du Champ de Mars, et à des folies qui rappellent, pour 

l'ostentation, les folies dans lesquelles se complaisait le XVIIe siècle."111 According to Le 

Moine, the French people, enivré by the splendors of their own Exposition, had, like 

the Roi soleil two centuries previously, chased God from their palace. Their 

replacement source of glory was once more pleasure and pride. 

Le Moine then returned his attention to the Feast of the Sacred Heart, to which he 

had alluded a fortnight previously, to further discuss France's relationship with God. 

According to the legend of the Sacred Heart, it was in 1689, during the reign of Louis 

XIV, "à l'heure où les faux dieux de la chair prétendaient attirer le monde à 

Versailles",112 that a young nun, Marguerite-Marie Alacoque, experienced a vision of 

Jesus Christ. According to Alacoque, this apparition communicated to her that the 

French were a chosen people and that in order to seal a special alliance between France 

and God, the King must build a chapel in honour of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and add 

the image of the heart of Jesus to the royal colours. Unsurprisingly, Louis XIV failed to 

carry out any of these demands, thereby giving a certain minority of future generations 

of Catholics a convenient explanation for every subsequent national setback, especially 

post-1789.113  

The parallel between France during the reign of Louis XIV and France of the 1889 

Exposition was, according to Le Moine, a necessary part of the Divine's plan to renew 

its pact with France. The Jesus apparition had allegedly told Marguerite-Marie that he 

realised his demands were impossible to carry out but that "cet impossible est la 
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condition même du renouvellement d'un pacte que je veux agrandir et non 

amoindrir."114 In the intervening years, wrote Le Moine, what had been impossible in 

the seventeenth century had grown even more so in the materialistic world of the late 

nineteenth century. The consequence of all this, as interpreted by Le Moine, was that 

when the Sacred Heart would finally come to reign, its pact with France would be 

stronger than "l'abîme de l'impossibilité" is deep.115 Having set down this tenuous line 

of reasoning, Le Moine then added another dimension to further complicate his already 

abstruse column. He concluded his article by taking his readers back to the "first pact" 

at the origins of French Catholicism: to King Clovis and the battle of Tolbiac. It was on 

this occasion that St Remy had told the pagan king to love what he had burned and to 

burn what he had loved. Le Moine offered these words to his readers of 1889 as a 

warning against the false pride and intoxication of the Exposition of folies. "Cette 

parole," he moralised, "réalisant l'impossible, est proposée à notre paganisme, à notre 

sensualisme, à notre matérialisme, à notre égoïsme, à notre respect humain et à toutes 

nos folies."116  

La Croix was not the only publication to indulge in esoteric reasoning in attempts to 

deflate the perceived false pride exhibited at the Expositions. In one article on the 

ballon captif, a tethered hot-air balloon that was a feature of the 1878 Exposition, a 

writer for Le Pèlerin described it as a ''machine d'orgueil." In this article, man's pride in 

his own achievements was presented in relation to a reliance on "false" science and the 

loss of faith in a creator. "Il a manqué à ce navigateur aérien une bénédiction et une 

prière" wrote Le Pèlerin of the balloon's inauguration. Instead of a mass, there had 

been a boozy dinner in the air, the ballooning men having apparently blithely forgotten 

the fatal ballooning accident at Ciron in 1875 caused, according to the author, by the 

very fact that they had set off after a copious dinner, no prayers, and were "à moitié 

dépourvus de raison."117 

The writer of this particular article went on to make a tenuous link between the 

"false science" of the hot-air balloon and the theory of evolution. Referring to the 

scientific ballooning men, the author claimed that, if they refused to incline themselves 

towards the creator at their spectacle of machines, they were committing blasphemy 

and were therefore on a par with those who claimed to be "des singes savants."  

Eh bien si c'est une machine d'orgueil, si elle est enflée par la fausse science 
(Sientia influt) si vous êtes de ceux qui préfèrent être de la race des bêtes et 
des singes pour n'être pas les frères du Christ qui s'est fait homme pour vous 
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sauver, vous serez bien plus changés en bête que vous ne pensez, et vous 
chuterez misérablement devant le monde étonné du spectacle de votre 
honte.118 

In invoking the scientists' "preference" of belonging to a race of monkeys instead of to 

the brothers of Christ, the author of the balloon article was tapping into one of the most 

divisive issues of modernity. If humanity was promoting itself to the rank of deity, it 

was simultaneously and troublingly demoting itself to the animal kingdom. Darwinism, 

theories of evolution and many burgeoning "sciences de l'homme" pitted materialism's 

detractors firmly against its advocates.  

If, as Kelly has argued, materialist was not a label that many, if any, nineteenth-

century French philosophers would have applied to themselves, then the same was not 

true of that era's scientists. Jennifer Hecht in The end of the soul provides examples of 

scientists of the time who used the labels matérialiste and matérialisme not only to 

describe their work but as their slogan in a battle against what they saw as the 

superstition of religion.119 These "free thinkers" were perceived by the antimoderns as 

the personification of Enlightenment principles and as enemies of the sublime. The 

science/religion dichotomy that so effectively divided nineteenth-century French 

thought is clearly illustrated in a series of articles entitled 'Le darwinisme à 

l'Exposition' published in La Défense in 1878. La Défense was a Catholic journal, 

founded in 1876 by Mgr Dupanloup (the Bishop of Orléans), which contended with 

L'Univers for prominence.120 The first article in a series about the Musée 

anthropologique at the Trocadéro was the work of the Catholic physician Constantin 

James who had, the previous year, written a book called Du darwinisme: ou l'homme 

singe, strongly criticising the theories of Charles Darwin. The work had received high 

praise from Pope Pius IX.121  

In his article for La Défense, James described his visit to the Exposition's 

Anthropological museum where, he reported, almost all the exhibits were attributed to 

"Broca". Paul Broca, republican and founder of the Société d'anthropologie de Paris, 

had been responsible for "guiding French anthropology into the quantitative study of 

human bodies".122 He and his associates had as a particular preoccupation the question 

of the physical determination of human consciousness. Broca had been the first to 

demonstrate that specific parts of the brain controlled specific abilities, and in doing so 

he revolutionised the way that people understood that part of the human anatomy.123 

His disciple, Paul Topinard, also a prominent member of the Société 
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d'anthropologie,124 was on hand at the Exposition at the time of James' visit to guide 

visitors through the exhibits. 

One of the exhibits aimed at illuminating the link between the physical world and 

the realm of human consciousness was a collection of the skulls of criminals. Topinard, 

in his presentation, alleged that the criminality of the erstwhile owners of the skulls 

could be explained by certain visible lesions, the corollary of this evidence being that, 

where the law saw guilty men, science saw sick innocents. Yet the notion that criminal 

behaviour could be explained by defective anatomical organisation was anathema to 

James. "Voila du matérialisme, et du matérialisme pur",125 he wrote. And it didn't end 

there. Topinard took him next to see some of Broca's brain exhibits. The little lesson in 

phrenology that followed, wrote James, was "non moins matérialiste que celui qu'il 

venait de nous faire sur la Crânoscopie."126 What Broca and Topinard were trying to 

demonstrate, according to James, was that the nervous system and intelligence were 

one and the same thing, and that there was "donc, entre la pensée et le cerveau un lien 

matériel, et ce lien est le seul qui les unisse."127  

James had interpreted the message of the anthropological exhibit in exactly the way 

that Broca, Topinard and their fellow libre-penseurs would have wished. What James 

objected to was precisely that which the Société d'anthropologie was advocating: what 

Hecht has described as the "deconsecration of the human mind" and which, she 

contends, actually outweighed the Société's quest for neurobiological information.128 

For, as Burrow has argued, "the final and most formidable barrier to the reductive 

enterprise was generally acknowledged to be that of consciousness."129 In "proving" the 

non-existence of the human soul, the libre-penseurs were putting paid to the long 

tradition of what they saw as the superstition of traditional religion, and, by extension, 

to the last vestiges of the ancien regime. 

L'Univers, predictably, also took umbrage with the exhibits at the Trocadéro in 

1878. A journalist from that paper, B. Chauvelot, was, like Dr James, unimpressed with 

the narrative told by the ethnographical exhibit. In an article entitled 'La légende de 

l'âge de pierre à l'Exposition', he accused the libre-penseurs of dogmatically stripping 

humanity of its rightful origin in the garden of Eden and relegating its ancestry to 

monkeys in caves. "La libre-pensée," wrote Chauvelot, "sous le nom de sciences, se 

charge aujourd'hui de mettre fin au rêve divin de l'humanité".130 Like the journalist for 

Le Pèlerin who condemned the orgueil of the hot-air balloon, Chauvelot reappropriated 
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the language of the scientists by disingenuously accepting that they were descended 

from monkeys. "Nous ne savons de quelle famille de singes descend le libre penseur. 

Vient-il des cercopithèques, ou des semonpithèques, ou des oréopithèques, ou des 

deiopithèques [...] ? nous l'ignorons."131  

The specific target of Chauvelot's ire was Gabrielle de Mortillet, archaeologist and 

curator of the Saint-Germain museum. Mortillet's displays at the Exposition were 

designed, through the exhibition of primitive stone tools, to demonstrate that humans 

had a prehistory, that they predated their supposed biblical origins. Chauvelot's 

attempts to deflate this proposition did not extend to anything more sophisticated than 

mockery, but they are representative of an ongoing conflict between republican free-

thinkers and traditionalist theists during the nineteenth century. Mortillet was part of 

the same circle of intellectuals as Broca and Topinard, and had spent some time in exile 

after publishing socialist pamphlets condemning the coup of Louis Napoleon. Upon his 

return to Paris he had started submitting essays to the anticlerical journal Libre 

pensée.132 Mortillet and his fellow men (and occasionally women) of science had more 

than just an interest in pure anthropology and archaeology for their own sakes; they 

were very much involved in the socio-political flux of nineteenth-century France and in 

the fight against clericalism. Against them, critics of modernity were determined to 

defend humanity's rightful position as the children of God. 

The encounter between Constantin James and Paul Topinard at the 1878 Exposition 

universelle and that between Chauvelot and Mortillet can be seen now as particularly 

representative examples of the unrelenting battle between science and religion that 

characterised nineteenth-century France—the one trying desperately to prove that 

everything, even the human mind, could be reduced to matter; the other arguing for the 

dualism of body and soul. In the weeks following James' article, La Défense turned its 

attention several times to the anthropological museum to see whether, after their 

"lively protests" (which involved sending a letter to the Commissaire général of the 

Exposition, Jean-Baptiste Krantz) the exhibits or the discourse of M. Topinard had 

altered. They found, not astonishingly, that nothing had changed. Henry des Houx, 

author of the articles, expressed his outrage thus: "il ne saurait y avoir abus plus grave, 

crime public plus manifeste que l'enseignement, dans un lieu ouvert à tous, 

d'hypothèse avilissantes [...] qui conduisent à la négation de toute divinité morale, et au 

règne de la brutalité."133  

It is the phrase "un lieu ouvert à tous" which adds an important dimension to the 

objections to the killing of the sublime human soul and to the new, ambiguous status of 

humanity. In 1878, the ideas of Darwin and theories of the link between mind and 
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matter were not by any means new. It was, in fact, in 1747 that Julien Offray de La 

Mettrie, in his work L'Homme machine, claimed that there was no substantial 

difference between mind and matter or body and soul, and that the ability to think was 

determined by physiological realities.134 Darwin's seminal work on evolution had 

appeared almost two decades prior to the Exposition of 1878. Even Jules Verne's 

Voyage au centre de la terre of 1864 features a discussion of the discovery of human 

fossils that proved the pre-biblical origins of the human race.135 Men like Dr Constantin 

James were certainly not encountering these ideas for the first time at that Exhibition. 

Therefore it could not have been the ideas alone which caused such outrage, but the 

dissemination of such ideas at one of the largest public forums imaginable. Chauvelot, 

for example, described de Mortillet's stone-age people as "ces inventions malsaines" 

which were "accueillies comme des vérités par les foules ignorantes, dont elles 

chatouillent les bas instincts."136 Both Houx and Chauvelot's commentaries betray the 

insecurity of the Catholic church whose right to educate the French people had been 

usurped by the Republicans and therefore whose power of influence over those souls 

was ever diminishing. 

"The image of teacher and priest competing for the souls of children", writes 

Sowerwine, "has been enshrined in French national memory."137 Throughout the 

century that followed the French Revolution, the clergy's position in the education 

sector had been anything but constant. Now, with the triumph of the Republic, its role 

was becoming ever more insignificant. François Furet and Jacques Ozouf's book on 

literacy in France reports that by the end of the 1870s most French children attended 

school, the vast majority a public school (as opposed to one run by the Church).138 In an 

1878 article for La Revue politique et littéraire, Paul Ginisity remarked upon the 

expansion of the amount of space reserved for public education as compared to the 

space allotted at the previous Exposition of 1867. He recalled that in 1867 religious 

education had been better represented at the Exposition than state education. In 1878, 

however, the exhibit belonging to the ministry for Education took up three large 

rooms.139 Commenting in La Défense on construction work for the 1878 Exposition, 

von Heym deplored the fact that the centre of the Champ de Mars was to be reserved 
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for the education exhibit. "Pensée profonde et républicaine! Sublime et éclatante 

démonstration en faveur de l'instruction laïque!",140 he exclaimed with irony.  

The proposition that the Expositions, with their unsurpassed powers of didacticism, 

threatened to seduce the ignorant masses towards a cult of materialism is succinctly 

demonstrated in a cartoon entitled 'Expositions Modernes' which appeared in a June 

issue of Le Pèlerin in 1878 (Fig. 1). The image shows three figures huddled around and 

gazing up with awe at a rabbit being held aloft by a fourth figure. In the background is 

the confused suggestion of whirling cogs and spinning bands, all bathed in a sort of 

ethereal light. The three watching figures are clearly Expositions visitors of diverse 

social status, and they are being held almost in a trance by the exhibitor, who is holding 

up the rabbit. There is a sort of mysticism to the scene, a sense of admiration and 

almost religious bewilderment. The exhibitor is explaining that "Je vais mettre ce lapin 

vivant dans ma machine et dans 5 minutes elle donnera un chapeau de feutre et une 

gibelotte." Beneath, the caption reads "Hommage aux lecteurs qui rient de nos miracles 

par enthousiasme pour ceux du progrès."141 The cartoon was commenting, not only on 

how the triumphs of mechanisation had come to replace that which is truly miraculous, 

but also on the power of the Expositions to seduce people towards this sort of 

materialism. 

Can the material possess a soul? This is the question that Edouard Alexandre 

addressed in his article for L'Univers in 1900. People speak of the souls of ships, wrote 

Alexandre, the intangible and immaterial links between a vessel and its sailors as they 

face the same perils together; things can have a soul if we give them part of our own. If 

things like ships can have a soul, he asked, then can the 1900 Exposition? Is there a 

relationship between the Exposition and its 38 million visitors analogous to that 

between a sailor and his ship? When the time comes to demolish the Exposition, will 

the visitors shed a tear faced with a pile of wood, stone, cast iron and reinforced 

concrete? "J'en doute," he wrote, "parce que l'Exposition ne s'est addressée qu'à nos 

sens éblouis. Malgré les étonnantes conquêtes de l'homme sur le matière qu'elle 

représente, elle ne nous laissera qu'une somme presque insignifiante d'idées propres à 

élargir le champ de notre activité morale." He concluded that the Exposition did not 

have a soul and would not be mourned because its marvels could not be transferred 

into anything that corresponded to our inner selves or our capacity to love. If only, 

wrote Alexandre, the Catholic congresses that had taken place at the exposition had not 

been dispersed around the precinct with the philosophers and savants, the sociologists 

and moralists whose conferences were often "fastidieuses et inutiles" and had instead 
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been given pride of place in a central palace to demonstrate missionary scenes; only 

then would the Exposition have had a chance of possessing a soul.142 

 

Fig. 1. 'Expositions modernes', Le Pèlerin, 22 June 1878. 
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PRIX D'ENTRÉE: UNE ÂME 

Various organs of the Catholic press, not surprisingly, used biblical metaphors and 

imagery of death and disaster quite frequently in their commentaries on the 

Expositions. This had the effect of adding a sense of foreboding to these events whose 

official rhetoric touted them as festivals of progress and the harbingers of universal 

peace. We have already seen one Exposition compared to a cemetery, representing a 

resting place for all the silly ideas fabricated by human pride that went before it. The 

Protestant journal, La Revue chrétienne, contributed to this theme, with Edmond de 

Pressensé writing of the 1855 Exposition that "Nous craignons fort que ce temple dédié 

au corps ne soit en même temps le tombeau de l'âme immortelle."143 The Expositions 

seemed to some to privilege the material body over the soul to such an extent as to 

announce the death of this sublime element of the human being. 

An allusion to death through the metaphor of dust also arose in several instances. In 

his article, discussed above, on the tendency of humans to liken themselves to gods 

when confronted with the splendour of the 1867 Exposition, Henri de Riancey 

confessed that, although the Exposition might be rather enjoyable, there was 

nevertheless at the back of his mind a niggling reminder: "Memento, homo, quia pulvis 

es."144 Remember, man, that you are dust. He was making reference to the story in 

Genesis in which Adam and Eve were punished for eating from the tree of wisdom. In 

response to this misdemeanour God reminds the couple that they had been created 

from dust and back to dust they will eventually return. In a similar attempt to deflate 

human self-veneration, one writer for Le Pèlerin drew his readers' attention to the 

contrast between the forgotten shining cross "miséricordieuse au sommet du dôme des 

Invalides dans une atmosphère plus pure"145 with the maelstrom of earthly dust that 

settled over the "maigres splendeurs officielles" following the Holy Saturday opening 

ceremony of the 1900 Exposition. This dust, wrote Le Pèlerin, brought to mind the 

words pronounced at the beginning of Lent. "Tu es poussière et tu retourneras en 

poussière."146  

One aspect of the metaphor of death related to the ephemeral nature of the 

Expositions to contrast them against the steadfast and constant quality of the Catholic 

Church. The same article in Le Pèlerin went on to liken the 1900 Exposition to "vains 

fantômes" which were reducible to dust by the pickaxes of the workers as easily as they 

had been constructed. "L'œuvre de l'homme n'est durable que par ce qu'elle emprunte 

de divin", opined the writer. "Les vieilles cathédrales demeurent toujours fermes, 

soutenues par la foi qui les remplit et le Dieu qui les habite. Les temples de la vanité 
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humaine disparaissent avec ceux qui les élevèrent pour s'y adorer."147 Whereas the 

cathedrals of Christendom were built on eternal faith, the Expositions seemed to be 

based on the ephemeral vanity of humans. 

Another metaphor that is often used in relation to the 1867 Exposition was the 

circles of hell of Dante's Inferno. An explanation for this can be found in the 

architecture. The main exhibition building was designed as a series of concentric 

galleries around a central garden. The designer, Frédéric Le Play, argues Pieter van 

Wesemael, had envisaged the complex as a "reduced reconstruction and systematic 

tableau of the human cultural cosmos."148 The idea was that a methodical taxonomy 

rendering the progress of any given nation or region clearly visible would have a 

significant didactic effect on the viewer. The ambiance was supposed to be one of clear, 

rational, user-friendly and educational order. And yet this was not evident to all 

visitors. "On sait que le local de l'Exposition est tracé sur le plan de l'enfer du Dante",149 

wrote Taxile Delord in L'Avenir national. Far from evoking order and the opportunity 

for the personal improvement of the visitor, the inferno metaphor suggests corruption 

and chaos.150 

Allusions to the Tower of Babel and to Noah's Ark also served to emphasise this 

theme of chaos. Both these biblical tales strongly connote disunity and pandemonium, 

and both tell of the wrath of God raining down on a sinful world. One journalist for Le 

Pèlerin tried to evoke the attempt to gather all of creation to the 1878 Exposition by 

writing that "Le palais-bazar, a-t-on dit, ressemble à l'arche de Noé", his use of the 

word 'bazar' adding to the sense of disorder. He did not, however, predict for the 

Exposition the happy fate of Noah's family and their cargo of assorted fauna. "[E]t 

cependant on ne parviendra pas, quoi qu'on fasse, à y faire entrer la création, ni surtout 

à la sauver", he wrote.151 His argument was that Noah had painstakingly built his ark 

over the period of a century and in the image of the Church. The ark contained the 

germ of all things, and represented Christ; it was ready to receive humanity, whereas 

the Exposition lacked any sort of holiness at all. Of Krantz, general commissioner of the 

Exposition, he wrote "il ne sait probablement pas que toute œuvre se doit calquer sur le 

Christ".152 

Comparisons of the Expositions with Babel were numerous in the press. After all, 

there could hardly be a better analogy to represent the coming together of the nations 
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of the world in a chaotic, self-aggrandising, multilingual mess. The story of the tower of 

Babel is, indeed, the very antithesis of human universality. It is the tale of a people 

ridden with false pride who believe that they can climb to the heights of God and who 

are punished for this presumption with conflict and disunity. "Cette exposition 

multiloque nous donnera comme un arrière-goût de l'épopée biblique de la Tour de 

Babel",153 wrote E. von Heym for La Défense in 1878. In 1889, of course, the Eiffel 

Tower provided even more reason to invoke the biblical legend of discord. "On dit", 

wrote Le Marin for La Croix, "que la tour Eiffel est une seconde Babel; nous sommes 

tentés de le croire. Au pied de ces deux monuments ont dû se rencontrer les mêmes 

éléments de haine et de discordes."154 Naturally, Le Pèlerin also had view on the topic. 

"Grâce à l'Exposition, Paris devient la Babel du XIXe siècle",155 remarked one journalist 

in 1900 of the multilingual gathering of people from all corners of the globe. This would 

not be a problem, he continued, if only the opportunity had been taken to demonstrate 

to the world the principle of modern civilisation: Christianity.  

It is interesting to note the way in which, in some critiques like the one just 

mentioned, Paris the city is conflated with the events of the Expositions. The event 

corrupted Paris, Paris in turn became a corrupter. This blurring of boundaries between 

city and event was not new in 1900, however. We have already seen in the letter of 

provincial "Cadichon" to his provincial relatives a contrast between certain devout 

areas of regional France and the corruption of secular Paris. Likewise, in his 1878 

article 'L'Exposition sans Dieu', J.V. of L'Univers deliberately confused Paris and the 

Exposition, or perhaps saw the Exposition as just another symptom of the seductive 

decadence of Paris. Paris, in this instance, was depicted as playing the role of Satan. 

"Paris, qui a fait la commune, Paris dévorera le pays tout entier. Il jouera le rôle du 

serpent charmeur qui attire l'oiseau fasciné et lui suce le plus pur de son sang."156 This 

attitude was typical of the long standing divide between Paris and the la province, "an 

evolving dialectic of good and evil."157 As the birthplace of the French Revolution, Paris 

was invested, by some, with a certain sacredness; its depiction by others as a centre of 

decadence was an attempt to deflate this sacred status.158 

The involvement of Satan in the Expositions and, by logical extension, the portrayal 

of the Expositions themselves as hell, is a theme that was played out in many issues of 

Le Pèlerin. This publication made much of the unconsecrated state of the Expositions. 

In a cartoon of 1889, Satan stands on top of the Eiffel tower with a figure representing 

Catholic France (Fig. 2). "Rien de tout cela n'est béni; courbe-toi et adore-moi" he 
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commands. "Jamais!" replies Catholic France, defiantly.159 Another cartoon from 

earlier that year depicted a similar tension between Catholic France and the Exposition. 

This cartoon is divided into three horizontal strips representing heaven, Earth and hell 

(Fig. 3). At the top, figures are depicted clawing their way away from the middle third, 

the Exposition on Earth, towards Celestial Jerusalem. The caption reads "Nous avons 

renoncé à toutes les curiosités de la terre pour voir Dieu." The bottom section depicts 

Satan luring the people into an industrial-looking hell with "Enfer: Exposition éternelle 

de tous les vices" emblazoned above the entrance. "Ces nigauds!" cries Satan, "Ils ont 

tout perdu pour venir voir mon exposition...éternelle; avec feux de toutes les couleurs... 

entrée libre!" The sign by the gate reads "Prix d'entrée: une âme–on ne délivre pas de 

sortie."160  

In 1900 a series of cartoons by Achille Lemot was published in Le Pèlerin. The series 

is not specifically about the Exposition itself, but it is a chronicle of all that is going 

badly in France at that time. Each cartoon is a set of bubbles depicting a disaster facing 

the French or their neighbours in Europe and each has as its last bubble a depiction of 

the devil commenting on events. The Expositions feature quite heavily in this series of 

cartoons. In the first, entitled 'Avril' (Fig. 4), the Exposition is included with other such 

evils as the Boer war, the burning of churches, and the prohibition of the navy's fleets to 

observe Good Friday.161 In the second cartoon (Fig. 5) much is made of the fatal 

disasters that had already beset the Exposition by May. A footbridge had collapsed, 

killing several visitors, and the moving footpath, one of the Exposition novelties and 

talking points,162 was apparently causing much havoc. A delighted-looking Satan is 

depicted in the bottom left-hand corner reading the newspaper. He looks relaxed, as 

though he has nothing much to be getting on with. The caption reads "Une riche idée 

qu'ils ont eue de ne pas la bénir! Treize morts en 24 heures, ça promet!"163 The message 

was that humans, without the active help of Satan, were bringing disaster upon 

themselves. 

Another, ironically entitled 'La Trève de l'Exposition' (Fig. 6), made reference to 

conflict going on around the world in spite of the so-called Exposition truce. French 

bungling in Indo-China, the British in the Boer war, and the Boxer Rebellion in China: 

conflict abounds. Again, the devil sits delightedly reading the newspaper. "Tout va 

bien", he says, "C'est ça qu'ils appellent la trève de l'Exposition."164 Several weeks later 

another cartoon appeared in which the Exposition was depicted as a precarious and 

unstable building site (Fig. 7). The stones being used to construct the building are 
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labelled 'Industry', 'Art', 'Science' and 'Commerce' and the building itself is clearly 

flawed, resting on insubstantial foundations, ready to collapse. Beside the building, 

lying unused on the ground, are stones marked 'Dieu' and 'Religion'. An onlooker 

remarks "Ça ne tiendra pas, votre bâtisse, vous avez oublié les fondations."165 This 

structural shakiness and lack of solid grounding once again make reference to the 

ephemerality of the Expositions as opposed to the constancy and solidity of religion. 

Satan, once more in the bottom left-hand corner, is now looking decidedly disgruntled. 

He is bored. "Je n'ai plus qu'à me reposer; ils travaillent mieux que moi, là-haut!"166  

 

 

Fig. 2. Untitled cartoon, Le Pèlerin, 25 August 1889. 
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Fig. 3. Untitled cartoon, Le Pèlerin, 20 May 1889 
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Fig. 4. A. Lemot, 'Avril', Le Pèlerin, 29 April 1900, supplement. 
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Fig. 5. A. Lemot, 'Instantanés', Le Pèlerin, 13 May 1900, supplement. 
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Fig. 6. A. Lemot, 'La Trève de l'Exposition', Le Pèlerin, 15 July 1900, supplement. 
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Fig. 7. A. Lemot, 'Coups de soleil', Le Pèlerin, 29 July 1900. 
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Claude Langlois, in his contribution to Pierre Nora's Realms of memory, tells us that 

the period under discussion was the peak of secular/Catholic antagonism in France.167 

Furthermore, the clericalism/laïc divide is one of the defining characteristics of French 

history since the Revolution. This has several implications for the present argument. 

The first is that the Expositions provided a hitherto unexplored backdrop for 

Catholic/secular clashes that were particularly representative of the second half of 

nineteenth-century French political and cultural landscape.  

The second implication is more problematic. The line of reasoning behind this 

chapter is that the Christian dispute with the Expositions was symptomatic of 

Christianity's veneration of the sublime and, as a corollary, their repudiation of the 

materialism they saw on show at the Expositions. A more cynical argument would 

suggest that the Catholic argument is in fact more political, a literal "reaction" to all 

which is Republican. To exemplify this idea, it is worthwhile to turn to two of the 

protagonists of the chapter so far, Henry de Riancey and Edmond de Pressensé. 

Riancey, as we have already seen, was scathing about the materialism on display at the 

1878 Exposition, and the undue pride of humanity when presented with what it saw as 

its own achievements, rather than those of God. However, his commentary on the 1855 

Exposition for the newspaper L'Ami de la religion did not demonstrate comparable 

levels of repudiation. L'Ami de la religion had been founded in 1814 as a legitimist, 

Gallican Catholic newspaper which, until the 1840s and the rise of L'Univers, was 

considered the foremost Catholic newspaper in France. Over the course of its life (it 

was disbanded in 1861), it evolved from a de facto official ecclesiastical to a moderately 

liberal paper. It was purchased in 1848 by Abbé Félix Dupanloup and Charles de 

Riancey (brother of Henri) with the aim of opposing the emotional vituperation of 

L'Univers by providing "more reasonable" arguments to defend Catholic interests.168 

In his articles on the Exposition of 1855, Riancey was willing to admire the 

splendours of the Exhibition, but was careful to attribute credit to God. He set out by 

stating that what struck him most upon visiting the Exposition was "la manifestation 

éclatante des dettes immenses dont le génie et le travail de l'homme sont redevables à 

l'Eglise".169 He went on to describe with great enthusiasm the various inventions and 

contraptions on display, always giving credit to the glory of God and the works of the 

church and clergy. While Riancey certainly did not condemn the Exposition outright, 

and even praised much of what he saw, he subtly foregrounded an idea that would 
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stand out more strongly in his critiques of the later Exposition: these marvels are not 

the work of man; they are the work of God. The fact remains, however, that he accused 

the (republican) 1878 Exposition of materialism but not that of 1855. Was Riancey's 

change of tone from 1855 to 1878 due purely to an intense reaction against a regime 

that he despised? 

