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When the ‘Studies in Imperialism’ series was founded 
by Professor John M. MacKenzie more than twenty-five 
years ago, emphasis was laid upon the conviction that 

‘imperialism as a cultural phenomenon had as significant 
an effect on the dominant as on the subordinate societies’. 

With well over a hundred titles now published, this remains 
the prime concern of the series. Cross-disciplinary work 

has indeed appeared covering the full spectrum of cultural 
phenomena, as well as examining aspects of gender and sex, 

frontiers and law, science and the environment, language 
and literature, migration and patriotic societies, and much 

else. Moreover, the series has always wished to present 
comparative work on European and American imperialism, 
and particularly welcomes the submission of books in these 
areas. The fascination with imperialism, in all its aspects, 
shows no sign of abating, and this series will continue to 
lead the way in encouraging the widest possible range of 

studies in the field. ‘Studies in Imperialism’ is fully organic 
in its development, always seeking to be at the cutting edge, 
responding to the latest interests of scholars and the needs 

of this ever-expanding area of scholarship. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Cultures of display and the British Empire
John M. MacKenzie and John McAleer

Britain’s overseas empire had a profound impact on people in the United 
Kingdom, their domestic spaces and rituals, and their perceptions of, 
and attitudes towards, the wider world. The country’s imperial status 
seemed to pervade almost every aspect of British culture from exhibi-
tions, panoramas and theatrical performances to art, literature and 
music.1 Such influences and impacts were multiple and complex, and 
frequently became deeply embedded in British domestic culture. New 
academic approaches, adopting multi- and interdisciplinary forms of 
analysis, have heightened our awareness of, and sensitivity towards, 
the influences of colonialism, imperialism and empire on British life, 
in terms of not only ‘high’ culture but also the popular culture experi-
enced by the vast majority of the population. Indeed, in some respects, 
this was a Europe-wide phenomenon, though this book concentrates 
on the British experience.2 Thus many recent studies have provided 
a more nuanced view of how empire impinged upon the everyday 
lives and imaginations of British (and other) people and the complex 
ways in which they interacted with, and against, the imperial state. 
Furthermore, these approaches have illuminated the multifaceted 
ways in which imperialism was interwoven with a whole host of 
different phenomena, from the development of academic disciplines 
to the growth of institutions like museums and botanic gardens.3  And 
the Empire had far-reaching and long-lasting effects, not least through 
its relations with the churches and their attendant missionary socie-
ties, and its role in forming aspects of national character, identity and 
public self-image.4 The churches and missionary societies were impor-
tant in transmitting visual propaganda for their work, through their 
magazines, through lectures and magic lantern slides, through exhibi-
tions and publications such as postcards. 

However, despite these advances in our understanding of the ways 
in which an awareness of empire permeated British culture, less 
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attention has been paid to the literal display and exhibition of empire 
(and the idea of empire) in the imperial metropolis. Until recently, as 
Christopher Pinney has pointed out, the historiography of empire has 
largely ignored questions of materiality. The phenomena and process 
of empire were often discussed without paying any attention to the 
visual art, architecture, sculpture, costume and interior decor that have 
sustained all empires. In doing so, Pinney has highlighted the ways in 
which ‘representation’ and the ‘material history’ of the British Empire 
are more than mere supplements to ‘politics’, ‘society’ or ‘culture’. In 
fact, they offer ‘an alternative mode of historiography’.5 Nevertheless, 
the plethora of material culture, publications, visual images, theatrical 
performances and even people exhibited and displayed in Britain as a 
result of imperial expansion, consolidation and exploration remains 
to be comprehensively investigated, explained and contextualised. 
Discussion tends to be constrained within disciplinary boundaries 
or confined to particular media. Historians are apt to overlook the 
mechanics, practicalities and significance of putting empire-related 
subjects and material culture on display, on to exhibition walls, or into 
print, both in books and in the press. Exhibiting the Empire seeks to 
begin the process of correcting that imbalance. The chapters collected 
here explore and contextualise the ways in which the practices, results 
and complexities of Britain’s extra-European activities were ‘exhib-
ited’ (in the broadest sense of the word) to British people. And, as a 
whole, the collection addresses issues of central concern to historians 
of empire: the relationship between those in Britain (i.e. the metro-
pole) and the wider world; the impacts and influences of the Empire 
on British society and its significance for British people. 

