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CITTÀ GLOBALI IN SCENA: LE 
ESPOSIZIONI UNIVERSALI
GLOBAL CITIES ON DISPLAY: 
INTERNATIONAL EXHIBITIONS

Elena Gianasso

«Exhibition. Act of making available to the public any commodity, or artefact, or any 
work of art for a commercial purpose, that is to find for them an easy sale, or for an 
industrial purpose, that is to excite emulation among exhibitors» [Scarpa 1874, 128]. 
When Vincenzo Giovanni Scarpa published his Vocabolario della lingua italiana mer-
cantile in the 1870s, the meaning of the term «exhibition» was already distinguished 
in (exhibition) agricultural, industrial, international, local, global, national, regional, 
universal according to the well-known classification of events that support the spread 
of progress in all countries of the world. There was a strong reference to the exhibitions 
that occupied and marked several European and overseas cities in the 19th century 
with a temporary globalisation ante-litteram, sometimes anticipating an identity that 
was only recognised at a later date. The commercial purpose to which the 19th-century 
events are indirectly linked can be compared with fairs that, presenting even a single 
product, have populated entire metropolises, considered the result of topographical, 
urban, architectural, political, social and economic evolutions that have continued 
over time. According to Lewis Mumford, the metropolis «may be described as the 
urban embodiment of the international fair.… The metropolis itself may be described 
as a World’s Fair in continuous operation» [Mumford 1938, 265]. It is a critical ap-
proach that links exhibitions and metropolises in a relationship that could certainly be 
extended to the global city.
In this sense, fairs are the first occasion in which the urban space becomes the con-
tainer of a product, as in the case of the book presented in the Ancien Régime book 
market in selected cities that, as they were connected, created a network that had the 
book itself as a protagonist. The “concentric circles” of the book trade (Rossano De 
Laurentiis), from the company specialised in the sale of precious volumes to mer-
chants of forbidden literature of 18th-century France [Darnton 2011, 218], expanded 
to the city and the network of cities like London, Paris and Frankfurt that hosted large 
events. The 19th-century events – the Great Exhibition in London in 1851 being the 
first recognised example – concentrate universal products and knowledge in a single 
location, attracting the general public. In London, the Crystal Palace was the large 
transparent box where a «city-world» was staged, a «city that has existed for centuries» 
[Massidda 2011, 151], which can be considered an ephemeral global city, indefinable 
except through the objects on display, far from the canons and concepts discussed 
today. It is known that exhibitions, which extend from the single London pavilion 
to several structures, vary the design of the urban space within the perimeter of the 
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exhibition area for a defined period. Sometimes, the mutual dialogue between the lots occupied 
by the staging and the host city triggers new processes of urban expansion, sustaining a lively 
debate among the many actors involved in many public and private venues, or facilitates ongoing 
transformations, prolonging the effects of the event over the years. The signs left by the planning 
of «parts» of cities remain, and are often still recognisable, some pavilions, the staging, already 
qualified as material remnants included in the cultural heritage. This is the case of the medieval 
village built in Turin in 1884 to present visitors with a concrete picture of living in 15th-century 
Piedmont, used as an educational tool and then a symbol of Turin (Daniele Amadio and Maria 
Vittoria Tappari), a global city in the months when it is the theatre of major events.
Between 1872 and 1922 Copenhagen, Paris, Saint Louis and Rio de Janeiro can thus be consid-
ered examples of many possible ephemeral global cities, temporary experiments between reality 
and illusion, tools that offer distinct critical explanations of the term «global city». While in the 
late 19th century the Danish capital offered its interpretation inspired by the theme of antiquity 
(Monica Esposito), worthy of more discussion, Paris appears to have consolidated its standing 
as a «global city» through the subway that extended well beyond the 1900 event in both space 
and time (Bianca Guiso). The Universal Exhibition in St. Louis in 1904, a celebration of the 
centenary of the acquisition of Louisiana documented by a rich and wonderful archival and 
iconographic repertoire, allowed discussing the «city in the city» [Geppert 2003, 115], in the 
transition from the idea of an exhibition as «world on display» [Breitbart 1997] to «world as 
display» [Livingstone 2008], as a global stage (Manuela D’Agostino). At the beginning of the 
1920s, the exhibition designed to celebrate the centenary of Brazil’s independence offered Rio 
de Janerio the opportunity to create «urban micro-narratives as city representation» (Naylor 
Vilas Boas, Maria Cristina Cabral, Rodrigo Cury Paraizo). Looking at other events, browsing the 
pages of advertising that accompanied the exhibitions, cases can be found that, when analysed 
with a multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approach that goes beyond the concreteness of 
the physical city, seem to confirm the definition of «global city as a process» [Castells 2004; Saiu 
2015, 18], finding the exhibitions to be a tool of comparison, one and many suggestions that, 
while ephemeral, define the identity of many global cities of the third millennium.
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