Conversely, the critique of materialism that de Pressensé mounted against the 1855 

Exposition (explored above) was followed two decades later by a far gentler 

commentary. Where he accused the 1855 Exposition of being perhaps the "tombeau de 

l'âme imortelle", he had decided by 1878 that "les fêtes du travail humain peuvent [...] 

avoir un côté spiritualiste..."170 De Pressensé was a protestant, republican, centre-left 

politician, but one who nevertheless felt a strong calling towards the sublime nature of 

a divine God. This is substantiated by his having countered Ernest Renan's La Vie de 

Jésus with his own biography of Christ.171 His change of tune when faced with a 

republican Exposition as opposed to one of the Empire can be explained by his 

personal politics. 

The evolution in the reactions from these two men suggests, then, the following 

question: When dealing with critiques of the Expositions universelles by theists, is the 

revolutionary/royalist dichotomy in fact more powerful or more relevant than the 

sublime/materialist one? The answer to this is that perhaps the real motivations, 

unconscious, subconscious or conscious, of these critics are in fact irrelevant. What is 

more important is that the arguments used by these theist critics of the Expositions, 

when they chose to be critical, were anti-Enlightenment and anti-materialist.  

These arguments correspond loosely, but not always, to frameworks established by 

writers such as Compagnon and Sternhell in order to describe critics of modernity. We 

have heard echoes of thinkers such as Edmund Burke, who contended that atheism was 

a way of annihilating civilisation because it saw reason as the only legitimate criterion 

on which to base society. Burke saw the Enlightenment as a repudiation of all that 

history, tradition and experience could offer.172 Others, such as Thomas Carlyle, 

Hippolyte Taine and Ernest Renan had reflected upon the decadent effect of 

materialism on an organic civilisation with a tradition of communitarianism. They were 

troubled by the rise of the individual to the detriment of unity in society.173 Rationalism 

naturally led to materialism and then to "l'idée, néfaste entre toutes, selon laquelle 
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l'homme est capable de changer le monde".174 The reactions to the Expositions that 

have been explored so far confirm the more general statement made by Lester Kurtz in 

The politics of heresy that "Church authorities argued that notions of change, progress, 

and evolution within human history contradicted the immutable, eternal truths of 

Christian dogma."175 

We have also seen the reverberation of ideas such as those of Joseph de Maistre, 

who, Compagnon argues, was pessimistically resigned to decadence. Evidence for this 

resignation lies in de Maistre's opinion that the Restoration was worse than the Terror 

because "la contre-révolution restait concevable sous la Terreur, parce qu'elle était 

impliquée logiquement par la Révolution."176 As the prospect of counter-revolution by 

the second half of the nineteenth century was no more than a fantasy, it became 

possible for the goddess of Reason and for Robespierre's cult of the Supreme Being to 

be favourably compared to the materialistic displays of the Expositions. 

However, the writers that have been studied in this chapter were hardly de Maistre 

or Burke or Taine. It has been shown that their arguments at times were a long way 

short of being coherent. Their writing is often vituperative and ironic but certainly 

varied in quality. They are, in short, not what McMahon, in Enemies of the 

Enlightenment, referred to as "men of ability" but rather a more revelatory source of 

how the ideas of men of ability were translated into currents or trends at a less highly 

intellectual level.177 They sometimes lacked intellectual sophistication of argument yet 

they allow us to place them within a tradition of the repudiation of materialism and 

rationalism—a tradition which yearned for a France united under the banner of 

Christianity. Le Moine, comparing the Exposition in an 1889 edition of La Croix to a 

pilgrimage to Rome succinctly summed up this sentiment. "Et c'est aussi un événement 

pour la France chrétienne, à l'heure où un monde ouvrier vient de faire, à l'Exposition, 

l'apothéose de la société sans Dieu; ceux-ci ne sont pas la France. La France véritable, 

c'est la France chrétienne".178 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SPECTACLE, CONSUMPTION AND STATUS: THE CRITIQUE OF MASS CULTURE 

 

 

 

Champ-de-Mars presented an Aladdin's palace to industry and 
art, and surrounding it were trinkets from every country: 
trinkets of greatness. 

—Hans Christian Andersen, The Wood Nymph 
 
 

Le commerce est, par son essence, satanique. 

—Charles Baudelaire, Journaux intimes 
 

 

"Il en surgit de partout, des profondeurs populaires et des sommets sociaux, du salon et 

du bouge, du cabinet de l'homme d'affaires et de la parlote politique."1 Thus the writer 

Octave Mirbeau described the vast array of people attracted to the Expositions, the 

hordes that seemed to him to swarm out from under the paving stones and flock to the 

Champ de Mars. More or less everyone, he argued, was struck down by Exposition 

fever. This chapter is an exploration of how the Expositions universelles constituted 

and even epitomised the mass culture of the nineteenth century in France, and how this 

phenomenon was perceived by Exposition critics.  

There is no separating the phenomenon of mass culture from the concept of 

modernity. The one firmly informs the other and indeed they mutually aid the 

explanation of each other. Mass culture is a symptom of modernity, but modernity is 

only describable as the accumulation of its symptoms. As Dominique Kalifa points out 

in La Culture de masse en France, definition of the term mass culture is hindered by 

the fact that the two words constituting the expression are themselves open to 

interpretation. Does "mass" refer to all of society or to the "popular" classes? Does 

"mass culture" indicate origin or destination; that is, does it refer to culture of the 

masses or culture mass produced? Or both?2 

The theorisation of mass culture was initiated by the Frankfurt school in the 1930-

50s by theorists such as Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, who suggested the 

term "culture industry" as an alternative to "mass culture".3 Work on mass culture 

appearing after this period placed emphasis on industrial processes which forced the 

subordination of cultural products to market imperatives. The rise of mass culture was 
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consistently attributed to the years following the First World War. More recently, 

however, cultural historians have dated this phenomenon to the nineteenth century or 

earlier. James Naremore and Patrick Bratlinger suggest that the "dual" revolutions (ie. 

political and industrial) of the late eighteenth century jointly triggered the rise of mass 

culture. In other words, the phenomenon was governed by two processes: 

democratisation and industrialisation. Mass culture can thus refer to both the culture 

of "the majority of the people most of the time", and to the mass production of culture 

using industrial techniques.4 

It has been emphatically established by Vanessa Schwartz that, although the history 

of mass culture has traditionally focused on the United States and Americanisation, 

"Paris was an innovator, not a mere imitator, of modern mass cultural forms."5 Firstly, 

the proliferation in the 1860s of a widespread, inexpensive printed press, and its 

reception by an increasingly literate, financially comfortable population, drastically 

modified traditional forms of popular culture. It also, significantly, triggered the reign 

of popular opinion.6 Also, and most relevantly to this discussion, a general increase in 

leisure time led to the growth of the "industrie du spectacle"; the role of the visual in 

cultural production increased markedly as part of mass culture's tendency to project 

itself as a synthesis or representation of reality.7 Mass culture turned consumers into 

spectators.8 

If we, therefore, understand mass culture as "everything that members of an 

industrialized society share with all the other members",9 then it is safe to say that the 

Expositions were, both by their own rhetoric and in reality, truly sites of mass culture. 

Unlike the salon or the hovel of Mirbeau's aforementioned observation, anyone could 

visit the Expositions; everyone was welcome, no one was out of place there. As Maurice 

Talmeyr wrote in Le Correspondant in 1900, "rien n'est plus manifestement public, et 

purement public, qu'une Exposition universelle."10 According to Kalifa, "les Expositions 

universelles marquent une étape essentielle dans l'évolution du loisir de masse."11 Apart 

from being open to all, the Expositions met the criteria for events of mass culture in 

several ways, and this chapter is structured according to these manifestations of mass 

culture, summed up by the following three key terms: visual culture, mass consumption 

and the bourgeoisie. 
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Firstly, the Expositions were an example of what Schwartz has called "visual 

representation of reality as spectacle" which, she argues, was part of the foundations of 

mass society in that it "created a common culture and sense of shared experiences".12 

The visual culture epitomised by the Expositions and the reactions it provoked are 

therefore the first aspect of mass culture to be studied here. Visual culture in 

nineteenth-century Paris of course went hand-in-hand with consumer culture, 

exemplified by the new department stores and their capacity to produce "the vision of a 

seemingly unlimited profusion of commodities".13 Naremore and Brantlinger point out 

that in addition to meaning "the culture of most people, most of the time," mass culture 

also refers to the way in which culture is mass produced through industrial 

techniques.14 It was these techniques (exploited by the grande bourgeoisie) and, 

especially, the products of these techniques (pitched increasingly to the petite 

bourgeoisie), that formed a major part of the Exposition content. An analysis of the 

critiques of mass production and consumerism demonstrated at the Expositions will 

form the second section of this chapter. Finally, a critique of the rise of mass culture 

cannot fail to include a judgement about the people who constitute this culture and the 

ways in which they seek pleasure and entertainment. Perhaps the Expositions can be 

described not as mere snapshots or concentrated bubbles of mass culture, but also as a 

tool to "culture" the "masses". Mirbeau, claiming to quote from a source that he didn't 

bother to share, wrote (incredulously) that the Expositions were supposed to be "une 

école où les goûts artistiques, où les connaissances techniques doivent se développer 

inconsciemment chez le visiteur par la force des choses."15 The third section of this 

chapter will demonstrate that, in contrast with that noble aim, the lower middle classes 

were perceived as having come to the Exposition as a part of a larger project of status 

elevation and pleasure seeking rather than with a genuine desire for the acquisition of 

knowledge. 

 

CONCUPISCENTIA OCULORUM 

The visual emphasis of the Expositions was another manifestation of their modernity; it 

was a continuation of what Martin Jay calls the "ocularcentric bias" of the 

Enlightenment tradition.16 Jay explains that the Enlightenment "sensationalist" 

tradition was a departure from Cartesian thought in its insistence upon perceptions of 

external objects as the only source of ideas.17 This insistence upon the importance of 
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 119 

"perceptions of objects" was best exemplified by the educational policies of the Third 

Republic, which, with the introduction of science as a compulsory subject in schools 

during the 1880s, placed so much emphasis on the concept of the leçon de choses. This 

pedagogical philosophy, which held that comprehension of the abstract should be 

preceded by observation of physical reality, was part of a broader republican interest in 

developing a positivist culture.18 The wider influence of this policy was evident 

particularly at the Exposition of 1889, which was itself presented as an enormous leçon 

de choses.19 And yet pedagogical philosophy anchored in the display of objects was 

common to all international exhibitions. "Almost without exception," argues Pieter van 

Wesemael, "the emphasis of these installations [at Exhibitions] lay on the visualisation 

of the information or narrative to be conveyed."20 The galeries des machines at all of the 

Expositions provided an opportunity for everyone to understand how modern 

machinery worked by watching it in motion. Exhibits such as the Rue des nations in 

1878 and the Quai des nations in 1900 visually represented the nations present through 

the mock architecture of the various pavilions and facades.21 Human beings were not 

immune from the gaze of the Expositions visitor. The 1889 Exposition is notorious for 

its "human zoo"; the colonial exhibit on the Esplanade des Invalides was composed of a 

series of "villages" in which colonised peoples from all over the globe "offraient tout au 

long du jour le spectacle de leur vie quotidienne à la curiosité du public."22 Furthermore, 

the Expositions provided not just new marvels to see, but new ways of seeing: hot-air 

balloons and the Eiffel Tower offered people a radically new aerial view of the city; 

aquariums proposed a submarine perspective. The heavy emphasis on the visual 

established, according to Philippe Hamon, a nineteenth-century "panoptic and 

democratic obsession with transparency, display, openness, lighting, and free-flowing 

traffic (i.e., everyone can see everyone else)".23 This obsession, as Hamon beautifully 

demonstrates, spread outwards into literature as an overarching aesthetic, an extended 
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metaphor of display, transparency and collection, with the Crystal Palace as its absolute 

model.24 

Along with clarity of vision, the Expositions also highly valued comprehensiveness. 

Richard Bellon writes of the Crystal Palace exhibition that it served as a "complete and 

accurate microcosm of the world's industry". This "glorification of comprehensiveness 

rested upon a deep faith in the power of unfettered sight",25 a faith which was also at the 

heart of the Parisian Expositions. As such, the Expos, with their aim of "exposing" 

(bringing to light) the "universe", are a subject to which Michel Foucault's concept of the 

heterotopia can be usefully applied. A Foucauldian heterotopia, in contrast to a utopia, 

is a real space, one which tries to enact a utopia by representing all the sites that can be 

found within a culture.26 Museums and libraries were the ultimate heterotopias of 

western civilisation in the nineteenth century. Once dedicated to the role of projecting 

an extension of the self of their owner, they became, in the nineteenth century, subject 

to "the idea of accumulating everything, of establishing a sort of general archive, the will 

to enclose in one place all times, all epochs, all forms, all tastes". This idea, wrote 

Foucault, "belongs to our modernity."27 Lieven de Cauter describes the Enlightenment 

perception of time and space as the "panoramic gaze" and writes that "The world 

exhibitions are the spectacular version of the panoramic gaze, indeed the epitome of it, 

the panorama of panoramas."28 

In his book History of bourgeois perception, Donald Lowe argues that an evolution 

in "sensing hierarchy" occurred between the Middle Ages and the twentieth century. 

Whereas medieval society placed more value on hearing and touch than on seeing, in 

bourgeois society from the end of the eighteenth century onward sight was the primary 

sense.29 The dominance of typographic media "promoted the ideal that knowledge 

could be detached from the knower to become impartial and explicit" which, argues 

Lowe, "promoted the class interests of the triumphant bourgeoisie."30 The primacy of 

the visual allowed objective reason, valued so highly by bourgeois society, to "triumph 

over the 'irrational' value orientation of the other classes."31 Naremore and Brantlinger 

also elucidate the connection between class and visual culture. Their introduction to 

Modernity and Mass Culture traces the intellectual repudiation of visual culture back 

to Heraclitus in 500 BC and through to Nietzsche. They argue that the notion of the 
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visual as linked to the masses manifests an assumption on the part of the intellectual or 

philosopher that "the highest values adhere to that which is invisible, to ideas and 

ideals, whereas the majority understand only that which is visible, material, tangible."32 

It is a notion of the sublime to which Burke and Kant adhered, that of the sublime as 

opposed to the beautiful, that "which evidences a faculty of mind transcending every 

standard of sense."33 This idea of the visible as a firm fixture in the material world in 

opposition to a world of the sublime and intangible is a clear continuation of the ideas 

already visited in Chapters Two and Three of this thesis: the sublime in opposition to 

first the useful, then the material, now the visual. That the ordinary person, a member 

of the "masses", is supposedly directed by their physical needs rather than by their 

intellectual requirements is a central assumption that links all these notions together. It 

is an assumption which separates sensual pleasure (sights, sounds etc) from spiritual or 

intellectual value. Naremore and Brantlinger's argument is that this "ancient belief that 

the sources of value are unseen" has been behind the neglect of visible cultural objects 

as a subject of study.34 This "ancient belief" was arguably at the core of many a reaction 

to the Expositions universelles. 

 

Reading the conservative Parisian press in the years of the Expositions leaves the 

historian with a mental image of those events which is not so much one of a 

transparent and orderly pedagogical utopia, but rather of extravagant visual overload. 

This can be demonstrated by the numerous comparisons made (as seen in the above 

epigraph taken from Hans Christian Andersen) between the Expositions and the exotic 

caverns of Ali-Baba and Aladdin, laden with unimaginable riches. The influence of 

Antoine Gallard's translation of Mille et une nuits (usually The Arabian Nights in 

English) in the early eighteenth century was demonstrably still felt by French viewers of 

the Expositions. "Le transept de l'Exposition ne faisait-il pas l'effet d'un conte des Mille 

et une nuits?",35 wondered Edmond de Pressensé in 1855. "[N]e se croirait-on pas dans 

la caverne d'Aladin ou dans celle d'Ali-Baba?",36 asked Victor Fournel in 1867. Of the 

English display in 1878 P. Depelchin wrote, "Comment décrire cette collection du 

prince de Galles, qui semble un page des Mille et une nuits [...]?"37 In 1889 Réac-le-

Sade from La Croix described the Exposition as "ce spectacle digne des féeries des Mille 

et une Nuits".38 This comparison, which reverberates across the latter half of the 
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nineteenth century, can help us to understand how certain spectators perceived the 

Expositions in a way that did not align directly with their organisers' intended aesthetic 

of clarity and ordered display. 

In his work on the Gallard translation of Mille et une nuits, Georges May, in a quest 

to understand why a work of such immense celebrity and popularity was also 

essentially "invisible", never taken seriously by the French literary establishment, 

makes a suggestion whose scope surpasses the isolated study of Gallard's text. May's 

argument is that Mille et une nuits is a text essentially about pleasure and visual 

delight. It is, in this way, entertaining, apparently nothing more than a distraction, and 

therefore not deemed worthy of serious attention.39 May further emphasises his point 

by quoting Barthes' work Le Plaisir du texte in which he wrote that "le plaisir" is 

perceived as "oisif ou vain, c'est une idée de classe ou une illusion".40 This dominant 

understanding of Mille et une nuits as a popular text whose only purpose is to give 

pleasure, combined with an elitist intellectual assumption that sensual pleasure is 

plebeian and an illusory diversion, sheds some light on the significance of nineteenth-

century comparisons between the Expositions universelles and the splendors of The 

Arabian Nights. 

In much of the journalism written on the Expositions, an optical vocabulary was 

employed to emphasise the extraordinarily visual nature of the events. There was 

constant reference to the eye, the retina, to illusions and visions. For example, a writer 

for Le Pèlerin in 1878, commenting on the series of decorative waterfalls and fountains 

that had been constructed in front of the Trocadéro, opposite the Champ de Mars, 

opined that "la chère cascade du Trocadéro coûtera des millions pour [...] ne servir 

qu'au plaisir des yeux, concupiscentia oculorum."41 This phrase, concupiscentia 

oculorum, translates into English as "the lust of the eyes" and comes from the First 

Epistle of John in the New Testament which reads as follows:  

Do not love the world, nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world the 
love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and 
the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father but is from 
the world.42 

The concept of concupiscentia oculorum has been taken up and further explored by St 

Augustine in the fifth century and Martin Heidegger in the twentieth, both of whom 

related the concupiscentia oculorum to a sort of idle curiosity that assumes "seeing" as 

the apprehending of the material world via all the bodily senses, with vision 

predominating.  
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Augustine's premise was that "lust of the eyes" was the longing and striving for new 

experiences via the physical senses under the guise of "knowledge and learning".43 With 

his idea of "knowledge and learning" as a righteous facade for mere banal curiosity and 

satisfaction of the physical senses, Augustine prefigured critiques of the Expositions 

universelles by almost a millennium and a half. Augustine of course, was writing from 

an avowedly Christian perspective, and it is in this sense that the writer from Le 

Pèlerin, cited above, doubtless understood the concept of concupiscentia oculorum: 

earthly pleasure for the eyes in opposition to spiritual understanding. While most 

writers did not refer to the biblical phrase, the concept of Expositions as visually 

stunning and spiritually or cerebrally malnourished was common from 1855 to 1900. 

At the first Exposition one commentator alleged that "la rétine publique a été plutôt 

éblouie qu'impressionnée; rien n'a pénétré dans les cerveaux".44 A half-century later 

Edouard Alexandre in L'Univers imagined an Exposition that regretted having "plutôt 

parlé aux yeux des hommes qu'à leur cœur".45 Henry de Riancey, writing in 1867, 

described the Exposition of that year as a "fête pour les yeux, un étonnement pour la 

curiosité, un éblouissement pour l'imagination".46 Just as St Augustine had linked all 

the bodily senses to the concept of "seeing", so too did de Riancey in one of his many 

articles on the Expositions: 

Ces machines, ces étoffes, ces meubles, ces vêtements, ces appareils, ces 
navires, ces armes, cette électricité [...], cette vapeur [...], tout cela, c'est le 
bien-être de la vie des sens: qu'ai-je fait pour le bien-être de la vie de 
l'esprit et de la vie du cœur?47 

Similarly, Victor Fournel wrote of that same Exposition that it "éblouit l'œil plus qu'il 

ne parle à l'intelligence; il laisse l'âme froide et les sens affolés."48 

Spanning the second half of the nineteenth century there was a consistent 

commentary on the Expositions which suggested that the accumulation of vast arrays of 

objects had a relationship with the eye, but not with the mind. This is emphasised by the 

frequent use, as demonstrated in the above paragraph, of variations of the word éblouir, 

meaning to dazzle or to blind. Ernest Renan himself described the 1855 Expositions as a 

"Spectacle éblouissant pour les yeux [...] il dit peu de chose à la pensée."49 This constant 

repetition of éblouir and éblouissant reveals a widespread feeling that the Expositions 

were sensually confounding rather than intellectually stimulating. After all, if one is 

dazzled by a light, the eyes have been affected, but no image has filtered through to the 
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mind. Or, as Philippe Hamon points out, "'overexposure' threatens the ultimate 

'revelation' of an image."50 Charles Gouraud encapsulated this idea in 1855 when he 

wrote that, "l'éclat de l'Exposition française est éblouissant [...] mais on voit mal quand 

on est ébloui".51 To give an effective leçon de choses, wrote Edouard Alexandre in 1900, 

it was not sufficient to "entasser des machines les unes sur les autres et d'exhiber aux 

regards éblouis des foules des appareils de tout calibre et de tout format pour initier les 

masses aux progrès de l'industrie."52 

Benjamin Gastineau, writing for the Révue libérale in 1867, was of the opinion that 

the crowds visiting the Exposition, having wandered their way through products from 

all corners of the world would take nothing away from their visit save "du vertige et de 

l'éblouissement, rien qui l'élève, l'instruise et lui profite".53 He gave as an example an 

English exhibit of leather-bound books over which was inscribed "L'univers est 

gouverné par les livres". He supposed that one was meant to read this as "The universe 

is governed by books that are actually read", as he could not imagine that seeing rows of 

closed books, embossed and gilded though they might be, would be more enlightening 

to the visitor than his staying at home, putting on slippers and delving into the 

adventures of Don Quixote.54 

This "false" library of closed tomes, argued Gastineau, was in fact an analogy for the 

Exposition itself. He described it as "bien reliée, bien dorée sur tranches, mais elle est 

fermée! Le spectateur n'en saisit ni l'expression, ni la raison, ni les côtés intéressants."55 

The phrase "doré sur tranches", which literally means "gilt edged" in English and 

originally applied to the description of books, took on another, figurative meaning in the 

nineteenth century. The association of gilt-edged books with luxury meant that "doré 

sur tranches" came to apply to anything to which the author wished to allude as 

luxurious and expensive.56 Gastineau's description of the 1867 Exposition as "dorée sur 

tranches" therefore reveals that he felt it was missing its own point. Just as the visual 

aspect of the beautiful and expensive books was being emphasised over their potential 

to instruct and enlighten, the Exposition itself was nothing more than an array of 

luxurious and above all visual elements.  

The deflation of the visual-comprehensiveness-as-enlightening conceit is one which 

involves seeing the items on display at the Exposition as constituting not a microcosm 

of the universe but rather an entertaining visual feast for the diversion of the curious 
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masses. This sort of cynicism was encapsulated in an article entitled 'Tout voir' by 

Gabriel d'Azambuja which appeared in L'Univers in June 1900. 'Tout voir' imagined a 

generic "monsieur" who had summoned up all his resources of courage and gone to the 

Exposition to do precisely that: see everything.  

Ses yeux se déploient en éventail et roulent incessamment de droite à gauche. [...] 
Les salles s'ouvrent derrière les salles, les vitrines surgissent derrière les vitrines. 
Et que de choses, sur les flancs de sa route stratégique, restent en dehors du 
champ visuel!57 

The article summarised the dilemma for the curious visitor at the Exposition who, 

wanting to see everything, found that he learnt and enjoyed nothing in the attempt. An 

insatiable curiosity, triggered by the excess of things to see, compelled the individual to 

keep looking long after his inner self had started to shout "Enough, enough!" The author 

was suggesting that the average visitor to the Exposition was seeing for the sake of 

seeing, "par le besoin de raconter qu'il a tout vu."58 This is reminiscent of Heidegger's 

proposition regarding curiosity in History of the Concept of Time which assumes a kind 

of seeing "which only attends to the outward appearance, the "looks" of the world".59 

Heidegger suggested that "curiosity appresents something solely in order to have seen 

it, that is, in order to be able to proceed again and again from what is thus seen to the 

next. [...] In other words, the non-tarrying of curiosity is basically concerned with not 

having to get involved and with merely being entertained by the world."60  

D'Azambuja described the Exposition visitor in a way which certainly corresponds to 

Heidegger's notion of the "non-tarrying" characteristic of curiosity. According to the 

journalist's observations, the Exposition visitor was forced to proceed in a particular 

combination of fast and slow movements: he or she had to move quickly to see 

everything, but could not run for fear of not seeing things properly. Stopping was not an 

option either; one risked seeing something too well and therefore missing out entirely 

on seeing something else. In fact it would almost seem that the Expositions forced upon 

people a new way of seeing (or of not seeing) that was symptomatic of modernity. 

Gastineau certainly seemed to think so. In response to the Exposition of 1867, he 

described a modern world in which one was forced to live rapidly and superficially, to 

"embrasser beaucoup de choses à la fois."61 That same year Victor Fournel described the 

insatiable curiosity manifest at the Expositions as "la marque du siècle".62 Twenty-two 

years later he described the Exposition visitors "tournant machinalement la tête à droite 
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et à gauche [...] Ils ont regardé le décor, ils ne savent rien de la pièce."63 Perhaps 

Heidegger was not making a value judgement about curiosity, but d'Azambuja certainly 

was. "La curiosité", he wrote, "n'est que la forme dégénérée de l'instinct du vrai".64 The 

Expositions seemed, to their critics, to promote a sense of superficial curiosity rather 

than a thirst for deeper truth. 

 

The alleged superficiality of curiosity, apparently stimulated by the Expositions, was not 

the only aspect of visual culture to seemingly interfere with the perception of truth. 

Another element of Exposition visual culture that caused consternation was its tendency 

to produce illusions and trompe-l'œil. Not only were the Expositions the "panorama of 

panoramas",65 illusions of universality in and of themselves, but they relied heavily on 

techniques of visual trickery and spectacle to further their supposed educational aims. 

The 1889 and 1900 Expositions in particular exemplified this trend; of the 1900 

Exposition, Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent writes that "l'illusion est presque l'idée 

fédératrice".66 Charles Castellani, creator of the 'Tout Paris' panorama for the 1889 

Exposition, complained that lack of funding had meant that he had to forgo various 

effects "that are absolutely indispensable for producing what the public likes: trompe 

l'œil and illusion."67 Apart from the usual static panoramas, the later Expositions also 

offered more dynamic experiences for visitors. In 1889, Exposition visitors could take a 

simulated trip aboard the Compagnie générale transatlantique's newest steamer, La 

Touraine: a life-sized reproduction of a ship complete with wax figures and a coastal 

landscape that moved past the viewer's field of vision to give the impression that the 

ship was moving.68 In 1900, the Stéréorama in the Algerian section offered a virtual 

tour of the Algerian coast-line, the Compagnie internationale des wagons lits gave 

visitors the experience of a voyage on the Trans Siberian railway, and the Maréorama 

presented the illusion of a Mediterranean cruise complete with a rolling and pitching 

sensation thanks to the use of hydraulic pistons to move the "ship".69 In addition to 

these variations on the panorama, the later Expositions were dominated by the "magic" 

of electricity. No longer limited to its utilitarian function of powering machines and 

lighting exhibits, electricity had become by 1900 what Bensaude-Vincent calls "la 

maîtresse d'illusions".70 The marvels of the illuminated fountains of 1889 and the Salle 
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des illusions were the apotheoses of what could be achieved visually with a mastery over 

electricity. And yet electricity, due to its intangible, mysterious properties, seemed to 

overstep the boundary between pedagogy and pleasure. As Bensaude-Vincent writes, 

"Elle est la fée. Elle prodigue du rêve, de la magie, des illuminations. [...] Le temps n'est 

plus aux leçons de choses: on inonde de lumière en jouant au mystère."71 

Electrical illusion and visual spectacle, which bordered on the "magical", concerned 

critics who focused on their power to seduce and, therefore, their role in the arena of 

mass politics. This will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter. In terms of 

the critique of mass culture, however, a different aspect of expositionary illusion and 

visual culture came under the spotlight. The Exposition sites, designed as they were to 

be temporary, were full of structures built from materials intended to deceive the eye 

into thinking it was viewing traditional, expensive, labour-intensive, and hence 

prestigious architectural materials. It was this sort of visual deceit—more so than the 

electrical optical illusions which, one suspects, might have almost had a sublime quality 

in the eyes of even the most curmudgeonly of spectators—that provoked an outcry 

among critics of modernity.  