Exhibiting the Empire suggests that the history of empire also needs 
to be, to a large degree, a history of display and of reception. As the 
contributions from a range of scholars and a variety of disciplinary 
traditions attest, a whole host of cultural products – paintings, prints, 
photographs, panoramas, ‘popular’ texts, ephemera, newspapers and 
the press, theatre and music, exhibitions, institutions and architecture 
– were used to record, celebrate and question the development of the 
British Empire. 

In addition to these, atlases and maps became increasingly influ-
ential sources for exhibiting the world to the British public. Atlases 
sold in large numbers and were available in all libraries, while maps 
appeared on the walls of many schoolrooms.6 Geographical socie-
ties were founded in many regional port cities (including Liverpool, 
Manchester, Hull, Newcastle, Southampton, Glasgow, Edinburgh, 
Dundee and Aberdeen) in the 1880s. These became influential in 
arranging lectures, with maps and slides, as well as organising many 
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events for schools.7 In these and many other ways, the Empire was 
visualised, exhibited and displayed for a variety of reasons: to promote 
trade and commerce; to encourage emigration and settlement; to assert 
and cement imperial authority; to exhibit the curious and the marvel-
lous; to digest and display the data and specimens derived from various 
voyages of exploration and missionary endeavours undertaken in the 
name of empire; to celebrate and commemorate important landmarks, 
people or events in the imperial pantheon; to prove the positive 
impact of British rule; and, often, to provide evidence of having been 
somewhere foreign and faraway. Captain James Cook offered practical 
reasons for bringing artists on his voyages. The images they produced 
would ‘serve to make the result of our voyages entertaining to the 
generality of readers, as well as instructive to the sailor and scholar’. 
John Webber, an Anglo-Swiss painter, was employed on Cook’s third 
voyage ‘for the express purpose of supplying the unavoidable imper-
fections of written accounts, by enabling us to preserve, and to bring 
home, such drawings of the most memorable scenes of our transac-
tions, as could be executed by a professed and skilful artist’.8 

By considering a broad sweep of different media and ‘imperial 
moments’, this collection highlights the essentially contingent and 
changing nature of imperial display through time and in a variety of 
contexts. It foregrounds the continuing impact and cultural valency 
of empire in Britain throughout (and beyond) the country’s imperial 
meridian. As such, Exhibiting the Empire confirms the importance 
of considering the cultural implications of ‘empire’ for wider British 
history. While this collection focuses primarily on how the Empire 
was exhibited in the British Isles, even here, in the ‘metropolis’, there 
were competing ‘visions’ and experiences of empire. Similarly, many 
of the media employed to ‘exhibit’ empire were inherently mobile and, 
almost by definition, international in their character; their reach and 
impact often transcended national boundaries. The phenomenon of 
exhibiting empire might also, therefore, be considered in a transnational 
context. The exhibition and display of empire and imperial themes was 
prevalent throughout the geographical sweep of the British Empire. 
Indeed, perhaps the architecture of buildings, addressed only tangen-
tially in this book in the contributions of Barczewski and MacKenzie, 
represents one of the supreme means of exhibiting empires, both in 
the colonies and in the metropole. Such buildings conveyed ideolog-
ical messages, as well as representing different facets of the imperial 
experience, political, military, technological, social, and recreational.9 
They remain as one of the most visible manifestations of empire, as 
they do not only for all the empires of Europe and the United States 
but also for many historic empires. And among historic empires we 
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should identify those of the Ancient World and also those of the global 
peoples among whom Europeans established their power. Indeed, in 
the Middle East, India and South-East Asia, Europeans sought to incor-
porate and assimilate such earlier displays of empire into their own 
exhibiting and self-awareness of power.10 The whole question of archi-
tecture and monumental remains, however, is so vast that it would 
require a further volume or volumes to treat it adequately. Similarly, 
parallel visual phenomena, related to the areas that are treated here, 
can also be identified across Europe and the United States. In all these 
ways, ideas and concepts of empire were conveyed to a wide variety 
of people, migrants and travellers, officials and military, as well as 
indigenous at every level. 

