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Exhibition Fever 
 
Britain had twenty-two major exhibitions in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, starting with the Great Exhibition of 1851, and the 1880s was a highpoint of 
‘exhibition fever’.  In London, there was an International Fisheries Exhibition in 1883, 
an 1884 exhibition of objects and displays connected with hygiene, an exhibition of 
new inventions in 1885 and the fourth, in 1886, devoted to the British colonies and 
India, all in South Kensington.  1884 also saw an International Exhibition at Crystal 
Palace.  The first exhibition in Edinburgh was in 1886.  1887 saw major exhibitions in 
Liverpool, Manchester and Newcastle and 1888 saw the first of a series of Glasgow 
International Exhibitions.  There were similar events, large and small, in the major 
cities of Europe, Australia and the United States.   
 
Exhibitions were complex events, partly undertaken as a form of economic 
‘boosterism’ to showcase the city and its manufactures and relations with the rest of 
the world.  But these events, normally running over many months, were also for 
entertainment and education and they attracted visitors in the millions.  For the 
exhibitors involved, the point of the exhibition was to display their best wares, win 
prizes and customers, and also see the competition.  Some displays were spectacles 
in themselves. 
 
The Glasgow International Exhibition of 1888 
 
The Edinburgh Exhibition of 1886 was small and greatly overshadowed by the 
Colonial and Indian Exhibition in London in the same year.  The Glasgow Exhibition 
of 1888 was altogether on a grander scale, explicitly designed to overshadow 
Edinburgh and deliberately building on the London and Manchester events.   The 
general manager, South African H. A. Hedley, had managed several exhibitions in 
England before Glasgow 1888.   Some of the displays of India goods had been seen 
two years earlier at the London Colonial and Indian Exhibition.  The Glasgow 
Exhibition also included an extensive India-styled display by ceramics 
manufacturers Doulton and Co., and the idea of an eastern ‘exotic’ continued very 
prominently in the textile displays, including those of the Turkey red cotton 
manufacturers. 
 
Here is a description of one exhibitor from the Glasgow Exhibition published in the 
Supplement to the North British Daily Mail for Sept 26, 1888:  ‘On a first glance at the 
stand of Messrs Henry Marriot & Co, Manchester, one is stuck with the peculiar 
pattern and look of many of the fabrics, and a near inspection reveals the fact that 
they are not intended for the home market.  There are various coloured cottons fitted 
for the taste of the people of this country, but a large proportion of the case is taken 
up with goods for such markets as Australia and New Zealand, Brazil, West Coast of 
Africa…etc…The case is simply a sample of much that goes on in the manufactures 
of this country.  Goods are made and finished in a factory, the near neighbours of 
which ever rarely see them, and are exported to the market for which they are 
destined, and only there seen by travellers who naturally look upon them as foreign 
productions.’ 



 
The scale of these textile displays was impressive and the amount spent on them 
considerable.  The case used by William Stirling and Sons was 15 feet wide, 20 feet 
deep and 13 feet high.  The cost of the case itself was £175 to manufacture (cost of 
transport and interior decoration added to that) and it was used in both the 1888 
Glasgow Exhibition and the year before at the Manchester Exhibition of 1887.  
Renting a space at the Manchester Exhibition cost £50 and there were travel and 
accommodation costs for those who went with the exhibition to set it up and attend 
during the run of the event, which was usually over several months.  
 
The content of the exhibition cases varied, with John Orr Ewing and Co. giving 
prominence to ‘a mat or table cover displayed in a special case [which] shows on a 
Turkey red ground the Royal arms and the Glasgow arms in colours’.  This was 
described an ‘exhibition piece designed to demonstrate the purity and brilliance of 
the colours of the firm.’  
 
The display by Messrs F. Steiner and Co. of Manchester, a major company, included 
several full size figures/maniquins of Indian women displaying fabrics against dark 
skins and jewellery.  The use of full size figures was also prominent in the display by 
Archibald Orr Ewing and Co., who generated much commentary in the Supplement to 
the North British Daily Mail: ‘While the gaudy lines of these find only limited favours 
under our cloudy skies, it is in the Oriental countries, and in contrast with dark skin, 
that their full value is appreciated.  The firm have, therefore, done well in showing at 
one end of their stand a figure of an Indian female dressed completely in their 
fabrics.  The figure stands holding a basket on the head and is complete even to the 
gold bangles, anklets, necklet and earrings.  No one can fail to see with what effect 
the warm and glowing colours of the Turkey red fabric tell in contrast with swarthy 
skin of the oriental.’  
 
Many of the almost six million visitors to the Glasgow Exhibition of 1888 will have 
marvelled at these exotic displays of fabrics for the Empire market, which was the 
source of so much wealth and employment in nineteenth-century Scotland.   