The pervasive "falsity" running through Exposition architecture and design worried 

many writers, including Léon Gautier, writing in 1867 on the ecclesiastical displays at 

the Exposition. Gautier's overriding concern about the works on display was their 

attempt to imitate historical styles without showing any integrity of their own. One issue 

was the use of what he called similipierre in the construction of a church altar. This 

altar was to be found in a sort of display chapel in the Exposition's park that the author 

was quick to point out was not consecrated and held no sacred significance; it was 

merely a way of displaying objects of the "culte catholique" in an "authentic" setting. It 

would be, he wrote, "inconvenant de voir un autel placé entre une Vénus de similipierre 

et une cheminée de similimarbre."72 By mentioning the fake stone Venus and the fake 

marble mantlepiece, Gautier conjured up an image of an Exposition suffused with 

falsity. Unfortunately, as he pointed out later in his article, the chapel in the park did 

not escape this nineteenth-century tendency to imitation either. Of similipierre, he 

wrote that "il s'épanouit dans la chapelle du parc sous la forme d'un autel qui aspire à 

être gothique, et qui voudrait être attribué au XIIIe siècle. Mais hélas! cet autel en fausse 

pierre est exécuté avec un faux art: il manque absolument de style."73 Gyp, writing in 

1900, had a similar complaint to make about the Exposition. "[T]outes ces 

constructions", she wrote, "sont banales en diable et accrochent l'œil désagréablement: 

Tout ça est carton pâte et simili bronze, simili pierre, simili tout!"74 Writer and art critic 

Remy de Gourmont argued that the architectural style that had triumphed at the 
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Exposition of 1900 was "le style simili". "Il y a des merveilles de truquage à 

l'Exposition", he wrote, "Et c'est toujours l'état chinois",75 emphasising, through the use 

of the pejorative adjective "chinois", that the Exposition architecture lacked coherence 

and meaning. 

The use of cheap, convenient materials to imitate grandeur and deceive or seduce the 

eye came under attack from many writers. Most often, they criticised covering or 

masking materials, as in the following comment from Henri de la Madelène, whose 

ironic remarks about rubber in 1855 we encountered in Chapter Two. De la Madelène 

wrote of "tant d'ingéniosités pour des marbres en stuc, en ciment, en mastic!",76 thereby 

emphasising the falsity of modern industrial practices which employed a layer of stucco, 

cement or putty to create the effect of marble. Victor Fournel, in his 1867 series of 

articles, observed the building process of that Exposition and described the way in 

which a thin layer of cement was applied to "la frêle carcasse de bois, chargée le 

lendemain, grâce au décorateur, de figurer un palais de marbre et d'or."77 Edmond de 

Goncourt called the 1889 Exposition "un faux Orient en carton."78 

Philippe Hamon, in his book Expositions, devotes an entire chapter to the subject of 

'Plaster, plate and platitudes' in which he discusses the nineteenth-century crisis of 

meaning in architecture and its portrayal in French literature. In this discussion, 

Hamon posits that the techniques of the expositionary aesthetic, "transporting, 

transplanting, selecting, dismantling, and transforming everything into spectacle",79 

spread from the confines of the department store and the museum and into everyday 

urban life. This process rendered the city illegible, no longer a space "which history has 

progressively layered into strata of patina".80 The use of new building techniques and 

materials such as plaster and glass (or, to extend the concept further, plating materials 

such as zinc) rendered architecture one-dimensional or hollow. This was particularly 

true of plaster, writes Hamon: "Like a cosmetic layer applied to a facade, plaster masks, 

hides, and misrepresents the mediocre edifice underneath."81 The flatness of this new 

architecture, he argues, was constitutive of a broader "platitude mentality", a loss of 

dimension, substance and, most importantly, meaning. The world no longer seemed to 

be made up of differentiated levels, or "interlocking volumes" in which the "real" had 

previously resided and where it had to be searched for and sought out.82 "An 'age of the 

fake' seemed to be establishing itself",83 he writes. 
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The increasing illegibility of architecture was a clear concern for Exposition critics 

who could presumably sense that the Expositions threatened to cross the frontier 

between museum and urban reality. By 1900, a common material used at the Exposition 

to give the impression of grandeur and permanence was a substance known as staff, 

made from a mixture of plaster and fibres. Maurice Talmeyr, writing in 1899 about the 

construction work for the Exposition of the following year, was particularly intrigued by 

this substance. "Les tours en staff, les dômes en toc [...], ne se sont jamais autant 

pressés sous le ciel, et n'y ont, pour ainsi dire, jamais autant fourmillé. C'est la légende 

de l'antiquité parodiée par le goût moderne".84 He in fact regretted that the elegant 

skeletons of the buildings being erected on the exhibition grounds would eventually be 

heavily smothered under staff. One could sense the intelligence and ingenuity in the 

unfinished constructions, he argued, but not in the completed work.85 It is his focus on 

staff as a covering substance ("des pavillons [...] ont leurs revêtements de staff"86), and 

not as an integral part of the building itself, that reveals his perception of the Exposition 

as a dishonest construction. "A l'heure qu'il est, en effet, on ne voit toujours guère que 

des façades" he wrote, describing the Exposition as a "[v]ille de carton-pâte et de 

plâtras, de boue et d'étoupe, de colle et de morceaux de bois".87 The popularity of these 

cheap, easy-to-use materials with their decorative properties was evidence of a society 

obsessed with décor and outward appearance. The whole Exposition "city" was in fact 

simply décor, a "Sorte de vision matérialisée, de cauchemar bariolé sorti du cerveau 

d'une nation détraquée".88 Talmeyr's emphasis that the Exposition was not simply an 

Exposition but a whole town in itself reinforces Hamon's argument that expositionary 

techniques were perceived to be weaving themselves into the fabric of urban life. 

Furthermore, Talmeyr made a point of noting that this town was suffused with "le 

snobisme et le banquisme, l'horrible et prétentieux mauvais goût d'une époque 

d'enrichissement [...] et demeure malgré tout bourgeois!"89 

In order to emphasise the lack of depth and meaning in Exposition architecture, 

Talmeyr compared it to the equally modern "art" of the advertising poster. Just as the 

poster was a painting which would not survive a shower of rain, the decor of the 

Exposition would not even survive a year, he wrote.90 Interestingly, Hamon also 

includes the advertising poster in his discussion of the platitude mentality of late 

nineteenth-century urbanism in Paris. The world of "paper, signs, and advertisement 

was also a place where objects were beginning to lose volume and depth",91 he writes. 
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And yet, according to Talmeyr, while the modern poster had reached the status of art 

form through the work of Jules Chéret (although not all would have agreed with him!), 

Exposition decor had remained merely a corruption and perversion of classical 

architecture, more akin to the old style of advertisement which might have publicised a 

new brand of boot polish or champagne in a style reminiscent of Raphael.92 Why, 

Talmeyr pondered, would one apply the principles of solid, durable and monumental 

architecture in the construction of such ephemeral structures? The results could only be 

inept and stupid, he claimed. In another article written for La Revue des deux mondes 

he wrote of a replica Javanese temple that, "On y prend instinctivement garde aux 

plâtres",93 lending further support to Hamon's thesis of the platitudes of plaster. 

The ephemerality of the 1900 Exposition, which Eugène Tavernier also dubbed an 

"empire de staff",94 rendered it nothing more than a curiosity, a diversion, with no 

historical layers of meaning. Part of its fascination, argued Tavernier, was in watching 

its demolition. His descriptions of a crumbling staff, worn-out colours and a drooping 

decor served to compare modern building materials with the solidity and longevity of 

the stone and marble that they had come to replace. The once-magical scene provided 

by the rue des Nations was now just a series of flimsy walls, destined to collapse. These 

ruins, wrote Tavernier, "n'intéresseraient aucun archéologue"95 because they had no 

embedded meaning. A similar comparison was made by Louis Joubert a month later. 

"[L]e féerique décor est évanoui; les mirages ont disparu",96 he wrote of the Exposition's 

"palais de staff et de carton".97 This attitude, however, was not confined to the end of the 

century. Victor Fournel had suggested in 1867 that, as in fairytales, the "pièces d'or" 

(representing the Exposition) could very well be transformed into dry leaves "au 

moment du réveil!"98 By insisting upon the ease with which the Exposition's lustre was 

extinguished, these authors drove home the notion of the Exposition spectacle as a 

mirage; one is fooled into believing before the vision suddenly evaporates. 

In this way, the illusion metaphor was extended from Expositions as consisting of a 

series of illusions, to Expositions as illusions tout court. Introducing his series of articles 

on the Exposition of 1855, Charles Gouraud felt it necessary to clarify his objective with 

the following observation: 

On sent que l'objet qu'il s'agit ici de juger, miroite un peu sous le 
regard, et que les faces nombreuses sous lesquelles il se présente à 
la fois, ont besoin d'être considérées une à une, et chacune de son 
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point de vue, pour que toute erreur d'optique [...] se rectifie ou 
s'évite.99 

The notion of Exposition as giant illusion, emphasised here by the verb miroiter (to 

shimmer), is particularly prevalent in commentaries, written during the final three 

Expositions, seeking to critique republican attempts to blinker the eyes of the people by 

seducing them with a false sense of well-being and affluence. Arthur Loth, in 1900, 

wrote that those responsible for the Exposition were guilty of giving the country the 

"apparence de la prospérité", of maintaining the "illusion du progrès".100 The Exposition 

was nothing more than a spectacle of false splendours and false riches, keeping the 

country in a state of chimerical pleasure.  

 

LUXE À BON MARCHÉ 

The desires to possess and to consume are the logical outcome of seeing an array of 

visually attractive merchandise. Critics regarded Expositions with a cautious eye 

because it was here that illusion and falsity intersected with the democratisation of 

luxury. Léon Aubineau, writing for L'Univers in 1889, revealed his particular aversion 

to carton-pâte (a substance similar to papier-maché), the history of which he traced 

back to the very first industrial exhibitions prior to the July Monarchy. "On tendait déjà, 

dès cette epoque, à démocratiser l'industrie", he wrote, 

on visait à la production à bon marché; on s'appliquait à remplacer la solidité et la 
force des objets fabriqués, par ce qu'on a appelé des trompe-l'œil. Un des grands 
succès de la première exposition avait été la statuaire en carton-pâte; la bourgeoisie 
qui régnait déjà et qui allait bientôt se couronner d'omnipotence, admirait qu'on 
pût à si bon marché élever des statues aussi présentables.101 

In allowing the bourgeoisie to decorate their apartments relatively cheaply in the style 

of the upper classes, argued Aubineau, carton-pâte had diminished the honesty of their 

abodes.  

During the second half of the nineteenth century, the Expositions universelles were 

representative of the bourgeois world view, that is the world view of the beneficiaries of 

capitalism.102 As de Cauter writes, the Expositions were the "spectacle that is the 

quintessential expression of the capitalist era".103 Debora Silverman argues that the 

Exposition of 1889 was the apotheosis of the new bourgeois industrial world.104 One 

particular manifestation of the way the Exposition represented bourgeois society was to 

be seen in the Central Gallery which was arranged in such a way as to resemble a series 

of middle-class drawing rooms and boudoirs filled with commodities in mahogany 
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cases. "The interior", writes Silverman, "played a central role in the bourgeois self-

definition; when the nineteenth century divided the place of work—the office—from the 

living space—the home—the interior became the domain where the "self-made man" 

withdrew from the realities of business and politics into a soothing fantasy-refuge."105  

And yet while the Expositions provided an idealised window onto the interior lives of 

the wealthy bourgeoisie, they also offered a vision of this luxury as available, or 

seemingly available, to the masses. From the Exposition of 1855, industrial advance 

allowed reproduction or imitation of all kinds of substances, the vulgarisation of 

materials that Raymond Isay called "tout à fait révélateur de l'esprit du second Empire 

[...] son désir d'offrir à tous le luxe, ou tout au moins le bien-être."106 In the displays 

pertaining to les arts décoratifs, one could find furniture fabricated from coveted and 

expensive ebony, but also other, less precious timbers that had been darkened and 

tinted to imitate ebony. Similarly, examples of traditional gold and silver-smithery 

could be compared to the products of the new-found electroplating process.107 In this 

way the Expositions universelles presented a bourgeois lifestyle that was, if not 

immediately accessible to the petite bourgeoisie and the working classes, at least 

something they could, and should, aspire to.  

 

The plethora of visually seductive displays at the Expositions leads us naturally to the 

concomitant of industrial mass production: mass consumption. Like the new 

department stores, the Expositions provided spaces for the public to view the spectacle 

of the commodity.108 One does not need to go any further than Walter Benjamin's 

summation of the Expositions universelles to find an eloquent encapsulation of the 

expositionary obsession with consumerism. "World exhibitions," he wrote, "were places 

of pilgrimage to the fetish Commodity. [...] The world exhibitions glorified the 

exchange-value of commodities. They created a framework in which their use-value 

receded into the background."109 In this way, the mass culture of the Expositions 

becomes something more sophisticated than a shared experience of a seductive array of 

purely visual items; it becomes a complex web of relationships between people and 

things. The impression made by a commodity, as understood by Marx, is not merely "a 

subjective excitation of [the optic] nerve but as the objective form of a thing outside the 

eye."110 The relationship between viewer and commodity is not purely a physical matter 

of light being transmitted from the object to the eye of the viewer, but a complex set of 

social negotiations, considerations and desires. Marx argued that this fetishism 
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"attaches itself to the products of labour as soon as they are produced as 

commodities".111 Although they launched their attacks from opposing directions, both 

Marxist and elitist cultural critics found a common target in their critique of mass 

consumption.  

The fetishism of the commodity as displayed at the Expositions universelles was a 

phenomenon directly related to the triumph of the bourgeoisie in cultural life. As Lisa 

Tiersten explains in her book on consumer society in late nineteenth-century France, 

the nineteenth century marked a shift in the governance of public taste. In the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries the nobility was deemed the arbiter of taste by virtue of its 

social status, and nobles used clothing and decor to distinguish themselves socially. The 

bourgeois were thus saddled, far beyond the reach of the ancien régime, with a cultural 

identity of aesthetic inferiority.112 Their new position of power, in the market and in 

politics, particularly after 1877, was perceived as a threat to France's traditional prestige 

in the realm of culture, aesthetics and taste. Aesthetics and commodity accumulation 

amongst the bourgeoisie were seen less as a manifestation of taste and more as a 

manifestation of status anxiety.113 As the social landscape metamorphosed from a 

"hereditary caste structure to a meritocratic class order", taste, via the consumer 

market, became a way for the bourgeois citizen to assert his or her own individual 

distinction and struggle for status within an increasingly slippery social hierarchy.114 

Within this social hierarchy, the importance of clothing was paramount. The 

Expositions did showcase haute-couture work; this was symbolised in 1900 when the 

Exposition was presided over by La Parisienne, an enormous statue of a woman 

wearing a gown by the Paquin fashion house who stood atop the monumental entryway 

on the Place de la Concorde.115 Yet, significantly, the Expositions also ushered in the era 

of prêt-à-porter. The ready-to-wear industry, writes Philippe Perrot, contributed to the 

trend of "the well-being of the greatest number" and enabled "those who could not 

afford custom-made clothing to acquire a copy, whose value was secondary and 

derivative but which gained them entry, by imitation and anticipation, into the purview 

of bourgeois appearances and their concomitant comportment, style and ideology."116 

This ready-to-wear phenomenon was proffered to the French upper-working class and 

petit-bourgeois public at the Expositions of 1855 and 1867 where they were presented 

with the sight of linens, silks, furs, shawls, jackets and shirts at affordable prices.117 
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Scientific advance and fashion trends went hand in hand at the Expositions; along with 

every new synthetic dye brought about by discoveries in chemistry came a new 

fashionable colour: "Chaque Expo apporte une nouvelle couleur",118 writes Bensaude-

Vincent. 

The commodity fetish, so representative of the era of bourgeois capitalism, was seen 

by critics as contaminating the lower classes with unhealthy consumerist tendencies. In 

1867 there appeared in Le Monde an article entitled 'Exposition des besoins universels 

au XIXe siècle'.119 The basic premise of the author, Venet, was that the modern age, 

through industrial progress, had ushered in an evolution in the "needs" of the "masse 

sociale". The idea of progress, as he perceived it, was understood as inextricably bound 

to the bourgeois aspiration of accumulating material commodities. Luxury items, 

previously reserved for the aristocracy, were now available for all and sundry, and as a 

consequence the idea about what constituted "needs" had changed. Venet focused his 

particular attention on the French displays of furnishings and clothing at the Exposition 

which he described as a "cohue d'orgueilleux produits".120 Furnishing an apartment is 

easy, remarked Venet, if one is a philosophe chrétien immune to the seduction of the 

superfluous and in need only of simple furniture. For the amateur du progrès, however, 

matters were pitiable. "Des objets mobiliers sont là par mille et par mille, confortables, 

élégants, luxueux, et tous armés du même droit: le nécessaire."121 To make his point, he 

enumerated the array of precious timber, ivory, mother-of-pearl, tortoiseshell, inlay, 

sculpture, gilding, marquetry, silk and velvet, crystal, porcelain, bronze and silver laid 

out in an infinity of forms. Faced with such a bewildering choice of commodities, one 

could never choose, would never arrive at satisfaction and would eventually be led to 

ruin, he argued. In spite of the richness of your furnishings, Venet admonished the 

amateur du progrès, "un meuble honteux habitera votre cœur: l'envie."122 If that is the 

route that progress is taking, if deregulated production is to culminate in a 

multiplication of "needs", wrote Venet, then it is leading us to misery and ruin. Venet 

presented the "masses" (perhaps disingenuously) as the victims of a civilisation gone 

mad, unable to manage its own progress sensibly. The people were weighed down by all 

these new needs, he argued; progress had heaped upon them the burden of flimsy 

wealth and shouted at them "Marche! marche vers un avenir de prospérité et de gloire 

dont nul ne peut sonder la profondeur."123  

Venet was particularly concerned about the privileged place clothing seemed to 

occupy in the minds of Exposition visitors. To him, the preoccupation with clothing was 
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symptomatic of a time when too much attention was being paid to the needs of the 

human body. He saw this as a particularly bourgeois characteristic, citing, from 

Molière's Les Femmes savants, the line of the bourgeois father Chrysale, "ma guenille 

m'est chère."124 Again, he linked the ideal of progress with consumerism by cataloguing 

the efforts of mechanical technology to dress the body. "Les besoins relatifs aux 

vêtements nous épouvantent" he wrote. Not surprisingly, the preoccupation with 

clothing was attributed mainly to the female population. As Tierstein has shown, female 

Parisian consumers were a favourite target of antimodern journalists in the late 

nineteenth century125 and Venet's article exemplifies this point. Nothing has changed 

since the beginning of humanity, he wrote; women remain the main target of the devil. 

"En traversant quelques unes de ces salles encombrées d'une foule féminine, on 

s'imagine percevoir les ricanements du démon."126 All the luxuries on display at the 

Exposition were hardly there to tempt men; they were there to ruin women, repined 

Venet, who claimed that in order to appreciate the full extent of the exhibition of 

women's clothing, one would have to devote eight days to the exercise. If pens could 

weep, he wrote, they would surely do so faced with their own powerlessness to describe 

the sheer quantity of choice of women's apparel at the Exposition universelle. 

It was not just the overabundance of clothing that worried Venet. There were also 

myriad items for the decorating of ladies' hair: jet, garnet, tortoiseshell, polished metal, 

gold, pearls, feathers, multicoloured ribbons, jewels that dangled and jewels that 

trembled, a whole profusion of pretty objects amongst which roamed the devil, 

favourably comparing his own works of glass and metal to those of nature.127 Venet was 

rendered particularly anxious by the immense array of footwear available to the 

feminine market. So anxious, in fact, that he allowed himself to indulge in the following 

fantasy. After having surveyed the vast array of French shoes (as many varieties as there 

were species of birds, including the "mephistophelian" lace-up boot, surely attributable 

to the work of Satan), Venet came upon a window display belonging to a Belgian 

company. In this window were laid out simple, sensible men's leather shoes at a 

reasonable price. While other gentlemen around him laughed at this honest and solid 

footwear, Venet imagined the shoes, at night, in the empty gallery, being subject to a 

magic spell that would bring them to life while the Infernal Prince did his rounds of the 

building. "[I]ls sortiraient de leur vitirine, ils s'approcheraient à pas de loup, et ... Le 

reste se devine."128 
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According to Rosalind Williams, "the category most frequently used to criticize the 

implications of the consumer revolution was that of luxury."129 Luxury had been hotly 

debated by the Enlightenment philosophers of the eighteenth century, with Voltaire's 

views on the topic eventually prevailing. His argument was that the terms "luxury" and 

"civilisation" were collapsing in the face of mass consumption and needed redefinition. 

Williams argues that the rise of mass consumption needs to be viewed in the ideological 

context of the Enlightenment and, more specifically, in terms of its civilising mission. 

The idea that all of society, not just a refined elite, could be "civilised" was a central 

tenet of Enlightenment thought. She writes, "The goal of civilisation is a social state 

where manners are gentle, education broadly distributed [...] and art and science 

cultivated", as opposed to a milieu characterised by poverty, oppression and ignorance 

amongst many and refined extravagance amongst a chosen few.130 Voltaire's answer to 

the question of how to civilise the commoners was to define "civilisation" as upper-class 

luxury. He adhered to the theory that the vices of the private individual would foster 

social progress via increase in trade, and elevated living standards. To encourage the 

individual to aspire to luxury was to prevent laziness and a regression to barbarism.131 

Significantly, this ideology of luxury as social progress contrasted strongly with long-

standing Christian understandings of the virtues of poverty. The eighteenth century had 

been the setting for a "stretching" of the notion of luxury to make room for the 

increasing prosperity of the bourgeoisie, but the nineteenth century, argues Williams, 

saw the introduction of a new category of consumer "whose tastes, needs, and wishes 

spilled out of traditional bourgeois forms."132 Luxury was being democratised. 

Patrick Verley argues that the public display of exceptional works by highly skilled 

craftsmen on display at the Expositions encouraged the sale of ersatz items at more 

accessible prices, products he labels "demi-luxe".133 The phrase "industrie du luxe" was a 

term belonging to political economy, loaded as it was, Verley explains, with the 

implications of social status. He proposes a definition of "demi-luxe" involving two 

criteria: namely a decrease in the quality of materials used and the reproducibility of the 

items. This definition, he says, is "à la fois sociale et économique."134 Unlike "real" 

luxury which has no elasticity of price, products of demi-luxe developed in the 

nineteenth century had a significant price elasticity; that is to say that as the production 

quantity of an items rises, its price necessarily decreases. Social stratification provoked 

the need for ostentatious spending, but as the aristocratic class dwindled and the 
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bourgeoisie grew, "real" luxury increasingly gave way to a rise in production of demi-

luxe. These products in turn became social markers, visibly separating the bottom tiers 

of the bourgeoisie from the working classes. 

Involved in the late nineteenth-century debate concerning luxury and its 

consequences was Henri Baudrillart, member of the Académie des Sciences Morales et 

Politiques who, between 1878 and 1880, wrote a four-volume work entitled Histoire du 

luxe privé et public depuis l'antiquité jusqu'à nos jours.135 It was in volume four of this 

work that Baudrillart addressed the influence of the Expositions universelles on the 

democratisation of luxury. On this topic Baudrillart was unequivocal, stating that "ces 

Expositions sont pour le luxe un des moyens de diffusion et de propagation les plus 

puissants qu'il ait eus dans le cours de l'histoire".136 He used as an example the modern 

application of electrometallurgy to metal work to decorate furniture and reproduce 

statues destined to adorn the homes of private individuals who were far from attaining 

any sort of opulent wealth. The applications of this invention of electroplating by 

Charles Christofle,137 argued Baudrillart, were worth mentioning because of their 

success in creating "luxe à bon marché" which he insisted was "du luxe vulgarisé" and 

not "du luxe vulgaire".138 Mechanisation, in Baudrillart's view, was responsible for the 

spread of elegant luxury, for putting into public service procedures and customs that 

could only lead to progress. Wealth was no longer monopolised; a mirror produced in 

1805, for example, would have taken 350 hours to make and been sold for 4008 francs 

but could now (in 1880) be sold for 262 francs as the process of silvering had reduced 

the production time to eighty-four hours.139 (Of course this process of plating was 

subject to the criticisms, described by Hamon, of materials lacking depth and, therefore, 

significance.140) 

The counter-argument to Baudrillart and Voltaire's hypothesis that the 

democratisation of luxury would lead to social progress was evident in critiques of the 

Expositions. The "luxury" on display at the Expositions was a particular target of the ire 

of journalists and earned the events many comparisons with the decadence of Rome and 

the biblical civilisation of Babylon. "C'est le luxe qui a dépeuplé et appauvri l'Italie sous 

les Romains",141 wrote Coquille in 1855 in an article inspired by the opening of the 

                                                   
135 Williams, Dream worlds, p.216. 
136 H. Baudrillart, Histoire du luxe privé et public depuis l'antiquité jusqu'à nos jours, vol.4, 
Paris, Librairie Hachette, 1880, pp.593-594. 
137 Charles Christofle (1805-1863) was the founder of the firm Christofle, producer of silverware 
and electroplated silverware. He acquired the rights in 1842 to exploit Elkington's patent for 
electroplating and was commissioned in 1853 by Napoleon III to create a table service. See V. 
Terraroli, Skira dictionary of modern decorative arts, 1851-1942, trans. S. Wise, Milan, Skira, 
2001, p.55. 
138 Baudrillart, Histoire du luxe, vol.4, pp.601-602. 
139 Ibid., p.607. 
140 Hamon, Expositions, p.139. 
141 Coquille, 'Paris, 4 juin 1855', L'Univers, 5 June 1855. See also Coquille, 'Paris, 24 juillet 1855', 
L'Univers, 25 July 1855. 



 138 

Exposition. He argued that the ostensible "richness" to be found in the realms of 

commerce and industry was merely "apparente et factice" and that luxury in fact 

destroyed richness. Henry de Riancey argued that the proliferation of luxury was one of 

the biggest threats facing modern society when he invoked the Exposition of 1867 as 

"cette fécondité [...] de perfection et de luxe, ce triomphe de la matière qui éclate d'une 

façon si orgeuilleuse dans les sept enceintes du palais babylonien".142 He quoted from 

Juvenal to make his point that widespread luxury was more dangerous than war. The 

pagans had understood, he remarked, that luxury was more formidable than conquest: 

"Sævior armis/Luxuria".143 Riancey was directing his words at a classically educated 

readership who would have understood this reference to Juvenal. The full passage is 

"Now we suffer the mischiefs of a long peace. Luxury, more destructive than war, has 

engrossed us; and avenges the vanquished world." 

Just as de Riancey denigrated the "bien-être de la vie des sens"144 in 1867, Aubineau 

bemoaned the "luxe immodéré" and the "sensualisme brutal et dégoûtant" that 

flourished within the Exposition grounds.145 France of the late nineteenth century had 

become increasingly preoccupied with the degenerative potential of sexuality, 

particularly in the form of prostitution whose aim was pleasure instead of reproduction 

and whose consequences were venereal disease and alleged social disorder.146 Luxury 

was inextricably linked, in the minds of many a fin-de-siècle commentator, to sexual 

debauchery. The body of the (usually) working-class prostitute, clothed in seductive 

finery would attract a bourgeois clientele and permitted, writes Richard Thomson, "the 

crossing of alarming frontiers, between respectability and vice, between socially divided 

but sexually melded classes, between order and disorder."147 To illuminate this point, 

Thomson draws upon the reaction of an anonymous art critic to a 1891 painting by 

Henri Royer. Royer's painting, Sur la butte, depicts a stony-faced, shabbily dressed 

working-class adolescent looking out from her seat on the hill-side at her proletarian 

neighbourhood. For this girl, the art critic predicted a grim future. "For what finery", he 

wrote, "will she abandon her linen pinafore and her pitiful boots [...] and where will her 

little feet dance?"148 The critic was implying that this finery would be attained by her 

selling her body for sex.  

In Exposition commentary, the ideas of luxury and sexual indulgence were often 

linked. Indeed the French word for sexual excess, luxure, is undeniably linked to the 
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word for luxury, luxe. Arthur Loth made use of this connection in an 1889 piece for 

L'Univers. Loth was of the opinion that none of the material advantages that France 

might have gained from the Exposition of 1889 could make up for the detrimental effect 

that it had had on morality. The whole nation, he argued, had suffered the moral 

consequences of the first three Expositions after which "on a constaté un nouveau 

débordement de luxe et de luxure."149 De Riancey argued that, if society was going to 

progress in terms of developing the "choses du corps", it should maintain equilibrium 

by advancing the "choses de l'âme". If it did not, "la créature privilégiée se dégrade et 

risque de descendre au niveau de la brute; la corruption gagne, la servitude reparaît et la 

civilisation sombre dans la débauche, dans l'anarchie et dans le despotisme."150 Several 

months later, in a similar tirade in L'Union, de Riancey re-emphasised his fear of the 

effect a surfeit of luxury was having on his nation: 

il se glisse une tendance fâcheuse à la surcharge des ornements, au maniéré, 
à l'afféterie; la richesse le luxe et la fantaisie menacent d'envahir la 
simplicité, la pureté et la beauté! [...] Ce cri d'alarme est un cri de 
patriotisme.151 

In particular, critics feared the effect that the displays of bourgeois luxury would have 

on the working classes. "L'industrie n'est que la décoration de la vie privée",152 wrote 

Coquille in 1855, in an editorial deploring the predominance at the Exposition of 

industrial inventions over agricultural production. By making objects of luxury 

accessible to all, he argued, industrial production had inspired in people expensive 

tastes, a desire to be "individuals". He believed that there were no sentiments of honour, 

dignity or durability attached to modern luxury. Industrial production, he wrote, 

"aboutit à la détresse des travailleurs."153 Almost half a century later, Camille Mauclair 

expressed a similar fear. In his 1895 essay on the future Exposition of 1900 he wrote of a 

crowd that was  

appâtée par l'or, grisée de spectacles nouveau qu'on lui montre et qu'on lui retirera, 
prête à tout pour fixer sous sa main toutes ces choses chères, emplie de rancune en 
songeant à ses pauvres logis, à ses travaux rudes, à ses gênes, et poussée part tout 
cela à l'oubli du respect humain, à un besoin de paresse, d'étirement et de 
prostitution.154 

Even those who were predisposed to enjoy the Expositions were concerned about the 

display of luxury goods and the message it was sending to the women of France. 