We should, however, also note the silences of empire. Empires 
always seek to exhibit themselves as a means to underpinning their 
power. But they also attempt to obscure, in both documentary and 
visual ways, anything that might undermine that power or bring 
their reputations into disrepute. There are various examples of this.  
One would be the involvement in the slave trade and the practice 
of slavery, highlighted particularly by abolitionist movements, but 
often apparently written out of documentary and visual records until 
modern times. Another would be the massacres and instances of 
near-genocide that tragically occur in all empires. Where there are, 
for example, visual representations of individuals, such as the indig-
enous Tasmanians, they tend to be presented within a Darwinian 
framework of inevitable, evolutionary extinction and consequently 
as quaint final examples of a disappearing race. Resistance to empire 
can also sometimes be expunged, particularly in the modern period. 
Earlier revolts, such as that in India in 1857, could be presented as 
hopeless, obscurantist, anti-modern and non-progressive acts of resist-
ance, thus chiming with the ideological thrust of imperial propaganda. 
But modern nationalist revolts were treated differently and in some 
cases documentation was conveniently ‘lost’ or destroyed while visual 
representations were played down. When dealing with the multiple 
forms of exhibiting empires, we should also be alert to these attempted 
obscuring acts of omission.

Early exhibitions of empire
The exhibition of objects and images garnered from British overseas 
activities has a long history. In 1599, Thomas Platter, a visitor to 
London from Basle, described Sir Walter Cope’s renowned collection 
of curiosities. One particular apartment in Cope’s ‘fine house’ was 
‘stuffed with queer foreign objects in every corner’.11 Platter acknowl-
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edged that there were many people in London interested in curios but 
‘this gentleman is superior to them all for strange objects, because of 
the Indian voyage he carried out’.12 One of those who displayed objects 
resulting from overseas commercial ventures was Thomas Smythe, 
known as ‘Customer Smythe’ because of his close connections with 
Queen Elizabeth’s customs service. An ‘Esquimau canoe’ brought back 
from one of the north-west voyages of which Smythe was an untiring 
promoter hung in the hall of his son Thomas, who became the first 
governor of the East India Company.13 Perhaps the most renowned 
early collectors were the Tradescants, whose collection today forms 
the basis of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. Indeed, many British 
museum collections owe their origins to the networks of global trade 
and maritime endeavour that developed at this time.14 

This interest in displaying material derived from increasingly global 
interactions was not just restricted to private connoisseurs. Writing 
at the end of James I’s reign, for example, Samuel Purchas remarked 
that a great map representing Francis Drake’s circumnavigation was 
‘presented to Queen Elizabeth, [and is] still hanging in His Majestie’s 
Gallerie at White Hall’.15 The exhibiting of this object in the great 
spaces of state highlights the close connection between display and 
power, exhibition and empire. Later in the century, the triumphal 
arches erected for the coronation of James’s grandson, Charles II, carried 
‘living figures’ of the four continents and prominently displayed the 
arms of the chartered companies trading there. On the pediment above, 
a crouching figure of Atlas bore the globe surmounted by a model ship 
in full sail.16 Of course, such display was not just an English or British 
phenomenon. Philip II of Spain showed keen interest in the visual 
representation of the natural history of his American dominions. He 
sent his court physician, Francisco Hernández, on five expeditions in 
the 1570s to collect and visually record the flora and fauna of New 
Spain. Philip then decorated his chambers at San Lorenzo del Escorial 
with paintings derived from these drawings. In 1632, his son, Philip 
III, who was then also ruler of Portugal, directed the Viceroy of India 
to send him views of all ‘the coasts, ports, harbours and anchorages 
of this State’. The Count of Linhares assigned the responsibility to 
Captain Pedro Barreto de Resende, who produced Livro do Estado da 
India Oriental, a survey of Iberian interests ranging from the Indian 
to the Pacific Ocean. It showed towns, ports and fortresses, as well as 
individual buildings, fortifications and schematic plots of vegetation 
from a high bird’s-eye view.17 The Dutch East India Company also 
maintained a ‘Secret Atlas’ in manuscript form – ‘a systematic picto-
rial inventory of all of the islands, cities, and towns associated with 
Dutch commercial interests, rendered in explicit detail and brilliant, 
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beautiful colours’ – apparently to impress visiting dignitaries.18 
And the European engagement with the wider world was not just 

confined to images or objects. William Dampier returned to England in 
September 1691 with a tattooed man, ‘a Painted Prince, whose Name 
was Jeoly’, in tow. Considering ‘what might be gain’d by shewing him 
in England’, Dampier soon sold him to new owners who ‘exposed [him] 
to publick view every day’ and privately by appointment to ‘persons of 
quality’.19 James Cook’s voyages in the second half of the eighteenth 
century continued this penchant for bringing people back from the 
Pacific to be exhibited in Europe. The most famous example of this 
was Mai, who arrived in London 1774 and was famously depicted by 
Sir Joshua Reynolds in a grand portrait, itself exhibited in 1776.20 And 
this appetite for displaying and observing people as a result of imperial 
activity continued into the nineteenth century.21 

By the eighteenth century, empire was increasingly exhibited in 
Britain in visually arresting two-dimensional form. William Hodges, 
the artist on Captain Cook’s second voyage to the Pacific, exhibited 
regularly at the Free Society of Artists and the Royal Academy.22 
Hodges subsequently travelled in India, exhibiting eight Indian 
landscapes at the Academy exhibition of 1786.23 As the importance of 
India to Britain’s Empire rose, so the subcontinent became the focus 
of an immense project of visualisation.24 Indian pictures appear in as 
many as 20 per cent of all the house sales managed by Christie’s, for 
example.25 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu described her London apart-
ments as ‘like an Indian warehouse’ and her dressing room as ‘like 
the temple of some Indian god’.26 Popular panoramas, history paint-
ings treating of the death of Tipu Sultan, a profusion of lithographs, 
aquatints and engravings, exhibitions and photography constructed 
a new India.27 Francis Swain Ward, who had gone to India in 1757 
as a lieutenant, exhibited Indian landscapes at the Society of Artists 
between 1765 and 1773. When he was re-commissioned as a captain in 
the Madras Army in 1773, he gratefully gave the East India Company 
ten landscapes which it hung in the Committee of Correspondence’s 
meeting room at East India House in Leadenhall Street in London.28 
The fall of Tipu Sultan in 1799 inspired much visual as well as polit-
ical interest in Britain. Robert Ker Porter capitalised on this curiosity 
by painting a 200-feet-long panorama in just six weeks. Depicted on a 
semicircular (some say three-quarter-circle) plane, the Taking of Serin-
gapatam was a pictorial reconstruction of the fourth Anglo-Mysore 
War. When it went on display at Somerset House, on the Strand, it 
transported viewers to the scene. One contemporary, Thomas Frognall 
Dibdin, commented that ‘you seemed to be listening to the groans 
of the wounded and the dying’, whose ‘red hot blood’ was spilled all 
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over the canvas. The realism of the scene produced ‘a sight that was 
altogether as marvellous as it was novel. You carried it home, and did 
nothing but think of it, talk of it, and dream of it.’29 

India continued to be an important site of imperial representation 
into the nineteenth century. In 1808, objects from Seringapatam were 
brought to London to be housed with other material in an ‘Oriental 
repository’ kept by the East India Company.30 At the Great Exhibi-
tion of 1851, the British political presence in the subcontinent was 
powerfully represented by the exhibition of regalia such as palanquins, 
thrones, crowns and sceptres, as well as the crown of the Raja of Oudh 
and the regal dress of the Raja of Bundi. The ivory throne of the Raja 
of Travancore, a present to the Queen, was even used by Prince Albert 
for the closing ceremonies.31 In 1855, the Company’s ‘repository’ was 
remodelled to reflect changing political imperatives about the value, 
utility and purpose of empire in the mid-nineteenth century. As a 
result, although it still contained ‘monumental and artistic records of 
the progress of the British Empire in the East’, it also aimed ‘to illus-
trate the productive resources of India and to give information about 
the life, manners, the arts and industry of its inhabitants’.32

Domestic display
The exhibition of empire was not solely undertaken by public institu-
tions: the role of individuals in displaying objects was one of the most 
powerful ways in which empire was brought home, in many cases quite 
literally. Valentine’s Mansion in Ilford was occupied by a succession 
of merchants connected with the East India Company. In 1771, it was 
said that ‘[it] may, with great propriety, be called a Cabinet of Curiosi-
ties’, with goods from the Orient ‘especially conspicuous’.33 Outside, 
secretary birds roamed the gardens. Lawrence Dundas’s home in Kerse, 
near Falkirk, also had a wealth of Indian articles. An inventory of 1763 
lists twenty-eight ‘Indian pictures’ in the gallery, ‘two Indian Cabinets’ 
and ‘one settee with blew Indian Sattin Work’d’, among other things.34  