Eugène-Melchior de Vogüé, who wrote a series of mostly favourable commentary on the 

Exposition of 1889, wrote in another article in 1900 of the "bourgeoises élégantes et 
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petites ouvrières, trottins, jeunes filles de la campagne"155 who crowded around glass 

display cases in which wax figures, wearing the latest fashions, were illuminated by 

electric lights. "C'était là une «leçon de choses,»" he wrote, "une de ces fameuses leçons 

de choses de l'Exposition dont on vantait à notre démocratie les heureux effets."156 For 

de Vogüé, the expressions on the faces of these women as their eyes devoured the 

luxurious temptations of the displays spoke of the demoralising effects of the 

democratisation of luxury. The Expositions were seen as promoting bourgeois 

consumerism to the lower classes and instilling them with the desire to possess material 

goods. It was this desire, critics argued, that would lead to ruin.  

Just as the nineteenth century saw the introduction of mass-produced clothing items 

that were ready for the consumer to wear, it also saw the advent of this concept in other 

areas of industry. Taxile Delord, writing of his visit to the Exposition of 1855, described 

a new profession that had been revealed there: the fabricant d'églises.157 His interest in 

the topic was triggered by a graceful Roman portico which caught his eye upon entering 

the exhibition building. This ecclesiastical architecture was the work of MM. Virebent 

frères, a Toulousain company engaged in the fabrication of all the different elements 

needed to fit out a church. They had in their stores, Delord revealed, samples of all 

styles from Byzantine to Jesuit. Thanks to this new industry, a church could be built "de 

pied en cap à peu près comme un homme s'habille en un instant à la Belle-

Jardinière."158 In making reference to the Belle Jardinière, Delord was referring to the 

new phenomenon of the department store, the critiques of which, writes Tiersten, were 

"part of a broader fin-de-siècle critique of urban modernity and decadence."159 The 

significance of the department store in late nineteenth-century France was that it 

represented, more than anything else, the transformation of the marketplace. The 

modern department store, with its extensive range of goods sold at relatively low prices, 

was an abrupt departure from the specialised merchandise of the traditional 

boutique.160 By introducing "confection, le tout-fait" (contemporary expressions for 

prêt-à-porter) to the world of architecture, MM. Virebent and his exhibit wrote Delord, 

had very cleverly responded to a modern "need".  

Another company plying its ecclesiastical wares, that of a M. Vossy, was also 

displaying its goods at the 1855 Exposition. The angels and Holy Virgins that M. Vossy 

was selling were so cheap, remarked Delord, that one could easily have a Roman or 

Gothic church, with as many saints as one fancied, at such a good price that there would 

soon be no need to resort to lotteries to raise the funds; a passing around of the 
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collection plate would suffice. In the past, rich bourgeois like the thirteenth-century 

Nicholas Flamel, wishing to provide the funds for a new altar, portal or chapel, would 

often have passed away before the work was complete. No longer. In the mid-nineteenth 

century, Flamel would have been able to go to any number of manufacturers and pick 

out, ready-made, whichever altar he desired, claimed Delord. 

Delord's objections to this sort of mass production closely resemble the arguments 

against mechanisation that we examined in Chapter Two. Firstly, his argument was that 

mass production dictated by commercial concerns was ruining art. This is, of course, an 

extension of the idea that the machine cannot impart unique artistic qualities to a 

manufactured object in the same manner as can a human craftsman. Delord however 

was not specifically condemning the role of the machine in mass production. His 

argument was more that the demands that the market was making on manufacturing 

processes to produce mass quantities of an item were leading to less skillful 

craftsmanship. The marble altars being produced by the company of one M. Jabois, for 

example, were accurate copies of thirteenth-century designs but nevertheless devoid of 

the charm of the originals. "Le charme de la sculpture gothique s'évapore en passant de 

l'original dans la copie".161 This was evident, he wrote, in the numerous pulpits on 

display at the Exposition that made one nostalgic for a time when a sculptor might have 

taken years to produce one pulpit, or the stalls or panelling for the chancel, and might 

have died leaving only two or three masterpieces. 

Just as those working on the bas-relief of a mass-produced altar were, according to 

Delord, not of the same quality as the sculptors whose work they were reproducing, 

Léon Gautier, at the exhibit of printing and book binding at the Exposition of 1878, was 

worried about the effect of commercialisation of the printing process. Suddenly, he 

wrote, the art of engraving had become too expensive. As a result, no one was interested 

in it anymore and it was being replaced by photogravure which could quickly reproduce 

an ancient engraving, a chart, or a work of art. "Que les graveurs y prennent garde" 

warned Gautier, "leur art est menacé."162 Although, he continued, they perhaps deserved 

to be threatened with extinction. Their new-found commercial spirit was resulting in a 

lack of seriousness on their part. Once upon a time, wrote Gautier, master engravers 

would have been responsible for engraving, themselves, onto wood, the images with 

which they had been entrusted. Nowadays every engraver is at the head of a company 

more focused on commercial concerns than on artistic ones. As a result, the designs that 

were to be engraved were distributed to engravers of the "vingtième ordre" or to 

inexperienced apprentices.163 
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After the demise of craftsmanship, the second theme of Delord's article on 

ecclesiastical architecture points to a shift in the market for this merchandise. A more 

subtle critique within the article, and one which constitutes a vital part of this chapter, is 

the affordability of this merchandise and, more importantly, the implications of this 

affordability. Present in Delord's critique of mass-produced church paraphernalia is the 

sense that one could now, with the reduction in price of such goods, buy oneself status. 

Whereas Nicolas Flamel, in the thirteenth century, might have funded a new altar fully 

realising that he might not live to see its completion (thereby implicitly demonstrating 

his strength of faith as opposed to his desire for material objects and worldly status), the 

modern bourgeois could not only more cheaply help fund the building of a church, but 

also experience the instant gratification afforded by modern industrial processes. In 

other words, this same bourgeois could bask in the self-satisfaction of his or her 

altruism within his or her lifetime. The sense of disapproval is palpable in Delord's 

hypothetical description of the wife of a stockbroker, newly installed with her husband 

in the chateau once owned by a nobleman of the village, who could afford to be patron 

of the newly consecrated church.164 "Mais," queried Delord, "où est le croyant?"165 The 

whole process of building a church had become, instead of an act of faith manifest from 

the workers hauling stone to those funding the works, an entirely commercial, self-

satisfying and status-elevating enterprise. The exhibition of mass-produced 

ecclesiastical wares at the Exposition of 1855 thus provided the commentator with 

plenty of material to critique the relationship between mass production, mass 

consumption and the social aspirations of the bourgeoisie. 

 

MONSIEUR PRUDHOMME GOES TO THE EXPOSITION 

If the Expositions represented the values of the bourgeois elite, the bankers, 

entrepreneurs, capitalists and industrialists, if they represented a consumerist world 

accessible to doctors, lawyers and bureaucrats, then they were presenting these values 

and this world to a crowd who could mostly only aspire to reside there. These people 

were the petit bourgeoisie, a term, as Charles Sowerwine explains, "which emerged to 

cover those with pretensions to gentility but without independent wealth, such as 

secondary school teachers or shopkeepers."166 The Expositions opened up a temporary 

doorway to a level of bourgeois existence that the petite bourgeoisie clamoured to attain. 

Peter Gay argues that the bourgeoisie could be pictured as a pyramid, the lower 

segments of which became more distended as the century progressed and the "new 

giants of manufacturing, commerce, and service industries, not to forget governments 

laden with unprecedented duties, generated an insatiable appetite for typists, 
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secretaries, bookkeepers, sales personnel".167 It was those segments of the bourgeoisie at 

the bottom of the pyramid, writes Gay, that were most prone to financial and emotional 

insecurity because of their desire to maintain their bourgeois status. Financially it was 

necessary to watch carefully over their budget; socially it was vital to be "more 

ostentatiously respectable than their betters, more severe with their family about table 

manners".168 And yet, those members of the bourgeoisie whose income was a constant 

source of anxiety earned themselves the label of philistine, particularly from writers and 

artists.169 They were thought to be "unpoetic beings for whom thrift meant meanness; 

delicacy, prudishness; gentility, evasiveness; good taste, defensive aversion to depth and 

originality in the arts."170 As such, the petite bourgeoisie became the butt of many a 

satirical caricature or newspaper article.  

Anti-bourgeois satire has a long history, dating back to the late Middle Ages,171 but it 

was in nineteenth-century France that the genre truly flowered. Alan Raitt argues that 

"French literature of the nineteenth century is studded with representations of the 

bourgeois, whether as a figure of hate or a figure of fun, or even both at the same 

time".172 One such figure, as discussed in Chapter One, was Louis Veuillot's Coquelet, 

from Le Parfum de Rome. Another was Joseph Prudhomme, invented by the playwright 

Henry Monnier for Scènes populaire dessinées à la plume, published in 1830.173 

Théophile Gautier was one admirer of Monnier's bourgeois creations which, he wrote 

"bore you like real bourgeois with inexhaustible floods of clichés and solemn 

asininities."174 In her biography of Monnier, Edith Melchior wrote that the character of 

Prudhomme grew to become a symbol of social and political significance that existed 

independently of its creator.175 A series of columns entitled 'M. Prudhomme à 

l'Exposition universelle', published in Le Charivari in 1855, certainly supports this 

assertion.  

These columns, penned by Arnould Fremy, were written from the point of view of M. 

Prudhomme, who has taken it upon himself to engage in a running commentary on the 

Exposition, at first for the edification of his two children and then, apparently, for 

anyone who will listen. Prudhomme is constrained neither in terms of subject, nor by 

his limited expertise, and disseminates his opinions on everything from steam engines 
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to chemistry, ploughs, carpentry, cutlery and Indian culture. He presents himself as an 

advocate of progress whose pompous style, true to Melchior's description of Monnier's 

original Prudhomme, "only too often masks the poverty of its thought."176 In the case of 

Fremy's Prudhomme, the mask is fairly flimsy. Let us take the following passage, in 

which Prudhomme has asked his son Régulus to demonstrate his understanding of the 

workings of a locomotive, as an example: 

–Mon père, la locomotive est une manivelle, une espèce de grosse 
machine qui... 
–Régulus, vous êtes un âne!... 
–Oh! mon père!... 
–Vous êtes un âne, vous dis-je; je vois que vous tromperez les 
espérances que la France industrielle a mises en vous... Je vais vous 
expliquer, moi, ce que c'est qu'une locomotive... 
–Merci, mon père! 
–Une locomotive est tout bonnement une grosse manivelle qui... Mais 
non, je ne vous l'expliquerais pas, je craindrais de vous dire des choses 
qui ne seraient pas à la portée de votre intelligence...177 

Fremy presented in M. Prudhomme a caricature of a petit bourgeois individual: an 

overly confident yet ignorant personage who, in his vain efforts to prove his worth and 

superiority, merely succeeds in making a fool of himself. In the situation the above 

dialogue is taken from, M. Prudhomme, having failed to explain the locomotive any 

more capably than his young son, addresses himself to a man he presumes is the 

engineer. This "engineer", whom M. Prudhomme so valiantly tries to impress with his 

knowledge of boilers, pistons and cylinders, turns out to be, in fact, a charcutier. In 

another display of misplaced arrogance, Prudhomme attempts to impress his son with 

his knowledge of the English language. Encountering an Englishman displaying his 

wares, Prudhomme tries to engage him in conversation. "Oh! vô Anglais et moâ 

Français... Mille puddings... Deux grandes nations, very fortes, very puissantes..."178 he 

stammers. 

It is in his commentaries on the artistic elements of the Exposition, however, that M. 

Prudhomme becomes really useful for this discussion of elitist perceptions of the middle 

classes. In the column on "La peinture française", Prudhomme announces his intention 

to reveal a new perspective on modern French art. In his speech that follows, 

Prudhomme reveals that his knowledge of art ends abruptly with the two names that 

were on everyone's lips at the 1855 Exposition: Eugène Delacroix and Jean-Auguste-

Dominique Ingres. This paucity of expertise does not, however, cramp Prudhomme's 

style, and he rambles on and on in the following nonsensical fashion: 

M. Delacroix n'est pas M. Ingres, mais en revanche, M. Ingres n'est pas M. 
Delacroix. Est-ce clair! [...] M. Ingres c'est la ligne, M. Delacroix c'est la 
non ligne; M. Ingres c'est le moi, M. Delacroix, c'est le non moi [...] M. 
Ingres fait gris, M. Delacroix fait vert, M. Ingres c'est le contour, M. 
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Delacroix c'est la pâte [...] Ainsi, vous êtes d'une ignorance crasse en fait 
de peinture et vous tenez cependant à parler peinture comme un livre: 
vous n'avez qu'une chose à dire: M. Delacroix et M. Ingres, M. Ingres et M. 
Delacroix. Ne sortez pas de là!179 

The status anxiety represented by this urgency to impress with "knowledge" was the 

target for critique of the petite bourgeoisie: the desire for the trappings of status without 

the substance of veritable cultural capital. Prudhomme demonstrates this very trait in 

his desire not to know about art, but to appear to know about it. At the sculpture 

exhibition, Prudhomme asks "Pourquoi donc est-ce qu'on va examiner la sculpture 

aujourd'hui? Evidemment pour pouvoir en parler".180 Prudhomme claims to know all 

the right formulas for talking about art, whether to artists, grocers or worldly types, 

without knowing a single thing about it. "La sculpture est un art pivotal", he announces. 

"Lancez toujours cette phrase-là en avant, cela fait très bien."181 He follows this 

statement with the same sort of rubbish that he had spouted about French painting. One 

who was to follow his advice, argued Prudhomme, could not help but convince his 

listeners of his expertise in the field.  

Prudhomme's opinion of the piano exhibit was also a dig at the bourgeoisie and their 

love affair with the piano, pronounced by Max Weber to be "by its very musical nature a 

bourgeois domestic instrument."182 The piano "proved a valuable form of 'cultural 

capital' in a climate where, increasingly, middle-class respectability could be achieved 

through a display of its visible trappings rather than by lineage."183 "J'aime le piano, je 

l'aime, je le déclare ici à la face de l'univers entier!",184 announces Prudhomme. Fremy 

mocked the aspirational bourgeois by having M. Prudhomme declare that he would like 

to hear the effect of all the pianos playing at once, their different timbres combining to 

create a grandiose effect. Why had no-one thought of combining these different musical 

effects into one instrument, he wondered, innocently ignorant of his smirking readers 

who presumably knew that the centuries-old organ had already achieved precisely that.  

What Prudhomme admired more than the pianos, however, is just what the critics in 

Chapter Two found so objectionable: those instruments that played themselves, "ces 

pianos qui jouent tous seuls sans le secours d'aucune espèce d'instrumentiste, ces 

melodium, ces harmonium, ces cauchemardonium, ces manivellonium, ces 

mirlitonium."185 Via M. Prudhomme, the author was mocking these sorts of 
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instruments, associating two that actually existed (melodeon and harmonium186) with 

invented instruments, named to evoke nightmares, crank-handles and kazoos. What 

progress this represents! opines Prudhomme, who sees in these mechanised 

instruments the liberation of the pianist from his work. In this way, Prudhomme is 

sketched to represent the bourgeois philistine who has no respect for the poetry of the 

arts. 

M. Prudhomme's last visit to the Exposition of 1855 sees him seated at the buffet 

where he holds forth on the ills of a civilisation that has come to Paris ostensibly to 

marvel at the best that modern progress has to offer but in reality is more interested in 

consuming large quantities of lobster salad, hams and sandwiches.187 All the while, of 

course, M. Prudhomme is himself involved in consuming vast quantities of alcohol, 

resulting in an increasingly hypocritical diatribe. He rails against a new class that has 

sprung up at the Exposition, one which sees itself as cosmopolitan, which dares to 

consider itself as technicians, engineers and chemists after having spent a mere half-

hour yawning in the annexe des machines. This class of people, he laments, descend 

immediately on the buffet like vultures and give themselves up to "une suite effrayante 

de Balthazars. Oh! c'est comme cela que finissent les peuples! Voyez Vitellius! Voyez 

l'empire romain! c'est l'abus des lunch qui l'a perdu!"188 By this point in his tirade, 

Prudhomme has himself consumed one "grog", three glasses of madeira, two glasses of 

chartreuse, three of mulled wine, and is only half-way through his binge.  

What is interesting about this character is not just his stupidity, but his hypocrisy. 

His caricature is a metaphor for the "homme de progrès" who doesn't know where he is 

going, who is in fact stagnant. This character who in the same breath both professes to 

be moving forward ("Je suis un homme de progrès, moi, messieurs, je marche toujours 

en avant... jamais de travers...") and (drunkenly) does not know where he is, ("Mais que 

vois-je? que sens-je?") encapsulates the hot air of the rhetoric of progress combined 

with the reality of confusion and mediocrity. Fremy was, through M. Prudhomme at the 

Exposition, parodying the rise of the modern "pseudo-individual". This is particularly 

evident in the penultimate appearance of the column which detailed M. Prudhomme's 

thoughts on the Exposition of 1855. Here he claims to be, amongst other things, "le seul 

publiciste, le seul homme de progrès et de style qui ait bien compris l'Exposition 

universelle", "le seul lyre des temps modernes" whose "lumières" and "influence" and 

"haute éloquence" would be capable of achieving a prolongation of the Exposition.189 By 
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the last column of the series he is signing off as "Lyrique en chef de l'Exposition."190 The 

irony of this particular column is that it is particularly addressed to a certain monsieur 

Michel, author of a "tartine" in a recent edition of the Journal des Débats. Perusal of the 

Journal des Débats reveals that the author of the column, whom Prudhomme has 

magnanimously named a fellow "lyrique" of the Exposition, was none other than the 

economist Michel Chevalier, president of the domestic economy section of the 

Exposition.191 Prudhomme's response to Chevalier's piece is pompous and over-blown: 

Enfin, me suis-je dit, voici donc une âme véritablement industrielle, 
chimique, métallurgique, et lyrique qui bat à l'unisson de la mienne! [...] Il 
a tout vu ce qu'elle contenait de grandeur, de poésie, d'avenir, de félicité 
incommensurable, de rayonnement dans l'avenir, de scintillement vers le 
progrès, d'effusion dans le sens d'un monde nouveau tout resplendissant 
d'or, d'action de chemins de fer, de fraternité, d'amour de voies ferrées, de 
religion pratique et financière, de Crédits mobiliers, d'institutions de 
banque et de sentiment ... Merci encore une fois monsieur Michel!192 

M. Prudhomme is a representative of a class that blindly follows fashions, but also one 

in which the individual newly sees itself as self-important as opposed to knowing its 

place in the grand social hierarchy. M. Prudhomme's persistent and exaggerated 

arrogance in insisting on his own expertise and singular ability to truly comprehend the 

Exposition illustrates the anti-modern critique of the rise of the modern individual.  

Gustave Flaubert's character M. Homais, from Madame Bovary, has already been 

discussed in this thesis as the epitome of the petit bourgeois, but merits further 

attention within a discussion of the fictional self-professed Exposition expert that 

Fremy's M. Prudhomme represents. Madame Bovary was completed in 1856 (the year 

following the first Exposition universelle) and contains a scene depicting a visit to the 

Yonville agricultural fair which Anne Green argues was heavily influenced by the 

Exposition of 1855 that was taking place as Flaubert was writing.193 The character of M. 

Homais, with his enthusiasm for the agricultural fair, echoes that of Le Charivari's M. 

Prudhomme. Green calls M. Homais "a physical embodiment of the exposition 

universelle as he tries to dazzle Madame Lefrançois by displaying his knowledge of 

agronomy, botany, building construction, chemistry, geology, meteorology, mineralogy, 

pomology, nutrition and principles of hygiene."194 Ultimately, the "exposition" that 

Flaubert illustrates is not, argues Green, the bourgeois fantasy of harmony and 

progress, but the triumph of indolence and stupidity. 

Another well-known fictitious bourgeois, M. Agénor Fenouillard, from the series of 

cartoons by Christophe, (often cited as being one of the first examples of the bande 
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dessinée195) took his family to visit the Exposition universelle of 1889. M. Fenouillard is 

a merchant living in the imaginary town of Saint-Rémy-sur-Deule who, with his wife 

and two daughters (Artémise and Cunégonde), voyages to Paris by train to visit the 

Exposition.196 M. Fenouillard is similar in many ways to M. Prudhomme in that his 

comic value lies in his propensity to unwittingly display his ignorance via an overblown 

sense of his own wisdom. "[G]râce à un «quatorzième accessit de géographie» obtenu 

dans sa jeunesse, il prodigue des observations scientifiques au grand dam de son 

épouse".197 The Fenouillards' Exposition experience, however, is characterised less by 

paternal pontificating and is rather a series of hops from one catastrophe to the next. A 

gust of wind causes Agénor to lose his hat from the heights of the Eiffel tower just as he 

is remarking "qu'il est stupide de ne pas avoir élevé la tour à 600 mètres. On aurait eu 

plus d'air!" He steals the boots of a sewage worker in order to retrieve the hat from its 

landing place in Coutan's Fountain of Progress (just as the fountain starts to play), and 

returns, soaked, to his own shoes only to see them being whisked away by a fastidious 

Exposition attendant.198 After a subsequent series of disasters involving the galerie des 

machines and some Egyptian donkeys, M. Fenouillard is finally accosted by the sewage 

worker, "animé du désir légitime de rentrer dans ses bottes."199 

La Famille Fenouillard à l'Exposition is clearly a slapstick and mocking account of a 

bumbling bourgeois family encountering the cosmopolitanism of the 1889 Exposition. 

It is also, argues Jean-Michel Hoerner, a premonition of the rise of mass tourism and 

the phenomenon of tourism as indicator of social status. In his article dealing with 

modern tourism, Hoerner writes that "la classe moyenne des Fenouillard 

revendiquerait un égalitarisme avec la grande bourgeoisie pour laquelle le tourisme est 

la marque d'une promotion."200 As such, Christophe was arguably sending up not only 

the incompetence of the petit-bourgeois Fenouillard family, but also their attempts at 

worldliness and cosmopolitanism.201 He was not the only one to do so. During the same 

year that the Fenouillards visited the Exposition from Saint-Rémy-sur-Deule, two other 

fictional bourgeois families were also involved in the same enterprise: the Hix family 

from Crédilly-sur Saône and M. and Mme. Lebozeck from Brittany.  

The Hix family made up the protagonists of a publication entitled Le Tour du monde 
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en pousse-pousse, also, rather mysteriously, authored by "Hix".202 Only the first 

chapter of this Revue humoristique de l'Exposition seems to be extant, or perhaps it 

was the only one ever produced, but it is enough to provide a view of the petit bourgeois 

at the Exposition that reinforces, in its own way, those of Fremy and Christophe. 

Hector Hix, a lycée geography teacher and member of the geography society, has 

brought his family to the Exposition with the ambition of giving them a "tour du 

monde". His desire to instruct his charges (in the manner of M. Prudhomme) is 

obviously deeply ingrained in his personality, as shown in the following passage.  

M. Hix releva ses lunettes sur son front, geste qui lui était familier 
lorsqu'il allait donner une explication, et répondit doctoralement en 
s'addressant à tous les membres de sa famille:  
–L'Annamite, dont vous avez là sous vos yeux des spécimens, est la 
race qui forme le fond de l'humanité indo-chinoise.203 

He continues in this pompous vein for some lines before arriving at the moment when 

the family prepares to hire a set of rickshaws from the "Annamites" to transport them 

around the Exposition grounds. A series of misunderstandings caused by the language 

barrier ensues and M. Hix becomes red in the face and flustered, out of his depth. 

Eventually, however, the problems are ironed out and M. Hix and his family set off 

happily to explore the Exposition. 

Victor Fournel, in an article on the Exposition of 1889, wrote, "Embarquez-vous 

simplement dans un pousse-pousse annamite [...] et en deux heures vous serez 

tellement imprégné de couleur locale que vous pourrez vous croire un petit Francis 

Garnier ou un Brazza en miniature."204 Fournel's suggestion that a ride in an Exposition 

rickshaw was enough to make the visitor feel like a famous explorer nicely introduces 

the adventures of the Hix family. Le Tour du monde en pousse-pousse is less openly 

mocking of the petit-bourgeois visitor than 'M. Prudhomme à l'Exposition universelle' 

or 'La Famille Fenouillard à l'Exposition'. There is bumbling, there is pontificating, but 

there is not quite the same level of farce. It is the illustrations (by "Guydo") 

accompanying this abbreviated text, however, that more subtly mock the provincial M. 

Hix. He is described on his arrival at the train station as wearing the customary frock-

coat of the bourgeois gentleman paired with an outfit that could only be described as 

colonial, complete with pith helmet, boots, leather satchel and telescope. His young son 

is holding a world-map globe mounted on a wooden stand.205 This curious image of a 

colonial in Paris is emphasised throughout the chapter by illustrations of M. Hix looking 

for all the world as if he is in colonial Indochina—negotiating with an Annamite in a 

traditional conical hat (Fig. 8), or seated authoritatively in his rickshaw (Fig. 9). 
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Fig. 8. Guydo, Le Tour du monde en pousse-pousse: revue humoristique de l'Exposition, 

Paris, 1889. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9. Guydo, Le Tour du monde en pousse-pousse: revue humoristique de l'Exposition, 

Paris, 1889. 
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The cover illustration depicts the son, also on a rickshaw, reclining amongst a pile of 

travelling trunks, telescope in one hand, fan in the other, with his globe perched 

precariously atop the luggage (Fig. 10). 

 

 

 

Fig. 10. Guydo, Le Tour du monde en pousse-pousse: revue humoristique de l'Exposition, 

Paris, 1889. 

 

It is this extreme over-equipping that, more than any other element of the Hix's 

behaviour, invites the application of Hoerner's interpretation of the Fenouillard family 

to Le Tour du monde en pousse-pousse. Just as the Fenouillards prefigured the rise of 

mass tourism, the Hix family represents, in a caricatured way, the modern markers of 

status associated with tourism (and the commodities associated with tourism) and the 

desire of the bourgeois family to enter this prestigious world, if only at the Exposition. 

As E. J. Hobsbawm wrote, "no age was more aware of it than one in which social 

mobility could actually place numerous people into the historically novel situation of 

playing new (and superior) social roles and therefore having to wear the appropriate 
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costumes."206 Le Tour de monde en pousse-pousse presents the Exposition as a 

caricature of this age and M. Hix as a caricature of the aspirational petit bourgeois. The 

Hix family is portrayed by its creator as going a step further than being merely 

enthusiastic about the Exposition; it is literally choosing to use the event as a chance to 

experience sophistication and cosmopolitanism via an almost childish game of play-

acting. 

Another interesting manifestation of the tradition of poking fun at the middle 

classes can be seen in a play written in 1889 by Henri Rousseau, better known for his 

post-impressionist paintings than for his career as a playwright. Entitled Une Visite à 

l'Exposition de 1889, the play follows the visit of M. and Mme Lebozeck and their maid 

Mariette to the capital to see the great Exposition. Like the other family patriarchs 

examined so far, Benjamin Lebozeck takes pride in bestowing his superior knowledge 

on his more ignorant charges; here this role is fulfilled by the maid Mariette. For 

example, as the trio strolls along the Boulevard de Port-Royal, M. Lebozeck points out 

the famous observatory, resulting in the following dialogue: 

Mariette: Quoi qu'c'est ça qu'l'observatoire? 
Lebozeck: Mais, mon enfant, l'observatoire est une maison ousque  
  les astronomes voient les astres, ces ceux-là disent quand 
  c'est qu'il pleuvra, qu'il neigera, qu'il fera des tempêtes, à 
  quelle heure qu'le soleil s'elèvera et s'couchera, tout  
  comme pour la lune ils en disent autant. 
Mariette: Mais Sainte Vierge Marie, quoi qu'c'est donc qu' des  
  astronomes? 
Lebozeck: En ben, mais c' sont des astronomes!207 

Like M. Prudhommme, not only was M. Lebozeck dispensing blatant misinformation, 

but he was demonstrating his unwillingness to admit to the limitations of his own 

knowledge. 

Rousseau's play is an exercise in emphasising the profoundly unworldly and non-

cosmopolitan nature of these provincial petit bourgeois "tourists". He does this in a 

variety of ways, the most obvious being the Lebozecks' privileging of the alimentation 

of the body over that of the mind. The leitmotif for Une Visite à l'Exposition is M. 

Lebozeck's misunderstanding about the Parisian Wallace fountains. He had heard, 

before his arrival in the capital, that it was possible to find in Paris drinking fountains 

dispensing not water, but bourrache, a herbal concoction derived from the borage 

plant. Urged on by a deliberately misleading Parisian boy, M. Lezobeck's whole 

Exposition experience is animated by his desire to find these mythical fountains and 

quench his thirst.208 Even his motivation to climb the Eiffel Tower (which he refers to 

as a giant ladder) is driven by the possibility of there being a fontaine de bourrache at 
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the summit.209 M. Lebozeck is also eager to locate some Breton cider (he passes up the 

opportunity to taste some reddish and yellowish liquids on sale which, to his mind, 

could not possibly be much good) and a galette de sarrasin, also a Breton specialty. 