Lord Caledon, a returning governor of the Cape Colony, provides 
another example. Through networks nurtured by patronage and 
local connections, Caledon could exhibit imperial connections in his 
country estate in County Tyrone. His dinner table boasted ‘new wine 
and Cape Madeira … purchased from Messrs De Vos and Schaadu’ 
by Robert Crozier, an Ulsterman whom Caledon had patronised at 
the Cape. Crozier provided Caledon with animal skins by the same 
consignment, including one which he packed up with ‘camphire 
[camphor] and pepper which I thought a necessary precaution in order 
to prevent the hair falling off’. He also had a box of stuffed birds in 
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his possession, which he also duly dispatched.35 Perhaps the most 
spectacular impact on the earl’s estate was made by the Norfolk Island 
pine trees that another local contact, John Campbell, sent to Caledon 
from his posting in New South Wales. Campbell reported that he had 
a box containing ‘about a half a dozen of the young Norfolk pines’ 
and was sure that ‘if they should reach your Lordship’s demesne at 
Caledon’, they would ‘be considered beautiful exotics’.36 In describing 
their peculiar charm, Campbell set out very clearly their prospective 
impact and effect on his patron’s estate in Ulster: ‘On some of the 
eminences of Your Lordship’s domain at Caledon these trees would 
cast a most commanding and beautiful appearance, and it would give 
me the greatest pleasure to find that they flourished there.’37 

But the ostentatious display of empire-related objects, or the wealth 
derived from overseas commercial activities, was not always welcome. 
The example of the Nabob was often held up as the epitome of vulgar 
wealth and conspicuous consumption. Nabobs were criticised by 
contemporaries for their ‘opulence’ and ‘Asiatic luxury’, and their 
activities as ‘importers of foreign gold’.38 Perhaps the most glaring 
example of this was in their penchant for showing off the diamonds 
that helped them remit their earnings from India. When Thomas 
Rumbold’s estate was sold off after his death in 1793, the listing from 
Christie’s auction house included ‘a cameo ring set with brilliants’, 
‘an emerald cameo ring set with brilliants’, ‘a brilliant sipher [sic] 
cameo’, ‘a large single stone rose diamond’ and ‘a ditto brilliant with 
11 rubies’. Nabobs flaunted their jewels: Robert Clive spent a fortune 
giving ‘his Lady a new set of jewels’ in 1768, while Warren Hastings’s 
wife appeared at a party in Tunbridge Wells in 1784 wearing diamonds 
worth an estimated £20,000.39 T.B. Macaulay provided a damning 
assessment of their baleful influence by connecting it very directly 
with their conspicuous consumption and exhibition of opulence:

The Nabobs soon became a most unpopular class of men … That they 
had sprung from obscurity, that they had acquired great wealth, that they 
exhibited it insolently, that they spent it extravagantly, that they raised 
the price of everything in their neighbourhoods, from fresh eggs to rotten 
boroughs, that their liveries outshone those of dukes, that their coaches 
were finer than that of the Lord Mayor, that the examples of their large 
and ill-governed households corrupted half the servants of the country, 
that some of them, with all their magnificence, could not catch the tone of 
good society, but, in spite of the stud and the crowd of menials, of the plate 
and the Dresden china, of the venison and Burgundy, were still low men; 
these were the things which excited, both in the class from which they 
had sprung and in the class in which they attempted to force themselves, 
the bitter aversion which is the effect of mingled envy and contempt.40
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The Nabob, as an example of the ‘integration of the imperial world 
into the fabric of British national culture’ through the exhibition of 
empire, was presented in almost wholly negative terms.41 

Images and objects not only exhibited wealth or commercial success, 
however. Their display could be used to convey other imperial themes, 
such as civilisation and improvement, that gained momentum and 
attracted support as the nineteenth century progressed. For example, 
the London Missionary Society (LMS) established a museum in 1814 to 
display objects donated by King Pomare of Tahiti. Pomare claimed that 
he wished ‘to send these idols to Britain, for the Missionary Society, 
that they may know the likeness of the gods that Tahiti worshipped’. 
But the missionaries themselves were also keen to return to Britain 
with evidence of the conversion of the unbelievers. They referred to 
these objects as ‘trophies of Christianity’: ‘They call our ship, a ship 
of God, and truly it is. It has carried the Gospel to distant lands, and 
brought back the trophies of its victory.’42 The extraordinary juxtaposi-
tion of objects in this museum from an aesthetic or scientific perspec-
tive – an engraving which appeared in the Lady’s Newspaper for 1853 
showed a twelve-foot god brought from the island of Rarotonga by 
the Reverend John Williams standing beside a giraffe shot in Griqua-
land, South Africa, in 1814 – was perfectly comprehensible from the 
point of view of the LMS. That so many objects were on display, and 
that the artefacts covered terrain ranging from the domestic to the 
natural, apparently demonstrated the extent to which Christian civili-
sation could replace existing belief systems. The display of traditional 
Pacific costumes or indigenous religious artefacts was a clear indica-
tion that the people from whom these objects originated now adhered 
to European standards of taste, decorum and domestic habits. And, 
more importantly, the fact that they worshipped a Christian god.43