Not only does this constant pursuit of food and drink point towards a tendency of 

"the masses" to value their physical needs over intellectual pursuits, but the very fact 

that the food and drink the Lebozecks are seeking is from their own region emphasises 

their inherent parochial and insular nature. The fact that the hotel they choose to stay 

at while in Paris is called the Hôtel de Bretagne serves to further underline their 

provincial parochialism. Moreover, their ignorance of Paris and the rest of the world is 

never far below the surface of the play: Mme Lebozeck mistakes the Vietnamese 

rickshaw drivers for women because of their long ponytails and also decides that they 

must be cannibals;210 at the Buddhist temple she informs Mariette that all that the 

bouddhistes' religion consists of is to sulk (bouder);211 and all three characters are 

convinced that at Les Invalides they will be able to gawk at a variety of ill people, 

including a man with a wooden head.212 

Of course, the party from Brittany never finds the long sought-after fontaines de 

bourrache, nor the man with the wooden head. Their day at the Exposition is 

characterised by the search for and consumption of food and drink and by exhaustion. 

They leave Paris on the train clearly no wiser or more sophisticated than when they 

arrived. In all the fictional accounts of the petite bourgeoisie at the Expositions 

examined so far it is arguably not their lack of sophistication that is the target of satire 

but their aspiration to sophistication and cosmopolitanism. Through their mockery of 

the aspirational lower middle classes, Fremy, Christophe, Hix and Rousseau were 

highlighting the Expositions' failures in their mission as a "civilising" force for the 

French masses. 

 

In their aspiration to visually represent the universe for the benefit of everyone, 

irrespective of social status, the Expositions were exaggerated, visual representations of 

mass culture. They did not qualify as what Schwartz calls the "spectacular realities" of 

quotidian Parisian life because they were not a feature of ordinary, day-to-day Parisian 

reality, but they were perhaps more like heterotopias of these spectacular realities. 

Accordingly, they contributed to the modern "sense of shared experiences through 

which people [began] to imagine themselves as participating in a metropolitan 

culture".213 Miriam Levin makes a similar point when she points out (in relation to the 

Exposition of 1889) that "there was an opportunity for people to undergo a common 
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ritualistic experience mediated through the forms of the exposition and the tower: they 

had participated in consuming goods and services produced by others like themselves 

within a Republican system."214 

This chapter has shown that culture represented by the Expositions was essentially a 

bourgeois one. It was a culture based upon a predominantly visual perception of the 

world, one which benefited the petite bourgeoisie through the mass production and 

display of demi-luxe, prêt-à-porter, and trompe-l'œil. The Expositions provided a site 

of mass tourism where anyone could, theoretically, participate in modern, 

cosmopolitan, or even colonial, life. It was these aspects of the Expositionary culture 

that aggravated the elitist characteristics of critics of modernity. The visual spectacle 

that the Expositions provided seemed to them symptomatic of a nation no longer 

concerned with the deeper intellectual or spiritual dimensions of life and far more 

consumed by superficial curiosity, the desire to see for the sake of seeing, the pleasure 

of the eye. This same emphasis on the visual also appeared to be creeping into the 

fabric of urban life via a proliferation of architectural materials that were designed to 

give the impression of solidity, depth and majesty while being in fact two-dimensional, 

ephemeral and heavily reliant on illusion. Hamon has helped us to see that this focus 

on the visual seemed to some contemporaries to render modern life less legible, less 

imbued with layers of meaning. At the same time, mass production of commodities 

blurred class divisions by democratising markers of status such as clothing and 

household goods. Widespread luxury, according to critics of modernity, could only lead 

to decadence. The commentaries we have examined all, in their way, contributed to the 

deflation of the Exposition rhetoric of mass enlightenment. 

The reactions to the Expositions examined in this chapter have revealed a strain of 

anti-egalitarianism that does not represent a fear of the proletariat or the unwashed 

hordes. Rather it reveals a perceived threat to French cultural and intellectual life and 

structures from the ostensibly respectable and upwardly mobile lower middle classes, 

the true beneficiaries of the French and industrial revolutions. This study of reactions 

to expressions of mass culture at the Expositions universelles has revealed a shift from 

the critique of utility at the earlier Expositions towards a critique of democratisation, 

reflecting in part, no doubt, the change of regime from Second Empire to Third 

Republic. This is exemplified by Camille Mauclair's 1895 diatribe against the 1900 

architecture as he imagined it would look. "Quatre palais! Et ce mot, on sait ce qu'il 

veut dire, quelles horreurs polychromées, quels alliages ridicules de porcelaine et de 

fonte, sont ornés par nos esthéticiens bureaucrates de ce noble mot de palais! L'art de 
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la démocratie a trouvé là son expression",215 he wrote. Compared with critiques of the 

1855 Exposition, the language Camille used had altered slightly; utilitarian was now 

democratic, the bureaucracy had taken the place of a technocracy, but the fear was 

fundamentally the same. The social and cultural world was now apparently being 

determined by the concerns of the greatest number.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

REPUBLIC, REVOLUTION AND REASON: THE CRITIQUE OF MASS POLITICS 
 

 

 

 

Monsieur, le chiffre des suicides s'est tellement accru pendant 
les cinq années qui ont suivi l'Exposition universelle de 1889 
que des mesures sont devenues urgentes. On se tuait dans les 
rues, au théâtre, dans les wagons, dans les réceptions du 
président de la République, partout. 

—Guy de Maupassant, L'Endormeuse 
 

 

 

In 1878, a journalist for Le Monde, "P.D.", wrote a short column summarising some of 

the ideas that had appeared in the republican press regarding the Exposition 

universelle of that year. "L'exaltation de certains journaux républicains à l'occasion de 

l'Exposition universelle" he wrote, "tourne au fanatisme et, parfois même, au 

comique."1 In this, the opening sentence of his column, P.D. linked the 1878 Exposition 

unequivocally with the fervour of republicanism. 

The column continued by recounting several of the ideas put forth in popular 

newspapers such as Le XIXe Siècle and La Petite République française but focused 

ultimately on a proposal by Emile de Girardin, owner of Le Petit Journal, to leave the 

flags from the 1 May celebrations on monuments and in windows for the duration of 

the Exposition. The impetus behind this idea was, allegedly, to give the impression of a 

public joy that never waned, to launch a perpetual festival. P.D. called this plan "drôle" 

and "un sans culottide de six mois". This concept of a perpetual festival, he wrote, 

recalled the Norse gods in their endless orgies, drinking mead and eating whole cows 

and sheep. Girardin's idea had given P.D. the opportunity to remark upon the 

propensity of the republicans for public spectacle and to accuse them of desiring to 

hold six months of beflagged processions in honour, not merely of the Expositions, but 

of the Republic itself.2 

This thesis has already examined the ways in which critics deplored the role of the 

Expositions universelles in the burgeoning of mass culture. The picture is not complete, 

however, without looking at the Expositions in terms of their relationship to mass 

politics and techniques of governance, or what Michel Foucault called 

"governmentality".3 P.D.'s column from Le Monde, brief though it is, is a useful 

                                                   
1 P.D., Le Monde, 9 May 1878. 
2 Ibid. 
3 M. Foucault, Security, territory, population: lectures at the Collège de France, 1977-1978, 
New York, Picador, 2007, p. 108. Foucault writes: "First, by 'governmentality' I understand the 
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synthesis of the ideas used by anti-republicans to critique the Expositions of 1878, 1889 

and 1900. It rehearses three modes of criticism used by critics in order to strike out at 

the political aspirations of the events, three modes that will be further explored in this 

chapter. Firstly, as has already been seen, P.D. was very clear about the link between 

Exposition and Republic; this link worried him, just as it worried others. Secondly, in 

invoking the sans culottes, he was pointing to what he perceived as the revolutionary 

heritage of the Expositions, a heritage that did not sit easily with any branch of the anti-

modern press. The third mode of critique that P.D. employed was manifest in his 

reference to the orgies of the Norse gods. By comparing the Expositions to an orgy, the 

journalist invoked what might be today described as a Bakhtinian sense of carnival 

which served to discredit the republican ideals of the Expositions. 

Charles Rearick has pointed out that Expositions universelles were unsuccessful as 

national festivals.4 This chapter will explore how critics attacked and deflated the 

Expositions' role as mediator between government and governed in late nineteenth-

century France. It focuses predominantly on the Expositions of the Third Republic as 

freedom of the press in that era allowed for more direct critique of the government than 

had been the case during the Second Empire. Its first task will be to unpack the political 

role that International Exhibitions generally, and the Expositions universelles in 

particular, played in the relatively new world of democratic government. Their didactic, 

citizen-building aims will be viewed alongside critical perceptions of their seductive, 

propagandistic and diversionary tactics. Then the focus will turn towards the 

Revolutionary heritage of the Expositions. The main concern of critics of modernity 

was that France, by continuing to celebrate the Revolution, was isolating and 

diminishing herself within a predominantly monarchical Europe. Finally, having 

considered critiques of republicanism and commemoration of Revolution, as 

manifested by the Expositions, this chapter will explore the ways that critics used the 

language of carnival, pathology and degeneration to deflate the Expositions as efficient 

tools of governmentality. 

In his study of the Imperial Expositions Matthew Truesdell rightly points out that 

critics often deflated the didactic/museum qualities of the Expositions by "denigrating 

them as 'bazaars' or 'fairs.'"5 Truesdell briefly refers to Baudelaire, Renan and Victor 

Fournel's accusations that the Exposition's demonstrations of progress were limited to 

                                                   
ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, calculations, and tactics 
that allow the exercise of this very specific, albeit very complex, power that has the population as 
its target, political economy as its major form of knowledge, and apparatuses of security as its 
essential technical instrument." 
4 C. Rearick, Pleasures of the belle époque: entertainment and festivity in turn-of-the-century 
France, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1985, p.138; C. Rearick, 'Festivals in 
modern France: the experience of the Third Republic', Journal of Contemporary History, 
vol.12, no.3, 1977, p.450. 
5 M. Truesdell, Spectacular politics: Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte and the fête impériale, 1849-
1870, New York and Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1997, p.104. 
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the material, but he does not explore the issue further as it is not central to his 

argument. His point, however, provides the present study with a perfect springboard to 

propel this chapter into a discussion which is underpinned by the nuances of festival 

and carnival. 

As festival and carnival in English initially evoke, to the casual listener, similar 

impressions, I should foreshadow the following discussion by explaining that the 

distinction between the two is not arbitrary. "Festival", for the purposes of this chapter, 

refers to the idea, at its roots Rousseauian, of the use of public celebration to establish a 

sense of belonging among citizens of a republic and to lend a certain religiosity to civic 

obligation.6 "Carnival" represents a direct nod to Mikhail Bakhtin, whose conception of 

carnival runs counter to the aims of the Exposition "festivals". The essential difference 

between festival and carnival (as I will employ the terms) lies in the direction from 

which they are guided. Where the festival is a celebration decreed and directed by 

authorities, the carnival as conceptualised by Bakhtin is celebration "from the bottom 

up." The Bakhtinian paradigms of carnival, according to Renate Lachmann et al., 

include instability, the eccentric, materiality and corporeality, excess, and the exchange 

of value positions (up/down, master/slave).7 While the carnival is a technique of 

discipline in that it is sanctioned to allow the populace to "let off steam", its activities 

are not directed from above. The carnival, unlike the festival, inverts official values and 

turns the world, temporarily, upside down. 

This chapter will argue that critics of the Expositions sought to subvert the 

Republican rhetoric of an orderly civic celebration by employing the language of 

carnival in their observations. Critics saw governments' attempts to mould a nation of 

citizens through an organised display of visual "lessons" as a nefarious seduction of the 

populace through spectacle and materialistic vice leading, ultimately, to decadence and 

ruin. 

 

LE CARNAVAL RÉPUBLICAIN8 

The opening ceremony of the 1878 Exposition effected, claimed the newspaper Le 

Français, a crumpling of French national dignity. Eyewitnesses reported that the 

entrance of foreign royalty into the ceremony had elicited a cry of "Vive la République" 

from the assembled French senators and parliamentary deputies. This same cheer had 

apparently been echoed by the crowds when the Prince of Wales left the Champ de 

Mars. The speech made by Pierre-Edmond Teisserenc de Bort (Minister for Agriculture 

                                                   
6 O. Ihl, La Fête républicaine, Paris, Éditions Gallimard, 1996, p.48. 
7 R. Lachmann et al., 'Bakhtin and carnival: culture as counter-culture', Cultural Critique, no.11, 
1988-1989, p.136. 
8 J. Bourgeois, 'Le Carnaval républicain', La Gazette de France, 17 July 1878. 
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and Commerce and one of the driving forces behind the Exposition of 1878)9 did 

nothing to alleviate this supposed embarrassment. In Minister Teisserenc de Bort's 

speech, dubbed a "harangue" by Le Français, instead of trying to atone for the damage 

done to France's dignity by the cries of "Vive la République", he toed the party line and 

allegedly did his utmost to introduce the word "République" at every opportunity. 

Moreover, and with a "rudesse toute démocratique", the minister insisted on calling the 

foreign visitors "citoyens illustres".10 

Democracy, along with the left-wing press, in the eyes of that reporter, was to blame 

for this embarrassing incident. The demonstrated paucity of courtesy and esprit in 

France, a deficit not experienced during the ancien régime, was purportedly a result of 

the democracy of the nouvelles couches.11 This mention of the nouvelles couches was a 

reference by the journalist to Léon Gambetta's famous speech of 1872 in which he 

prophesied the emergence of a new social stratum in politics and the spread of 

democracy.12 The following section will explore the ways that journalists saw the 

Expositions as attempts to seduce and distract these beneficiaries of the new political 

order. 

 

The Expositions can be described, perhaps paradoxically, as both a modern technology 

of governmentality and also as part of a long tradition of political spectacle. Matthew 

Truesdell makes this point in his work Spectacular politics, a study of Louis-

Napoleon's use of spectacle to legitimise his political power. In the same way that the 

splendour of the ancien régime royal court was linked to the exercise of power, the 

regimes of the nineteenth century were cognisant of the necessity to impress the 

crowds with visual spectacle. Attracting large crowds served to prove the legitimacy of 

the regime.13 This traditional mode of political spectacle was overlaid, Truesdell argues, 

with a new form of political celebration that came into being in 1848 with the birth of 

popular sovereignty.14 Here Truesdell draws upon George Mosse's concept of a "new 

politics" in which popular sovereignty and national consciousness emerged together to 

create a situation in which the fundamentals of the nation were derived from the will of 

the people. Worship of royalty transformed into worship of the people themselves; the 

                                                   
9 A. Robert et al. (eds), Dictionnaire des parlementaires français, vol.5, Paris, Bourloton, 1891, 
p.377. The entry for Teisserenc de Bort describes his speech at the Opening Ceremony of the 
1878 Exposition as "empreint de sentiments nettement républicains." 
10 'Paris 2 mai 1878', Le Français, 3 May 1878. 
11 Ibid. 
12 F. Furet, Revolutionary France, 1770-1880, trans. A. Nevill, Oxford UK and Cambridge USA, 
Blackwell, 1988, p.525. 
13 Truesdell, Spectacular politics, p.7. 
14 Ibid., pp.3-5. 
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"new politics" sought to regulate this worship.15 This was done by drawing "the people 

into active participation in the national mystique through rites and festivals, myths and 

symbols which gave a concrete expression to the general will."16  

The usefulness of Mosse's theory only goes so far in a study of the Expositions 

universelles. Writing about the rise of the National Socialists in Germany, the sort of 

public spectacle he was theorising was one which, as he writes, "presented an 

alternative to parliamentary democracy".17 The Expositions, as public spectacles, were 

certainly not involved in such a project; they represented parliamentary democracy. To 

elucidate further, then, the newness of the enterprise in which the Expositions played a 

part, it is useful to turn to Foucault's work on governmental discipline. 

Paradoxically, the main tenet of Foucault's argument that concerns us here is his 

emphasis on the nineteenth century's move away from the spectacle as a tool of 

governmental discipline. Whereas public execution and torture had provided a means 

by which the state displayed its power prior to the eighteenth century, the modern state 

asserted its power through careful surveillance and disciplining of individuals within its 

carceral archipelago. According to Foucault, the focus of society had shifted away from 

community and public life towards the relationship between private individuals and the 

state. 18 

It might then seem difficult to see how Foucault is helpful in theorising the 

Expositions universelles when they are in fact clear evidence, as pointed out by Graeme 

Davison, for the continuation of public spectacle. Davison argues that while 

industrialism had created a new way of imprisoning people modelled on Bentham's 

panopticon, the Exhibition "reversed the panoptical principle by fixing the eyes of the 

multitude upon an assemblage of glamorous commodities."19 Indeed, the previous 

chapter of this thesis has already emphasised the spectacular nature of the Expositions 

universelles, their emphasis on the visual and their role within a broader nineteenth-

century tendency to render the mundane spectacular.20  

There is an apparent conflict between, on the one hand, Foucault's theory that 

modern governmentality turned away from the spectacle and, on the other, the 

argument that the spectacular Expositions universelles played a role in governing the 

French people. Tony Bennett's concept of the exhibitionary complex offers a solution to 

this dilemma. Unlike Foucault, Bennett does not argue that spectacles of power 

                                                   
15 G. L. Mosse, The nationalization of the masses: political symbolism and mass movements in 
Germany from the Napoleonic Wars through the Third Reich, New York, Howard Fertig, 1975, 
pp.1-4. 
16 Ibid., p.2. 
17 Ibid., p.9. 
18 M. Foucault, Discipline and punish: the birth of the prison, London, Penguin Books, 1977. 
19 G. Davison, 'Festivals of nationhood: the international exhibitions', in S. L. Goldberg and F. B. 
Smith (eds), Australian Cultural History, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1988, p.160. 
20 See V. R. Schwartz, Spectacular realities: early mass culture in fin-de-siècle France, 
Berkeley, Los Angeles and London, University of California Press, 1998. 
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disappeared in the nineteenth century, but that spectacles of punishment were replaced 

by spectacles of a different nature. International exhibitions, museums, department 

stores and arcades were, according to Bennett, the new technologies for broadcasting 

power. While contrasting the exhibitionary complex with Foucault's carceral 

archipelago, he nevertheless emphasises that both were concerned with the problems of 

social order, the "winning of hearts and minds as well as the disciplining and training of 

bodies."21 The idea behind the exhibitionary complex was the transformation of the 

"populace" into a citizenry by reversing the disciplinary apparatus. Instead of hiding 

the forces of order—the method exemplified by the panopticon—the exhibitionary 

complex sought to render these forces visible. It did so not by turning punishment into 

spectacle, but by allowing the people "to know and thence to regulate themselves; to 

become, in seeing themselves from the side of power, both the subjects and the objects 

of knowledge, knowing power and what power knows, and knowing themselves as 

(ideally) known by power".22 The Expositions universelles told the crowd, as noted by 

Richard Thomson "what to see and what to be impressed by; what to remember."23 The 

exhibitionary complex was a set of cultural technologies designed to create a self-

regulating citizenry. 

If we regard the Exposition universelle, as seen in the previous chapter, as a 

heterotopia, or a sort of temporary museum, then we place it into the theoretical 

framework of the exhibitionary complex. Bennett notes that museums, galleries and 

exhibitions were vital in the creation of the modern state. The advent of international 

exhibitions coincided with the increased involvement of the state in the museum: an 

acknowledgement of its didactic and "civilising" powers. In contrast to the old 

spectacles of discipline and punishment which placed citizens firmly on the "other" side 

of power, the "lessons" taught by the expositionary complex sought to place the citizens 

on the same side. In other words, the power of the exhibitionary complex was "its 

ability to organize and co-ordinate an order of things and to produce a place for the 

people in relation to that order."24 Specifically, the Expositions universelles placed the 

French people within an order that displayed progress, thereby implicating citizens in 

national achievement. As shown by Madeleine Rebérioux, Janet Horne and Laure 

Godineau,25 the Expositions reached out, in a calculated way, to the working classes. 
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"L'effort de démonstration industrielle", writes Rebérioux, "se double d'une entreprise 

de persuasion sociale".26 

Commentary by critics of modernity on the Expositions demonstrates that they were 

aware of the role played by the Expositions in this relatively new era of mass politics. 

They did not, however, welcome the regime's attempts to place them on the side of 

power. Far from being appreciative of their position within an ordered display of 

progress, they saw the Expositions as nothing more than diversions, decoys, and 

charismatic yet chaotic attempts to seduce the voting public. "L'Exposition", wrote 

Louis Joubert in 1900, "a été une enchanteresse".27 An enchantress may be attractive 

and seductive, but she does not necessarily have the most honest methods or 

intentions. Critics were particularly aware of the enchanting tactics of the Expositions 

in 1878 and 1889. 1878 was, of course, the first republican Exposition and came at a 

point in history when the French were still dealing psychologically with their defeat in 

the Franco-Prussian War. 1889 was particularly fraught because of the centenary of the 

Revolution, the recent Boulanger affair and the fact that a parliamentary election was 

to be held in September of that year.  

An article written by J. Bourgeois for the legitimist Gazette de France in 1878 offers 

an interesting critique of the Exposition of that year by quoting at length from the 

report, written for the Commission impériale, on the opening ceremony for the 

previous Exposition, that of 1867. The journalist's self-confessed aim in reprinting the 

excerpt was to allow his readers to compare the expositionary rhetoric of the Second 

Empire to that of the Third Republic. Republicans, as Charles Rearick has argued, 

"prided themselves on establishing liberty and a democracy that would have nothing to 

do with the coercion and manipulation of Napoleonic festivals and elections",28 but the 

journalist Bourgeois could not see the distinction. The republicans, he concluded "n'ont 

pas d'esprit inventif [...] ils se sont bornés tout simplement à copier ce qu'avaient écrit, 

avant eux, dans une occasion analogue, les hommes de l'empire."29 What both the 

Second Empire and Third Republic had in common, in his view, was their motivation, 

in the name of democracy, to "seduce" the people. 

Bourgeois' confrere at L'Union, ardent legitimist Jean-Joseph-François Poujoulat,30 

also compared the motivations of the Expositions of Empire and Republic. He 

described the Exposition of 1878 as outdoing those of the Empire in its aims to 
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"endormir la souveraineté du peuple réduite à l'état du troupeau".31 The republican 

Exposition of 1878, he argued, was an attempt to entertain everyone to the point of 

believing that the "relèvement" (recovery from the humiliations of 1870-71) was 

complete and that never had the country been so fortunate and so great. He found 

himself unmoved by "la prose ridiculement triomphale de nos républicains"32 and 

sceptical that the music of an orchestra in front of the ruins of the Palais des Tuileries 

would be able to charm anyone into forgetting the circumstances (the bloody and 

chaotic Paris Commune33) under which that same building had been burnt to the 

ground seven years previously.34 "L'Exposition est devenue un instrument de 

propagande républicaine", he wrote; "les fêtes qui se multiplient à son occasion sont 

une façon de recommander notre régime au goût des hommes uniquement occupés de 

jouir."35 In this way, he linked the assumption that the masses lived only for pleasure 

with the political strategies of the Expositions. 

For as well as seeing the visual spectacle of the Expositions as proof of a culture 

obsessed with sensual pleasure, many saw this spectacle as a tool of political seduction. 

Réac-le-Sade, writing for La Croix in 1889, accused the Exposition of that year of being 

nothing more than a giant trompe-l'œil set up by the government to dazzle its voters 

and to convince them that France was in a financially more favourable state than was in 

fact the case.36 His colleague from La Croix, "Le Moine", agreed with his view that the 

Exposition was nothing more than a programme of seduction. The republican intention 

was, according to him, that provincials, upon arriving in Paris, "se plongeraient dans un 

bain d'admiration qui rajeunirait leur opportunisme."37 Le Moine accused President 

Sadi Carnot and his ministers of gazing at the famous illuminated fountains of the 

Champ de Mars and believing that they would "laver notre passé et sauver le régime."38  

These fountains, described rhapsodically by Alfred Picard in his official report as a 

"pluie de diamants, de perles, de saphirs, d'émeraudes, d'or ou d'argent",39 were 

illuminated by the rays of electric lights intensified and guided by a system of mirrors. 

Chromatic effects were achieved using coloured filters which could be manoeuvred by 

an operator in an underground control room.40 Significantly, these illuminated 

fountains of 1889 receive some attention from historian Pascal Ory in his book Une 
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Nation pour mémoire. He argues that the statuary of the fountains and their attempt to 

allegorically represent such things as "La nuit essayant d'arrêter le génie de la lumière 

qui s'efforce d'éclairer la Vérité" likely went unnoticed by most visitors, and that their 

true symbolism came into effect at nightfall when their huge jets of water were lit up 

with multicoloured lights. "Quel meilleur moyen de plaider la cause de la démocratie 

comme aboutissement prévisible du progrès des Lumières que d'offrir chaque soir à des 

milliers de profanes ce [...] spectacle sidérant",41 he writes.  

As David Nye has noted, over the history of the International Exhibitions there was a 

gradual shift in emphasis from education to entertainment. This he attributes to the 

change in dominant technology from steam to electricity. While an audience could 

easily understand the basic principles of drive-shafts, levers and valves, electrical 

systems presented far more of a mystery to the casual viewer. Although inventors like 

Thomas Edison and Alexander Graham Bell were popular at the Expositions, 

electricity's starring role was spectacle for spectacle's sake.42 This increasing emphasis, 

as the century progressed, on entertaining visual spectacle and illusion seems, on the 

surface, to sit uneasily with the expositionary rhetoric of positivism and didacticism. In 

his work on the role of entertainment and trickery in Victorian-era scientific 

demonstration, Iwan Rhys Morus examines the apparent paradox in the use of scientific 

technique to produce magical effects within a context that valued objectivism and 

positivism. He concludes that the subliminal message underlying the pleasure and 

entertainment provided by such shows was that the demonstrator possessed knowledge 

of the laws of nature that the spectator did not. "The less the audience could see of what 

was really going on, the more they were convinced of what a clever chap the performer 

really was."43 Although Morus here is discussing the individual scientist-performer, his 

argument can be usefully extended to explain the relationship between expositionary 

didacticism, spectacle and governmentality. Although the spectacles seemed magical, 

the spectator of course knew that they were not; hence the cleverness of the 

"performer"—in this case the Republic—lay in its ability to claim authority over the real. 

And yet, as already noted, many journalists did not see the illuminated fountains as 

proof of the legitimacy of the Republic. Instead, the charms of this aqueous spectacle 

seemed to them a calculated distraction. Charles Dupuy,44 writing for La Gazette de 

France, counselled against the seductive effects of the colourful illuminations. "Il ne 

faudrait pas s'arrêter à la surface et se persuader que les grâces de la tour Eiffel, les 
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clartés des fontaines lumineuses, [...] doivent absorber toute l'attention du public",45 he 

warned. The Exposition universelle of 1889, according to Dupuy, could not possibly be 

justified by citing economic development since the economic outcomes of previous 

Expositions had been questionable. The original idea behind the Exposition of 1889, he 

argued, belonged not to the business world but to the world of sectarian republicans. 