Later flowerings
The exhibitionary impulse is often assumed to have reached its apogee 
in the Great Exhibition of 1851. But many more exhibitions on explic-
itly imperial themes followed in its wake, continuing well into the 
twentieth century.44 Many see the climax of this movement as occur-
ring at Wembley in 1924–25, but the imperial exhibitions continued 
right up until the Second World War. These exhibitions occurred 
throughout the British Empire and other parts of the world.45 In Britain 
itself, the Glasgow Empire Exhibition of 1938 was the last of these 
great shows. It adopted contemporary Art Deco architecture and by 
that time its message could be propagated through a whole variety of 
media, including newsreel. Many of these exhibitions, including those 
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before the First World War and the great show at Wembley, included 
massive Pageants of Empire which conveyed imperial events to a large 
public, in the latter instance taking place in the new Wembley Stadium. 
But exhibitions ranged from these large-scale, international shows to 
smaller-scale affairs that promoted the activities of specific societies 
or indeed one company by using explicitly imperial iconography.

The recently formed Imperial Airways, for example, used exhibi-
tionary techniques to promote its activities and advertise the imperial 
connections that it offered to customers. In 1929 at London’s Olympia, 
at the seventh international aeronautical exhibition, the company 
occupied two stalls, both of which incorporated suitably imperial 
motifs. At one, a slow-moving painted panorama of scenes on the 
England–Egypt–India route passed behind the windows of an airliner 
cabin section. At the second stall, aircraft models were moved along 
a map of the route.46 Five years later, in 1934, the airline mounted 
its own exhibition, entitled ‘Flying over the Empire’. The exhibition, 
which comprised a large folding screen on which was mounted a map, 
models of Imperial aircraft, photographs depicting imperial scenes 
and several dioramas, toured the provinces and was remounted for 
a two-month Christmas show at the Science Museum in December 
1935 (renamed ‘Empire’s Airway’ with free admission). It was subse-
quently sent to Canada, South Africa and Australia and, by 1937, an 
estimated one million people had seen the exhibition.47 

The Empire Marketing Board (EMB) provides another illuminating 
example of the exhibition of empire in the early twentieth century. 
Although its existence was brief – from May 1926 to September 1933 
– it managed to publish around 800 different poster designs to promote 
the consumption of goods and products produced in the Empire. These 
images and their exhibition were conceived in an effort to ‘move the 
hearts and minds’ and ‘touch the imagination of the people’ by ‘bringing 
the Empire alive’.48 By December 1927, a thousand frame-poster hoard-
ings had been erected, many of them at sites which had never carried 
advertising before. By the time of the EMB’s demise, there were 1,800 
such hoardings in 450 towns across the country. Images produced by 
the EMB had widespread appeal and far-reaching impact. Commercial 
companies used them for stationery, and made them into pictures for 
jigsaw puzzles or designs for card games. Eight designs were reprinted 
in 5,000 sets by the EMB and issued as Christmas cards. MacDonald 
Gill’s ‘Highways of Empire’ map was reprinted in miniature and 26,000 
copies were distributed at the Schoolboy’s Own Exhibition in 1929. 
The visually persuasive qualities of the images published by the EMB 
certainly seemed to have the desired effect. One teacher thought the 
posters were a ‘god-send’ because ‘they vivify and intensify the very 
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impression we wish our pupils to receive with respect to the resources 
and potentialities of our empire’.49

As Catherine Hall and Sonya Rose remind us, ‘Britain’s imperial role 
and its presence within the metropole shaped peoples’ identities as 
Britons and informed their practical, daily activities’.50 Through a series 
of examples, drawn from a wide chronological sweep and expressed in 
a variety of different media, Exhibiting the Empire shows the diverse 
ways in which Britain’s Empire was displayed and exhibited to people 
in the United Kingdom. Taken together, the collection suggests the 
complex interpretative contexts in which British people experienced 
and responded to the Empire as it waxed and waned from the late 
seventeenth century to the early decades of the twentieth.