"On poursuivait non un but économique, mais un but politique."46 

Conservative newspapers frequently struck a defensive attitude when expressing 

opinion about the Expositions. For example: "Les journaux de gauche affectent de croire 

que parmi les conservateurs il en est qui désirent l'insuccès de l'Exposition",47 and 

"Nous ne voulons point médire de l'Exposition".48 It is in fact true that many 

newspapers which criticised what the Expositions represented also ran articles detailing 

the sights and expressing the sense of wonder that could be encountered at these 

monumental events. When an article opened in the vein of the above statements, 

however, they were usually followed by a qualifying phrase: "mais [...] les radicaux [...] 

prétendent transformer cette entreprise en une œuvre de parti, en une sorte de 

manifestation républicaine".49 These publications tended to demonstrate a certain 

suspicion of fun and pleasure. Gambetta had announced that France was the 

"éblouissement de l'Europe",50 the newspapers of the left were proclaiming that "La 

France s'amuse" and reproaching the conservative press for not joining in the 

frivolities.51 Conservative papers such as Le Français accused the "philosophes du parti" 

of using the Exposition to distract from the problematic reality of a France in decline.52 

For the anti-Semite Edouard Drumont, the seductive element of the 1900 Exposition 

could be attributed to influence of the Jews. He referred on several occasions to 

Alexandre Millerand, (minister for commerce and industry and overseer of the 

Exposition) as "un demi-Juif".53 "Dès que le Juif s'en est mêlé," he wrote, "une 

Exposition universelle est devenue quelque chose de pharamineux, d'énorme, de 

babélique, de colossal."54  

As demonstrated in the opening of this section, republican attempts to mobilise the 

Exposition for political ends had irritated commentators at the 1878 Exposition. Their 

touting of the Expositions as a republican achievement rather than a broadly French 
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achievement infuriated anti-republican commentators. "Les républicains n'excitent que 

notre sourire quand ils nous déclarent qu'aucune Monarchie n'aurait pu se flatter de 

faire aussi bien",55 wrote Poujoulat in L'Union. Le Français, in particular, seemed 

irritated by the tendency of the 1878 Exposition to announce itself as a "fête 

Républicaine" when in fact there had been plenty of other exhibitions under the Second 

Empire and in neighbouring monarchies. Previous exhibitions, according to one writer, 

"n'ont point de couleur politique" and had taken place in England, Austria and America 

under a variety of different governments. To transform the 1878 Exposition "en œuvre 

de faction, en triomphe de la Marianne, est donc une altération de la vérité."56 Le 

Français' critics were exasperated by the government's tendency to proclaim the 

Exposition a republican miracle when the past had shown that these sorts of events 

could just as feasibly take place under monarchical institutions.57 A particular irritation 

was that, at the opening ceremony, the President (the monarchist MacMahon) had 

allegedly been sidelined by a leftist delegation from the Chamber of Deputies and that 

the "neophyte" Minister of Commerce (Teisserenc de Bort) had mentioned the 

"cabalistic" word "République" several times in his address. To add insult to injury, the 

cabinet had pronounced the empty sentence "Au nom de la République, l'Exposition est 

ouverte!"58 The writer attributed this "ridiculous" sentence to the insecurity of the 

Republic, citing as evidence that usually established governments do not feel obliged to 

prove their own existence to themselves at every instant.59  

Le Monde also complained about the opening ceremony of 1878 being used to vaunt 

republicanism. Having disingenuously claimed on the 30 April (the day preceding the 

opening) that "nous ne choisirons pas ce jour pour exprimer nos regrets de ce qu'un 

parti ait voulu donner à cette fête une signification exclusivement républicaine",60 by the 

3 May it could restrain itself no longer. The journalist lamented the fact that although 

the ceremony presented a perfect opportunity to unite "tous les esprits et tous les 

cœurs" and to forget for a moment the divisions between political parties, Minister 

Teisserenc de Bort had "démasqué les œuvres de la France au profit de la R.F."61 Only 

once in his speech, reported Le Monde, had the minister mentioned France, and then 

only to claim that under the guidance of the current regime the nation had seen a revival 

of activity and morality. Le Monde articulated its belief that "la République n'a pas le 

droit de mettre dans sa poche la clef d'une exposition nationale."62 
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A rather petulant-sounding journalist, Dancourt, for La Gazette de France, grumbled 

about how jubilant the Paris crowds had seemed at the opening of the 1878 Exposition 

on 1 May despite the stormy weather and being soaked to the bones.63 The fact that no 

one had made even the slightest complaint against the government, who should have 

saved them from colds and rheumatism, was proof to him that the people had accepted 

the Republican regime. "[L]e peuple francais", he wrote, 

qui, sous un monarque quelconque, rend le gouvernement responsable de la plus 
petite mésaventure et ferait volontiers une révolution parce que, dans un jour de 
pluie, il n'a point trouvé de fiacres couverts, ce même peuple français accepte tout 
du gouvernement républicain [...] En République, la pluie ne mouille pas, la boue 
devient une guipure au bas des robes.64 

Dancourt wondered why the Republic could get away with making people stand in the 

rain and in places where they could not see while the palais offered such good 

protection from the weather. His tone suggests that the Republic had successfully duped 

the population into believing that all was well. "Sous un monarque [...] l'Exposition [...] 

ne serait pas prête. Mais nous sommes en République: l'Exposition est prête, archiprête, 

tout ce qu'il y a de plus prête."65 He also hinted at a superficiality on the part of the 

government in its tendency to put itself on show rather than the fruits of the genius of 

the French nation. "[Le gouvernement] est certainement fort joli, M. de Marcère66 est 

élégant, M. Teisserenc de Bort est majestueux, M. Krantz est épique et M. Dietz-Monin 

[sic]67 est un cavalier accompli. [...] Je préfèrerais même que M. Krantz n'eût pas encore 

eu le temps de faire sa barbe et que l'Exposition eût le temps de terminer sa toilette."68 

In an article entitled 'La Fête de la France', a journalist for L'Ordre de Paris also 

argued that the republicans were trying to construct the Exposition as a triumph of 

republicanism rather than a French accomplishment. The writer quoted from the 

République française which declared that "La république seule était capable de donner 

à la France le repos, la paix nécessaire au prodigieux travail qui a enfanté ces 

merveilles".69 The republicans, according to the journalist, were presenting the 

Exposition as something conjured up by the Republic, when it had, in fact, been voted 

for unanimously in the chamber and the senate several years previously. The 

participation of exhibitors at the Expositions was not indicative of their support of the 

government but of their desire to demonstrate that France still held her place on the top 
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rung of civilisation. "La république n'est pour rien dans les préoccupations de ces 

hommes de dévouement et de labeur".70  

Evident in another editorial for L'Ordre de Paris was this perception that the 

Expositions were a ploy to dupe the public into support of the republican cause. A 

speech made in Lyon by republican deputy Edouard Millaud was described by the writer 

as demagoguery, a rhetorical potpourri into which he flung mentions of the 16 May,71 

the Exposition, free trade, peace, war, "le tout assaisonné des condiments les plus 

épicés."72 His aim, clear from an excerpt of the speech printed in L'Ordre, was to 

unequivocally link the Exposition, "fête de la démocratie", with a France united under 

the republican banner. 

The Expositions launched a war of words between rival newspapers. La Gazette de 

France accused the feuilles gambettistes of hailing the Exposition as a republican 

miracle73 and of taking advantage of the event to attack royalty. La Petite République 

française 74 was quoted as telling its readership that to listen to the "jesuits" and boycott 

the Exposition would be to shun Europe, who recognised France as republican. "Venez à 

nous," it beseeched, "nous vous recevrons; nous sommes assez forts, assez sûrs de notre 

présent, de notre avenir, pour vous recevoir tous sans arrière-pensée, sans idées de 

représailles."75 La Gazette de France scoffed at these pleas, arguing that in fact the 

republicans had shown themselves in a bad light as the Exposition had provided the 

opportunity to establish a comparison between democratic France and monarchical 

powers "et l'on est tout naturellement conduit à conclure que l'avantage n'est pas au 

profit de la Démocratie."76 Proof that democracy was not the best form of government 

lay in the fact that Alsace and Lorraine had been won by a monarchy, "[l]a Démocratie, 

aussi débile que vantarde, n'a pas su conserver le patrimoine national." If you want 

monarchists to convert to republicanism, wrote La Gazette in response to La Petite 

République, 

ne leur donnez pas le spectacle de ces princes, de ces ambassadeurs qui attestent, 
sur le sol même réduit de la France démocratique, la grandeur, la vitalité 
glorieuse, le développement d'influence de tous les peuples qui ont su conserver 
le principe bienfaisant de l'hérédité légitime, gage de sécurité pour les intérêts 
nationaux.77 

Two points, we have seen, were reiterated again and again in the anti-modern press to 

deride the republicanism of the Expositions: the first, that the Expositions were being 

used to advertise republicanism or democracy; secondly, that there seemed to be a 
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rhetorical slippage between the concepts of "France" and "Republic". Rearick has 

pointed out that in spite of warnings by theorists of festivals that "the people would no 

longer be receptive to the self-adulation of still another new regime",78 festivals of the 

Third Republic often resorted to the "tradition of mechanically invoking official dogma 

in overworked allegory, speechifying, and self-glorifying pageantry."79 The Expositions 

were no exception. Critics were alarmed to hear the Republic given credit that was due 

to France. In addition to this, and perhaps understandably, given their experience with 

the fickleness of French politics in their century, critics were eager to voice their opinion 

that the republican illusion would soon evaporate. In 1900, E. Cravoisier, journalist for 

Drumont's La Libre Parole, did "ce que la voix des foules m'ordonnait" and visited the 

Palais des Illusions on the Champ de Mars. This attraction was housed in a hexagonal 

room topped, 21 metres above, by a dome. The room, colourfully and sumptuously 

decorated, was furnished with a system of mirrors and coloured electric lights that 

produced a stunning visual spectacle.80 There is no doubt that Cravoisier was impressed 

by what he saw, as he described at some length the spectacular display. Gold oozed, 

flames of colour danced, glimmered and gleamed. "Partout de l'or! du feu! de la lumière, 

tout un enchantement!" he exclaimed. Yet the Palais des Illusions was too obvious a 

metaphor for Cravoisier to pass up. In spite of his evident enjoyment of the spectacle, it 

presented him with a perfect analogy for republicanism as he saw it. In response to the 

wonders of the light show, the audience, according to Cravoisier, showed their immense 

enthusiasm by crying out, applauding and stamping their feet in praise of what he 

described as a dazzling feu d'artifice and féerie. And yet their joy was short lived. As 

soon as the lights were turned off, the illusions died, and the shadows reappeared, the 

crowd "qu'on a fait vivre un instant dans du rêve" was forced back into banal reality, the 

symbolism of which Cravoisier pounced upon. At the Exposition, full of imitation 

materials and false perspectives, "[i]l ne faut croire à rien, pas plus qu'il n'aurait fallu 

croire aux belles paroles que prononcèrent jadis les Millerand, les Picard, et tous les 

autres Loubet."81 

Similarly, reflecting on the close of the 1878 Exposition, Le Français compared it to a 

theatre after the show had finished: what had once been a kingdom of noisy brilliance 

was replaced by darkness, dust and silence. The theatre workers wearily covered the 

seats with ugly grey canvas, the sets descended with a crash, and the extras, stripped of 

their finery, disappeared, shivering, into the darkness. The spectacle, which had for a 

moment consumed the senses, left the spectator feeling saddened by the vanity of its 

fictions. The product of such festivals, argued Le Français, was a sentiment of 
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emptiness, disappointment and a little disgust. "[L]e moment est venu où l'on ne pourra 

plus éblouir le public par des feux d'artifice et l'étoudir de déclamations".82 

 

LE CARNAVAL QUATRE-VINGT-NEUVISTE 

Not only did the Expositions allegedly charm or seduce the French population into 

celebrating the Third Republic, they were also seen to be tricking the people into 

celebrating, against their better judgement, the French Revolution. Of course, the 

Exposition of 1889, falling as it did on the centenary year of the Revolution, lay 

particularly wide open to being perceived as a republican celebration of that event. 

L'Univers clearly illustrated this perception by dubbing it le carnaval quatre-vingt-

neuviste.83 As shall be seen, much of the criticism directed against the Exposition of 

1889 made reference to its coinciding with the Revolution's centenary, but anti-

revolutionary rhetoric was by no means restricted to the Exposition of the centenary 

year. "[S]i," wrote Louis Joubert in 1900, "à l'Exposition universelle, un pavillon avait 

été réservé à l'exhibition des moyens usités depuis cent ans dans l'art de tuer les rois, il 

aurait été, hélas! plus que rempli."84 

The Expositions universelles can perhaps be loosely compared to the revolutionary 

tradition of festivals laid out by Mona Ozouf, who writes that "The festival was an 

indispensable complement to the legislative system, for although the legislator makes 

the laws for the people, festivals make the people for the laws."85 The importance of the 

festival in a republic had been emphasised by Jean-Jacques Rousseau who posited that 

republican festivals should have, as well as a moral influence on the citizen, the purpose 

of making the people love the republic and thereby maintain order.86 Critics seemed to 

be aware of the Exposition universelle as having a place within the tradition of 

revolutionary festivals. This idea has already been illustrated in Chapter Two which 

discussed the comparisons made between the Expositions and Robespierre's Festival of 

the Supreme Being. In addition, writer Camille Mauclair underscored what he saw as 

the vestiges of the Revolutionary festival underlying the Exposition universelle by 

invoking the memory of the Cult of Reason. In his diatribe against the proposed 1900 

Exposition he wrote, addressing Exposition organisers, "Vous êtes peut-être hantés par 

des idées de la première Révolution? [...] Vous voulez instituer la fête de la déesse 

Raison? [...] Vous n'instituerez que la fête de la Banalité démocratique."87 Louis 

Joubert, in Le Correspondant, compared the same Exposition to the "régalades et les 
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mascarades" of the "République croupissante du Directoire" which he accused of trying 

to convince the people, dying of starvation and ennui, that they were having fun.88 

Certainly not all critics directly linked the Expositions to the festivals of the first French 

Republic. At the very least, however, the link between Revolution and Exposition was 

very apparent to those who sought to criticise the regime. This section will argue that 

the Expositions' links to Revolution were seen by critics as techniques to isolate France 

from the rest of European civilisation. 

 

Although it was indeed initially conceived as a celebration of the centenary of the 

Revolution, in the event the Exposition of 1889 was, officially speaking, no such thing. 

In the years leading up to 1889 it was decided that to link, officially, the Exposition to 

the Revolution would risk discouraging monarchical nations from attending. All 

revolutionary memorabilia was banned from the Exposition grounds and the museum 

of the Revolution89 and a model of the Bastille90 were transferred to a separate location. 

Brenda Nelms quotes Tirard (President du conseil and Minister for Industry and 

Commerce) as declaring that "It has certainly been understood [...] that we would 

separate absolutely the fetes of the centennial from the fetes of the Exposition. [...] we 

will do our best not to mingle the two orders of ideas."91  

Despite these efforts, the 1889 Exposition could not escape from the accusation that 

it was one enormous festival to celebrate the end of absolute monarchy and to 

cunningly persuade even the most anti-revolutionary of the French population to join 

in. A journalist for L'Univers, for example, wrote that, in spite of conservative France's 

hopes that provincials would boycott the 1889 Exposition, the attractions of Paris 

proved too strong. Mercantile interests, unhealthy curiosity and, above all, a multitude 

of pleasures had triumphed over anti-revolutionary principles and sentiments. "On est 

allé, on va, on court à Paris; on s'y amuse, on fait l'ascension de la tour Eiffel, on y voit 

de belles choses peut-être, mais mal encadrées par des étalages de foire."92 Paris, 

revolutionary and republican heartland, was presented as an evil seductress capable of 

changing the ideological makeup of the individual: "Des hommes qui venaient de 

protester contre les idées révolutionnaires, partaient pour faire leur tour d'exploration 

et contribuer à leur part au triomphe de ces idées."93 

The conservative press was rife with accusations that the pleasures of the Exposition 

of 1889 were a ruse to trick people into celebrating the Revolution. One anonymous 
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writer for L'Univers started his column by stating that the idea of celebrating 14 July 

was bad enough in and of itself, but devoting a whole year to the celebration of the 

Revolution was going too far. He reasoned that the powers-that-be must have realised 

that the centenary of 1789 alone was not quite compelling enough to amuse spectators 

and bring the crowds to Paris, so what better way to drum up enthusiasm for the 

centenary than to invite the whole world to celebrate by coinciding it with an 

Exposition?94 La Croix reported that "les dates révolutionnaires" in conjunction with 

the Exposition allowed "les gens de plaisir" licence to multiply indecency and places of 

bawdy pleasure. The pavilions, gilding and industry of the Expositions were described 

as the "bagage du centenaire."95 A few days later, the same newspaper further 

emphasised the relationship between trickery and the celebration of the Revolution by 

referring to the Exposition as a trompe-l'œil. "Et pour nous éblouir, pour fêter 

dignement l'anniversaire de la révolution, ils n'ont rien trouvé de mieux que de monter, 

devant les yeux des populations pressurées et ruinées, le plus vaste trompe-l'œil qui ait 

jamais existé."96 

It is not surprising that, in spite of an official separation of Exposition and 

Revolution, the two were nevertheless married in the minds of commentators. 

"Exposition" seemed to become, among the conservative press, synonymous with "le 

centenaire". Whether or not the celebration of the Revolution was officially spelt out by 

the government, everyone was aware of the link between republicans and the values of 

1789 and, as demonstrated above, there was no hiding the link between Exposition and 

the republicans. As Maurice Agulhon writes, "to be 'republican', in the nineteenth-

century and Third Republic sense of the word, was to adhere to the great principles and 

the decisive Revolution of 1789, even though 1789 had preserved the king and the 

Republic had not been established until 1792."97 In fact, as Olivier Ihl points out, the 

Third Republic had no celebration referring to its own formation. Unlike the 

Convention, which celebrated the founding of the First Republic on 22 September (1er 

vendémiaire), or the Second Republic which celebrated the revolution of 1848, the 

Third Republic, due to the unfortunate circumstances in which it had come into being, 

had no jour de fête of its own. As such, until the end of the First World War, the 

celebrations of the Third Republic drew on references to 1789.98 

Moreover, as argues Pascal Ory, the commemorative aspect of the 1889 Exposition 

was actually quite explicit. The official opening took place the day after the centenary 
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celebrations of the opening of the Estates-General at Versailles (5 May),99 and as will be 

demonstrated below, these two events were often reported as being part of the same 

enterprise. Furthermore, revolutionary symbols were ubiquitous. For example, the 

Eiffel tower, the true centrepiece of 1889, was indubitably an ode to the Revolution, a 

response, argues Ory, to Napoleon's Arc de Triomphe. Complete with a frieze, on the 

first level, of names of great French savants since 1789 inscribed in gold lettering, the 

tower could not be read in any other way.100 Janet Horne argues that the Social 

Economy section at the Exposition, devoted to industrial welfare, labour management 

and working-class culture, "set out to inscribe the Republic within the social and 

political heritage of the French Revolution".101 Narratives in catalogues and those 

signalled by exhibits themselves traced a linear industrial progress that started with the 

French Revolution. Promoters of the Social Economy exhibit drew upon references to 

the Revolution to underpin their reform policies in the domain of worker welfare.102 

Writer Jean Lorrain noted the construction work for the Exposition gave Paris the air 

of preparing a barricade.103 "[L]a mode est à la Révolution, au Centenaire de 1789",104 

he wrote.  

The fact that the opening ceremony of the Exposition on the 6th May 1889 had so 

closely followed the celebration of the centenary of the convening of the Estates-

General had the effect of linking the two events very firmly in the press. Mona Ozouf 

recounts that the radical newspaper La Lanterne dubbed the Versailles ceremony "fête 

des pères" and the Exposition opening "fête des fils", clearly portraying the Expositions 

as a direct legacy of the Revolution.105 And the connection was not lost on the 

conservative press. One writer for L'Univers referred to 5 and 6 May as the "journées 

révolutionnaires de dimanche et lundi".106 As work on the Exposition had not even been 

completed by this stage, the officiations of Monday 6th May seemed to him less of an 

opening ceremony than a celebration of the centenary of the Revolution in light 

disguise. "C'est l'anniversaire qu'on a voulu surtout célébrer, et non l'Exposition qu'il 

s'agissait d'ouvrir."107  
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Eugène Veuillot, brother of the more famous Louis, linked the ceremony at 

Versailles and the opening of the Exposition of 1889 by commenting that both had been 

characterised by an overabundance of speeches. As seen earlier in this thesis, 

Exposition speeches were something of a bête noir for critics. At the Exposition 

opening, President Sadi Carnot had proved uncommonly verbose and, in order to 

demonstrate the "caractère du centenaire", had taken the opportunity to stress the 

spontaneity of the people independently coming together to participate in this 

international competition.108 A writer for Le Pèlerin referred to Carnot's speech as 

"bavardages insipides" which "présente l'histoire de la révolution sous le jour menteur 

qui est à la mode dans les écoles officielles".109 Président du conseil, Pierre Tirard, was 

nicknamed the "plus coulant des robinets de l'Exposition".110 This focus on the speeches 

of the opening ceremony recalls to a certain extent Mona Ozouf's argument that those 

who wrote pejoratively about Revolutionary festivals portrayed them as either gloomy 

and rigidly adhering to the demands of officialdom or, as shall be seen below, as orgies. 

For the historians who stressed the Revolutionary festival as predominantly boring, she 

wrote, "the festival involved interminable instructions, an endless flow of readings and 

speeches".111 The emphasis we have seen here, and earlier in this thesis, on the 

overabundance of speeches served to portray the Expositions as lacking in spontaneity 

and divine inspiration. 

Both of the commentators cited above assumed a link between the opening 

ceremony and the anniversary of the Estates-General, but they were above all 

concerned about the apparent insouciance on the part of the republicans towards the 

boycotting of the Exposition by European monarchs. According to Eugène Veuillot, 

President Carnot's description of the Exposition as "spontaneous" and "independent" 

was a direct allusion to the absence of European monarchs at the event, perhaps even a 

way of turning disappointment on its head in order to advance republican ideology.112 

The other journalist claimed that the journées révolutionnaires had engendered a 

complete loss of reason and caution among the republican newspapers and caused Le 

Rappel,113 to write the following:  

C'est la fête de la France, c'est la fête de tous les peuples. Quant aux monarques 
d'outre-mont et d'outre-mer qui nous boudent, ils peuvent froncer le sourcil à leur 
aise; nous n'en glorifierons pas moins à leur barbe le libre gouvernement que nous 
nous sommes donné, que nous voulons garder et défendre: la République! et quoi 
qu'ils disent ou pensent de nous, nous n'en serons pas moins fier d'être Français.114 
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The government should take care, argued L'Univers, that the sort of language being 

employed by republican newspapers not be seen as a challenge to conservative, 

monarchical Europe. 

As Pascal Ory has observed, some of the main adversaries of the 1889 Exposition 

were monarchists worried that European monarchies would boycott the fair.115 In the 

event, almost all of Europe's monarchical nations were in some sense represented at 

the Exposition of 1889. The official Exposition report states that whilst the 

governments of many European monarchies refused to participate in an official 

capacity, private enterprises from these nations were very eager to attend to exhibit 

their wares.116 The French government, upon realising in the summer of 1887 that 

European monarchs were refusing invitations to attend, started to directly approach 

manufacturers and merchants of those nations, who responded with enthusiasm.117 

Nevertheless, an article in L'Univers imagined the following "unanimous" response of 

"Europe" to the Republican call to attend the Exposition of 1889:  

"Vous pouvez, vous Français, si cela vous plaît, vous passer à peu près toutes les 
folies. La Révolution quant à nous, nous a fait assez de mal pour que nous ne soyons 
pas friands, de célébrer son centenaire. Quant à votre Exposition, dont vous voulez 
faire l'apothéose de la Révolution, nous n'y prendrons officiellement aucune part."118 

Simon Boubée, author of, among other things, a satirical novel mocking Léon 

Gambetta,119 wrote a report for La Gazette de France entitled 'Les Rois à l'Exposition'. 

Here he contrasted the Exposition of 1889 with that of 1867, when royalty from all 

around Europe and the world had descended on Paris to indulge in the pleasures that 

the city could offer. Never mind that they came to test out Paris' reputation as the 

Auberge de l'Univers (Boubée remarked here that they used a more colourful and 

precise word—one can only assume he meant brothel); at least they came. But that was 

1867. Now, in 1889, European royalty was boycotting the event as a way of showing its 

hostility towards a democratic, republican France intent on celebrating the centenary of 

1789. A couple of monarchs, conceded Boubée, including the Prince of Wales and the 

King of Greece, had actually come, but incognito, which was in a way worse than their 

not having come at all.120 

The people of Paris, then, had to make the best of a bad situation and console 

themselves with non-European royalty. As such, the two "heroes" of the Exposition 

were the Shah of Persia, Naser al-Din, and the King of Senegal, Dinah-Salifou. Of 

course the Eurocentric bias of critics made this hard to bear. Boubée mocked the way 

that the official press made a song and dance about this apparently "second rate" 
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royalty, and recounted the case of a certain Bourhane-Abou-Beker, Bey of Djibouti, who 

sailed from the African colony of Obock to attend the Exposition and whose qualities 

were being extolled in the radical Lanterne. Boubée, in contrast with La Lanterne, was 

unimpressed by these "oriental" monarchs, and seemed to regard them as little more 

than curiosities. "Hélas!" he wrote, "si nos gouvernants n'avaient pas eu l'Étrange idée 

de faire coïncider leur exposition avec leur anniversaire de 1789, nous aurions vu mieux 

à Paris que Nasser-Eddin et Dinah-Salifou."121  

Maybe by the next Exposition, postulated Boubée, France would have become 

France again, no longer a republic, no longer under a "césarisme impérial, la plus 

corruptrice des formes révolutionnaires." In such a case, the kings would certainly 

come to visit. But what if, by the next Exposition, France was still in the grip of 

democracy? Maybe then even the Shah of Persia would not deign to visit, and France 

would not be patronised by even the "swarthy kings." In this event, a future Exposition 

in a republican France, Paris would perhaps be forced to make do with "Red-Skin" 

tribal chiefs, or, even worse, false African chiefs who would not know how to 

appropriately behave at the opera or at a reception at the Elysée Palace. Perhaps the 

republican government had similar concerns, because for the following Exposition in 

1900 a Palais des Souverains was set up in the Bois de Boulogne area to accommodate 

royal visitors.122 In the event, although many members of European royalty visited that 

Exposition, by September of 1900 the Palais des Souverains had still only hosted two 

sovereign guests: Oscar II of Sweden and Mozaffar al-Din, the new Shah of Persia. This 

fact was lamented by Pierre Veuillot (nephew of Louis) in L'Univers. "Et enfin, le 

Souverain a manqué", he wrote. "Heureusement, nous avons eu Oscar de Suède et 

Norvège. Il nous a sauvés, tout juste, du ridicule. Car le shah n'y aurait vraiment pas 

suffi."123 

Members of European royal families were not the only dignitaries to eschew the 

Exposition of 1889. According to Nelms, some monarchical states of Europe resolved 

the awkwardness of the Exposition/centenary dilemma by calling their ambassadors 

away from Paris and sending lower ranking officials to the Exposition opening 

ceremony in their place.124 L'Univers pounced on this departure of the diplomats as 

proof of republican madness and irresponsible government. Arthur Loth reported that, 

as the day of the opening of the Exposition approached, along with the "grandes 

journées du centenaire", the republican newspapers were trying to make the best of the 

departure of the ambassadors by turning the facts on their head. Having understood too 

late that causing the Exposition to coincide with the centenary of the Revolution would 
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be seen as a provocation by countries that had not benefited from the Revolution, these 

newspapers, argued Loth, rather than lamenting the loss of European officials for the 

Exposition, were trying to imply that the exodus of ambassadors was what was to give a 

truly revolutionary character to this pacific festival.125 

Another writer for the same newspaper underscored his colleague's opinion by 

adding that the departure of the ambassadors boded ill for the future of France's 

relationship with the rest of Europe. Surely government politicians, whatever their view 

on the matter, would not agree that it was a good idea to challenge monarchical and 

conservative Europe with their celebrations of the Revolution. They should take heed of 

the departure of the ambassadors and make sure that the Exposition did not turn into a 

declaration of war against other states, argued, somewhat hysterically, L'Univers.126 

Anxiety regarding monarchical visits, or lack thereof, to Paris was not confined to the 

centenary year of 1889. Other Expositions, both republican and imperial, ignited debate 

over the issue. 1878 saw both La Gazette de France and L'Union express anxiety over 

how the opening ceremony would be received by visiting royalty. As already described, 

the speech of Teisserenc de Bort was unexpectedly followed by a volley of "Vive la 

République!", an incident which caused some alarm in the conservative press. A writer 

for La Gazette claimed that royalty and ambassadors had politely inclined their heads at 

this point, expecting instead the cry "Vive la France". This manifestation of 

antimonarchism, wrote La Gazette, had the effect of making the Prince of Wales, who 

"ne paraissait pas précisément fort charmé" by this turn of events, smile sadly.127 

Poujoulat suggested that it could not be very pleasant for foreign princes to hear such 

partiality in favour of a republican government.128 He reported in L'Union that "Nous 

croyons savoir, d'après des informations très autorisées, que les souverains d'Europe ne 

sont pas charmés de ce délire parisien qui éclate en présence de milliers de leurs 

sujets."129  

Two decades later, the right-wing anarchist Gyp, writing in the hysterical vein of La 

Libre Parole, also clearly asserted that France, through her various errors, was cutting 

herself off from the rest of Europe. The Exposition of 1900, in her mind, was irrevocably 

entwined with recent scandals including the Panama and Dreyfus affairs, and she 

expected that others would also see it as such. Which sovereigns, she mused, would be 

interested in such a "vision bien moderne?" She predicted a boycott of the Exposition by 

European monarchs. "Ce ne sera vraisemblablement ni le Prince de Galles, ni les 

Présidents du Sud-Africain" she wrote, referring undoubtedly to the Boer conflict. "Ce 
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ne sera pas non plus, sans doute, le petit roi de la vieille Espagne abondonnée!"130 By 

making reference to the Boer and American-Spanish wars, Gyp was lamenting what 

seemed to her the end of a glorious period of European Empire. Like Boubée a decade 

earlier, she mused that the best France could probably hope for in terms of royal visitors 

at the Exposition would be those from the "Orient". Perhaps the King of Siam would 

come, or the Shah, who was believed to be in need of a wardrobe update, she added 

cynically. 

It was not only during the Republican era, however, that a correlation was perceived 

to exist between Exposition and Revolution. Take for example an article by Venet, 

written in 1867 for Le Monde. Entitled 'Les Souverains étrangers à Paris', Venet 

remarked upon the way the people of Paris had reacted to the sudden influx of royalty 

into their city. He described the crowds as one might describe children at a zoo —"[les 

foules] accourent, elles se tassent, elles regardent"— eager to see but ultimately lacking 

genuine interest: being merely curious. "Entre ces majestés et le peuple il y avait 

autrefois un lien, fil conducteur de l'attachement ou de l'enthousiasme;" he wrote, "la 

Révolution l'a brisé."131 Whereas once there had been a meaningful relationship between 

people and monarchy, now in France royalty was merely part of the greater visual 

spectacle of the Exposition. It is possible to detect a veiled critique of Napoleon III in 

Venet's description of the superficiality of those celebrating the royal visitors to the 

Exposition. "Comme on est sûr qu'il eût acclamé indifféremment soit le César romain, 

soit son gladiateur devenu sénateur!"132 he wrote. One suspects that what Venet was 

trying to say was that the reaction of the people to Europe's royalty was in no way 

different to its reaction to its own (bogus) Emperor and was therefore not worth 

anything. What was lacking, argued Venet, was respect, love and admiration.  