Contributions range across a gamut of international, national, 
regional and domestic contexts. Traditional exhibitionary practices 
associated with artistic media like oil paintings and prints, such as those 
considered in the chapters by Eleanor Hughes and Douglas Fordham, 
offered a ready-made channel for disseminating information, ideas 
and ideologies about empire. The chapters by Jeffrey Auerbach, Sarah 
Longair, Nalini Ghuman and John MacKenzie explore the opportuni-
ties for exhibiting and celebrating empire provided by grand, organised, 
set-piece occasions. The Festival of Empire which took place in 1911, 
for example, offered a panoply of tangible representations of empire 
to its visitors: scale models of the Dominions’ parliament buildings 
connected by the ‘all-red tour’ of the miniature railway; replicas of 
a Jamaican sugar plantation and a Malay village; an Indian section 
complete with jungle, palace and bazaar. The centrepiece event – the 
‘Pageant of London and the Empire’ – traced the development of empire 
from the ‘Dawn of British History’ to a ‘Grand Imperial Finale’, in 
which hundreds of visitors from the Dominions joined with thousands 
of British performers to provide a ‘living picture’ that illustrated the 
vastness of the Empire on which the sun famously never set.

But empire was manifest in Britain in other ways and in other 
circumstances. Stephanie Barczewski, in her chapter on the iconog-
raphy of British country houses, argues that the display of this imagery 
in domestic architectural contexts is connected to the growth, both in 
territorial scale and in metropolitan cultural significance, of the British 
Empire in the eighteenth century. John MacKenzie offers a detailed 
look at the ways in which the Delhi Durbar of 1911 – taking place half 
the world away in India – was represented in Britain, becoming the 
subject of major news reports across the United Kingdom. Newspapers 
around the country carried extensive reports of the ceremonial, often 
with ‘library photographs’ of the key sites in which they took place, as 
well as stories of the journeys of the King-Emperor and Queen-Empress 
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from Europe to India and around India itself. This serves to demonstrate 
the significance of the press, after the removal of controls and taxes 
in the mid-nineteenth century, in circulating more widely material 
and ideas about the British Empire, initially through reading rooms 
in libraries and other institutions, later in personal copies, creating 
a profound visual effect both through print information and through 
the increasing use of illustrations.51 Turning to aural representations, 
Nalini Ghuman, in her chapter, explores the musical contribution of 
Sir Edward Elgar, the newly appointed Master of the King’s Musick, 
to the British Empire Exhibition held at Wembley in the mid-1920s 
– a reminder that empire was often ‘exhibited’ and experienced in 
Britain in intangible, as well as physical, forms. Through the perfor-
mance of bands in public places, various forms of concerts and music 
in churches, as well as through the considerable sales of sheet music, 
such musical expressions of empire were everywhere, the imperial 
content invariably highlighted through highly charged texts.52

And empire could be exhibited on much more modest scales than 
these powerful public examples. Several of the chapters that follow 
show how the Empire was ‘exhibited’, both visually and textually, in 
a variety of printed material. John McAleer and Berny Sèbe consider 
the importance of printed books in disseminating ideas about Britain’s 
engagement with the wider world, as well as the ideas about empire this 
inspired and provoked. David Tomkins and Ashley Jackson explore yet 
another type of documentary evidence – ephemera. Drawing princi-
pally on the riches of the John Johnson Collection at the Bodleian 
Library, they argue that the printed ephemera that proliferated as a 
result of technical and social changes – programmes, postcards, tickets, 
posters, playbills, paper bags, cigarette cards, food labels and advertise-
ments to name but a few – were one of the most important ways in 
which ideas about empire and the wider world were introduced to the 
public in Britain. 