Venet made a point of emphasising the lack of respectful distance between the people 

and the royal visitors at the Expositions where "la blouse et la pourpre se coudoient."133 

He did so by drawing a parallel between the Paris of 1814 and that of 1867. In 1814 the 

Bourbon monarchy had just been restored to power, and kings, princes and emperors 

flocked to Paris where they were more guests than conquerors. Venet associated Paris of 

1814 with Athens and democracy, an elegant aristocratic lady promenading arm in arm 

with a blacksmith. Meanwhile, though, "[l]a Révolution dormait encore sur son oreiller 

sanglant." It did not stay asleep. Napoleon rallied his troops and came back for one 

more last-ditch grasp for power. Similarly, in 1867, while Parisians revelled and gawped 

at the monarchs flocking to Paris, revolution raised its ugly head in the form of an 

assassination attempt against the Russian Tsar Alexander. "[L]a Révolution", wrote 
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Venet, "est indispensablement meurtrière, et sa haine doit viser surtout les puissances 

de ce monde, qui sont comme une réfraction de la puissance divine."134 

What Gyp, Loth, Veuillot, Boubée and others were describing was feeling that 

France, who had ousted her "legitimate" rulers, was isolated and surrounded by 

monarchical Europe. This sentiment was echoed in an 1889 piece by Charles Dupuy in 

La Gazette de France. Worried by the visit of King Umberto of Italy to Kaiser Wilhelm 

II in Germany, a confirmation of the "nouvelle alliance conclue" between the two states, 

Dupuy asserted that France was in a perilous position. "Nous aurions tort en France de 

nous absorber dans la contemplation de la tour Eiffel et de nous persuader que la 

rivalité des restaurateurs du boulevard et des restaurateurs du Champ-de-Mars est la 

seule question nationale digne de nous émouvoir."135 J. Bourgeois from La Gazette de 

France was also concerned about France's contribution viewed from an international 

viewpoint. "Peut-être même les plates bouffonneries du chef de la démocratie seront-

elles une «attraction» de plus pour les princes étrangers et leur paraîtront-elles aussi 

divertissents que les pièces du Vaudeville ou du Palais Royal."136  

These lamentations recall Antoine Compagnon's idea of the counter-revolutionary as 

émigré, an exile in his or her own time and place.137 Arthur Loth, in a column for 

L'Univers, revealed his own misery caused by living in a nation that was seemingly 

inseparable from a concept that was alien to him: revolution. When airing his opinion 

that the Expositions were nothing more than "des entreprises de plaisir beaucoup plus 

que d'études", Loth emphasised that this "Exposition du centenaire" was the very 

embodiment of the Revolution. No material benefit that France might derive from the 

Exposition could possibly make up for the moral deterioration it would cause. "On ne 

faisait pas d'Expositions au XIIe et XIIIe siècles, on ne venait pas de tous les points de 

l'Europe pour s'amuser à Paris; mais certes, les œuvres de ce temps valaient bien les 

produits du nôtre, y compris la tour Eiffel et la Déclaration des droits de l'homme."138 

We can see here how Loth very much conflated the Exposition with Revolution but also 

how he perceived modern France itself as inseparable from Revolution and, therefore, 

not the "real" France. Loth concluded his commentary on the Exposition of 1889 on a 

sorrowful note: "on n'y sent pas l'âme du peuple. C'est la Révolution, c'est le progrès 

matériel, mais ce n'est pas la France."139  

Critics of the Expositions also used the Expositionary phenomenon as a way of 

poking holes in the fabric of republican rhetoric. For example, the conservative press 

seized upon the government's desire, in spite of its republicanism, that royalty attend 
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the Expositions. Dancourt, in La Gazette de France remarked upon the hypocrisy of a 

republican France hypnotised by royal visitors to the Exposition of 1878. He 

commented upon the fact that, the day following the opening ceremony, newspapers 

which were usually full of hatred for kings were proudly taking stock of the monarchs 

who had deigned to attend the republican Exposition.140 He described them as an 

Almanach de Gotha with lyric commentary: "Sa Majesté le roi X, Son Altesse Royale le 

prince Z et Son Altesse sérénissime le duc Double-V sont à demi asphyxiés de la fumée 

des encensoirs républicains. [...] En revanche, pas un mot des diverses républiques 

étrangères représentées à l'Exposition."141 Boubée remarked upon the irony of a 

republican France keen to draw European royalty to its Exposition, whilst at the same 

time monarchical Europe was apparently providing hordes of students coming to sing 

the Marseillaise.142 

Furthermore, and despite all the shouting of "Vive la République!", the Marseillaise 

was not included in the official opening ceremony of the 1878 Exposition. The piece 

was not yet the national anthem; a proposition in January of that year in the Chamber 

of Deputies to make it such had been rejected and would not be passed until the 

following year. In the meantime, President MacMahon, mindful of the need for a 

national song but not wanting to use the Marseillaise, commissioned the poet Paul 

Déroulède and composer Charles Gounod to write a provisional national anthem, Vive 

la France, specifically for the opening of the Exposition.143 Charles Dupuy, writing for 

La Gazette de France, was thankful that esteemed visitors to the Exposition were 

spared hearing about the desire of the French to drench the fields in their impure 

blood. He made the most of the situation, however, to question the ideological solidity 

of the republicans by drawing attention to the indignity of abnegating ideology in order 

to appease visiting foreigners. The Republic without the Marseillaise was, in his view, a 

government like any other, just more makeshift and less proud. The omission of the 

republican hymn appeared to Dupuy as an admission by the government that it should 

hide its true face.144 

A decade later, Dupuy once again found an opportunity to contrast the rhetoric of the 

republican government with its outward comportment. Linking, like so many others, 

the centenary of the meeting of the Estates-general and the opening of the 1889 

Exposition, Dupuy reflected upon the pacific message of President Carnot's speeches as 
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compared to the machinations of parliament. "Jamais", he wrote in La Gazette de 

France, "on n'a tant discuté, polémiqué, bataillé dans le camp républicain que depuis les 

fêtes du Centenaire et l'ouverture de l'Exposition."145 Despite their plea that everyone 

should respect the "truce" of the Exposition, republicans of all colours, moderate, 

opportunist and radical, had violated it unceasingly: "la fraternité révolutionaire va 

s'épanouir dans tout son éclat."146 

Eugène Veuillot argued that, like its predecessor, the '89 of the nineteenth century 

would once more fail to live up to its promises. By this, he was referring to the 

complaints of owners of restaurants, cafés, theatres and "autres lieux de consommation 

et de plaisir" situated outside of the Exposition area, that they were not making the 

fortunes that they had been promised. Veuillot took no small delight in his own 

disingenuous reasoning that it was in fact the principles of 1789 and of 1848 that were 

preventing the rectification of this problem. Whilst the suggestion had been made that 

the Exposition should close at 6 or 7 o'clock at night, thereby forcing consumers to 

spend their money in other locations, Veuillot declared it unfeasible for the following 

reason: "le Parisien, le provincial, l'étranger [...] seraient atteints dans leur liberté et 

leurs intérêts si on les forçait d'aller plus loin. La constitution de 1848 n'a-t-elle pas dit 

que le citoyen libre est celui qui peut «aller et venir» librement? Donc, au nom même 

des principes de 89, l'Exposition doit rester ouverte le soir."147 Not that Veuillot cared if 

the retailers and theatre-owners of Paris did or did not make the profits that they were 

expecting or that they felt they had been promised. "[S]i les théâtres, les cabarets 

célèbres, et le reste ne tirent pas de l'Exposition le lucre qu'ils se promettaient," wrote 

Veuillot, "nous n'en gémiront point. Il est bon, en somme, que de tels calculs, basés sur 

tout un état social foncièrement corrupteur, tournent mal."148 

Towards the end of 1889, Le Moine, for La Croix, pondered upon the fate of France 

now that the Exposition, apogee of the Revolution, was closing. For the moment, he 

concluded, the centenary had had its day, and would, like the Revolution, also dwindle. 

But, he asked himself, would the future bring anniversaries of 1793 instead of 1789? He 

had not heard of any plans to erect an Eiffel tower in honour of 21st January (the date of 

Louis XVI's execution), "A moins que ce ne soit une guillotine de 600 mètres."149 

 

LA GRANDE FOIRE COSMOPOLITE ET BABYLONNIENNE150 
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In an article written the day after the opening ceremony of the 1878 Exposition, J. 

Bourgeois commented on the tendency of the Parisian population to descend into the 

streets on the slightest of pretexts to celebrate and indulge in pleasures and 

entertainment. This he contrasted with the allegedly more orderly behaviour of the 

inhabitants of London, Brussels, Berlin, Vienna and St Petersburg who, not having 

been subjected to the political instability that had beleaguered France for almost a 

century, and being under the government of long-reigning monarchies, were not 

inclined, like the Parisians, to seize "avec un pareil empressement tout ce qui semble 

promettre quelque divertissement ou quelque émotion."151  

In order to portray the sense of urgency and impulsiveness that he observed on the 

day of the ceremony, Bourgeois compared Parisian scenes of celebration to those 

connected with war and unrest. The declaration of war against Prussia had provoked, 

according to Bourgeois, a veritable flooding of people into the streets; "il semblait que 

le chiffre des habitants de Paris se fût élevé tout à coup à quinze ou vingt millions",152 

he claimed. Even in the face of defeat, when the Prussian army was advancing on Paris, 

the proclamation of the Third Republic on the 4th September 1870 gave rise to scenes 

that, according to Bourgeois, belied the state of approaching national disaster. "[O]n 

eût pu croire, en voyant la multitude qui se pressait dans les rues, dans les cafés, chez 

les marchands de vin, que Paris célébrait une victoire ou une fête nationale."153  

Bourgeois' melding of celebration with military defeat was a far cry from the 

language Rousseau might have used to describe the ideal republican fête. And yet, the 

description of republican or revolutionary festival as a departure from this ideal 

corresponds to a broader historiography which paints revolutionary festivals as 

failures. In Festivals and the French Revolution, Mona Ozouf grapples with the 

question of what actually constitutes a festival. She turns, in some detail, to historian 

Jules Michelet's conception of festival, which, she feels, engages more deeply with a 

personal experience of the festival as opposed to the usual consensus that the 

revolutionary festivals were failures. For Michelet, writes Ozouf, the festival needed 

several elements: firstly the spontaneous "setting out" of the people; secondly a 

"magical" aspect, a feeling that it lies outside all other systems and is a victory over 

rationality; thirdly an emotional feeling of harmony with the world; and finally, the 

presence of women and children.154  

Ozouf juxtaposes Michelet's romantic view of festival with that of other 

commentators or historians who tended to interpret revolutionary festivals through a 

political lens and ultimately viewed them with either boredom or disgust. Joseph de 

Maistre, for example, remarked that whereas the people needed no encouragement to 
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celebrate saints' days, the organisers of revolutionary festivals in France had trouble 

drumming up attendance.155 Conversely, other witnesses and historians described the 

Revolutionary festival through the imagery of an orgy: "indecent farces, suspect 

travesties, masquerades stained with wine and blood."156  

We have already seen the Exposition opening ceremonies derided as boring, over-

burdened with official speeches, even likened to the opening of a train station. 

Nevertheless, commentaries on the Expositions were more often reminiscent of the 

second variation of discourse relating to revolutionary festivals: expressions of disgust. 

Critics used a vocabulary of carnival and debauchery to subvert the cultural imperatives 

at the foundation of the Expositions universelles. Charles Sowerwine argues that the 

cultural base of republicanism, from its origins in the Enlightenment to its triumph in 

the late nineteenth century, was reason. In order for people to govern themselves (as 

opposed to being governed by hereditary monarchy) they needed to know the universe 

they inhabited.157 Pierre Kahn reinforces this point by demonstrating that obligatory 

science instruction in primary schools, introduced by the Third Republic, was 

underpinned not merely by economic justifications, but by cultural ones. The Republic 

wanted not only to educate the future worker, but to shape the future citizen.158 Kahn 

argues that although historians have traditionally seen the teaching of French, history 

and geography as the vehicles for civic education,159 science (particularly la leçon de 

choses) helped build a positivist mindset that in turn would construct a republican civic 

mentality free of superstition, and a populace less likely to believe in demagogic 

saviours and their coups d'états.160 If we agree that the Republican Expositions 

universelles were part of a broader programme that included civic education, 

compulsory schooling and the leçon de choses, then we understand them as playing a 

role in shaping French citizenship around reason and rationality. Yet the Third 

Republic emphasis on positivism should not be seen as a complete rupture from the 

past, the traditions of positivism and didacticism through ordered display had already 

been features of the Expositions of the Second Empire. 

Critics exposed the alleged failure of the government to achieve its citizen-shaping 

aims by presenting the Expositions as chaotic and carnivalesque: a subversion of the 

idea of festival as tool of governmentality. Furthermore, the undertaking to mould the 

individual citizen was deflated by critics who argued, in an increasingly medicalised 
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vernacular, that the Exposition environment was contributing to the descent of the 

population into nervous degeneration and madness. This medical discourse, in vogue 

towards the end of the century, proved a perfect tool for those seeking to portray the 

Expositions as both a cause and symptom of decadence and degeneration in contrast to 

the Republican utopia of reason that they set out to be. 

 

Russian philosopher and literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin argued that medieval carnivals 

"offered a completely different, nonofficial, extraecclesiastical and extrapolitical aspect 

of the world, of man, and of human relations; they built a second world and a second life 

outside officialdom".161 It was this genre of event, echoed by the grotesque and 

carnivalesque atmosphere of the 1848 revolution that, argues David Harvey, "the 

socially controlled spectacles of the Second Empire [including Expositions universelles] 

set out to displace."162 As the carnival is seen as a temporary respite from the established 

order, or a world upside-down, to employ metaphors of carnival to describe an event is 

to position it outside of the control of the governing body, that is, in the hands of the 

people. Critics of the Expositions used language of carnival to discredit the political 

aims of the Expositions and subvert their role in the governing process. They attacked 

the aims of order by using a vocabulary that described chaos and disorder. Victor 

Fournel, for example, wrote that the Exposition of 1867 had "le double caractère d'un 

bazar et d'une fête foraine".163 The words foire and bazar were frequently employed in 

Exposition commentary; both convey not only a sense of commercial gathering but of 

mess and disorganisation. 

Bourgeois, comparing the opening ceremonies of the 1867 (Second Empire) and 1878 

(Third Republic) Expositions, concluded that both so-called democratic regimes 

employed fairground techniques to woo their populace. The strategies of democracy 

were the same, in his view, as "les boniments des bateleurs qui font la parade, à la porte 

de leurs baraques, et crient au public de toute la force de leurs poumons «Entrez, 

messieurs et mesdames, vous verrez les choses les plus surprenantes de la terre»".164 

This carnivalesque vocabulary used to portray the politically seductive ambience of the 

Expositions was by no means unique to Bourgeois. In a column entitled 'Paris-Bazar', 

written for La Croix in 1889, journalist "Le Frère" took a similar approach. His column 

was apparently in response to a suggestion that Paris should be the host of a permanent 

Exposition universelle; his experience of the 1889 Exposition had evidently made him 

hostile to the idea. 
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Pourquoi faut-il qu'on veuille faire de la France entière une sorte de boutique et 
de foire politique, de baraque où les politiciens exhibent toutes sortes de 
programmes, et achalandent leur marchandises à grands renforts de grosse 
caisse [...] radicaux, opportunistes, boulangistes, impérialistes, orléanistes, 
monarchistes, républicains; affiches, manifestes, professions de foi(!); pots-de-
vin, musique, fêtes, lampions, artifices de toutes façons [...] Que sortira-t-il de la 
cohue de 1889 au Champ de Mars?165 

In Le Frère's eyes, the Exposition was merely a fairground or bazaar, a stage from which 

political ideologies could be spruiked to voters.  

Commentators often evoked the chaotic nature of the Expositions by critiquing their 

very layout. As has been discussed already in Chapter Three, the Exposition building of 

1867 was likened on several occasions to Dante's Inferno, hardly a metaphor for an 

ordered and tranquil setting of public instruction or even joyous celebration of 

citizenship. In 1878, P. Depelchin from Le Monde declared the Exposition the modern 

incarnation of the Cretan labyrinth of Greek mythology, in which Theseus is forced to 

use a ball of thread to navigate through the maze. Although the visitor to the Exposition 

might not have had to worry about encountering the Minotaur, Depelchin nevertheless 

warned that, without Ariadne's guiding thread, "il lui faudra du moins payer tribut à la 

fatigue, au découragement et à l'ennui."166  

Benjamin Gastineau, in 1867, described the Exposition of that year as a "grand 

chaos", an "amas de choses qu'à juste titre on a appelé une foire universelle"167—not 

exactly the image that Frédéric Le Play would have had in mind for his designs. 

Gastineau argued that the crowd for the most part would leave the palais dazed, tired 

and taking nothing away from its visit other than a headache and some dizziness, 

certainly nothing improving or educational. A little later he wrote of the "cas de fièvre 

chaude, les lombagos et les torticolis du Champ-de-Mars".168 For Gastineau, the foire 

universelle seemed responsible for a sort of dumbing down of the crowd; he wrote that 

the Exposition, with its avalanche of trinkets, had provoked an "hébétement 

universelle", a universal stupidity. Le Play would not have been impressed with 

Gastineau's calling for the substitution of an exposition-enseignement for the 

exposition-spectacle, given that instructing the public was exactly what he had set out to 

achieve. Gastineau argued, however, that "aucune étude approfondie et suivie n'est 

possible au sein du chaos de nos expositions, foire et spectacle."169 Dubosc de 

Pesquidoux likewise argued that the Exposition of 1878 was foraine, enfantine, full of 
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worthless trinkets, "une colossale entreprise de joujoux de Nuremberg offerte [...] à la 

curiosité de ce grand enfant qu'on appelle le public."170 

In 1855 Henri de la Madalène described the Exposition as "un brouhaha, un 

tohubohu, un tourbillon impossible à décrire".171 In 1900, Louis Joubert remarked that 

"[n]ous parlons de l'incohérence, de la confusion, du désordre inouï de cette exhibition 

colossale."172 He quoted at length from a piece written by Henri Houssaye, which is 

worth repeating here to stress the perceived irrationality of the exhibition space. 

Après vingt ou trente visites, on avait compris, sans d'ailleurs se l'expliquer, que, 
pour voir le Japon, il fallait aller successivement au Champ de Mars, à 
l'Esplanade des Invalides et au Trocadéro; —que la parfumerie confinait aux «fils 
et tissus», l'hygiène à la guerre et l'optique aux pianos; —que la Grèce était 
séparée de la Turquie par la Suède, l'Espagne, l'Angleterre, l'Allemagne et les 
Etats-Unis [...] —qu'il fallait chercher la manufacture de Sèvres parmi les 
sections étrangères; [...] —que la baignoire de Marat se trouvait à l'Assistance 
publique et que le sabre porté par le Premier Consul à Marengo était au 
troisième étage du pavillon des Eaux et Forêts.173 

By calling into question the ability of Exposition organisers to logically order and 

categorise the Exposition, Houssaye and Joubert were implicitly questioning the 

Republic's claim to legitimacy based on reason and order. 

Louis Huart, a half-century previously, had also been concerned about the clarity of 

the Exposition layout. He declared that until an official guide of the Exposition of 1855 

became available, he would not be entering the "effroyable labyrinthe des Champs-

Elysées. Car, notez qu'il sera defendu qu'on se munisse d'un peloton de fil, ce qui est 

permis pourtant dans tous les autres labyrinthes".174 Huart's article is interesting in 

that it suggested that the Exposition guide would perhaps surpass Diderot's 

Encyclopedia in size—thereby linking the Exposition undeniably with the 

Enlightenment—but it goes a step further to also suggest that the Exposition Guide 

would not be a book, but a monument, "la tour de Babel de l'intelligence humaine."175 

In a flippant way, Huart was arguably comparing the Enlightenment-style amassing of 

information with the chaos of Babel. Furthermore, he suggested that the zealous 

visitor, eager to learn about all the wonders of the Exposition would have to dedicate at 

least nine hours a night to reading this massive tome. "Que de découverts, que de 

procédés, que de systèmes, que de trucs ingénieux lui seront entrés dans la tête! Je 

crains qu'il n'en devienne fou. Le moins qu'il puisse arriver à ce touriste consciencieux, 

sera d'être complètement crétinisé le 1er octobre."176 What Huart was suggesting was 

that the wonders of the Exposition were more likely to disorientate and stultify the 
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mind than enlighten it. In this sense he presaged the trend towards a discourse of 

Exposition-induced nervous decline which would come to the fore during the fin-de-

siècle. 

 

Commentary on later Expositions took on the style of Huart's 1855 observations and 

magnified them. In his novel L'Argent, Emile Zola described a scene at the Exposition 

universelle of 1867 which coincided with the protagonist, Saccard's, opening of his 

doomed Banque Universelle. "C'était une heure de particulière excitation," wrote Zola,  

l'heure fatale où toutes les prospérités du règne, les immenses travaux qui 
avaient transformé la ville, la circulation enragée de l'argent, les furieuses 
dépenses du luxe, devaient aboutir à une fièvre chaude de spéculation. [...] Par 
les soirées claires, de l'énorme cité en fête, attablée dans les restaurants 
exotiques, changée en foire colossale où le plaisir se vendait librement sous les 
étoiles, montait le suprême coup de démence, la folie joyeuse et vorace des 
grandes capitales menacées de destruction.177 

This description of the 1867 Exposition (written in the late 1880s) undeniably conveys 

physical and psychological distress as well as a sense of doom. As such, the passage is 

particularly illustrative of the tendency towards the end of the century to employ a 

medicalised vocabulary to describe social ills. Robert A. Nye, in his seminal work 

Crime, madness, and politics in modern France, argues that late nineteenth-century 

France placed great value on medical explanations of social deviance. In other words, 

interpretations of perceived societal ills were couched in the language of medicine. Nye 

explains that this medicalisation of society was not limited to the discourse of the 

medical profession alone, but was encouraged by those who guided popular culture.178 

At the roots of the widespread permeation of the metaphors of madness into 

mainstream language were, according to Deborah Silverman, the discoveries of Jean-

Martin Charcot. From the 1860s Charcot researched neurological disorders at the 

Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris and was responsible for identifying a series of maladies 

nerveuses whose cause, he believed, was the degeneration of the nervous system.179 As 

has already been seen in the excerpt from Zola above, writers found in medical research 

of neural degeneration a rich vein of inspiration for modern literary characters. The 

most often cited example is Joris-Karl Huysmans' character Jean des Esseintes from 

the 1884 novel À rebours, "un jeune homme de trente ans, anémique et nerveux, aux 

joues caves, [...] aux mains sèches et fluettes",180 the effeminate product of generations 

of intermarriage. The influence of Charcot's research was not, however, confined to 

literary circles; theories of a modernity-induced nervous decline spread to the realms of 
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journalists, politicians and social theorists.181 This popular usage of what Nye calls 

"metaphors of pathology" extended to commentary on the Expositions.  

Like Zola, commentators in the press were particularly drawn to metaphors that 

alluded to a degeneration of mental capacities: a vocabulary of fever and delirium. "La 

fièvre — Elle est installée à Paris"182 and "Le délire de l'Exposition continue",183 wrote 

Le Pèlerin in 1878. "En six semaines l'Exposition," wrote Arthur Loth in June 1889, "a 

développé à Paris une fièvre de plaisir dont les symptômes deviennent inquiétants."184 

That same year Edmond de Goncourt wrote of "tout un monde bêtement affairé, 

éreinté, affolé, la tête perdue".185 "Chacun, plus ou moins," declared Octave Mibreau in 

1895, "subit les atteintes de cette fièvre spéciale, désormais cataloguée dans les 

ouvrages de médecine, et qu'on pourrait appeler fièvre d'exposition."186 

In 1900, two articles appeared in the Journal des débats; the first was entitled 

"L'Expositionnite" and its sequel the following week was, encouragingly, "La Cure de 

l'expositionnite".187 The first part of the series consisted of a letter that the journalist, 

André Hallays, had supposedly found on the ground while resting under a tree in the 

park of an "establishment" in the spa town of Bagnoles-de-l'Orne, Normandy. Hallays 

decided to publish the letter in the newspaper, calling it a "document de psychologie 

expositionnelle". Upon reading the letter, allegedly from a Jeanne to her friend Yette, it 

becomes clear that Yette, after having explored the Exposition of 1900 with Jeanne, 

had been sent to convalesce in a hospital far from Paris (the "establishment" in which 

the journalist himself was residing). Her illness: "expositionitis". Although the exact 

nature of this "expositionitis" is never spelt out, towards the end of the letter Jeanne 

tells of an encounter with a doctor who suggests that she too should leave Paris, "que 

cette Exposition allait être suivie d'un accès de neurasthénie universelle" and "que, 

l'hiver prochain, les pauvres médecins seraient surmenés".188 It thus becomes clear to 

the reader that "expositionitis" is some kind of nervous condition, or neurasthenia, 

brought on by conditions at the Exposition. 

According to Nye, the term "neurasthenia" was widely adopted into French 

psychiatric parlance in the 1880s, having been coined in the United States to account 

for "nervous" problems in that nation.189 The principle theorists of neurasthenia 

stressed the social origins of this malady. American neurologist George Beard, who first 
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defined neurasthenia, attributed the condition to the excessive American zeal for the 

Protestant work ethic.190 Silverman suggests that as the concept of neurasthenia moved 

to Europe from the US, there was a shift in causes blamed for the disease. Rather than 

an emphasis on overwork, the French theorists of neurasthenia insisted on the link 

between urban modernity and a weakened nervous system.191 One such theorist was 

Emile Durkheim, who saw neurasthenia as an "elementary insanity" suffered by those 

whose nervous systems had become weakened by the repeated shocks of modern life.192 

The neurasthenic was host to a degenerated mental capacity, more sensitive and 

impressionable than the normal person, in constant mental disarray. Whereas 

equilibrium in the social milieu, according to Durkheim, was the ideal situation to 

produce a balanced individual, hypercivilisation was the ideal breeding ground for 

delicate nervous systems and depression. 

The two indubitably fictional letters between one woman experiencing the hustle 

and bustle of the Parisian Exposition and another woman recovering in the countryside 

from the effects of this same Exposition clearly illustrate the perceived effects of an 

extreme manifestation of modernity on the psychological state of the individual. The 

letters present a dichotomy akin to that of Durkheim: a stable, harmonious, 

contemplative environment where the sufferer goes to seek respite from the over-

stimulating, tumultuous and destabilising surroundings of the neurasthenic. When 

Yette responded to her friend in Paris, she did not decry the boredom and the quiet of 

the countryside to which she had been dispatched. Instead, she praised the beneficial 

effects of the calm and austere existence she was leading surrounded by pine trees, 

pebbled streams and the medieval castle ruins of the nearby town Domfront. She even 

described a visit to a tiny Roman chapel called Notre-Dame sur l'eau where she was 

moved by the naive inscriptions of local pilgrims scribbled on the walls. In her letter, 

Yette claimed to be cured of her "expositionitis", that "je suis revenue à la raison" and 

that "quelques jours de campagne et de silence ont suffi à ma convalescence."193  

Yette's letter to Jeanne describing the curative effects of the Normand countryside 

presents a sharp contrast to the letter Jeanne had written describing her continued 

visits to the Exposition. Whereas Yette was experiencing the equilibrium of a 

traditional French milieu (Catholicism, nature, medieval architecture, reading Quo 

vadis beneath a tree),194 Jeanne was being swept into a whirlwind of Exposition 

cosmopolitanism, visiting "Ceylan", attending an exhibition of in-vogue English artists, 

choosing between Egyptian theatre and the Spanish dancers of the Feria (a restaurant 
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housed in the Spanish pavilion195) and tasting wine from the Rhine region at the 

German pavilion.196 During her visits, Jeanne on two occasions heard the Exposition 

being described as a "dissolvant", a noun that meant, in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, something that weakens or destroys principles and beliefs. The 

label "dissolvant" was applied firstly by a colonel, after Jeanne had unpatriotically 

consumed two glasses of German wine. The second instance was in relation to a writer 

who had spent several years preaching against the ills of dilettantism amongst his 

colleagues. Jeanne encountered this writer in the Cambodian pagoda where he was 

admiring the bas relief and had launched into a discourse in praise of the genius of 

other civilisations hitherto assumed to be inferior to that of the French. "Vous êtes, 

vous aussi, devenu un affreux dilettant!" exclaimed Jeanne, to which the writer replied 

"C'est vrai, l'Exposition est un si puissant dissolvant!"197  

The main thrust of the letters between Jeanne and Yette was that the Exposition was 

the cause both of disunity among the French and derangement of the psychology of the 

individual. "Tout le monde marche la tête en bas, on se contredit, on se dément, on est 

impudement incohérent", wrote Jeanne with a certain relish. Reinforcing this idea, 

Emile Gebhart, writing in Le Journal des débats, recounted a conversation with a 

friend who claimed that the individual visitor was more isolated among the jostling 

Exposition crowds than he or she would be in the depths of a forest. This individual, 

motivated only by personal interest, was constantly battling to see the exhibits; "on se 

regarde de travers, on se toise insolemment, on est tout près de se haïr",198 he 

contended. Gebhart's friend compared the Exposition unfavourably with the sort of 

spectacle capable of uniting the crowd with a single conscience, passion or joy, one in 

which "votre âme s'est fondue, votre cœur bat à l'unisson de tous les autres",199 the sort 

of passion Joan of Arc, for example, was capable of inciting. Instead, at the Exposition, 

"vous vous sentez annihilé, perdu, vos sensations personnelles sont comme amorties 

par le choc perpetuel des sensations d'autrui. Votre pensée vacille, votre volonté se 

paralyse."200 Instead of uniting the souls of the nation, like a successful festival should, 

Gebhart's friend was arguing that the Exposition splintered the people into a mass of 

disconnected individuals. 

The same year, 1900, E. Cravoisier wrote in La Libre Parole that "l'Exposition n'a 

pas d'âme, sans traditions ni lendemains ce sera Cosmopolis."201 The mention of 

Cosmopolis calls to mind the work of Paul Bourget who, through his Essais de 

psychologie contemporaine and his novel Cosmopolis, published in 1892, initiated 
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discussion on the ills of cosmopolitanism. Richard Hibbitt has traced Bourget's 

changing views of cosmopolitanism as essentially positive (cosmopolitanism as a 

manifestation of the desire to analyse and seek out new experiences) to 

cosmopolitanism as decadent.202 In Bourget's understanding of cosmopolitanism as a 

force for decadence, it was responsible for the weakening of tradition and links to the 

soil and thus for general sterility. French cosmopolitanism was "synonymous with 

sensation-seeking, pleasure and frivolous dilettantism".203 

There is no doubt that the Expositions, as a direct consequence of their 

internationalist ambitions, were cosmopolitan. As an example, one journalist for 

L'Univers wrote of the cafe scene in 1889 that "Certains de ces cafés ont recruté un 

personnel fantastique: des négresses, des Mauresques (nées aux Batignolles), des 

Chinoises. Ce monde de carnaval exotiques ou Parisiennes circulait dans la rue".204 

Cosmopolitanism was, by the end of the nineteenth century, cause for concern among 

certain nationalist cultural critics such as Maurice Barrès and Charles Maurras. In a 

recent article on the maurrassian influence on physical culture, cosmopolitanism and 

racial virility, Francis Mendiague described the perception of cosmopolitanism in the 

fin-de-siècle: "Le terme confus de cosmopolitisme désigne tout ce qui n'est pas identifié 

comme se référant à l'unité de la nation, et tout ce qui ménace cette unité".205 For 

thinkers such as Maurice Barrès, cosmopolitanism was linked to the rationalism of the 

Enlightenment thinkers, the loss of cultural identity and, ultimately, to decadence.206 

As for Barrès' opinions of the Expositions, he saw them as nothing more than 

"Limonade et prostitution! La voilà bien votre foire universelle".207 Edouard Drumont 

wrote of the Exposition of 1900 that "Il n'y a plus de Paris, il y a Cosmopolis", which he 

described as a whorehouse for the universe and an international orgy.208 Drumont also 

demonstrated his fear of cosmopolitanism in a column called 'La Psychologie de 

l'Exposition' which outlined his concerns regarding the welfare of those Parisians under 

whose windows passed the moving footpath. As well as having to cope with the noise of 

this contraption, the unfortunate inhabitant would also have to contend with  

toute la cohue des cosmopolites, tous les représentants de l'espèce humaine: des 
hommes et des femmes jaunes, cuivrés, olivâtres, des nègres crépus, des albinos, des 
yankees la joue gonflée par la chique, ou des orientaux aux lèvres rougis par le bétel, 
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des Caraïbes, des Lapons, des Botoculos, des pairs d'Angleterre, des rastas, des 
pickpocket. Devinez-vous les vibrations, les commotions que ce va-et-vient de 
multitudes babéliques finira par exercer sur ce cerveau? C'est une vision digne 
d'Edgard Poë.209 

To men like Drumont—with his confused theories of nation as a psycho-physiological 

type and history as race struggle210—and to those like Barrès—who believed that the 

health of the French people lay in adherence to family, region and local custom211— the 

Parisian world engendered by the Expositions seemed disastrous.  

Of course it was not the Expositions in isolation that were accused of fomenting 

mental disequilibrium among the French. The political climate in which the events took 

place was also to blame. Metaphors of pathology proliferate in commentaries on the 

republican expositions, particularly in relation to the relationship between nation, 

governance and degeneration. Following an assassination attempt on President Sadi 

Carnot just before the opening ceremony,212 Eugène Veuillot wondered to what extent 

"les idées républicaines ont-elles contribué à déséquilibrer ce cerveau surexcité contre 

toute autorité".213 "Serions-nous devenus un peuple de fous?" asked journalist 

Monsieur Poujoulat, writing for L'Union in 1878.214 Written at the end of the 1870s, 

Poujoulat's article is peppered with language that betrays a contemporary concern 

regarding France's condition in light of the nation's defeat by the Prussians. He wrote 

of the "délire parisien", "une contagion d'immoralité", "une agonie folâtre", "la fureur 

de jouissances". His argument was that the condition of public madness evident at the 

Exposition was a state-induced one, an effect whose aim was to convince the public that 

the relèvement, France's recovery from the debacles of 1870-71, had been achieved. In 

order to make the French forget the gloomy reality (presumably he was referring to the 

lost provinces) "on lui verse l'ivresse dans la coupe".215 The techniques cited by 

Poujoulat to allegedly incite this public ivresse (lumière électrique, guirlandes au gaz, 

feux d'artifices, bateaux illuminés) were strikingly modern and foreshadowed 

Durkheim's concept of "hammers" or "shocks" of civilisation. 

It is perhaps interesting to note that words for drunkenness, when used by culture 

critics in relation to the Expositions, were rarely referring to the literal consumption of 
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alcohol, a major preoccupation of the time.216 Instead, ivresse was more often used in a 

metaphorical sense. For example, an article in L'Univers in 1889 stated that 

"l'affolement des fêtes du centenaire" and "l'ivresse des journées révolutionnaires de 

dimanche et lundi" had caused certain republican newspapers to lose their faculties of 

reason. Le Rappel, he wrote, "exulte jusqu'au délire".217 Commentary on the 

Expositions did not invoke exactly the same concerns as those described by Susanna 

Barrows in her work on perceptions of the crowd in late nineteenth-century France. 

Barrows argues that crowds were often seen as angry, dangerous, bloodthirsty, 

revolutionary, and as resembling alcoholics or women; they were irrational.218 The 

Exposition crowds were not described as violent and savage, but the use of the 

metaphor of drunkeness to describe their behaviour drew on a contemporary culture of 

concern regarding the debilitating effects of alcohol within the context of a weakened 

France.  

The perceived weakness of the French population was sketched out in relation to the 

worrying virility of the German people. An article in Le Français saw in the festivities of 

the Exposition of 1878 a mirror image of the elements of the 1867 Expo that had caused 

France's defeat in 1870. That year, "la chute de notre pays avait eu pour principe une 

sorte de maladie morale",219 wrote Le Français, citing as causes the rejection of God, 

the loss of political traditions, the press and vanity. The country "avait perdu sa vigueur 

morale: les caractères s'étaient énervés". Frivolous amusement had turned Paris into a 

vast place of pleasure where Jacques Offenbach's operetta bouffe La Grande Duchesse 

de Gerolstein, which satirised militarism and absolutism, had been a great success 

among European royalty and dignitaries.220 The mention of La Grande Duchesse would 

have struck a chord with contemporaries as symbolic of pre-war decadence and 

frivolity. After the French defeat by Prussia, the flippant treatment of the subject of war 

in La Grande Duchesse seemed suddenly a lot less amusing and the operetta fell out of 

favour.221 It was the job of the government to heal the "sicknesses" of the nation, argued 

Le Français. The mistake that the republicans were making was to do nothing in the 

realm of "moral reform". Instead they were encouraging a paroxysm of pleasure and 

enjoyment. What would happen if France found herself having to defend her borders? 

Who, amongst the corrupted crowds, would be ready for such an eventuality?222 

The loss of "political tradition" as lamented by Le Français was exactly what 

Bourgeois had been describing when he contrasted the regularity of long-reigning 
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monarchs with the volatility of the French political scene. In Paris, he argued, where 

"les gouvernements et les révolutions se sont succédé d'une manière si rapide, 

l'imprévu est devenu, en quelque sorte, un besoin pour la population."223 The behaviour 

of the Parisians as they descended into the streets to celebrate the opening ceremony in 

1878 was symptomatic of the political instability experienced by the French. This was 

an enduring line of reasoning. Louis Joubert, in his article for Le Correspondant in 

1900, argued that the political divisions rending the fabric of French society—anarchist 

theories, revolutionary doctrines, socialism—had the effect of presenting a France, at 

the Exposition, as a "lamentable spectacle d'un peuple qui, en s'abaissant au dehors, ne 

savait même pas abdiquer à l'intérieur ses énervantes divisions pour mieux rebondir 

dans la virile cohésion de toutes ses forces!"224 

Simon Boubée, in his article (mentioned above) on the absence of royalty at the 

Exposition of 1889, commented also on the absence of logic behind the aspirations of 

the Republic to attract monarchs to its fair. "C'est le renversement de toute logique et de 

tout bon sens; mais il paraît que le progrès n'a rien à voir avec le bon sens et la logique", 

he wrote. Boubée's point was to insist that technological progress did not necessarily go 

hand in hand with logic and reason. "On peut élever des tours de trois cents mètres et 

bâtir des palais en fer [...] et déraisonner de la façon la plus lamentable",225 he wrote. He 

seems to have believed, however, that this irrationality would extend to the population 

at large and that cosmopolitanism, as exemplified by the Expositions, would be 

somehow to blame. The zenith of Progress, he claimed, would be the day "où l'on 

parcourra l'Univers comme on traverse sa chambre, où tous les hommes seront mêlés et 

vivront de même, l'humanité sera peut-être complètement folle."226 Humanity, 

according to Boubée, ran the risk of returning to a state of barbarism, all in the name of 

Progress. 

The tendency to see a correlation between the health of the individual and the health 

of society as an organism was common in the medicalised discourse of late nineteenth-

century France. The perceived preponderance of neural weaknesses among individuals 

in nineteenth-century France was doubly troubling because of contemporary 

misunderstandings about how environmentally-induced pathologies might be inherited 

by future generations. For although Durkheim et al. emphasised the social milieu as 

responsible for the onset of neurasthenia, their Lamarckian conception of inheritance 

led them to argue that an acquired mental weakness could be passed on, biologically, 

from parent to child.227 "Hereditary degeneration", writes Matt Reed, "became a 
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culturally powerful description in the late nineteenth century."228 Environmentally 

induced degeneration could be viewed, therefore, not just as a problem for the present, 

but also as a concern for future generations of the French people. For some, such as L. 

Lavedan, writing in 1900, the Expositions promised to detract from what should have 

been France's true goal, the recovery of the lost provinces. The "Exposition 

pantagruélique" could only end in the demoralisation of the people and would 

compromise their "énergie vengeresse".229 

 

There were, undeniably, tensions and inconsistencies between the different critiques of 

the Exposition universelle as tool of governmentality. As we have seen, the Expositions 

of the Third Republic were variously derided as seductive, diversionary, illusionary, 

tedious, chaotic, debauched, cosmopolitan, orgiastic and divisive. What weaves these 

adjectives together, arguably, is their common goal of portraying the Expositions as 

failed festivals of statehood. When Jean-Joseph-François Poujoulat wrote in L'Union in 

June 1878, "La République a décrété la joie",230 he distilled the essence of several issues 

central to this discussion: firstly by alluding to the idea that genuine joy cannot be 

"decreed" by so artificial a concept as a bureaucratic, bourgeois, popularly elected 

republican government; and secondly by calling into question the real reason behind the 

call for joy, ie. distraction from France's shame of 1870. The attempt to render 

transparent the seductive tactics of republicanism was a direct critique of the methods 

of democracy. Furthermore, none of the critics examined so far in this chapter would 

have described the mood of the Exposition crowds as joyous. Joy has a wholesome, 

spontaneous, almost religious sense, significantly distinct from the intoxication, sensual 

pleasure and paroxysms or the crowds of isolated individuals described by Exposition 

critics. The joy that might have been possible under a Bourbon monarchy or during a 

Catholic festival was displaced, under a Republic (or even under Napoleon III) by a 

more sinister and carnivalesqe debauchery and the neurosis of modernity.  
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CONCLUSION 

The aim of this thesis has been to use critiques of the Expositions universelles to 

examine the ways in which critics of nineteenth-century French culture and society 

responded to modernity. Criticism of modernity has traditionally been studied in a way 

that focused on elite intellectuals, or groups of writers such as the "Decadents", or 

particularly extreme personalities such as Edouard Drumont. This thesis has aimed to 

illuminate, in a thematic way, a broader spectrum of critics of modernity. The 

Expositions provide a particularly useful "window" onto this topic because they 

represented, in concentrated form, many facets of what we now call modernity: 

industrialisation and scientific advances, mass consumption, mass culture, democracy 

and mass politics. Furthermore, whenever they took place, they were such a major part 

of Parisian life for their duration that they generated extensive commentary across the 

entire Parisian press. Commentary on and critiques of the Expositions universelles of 

the nineteenth-century provide the historian with unique insight into how 

contemporaries perceived the place and time in which they lived. 

Critiques of the Expositions extended, of course, beyond the limits of this thesis' 

scope. Much criticism in the press concentrated on the "nuts and bolts" aspects of the 

Expositions, most notably their tendency to run behind their preparation schedule (the 

Expositions were never entirely completed in time for their opening ceremonies), the 

difficulty of finding accommodation in Paris during the Exposition periods, and the 

woes of the small business and restaurant owners who were not making the revenue 

that they had been led to expect. These sorts of complaints do not belong to a particular 

place and time, nor to a political viewpoint; they are the kind of issue that we read 

about, in different contexts, in our local newspapers today. 

Other bodies of criticism emanated from different directions than the one I have 

chosen to examine. There is potential for further interesting research to be conducted 

on how revolutionary socialists, for example, or those who were critical of an 

increasingly centralised and deregionalised France, perceived the Expositions. An 

article, originally from La Gazette du Midi, but reprinted in L'Union in 1878, suggests 

the existence of an untapped narrative of dissatisfaction in the provinces. Here, an 

Armand de Pontmartin wrote that the success of the Exposition should be judged from 

the perspective of the provinces: "cette province qui souffre et travaille, tandis que Paris 

s'amuse et fait des Révolutions".1 The Expositions provide a series of portals, spanning 

the half-century, that could potentially lead to unexplored veins of counter-discourse. 

The particular vein of counter-discourse that this thesis has explored was 

contextualised in Chapter One, which used John Carroll's metaphor of "breaking out" 
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of the Crystal Palace as a starting point for discussing the critique of Enlightenment 

rationalism, liberal ideology and the consequences of industrialisation. Chapter One 

demonstrated that it is possible to divide critiques of modernity into two intertwined 

concerns: firstly, the loss of a sense of sublime and, secondly, a loss of tradition and 

ingrained social order. This thesis has shown that these concerns were manifest in 

Exposition commentary in the form of four broad modes of critique: the critiques of 

utility, materialism, mass culture and mass politics. Through these critiques, 

commentators deflated the rhetoric of progress manifested at the Expositions 

universelles. 

Chapter Two, which focused on the critique of utility, demonstrated that critics were 

concerned about the modern tendency to place usefulness above beauty, concerns of 

the body above those of the mind, and professions relating to mundane needs over 

those of honour. To detractors, Expositions were less celebrations of intellectual 

progress than they were fêtes de l'utilité honouring the fruits of industry of benefit to 

the greatest number. Expositions, as the progeny of adherents to Saint-Simonianism, 

were manifestations of a society run by an elite of engineers far more interested in 

practical matters than in the role of Poetry and lyricism in cultural life. Critics were also 

anxious about the blurring of boundaries between industry and Poetry that the 

Expositions seemed to represent. The dominant economic thinking, which argued that 

all products of human creation could be given a commercial value, served to 

simultaneously demote the arts whilst promoting industry, thereby allowing the 

Expositions to present a "false" richness, a wealth of utility. The Expositions gave 

journalists an opportunity to interrogate industry's potential as an inspiration for 

Poetry or a source for the sublime; they found it lacking. The utilitarianism of the 

Expositions seemed to be leading to the decline of French cultural expression. 

The critique of materialism, as displayed by the Exposition, was the subject of 

Chapter Three, which explored the ways that critics responded both to the laïcité of the 

Expositions and to their secular message. The Expositions were representative of the 

nineteenth century's search for what D. G. Charlton has called a secular religion; they 

presented as candidates for worship progress, science and work. The Republican 

Expositions in particular provided fodder for Catholic journalists' pens because they 

did not demonstrate any relationship between political France and Catholic France; 

there were no blessings, no prayers, no sign of the cross. Many critics did not feel that 

the Expositions merely excluded Catholics; they felt that the occlusion of France's 

Catholicism was a denial of France's true identity. Yet all the Expositions did more than 

merely present a purely symbolic rejection of Catholicism; they preached the message 

of the Enlightenment that humanity can, without the help of God, and through science, 

know and ultimately control nature. Catholics and even the odd Protestant were 

uncomfortable with the materialist reductionism of the Expositions, and they 
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denigrated the imprint of the esprit fort and the libre penseur which they saw in these 

events. The Expositions, they thought, were showcases for humanity's pride in and 

intoxication with its own achievements; they were a manifestation of a fallacious belief 

that the human world no longer needed God.  

The veneration of the material was also incorporated in the Expositions' obsession 

with visual spectacle. Visual pleasure, as seen by critics of modernity, was linked to 

sensual pleasure, casual curiosity, bourgeois vanity and, in extreme cases such as the 

Expositions, confusion and dazzlement. Furthermore, industrial society's ability and 

tendency to construct cheaply made architectural facades using mass-produced 

materials transformed the urban environment into a series of illegible platitudes. 

Nowhere was this tendency more visible than at the Expositions, which were 

projections of a bourgeois world-view pitched at a petit-bourgeois and working-class 

audience. Mass production, specifically in the realms of clothing and accessories, 

blurred class boundaries and sent out the message that luxury commodities were 

available to everyone. Critics of the Expositions, unlike writers such as Voltaire, did not 

see the array of luxe and demi-luxe merchandise as a civilising force but rather as a 

catalyst for greed and decadence. Some commentators took advantage of the events to 

draw upon the long tradition of satirising members of middle classes. Members of the 

aspirational petite bourgeoisie were depicted by Exposition commentators as using the 

events only ostensibly to educate themselves when in fact they were merely 

participating in an illusory world where they experienced, fleetingly, a higher social 

status.  

Critics were also aware of the aspirations of the Expositions to win over the French 

populace, particularly the nouvelles couches. The Expositions, as part of a more general 

nineteenth-century "exhibitionary complex" had a role to play in governmentality that 

Parisian critics of modernity found sinister. The Expositions sought to mould the 

French individual into a rational, civilised citizen working, alongside the government, 

on a common project of Progress. Critics recognised the Expositions as technologies of 

discipline and described them in such a way as to subvert their claims to reason and 

transparency. They accused the Expositions of seducing the public, with spectacle and 

sensual pleasure, into celebrating republicanism and the Revolution, both of which 

were antitheses of their ideal society based on traditional hierarchy. Critics subverted 

the republican cultural trope of reason by depicting the Expositions as chaotic, using 

the language of fairs and bazaars to contrast the rhetoric of positivist didacticism 

against confusion and trickery. They also subverted the Expositions as tools of 

governmentality by evoking an atmosphere of carnival to challenge their status as 

festival of the French nation. Finally, critics towards the end of the nineteenth century 

employed metaphors of pathology, particularly of neurological degeneracy, to argue 

that the Expositions provoked madness and irrationality. 
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This thesis has found that traversing these modes of critique were more general 

anxieties that link them together. The first is an anxiety about what we could call the 

flattening of hierarchies or the collapsing of boundaries. Certainly, the Expositions had 

their own systems of categorisation and compartmentalisation passed down to them by 

the Enlightenment, but they were systems of order not welcomed by critics of 

modernity. Victor Fournel wrote disparagingly in 1867, "Rien de plus inflexiblement 

réglé que la disposition générale, et de plus uniforme, au fond, que les perspectives 

invariablement limitées de ce grand bazar égalitaire, où toutes les nations et toutes les 

industries sont rangées dans les même compartiments et les mêmes casiers".2 What are 

we to make of the ambiguity evoked by this description of a strictly regimented bazaar? 

Fournel was essentially describing ordered chaos, that is an ordering system that was 

not grounded in any significance. The Expositions revealed an upheaval of hierarchy 

that extended beyond politics. Matters of the intellect or the spirit became subservient 

to matters of the body and the material world. This was seen in the discussion thrown 

up by the 1855 Exposition concerning the relationship between art and industry, but 

also in the chapter on the laïc nature of the Expositions, the issue of speeches 

prevailing over prayers, and the expositionary tendency to credit progress to humanity, 

rather than to God, to explain the world from a materialistic and sensual 

(predominantly visual) viewpoint. All these instances manifest the elevation of the 

mundane and material to positions previously occupied by the sublime. A breakdown of 

boundaries was also apparent at the Expositions in the petite bourgeoisie's newfound 

access to "luxury" merchandise, previously a marker of elite status. The experience 

afforded by the Expositions to the petite bourgeoisie to "voyage" and to become 

"knowledgeable" was further evidence that they were invested in a process of 

nivellement or flattening of hierarchy. This flattening was most evident in the 

democratic pretensions of the Expositions, their desire to get everyone on side, 

politically speaking. Paradoxically, in carrying out their project of rendering the 

universe more "legible", the Expositions were part of a process of erasing many of the 

markers that had previously oriented people's worlds. The flattening of hierarchies 

mind/soul over body, religion over materialism, art over industry, noble over bourgeois 

was made clear by the Expositions, and left critics disoriented and feeling that nothing, 

anymore, was underpinned by a deeper and time-honoured significance. "To be 

modern," wrote Marshall Berman, "is to be part of a universe in which, as Marx said, 

'all that is solid melts into air.'"3 The Expositions epitomised this process of melting.  

The second anxiety was related to how the Expositions represented France. 

Pretensions to universality and concord between nations aside, the Parisian 
                                                   
2 V. Fournel, 'Voyage à travers l'Exposition universelle: notes d'un touriste (IV)', Le 
Correspondant, July, 1867, p.607. 
3 M. Berman, All that is solid melts into air: the experience of modernity, New York, Simon and 
Schuster, 1982, p.15. 



 200 

Expositions were, ultimately, showcases for France, not just in terms of what could be 

seen in the display cases and in the galeries des machines, but in terms of their 

grandeur as events. The France that the Expositions seemed to want to present to the 

world was a France in which certain traditions, which once defined the nation, were 

waning. French literature and culture seemed to be threatened by mechanisation. 

France, post Franco-Prussian war, seemed to some critics to be presenting a 

lamentable orgy of pleasure instead of sobriety and penitence for her losses. Not only 

this, but France was presented as republican and secular. To many critics of modernity, 

France could simply not be France if she was not Catholic. France could also not truly 

be France if she was a republic. The Expositions magnified a modern incarnation of the 

country which critics did not believe was the "true" France. 

Lastly, and paradoxically, the Expositions' rhetoric of progress revealed an anxiety 

about decline, a feeling that, behind the facade of optimism epitomised by the 

Expositions yawned an ominous abyss. It is well known that the French fin-de-siecle 

was perceived as a time of decline; commentary on the Expositions reinforces this 

perception by shining a spotlight on the apparent contrast between 

scientific/technological progress and the sense of national degeneration. If Exposition 

commentary shows anything at all it is that progress is a subjective concept. The value 

of technological and scientific progress was thrown into question when situated in 

relation to apparent moral, artistic, aesthetic and spiritual crisis. Critics remained most 

of all sceptical of that ultimate Progress, universal peace. They often imagined that in 

the shadows cast by the electric lights of the Expositions lurked a foreboding of 

disaster. In spite of technological and political progress, the future was by no means 

certain. Comment on the Republican Expositions revealed a tendency to causally link 

the last Imperial Exposition (1867) with French defeat and humiliation. "Lorsque, à la 

dernière Exposition du second Empire," wrote Louis Joubert in 1900,  

le spectre de l'infortuné Maximilien apparut soudain au banquet des têtes 
couronnées, il y a eut comme un frisson; et beaucoup virent passer un nuage livide 
sur le front de cet enfant gâté de la fortune, qui s'est appelé Napoléon III.4  

Joubert was suggesting that in the execution of Maximilian of Mexico, against the 

backdrop of Exposition festivity, Napoleon III glimpsed a preview of his own downfall. 

It became common to report on later Exposition festivities as if they too would be 

followed by disaster. "Sous le tumulte des fêtes," wrote Dubosc de Pesquidoux in 1878, 

"on sent les mêmes creux, les mêmes abimes sous les fleurs, et les éruptions 

intermittentes du volcan sur lequel nous dansons ont pour résultat unique de précipiter 

notre gaieté, comme si nous n'étions pas sûrs du lendemain."5 "L'histoire," wrote J.-J.-

F. Poujoulat, "nous montre les grands vertiges suivis des grands châtiments."6 In 1889 
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Arthur Loth wondered how, after the excitement and madness of the Exposition, people 

could be expected to go back to serious work, "Pourvu encore," he added, "que quelque 

grave événement ne vienne pas nous surprendre, avant la fin, en pleine danse!"7 In 

1900, Léon Lavedan wrote that the delirium of the Exposition was enough to make 

visitors believe that, if the Second Empire had launched itself blindly into war, then the 

Third Republic would end up throwing itself into a new Commune.8 It would be facile 

to place undue significance on the fact that these festivities of the fin de siècle were 

indeed followed by a half-century during which some of the worst atrocities of history 

took place.9 Critics of the Expositions were not clairvoyants, they were merely 

susceptible to unease, outrage and, often, pessimism in the face of modernity. 

In the conclusion of his book on the fin de siècle as experienced by Saint Petersburg 

writers, Mark D. Steinberg invokes Walter Benjamin's angel of history, who stares back 

on the ruins of history whilst being blown backwards into the future by the storms of 

progress.10 "[I]f we are attentive to the ruins," Steinberg writes, "we can see 'flashes' of 

transformative light".11 Steinberg suggests that Russian urban writers hoped that their 

attention to the wreckage of their present would provide such flashes of light. "In any 

case," he writes, "they help us to see."12  

In their attempts to deflate the Expositions universelles, French critics of modernity, 

I would argue, help us to see our own modernity in a broader context. Although their 

particular anxieties were specific to their historical context, they mirror concerns that 

we feel today. The critics of the Expositions were terribly misguided in their attacks 

against the Expositions as representative of democracy. It is easy for us in the twenty-

first century to see this, but not easy nor desirable to forgive. And yet mass production 

and mass consumption continue to throw up the same sorts of questions that they did 

in 1855, 1867, 1878, 1889 and 1900; they are questions that remain inextricably tangled 

with issues of class and status. Of course now they come with the added perspective, 

and urgency, of climate change. The question of the role of religion in public life is far 

from being resolved, even, or especially, in France. The strategies that governments and 

politicians use to seduce their public will never cease to be hotly debated. We continue 

to worry about declining cultural standards in the face of reality television, video 

games, changing school curricula and so on, although anxieties about national prestige 
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have been replaced in many instances by concerns about oafish nationalism. None of 

this is to say that our own, present-day concerns about decline are unwarranted, but 

they are not novel. Progress, as commentary on the Expositions universelles has shown 

us, is in the eye of the beholder. 
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APPENDIX: THE EXPOSITIONS AT A GLANCE 
 
 
 
 

Year 1855 1867 

Regime Second Empire Second Empire 

Head of State Emperor Napoleon III Emperor Napoleon III 
 

Principal Organisers 

Commissaire impériale: 
Napoléon-Joseph-Charles-
Paul Bonaparte 
(known as Le Prince 
Napoléon  
or Jérôme Napoléon) 
 
 
 
 

Commissaire général: 
Frédéric Le Play 
 
President of Economie 
domestique: 
Michel Chevalier 

Duration 15 May- 
15 November (185 days) 

1 April- 
3 November (217 days) 

Opening Ceremony 15 May 1 April 

Principal building/ sites 

• Palais de l'Industrie 
Situated between the 
Champs Elysées and 
Cours la Reine 

• Galerie des machines 
(annex to Palais de 
l'Industrie) 

• Palais des Beaux-arts 
 
 
 
 

• Elliptical Exposition 
Palais on the Champ de 
Mars (designed by Le 
Play) and surrounding 
park 

Other noteworthy 
features  

 
• Display church (in park) 
• Aquariums (in park) 
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1878 1889 1900 

Third Republic Third Republic Third Republic 

President Patrice de Mac 
Mahon 

President Sadi Carnot President Emile Loubet 

Commissaire général: 
Jean-Baptiste Krantz 
 
Minister for Agriculture, 
Industry and Commerce: 
Pierre-Edmond Teisserenc de 
Bort 
 
Director of French section: 
Charles Dietz-Monnin 

Commissaire général: 
Minister for Commerce and 
Industry. Successively: 
Édouard Lockroy 
David Dautresme 
Pierre Tirard during the 
Exposition 

Commissaire général: 
Alfred Picard 
 
Minister for Commerce: 
Alexandre Millerand 

20 May- 
10 November (174 days) 

5 May- 
31 October (180 days) 

15 April- 
12 November (212 days) 

1 May 5 May 14 April 

• Rectangular Exposition 
Palais on the Champ de 
Mars 

• Palais du Trocadéro 
 

 
 
 
 

• Main Exposition site on 
the Champ de Mars 
including the Galerie des 
machines, Palais des 
beaux-arts, Palais des 
Arts libéraux 

• Palais du Trocadéro 
(existing building from 
1878) 

 

• Site on the Champ de 
Mars including the 
Galerie des machines 
(existing building from 
1889) 

• Palais du Trocadéro 
(existing building from 
1878) 

• Grand and Petit Palais 
(on former Palais de 
l'Industrie site) 

• Esplanade des Invalides 

• Rue des nations 
• Head of the Statue of 

Liberty 
 

• Eiffel Tower 
• Colonial exhibition at the 

Esplanade aux Invalides 
• Histoire de l'habitation 

humaine designed by 
Charles Garnier 

• Rue du Caire 
• Illuminated fountains on 

the Champ de Mars 
(including Jules Coutan's 
Fontaine du progrès) 

• Eiffel Tower 
• Quai des nations situated 

on the Quai d'Orsay 
• Le Vieux Paris designed 

by Albert Robida 
• Porte monumental at 

Place de la Concorde 
designed by René Binet 

• Palais des illusions 
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