Exhibiting the Empire sheds light on the complex interplay between 
‘metropole’ and ‘periphery’, both within the United Kingdom and in 
the wider Empire beyond. Clearly London, as the beating heart of the 
global British Empire, played a huge role in exhibiting that phenomenon 
to the general public. Jeffrey Auerbach considers the Great Exhibition 
of 1851 and the Festival of Empire (held at the rebuilt Crystal Palace in 
Sydenham) which celebrated the coronation of George V in 1911. The 
British Empire Exhibition, held at Wembley in 1924 and 1925 where 
it attracted some twenty-seven million visitors, provides the backdrop 
for the themes explored by Sarah Longair and Nalini Ghuman in their 
respective chapters. But the Empire was exhibited beyond London. 
Monuments to James Cook’s endeavours appeared in rural Bucking-
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hamshire, while objects collected by those who sailed with him were 
displayed in Cambridge and Dublin, among other places. Museums 
throughout the country sought to exhibit artefacts derived from 
voyages of exploration,53 while later in the nineteenth century some 
shipping companies actually commissioned captains to supply ethno-
graphic materials.54 And exhibiting the Empire in Britain could have 
important ramifications beyond the shores of the United Kingdom. 
Sarah Longair’s chapter shows how the authorities in Zanzibar tried 
to use the opportunity presented by the British Empire Exhibition in 
Wembley to present carefully calibrated images about the protectorate 
to the British public. 

Contributions range widely over time and across space. Jeffrey 
Auerbach demonstrates in his chapter on the exhibitions held in 
the Crystal Palace that even a relatively short period of sixty years 
could make a great deal of difference to the ways in which empire 
was displayed and interpreted. No single collection of essays on such 
a wide-ranging subject, therefore, can claim to be comprehensive or 
all-encompassing. And the British Empire was not exhibited just in the 
United Kingdom; it was also displayed and experienced throughout the 
territories of that Empire and in the wider world beyond. Besides, while 
some representations of empire were clearly conscious acts, others 
were not. Representations of imperial events in ephemera might have 
been, as Ashley Jackson and David Tomkins point out, incidental, 
almost ‘accidentally’ expressing some association with empire. As 
such, Exhibiting the Empire does not claim to offer a comprehen-
sive evaluation of the myriad ways in which the British Empire was 
imbricated in British domestic life and culture over the centuries. By 
offering a series of detailed case studies, however, the collection hopes 
to promote further research into the ways in which the Empire was 
made manifest and tangible to those living with it as a real political, 
social and cultural entity. All of this reflects the extent to which the 
phenomenon some art historians have described as ‘the visual turn’ has 
come to be significant in imperial studies.55 Several recently published 
books demonstrate the commitment of the ‘Studies in Imperialism 
Series’ to this important historiographical trend, emphasising materi-
ality, ritual, monuments, memory, and various ways of visualising and 
imagining empire.56 It is quite clear that many more such studies will 
follow. It is hoped that the essays in Exhibiting the Empire will make 
a significant contribution to such developments, while also suggesting 
the potential riches remaining to be unlocked.
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CHAPTER ONE

An elite imperial vision: 
Eighteenth-century British country houses 

and four continents imagery
Stephanie Barczewski

Just north of York, Castle Howard casts its imposing gaze over the 
North Yorkshire Moors. Built by the third Earl of Carlisle in the early 
eighteenth century, the house was intended as a lasting monument 
to the power and prominence of the Howard family, even though – 
or perhaps because – Carlisle came from a minor branch with little 
connection to his more renowned ancestors. If any added motivation 
was needed, it came from Carlisle’s summary dismissal from the upper 
reaches of the political world in 1702, when the pro-Whig King William 
III was succeeded by the pro-Tory Queen Anne. The staunchly Whig 
Carlisle, who had risen to First Lord of the Treasury under William, 
suddenly found himself out of favour and out of office. He had already 
embarked upon plans for a grand house in the hopes of enticing the king 
to visit; now he had little else to do but concentrate on his new seat, 
which if all went well would dazzle his contemporaries with its splen-
dour and display of the highest standards of taste and erudition. His 
creaky old castle at Naworth in Cumbria would simply no longer do as 
a seat for a man of his stature and – at this point thwarted – ambition.  

For the job, he hired a man with no previous architectural experi-
ence, the erstwhile soldier John Vanbrugh, whom Carlisle had met 
at the Kit-Kat Club in London and who was at the time enjoying 
considerable success as a playwright. From this unlikely pairing 
sprang a country house that many architectural historians have since 
proclaimed to be England’s greatest. Castle Howard’s most famous 
feature is the dome over its central block, the first on a private house 
in Britain. Soaring seventy feet into the air, the dome is surmounted 
by an eight-windowed lantern that serves as the main source of light, 
while inside massive Corinthian columns bracket huge arches that 
open on to flanking stairways. In 1709, Carlisle commissioned the 
Italian artist Gianantonio Pellegrini to decorate the interior of the 
dome with a painting of the fall of Phaethon surrounded by represen-
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