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The Cold War, a Cool Medium, and
the Postmodern Death of World Expos

LUCA MASSIDDA

WORLD EXPOS DIED IN OSAKA, Japan, on September 13, 1970, when the univer-
sal fair dedicated to “Progress and Harmony for All Mankind” closed its doors.
After 183 days from its opening, the recorded attendance for the first Asian world
exposition was of 64,218,770 visitors. Never before had an expo experienced
such an audience. The previous record belonged to two events, the Exposition
Universelle of Paris in 1900, and the one in Montreal in 1967: both these expos
“punched” more than 50 million tickets. In the three years between the late
1960s and early 1970s, world expos seduced almost 115 million people and con-
quered two new extraordinary territories: Canada, which seemed able to gather
together the legacy of European and American fairs; and especially Japan,
which for the first time opened the huge Asian market to world expo shows. Nev-
ertheless after Osaka 1970 no other Bureau of International Expositions (BIE)-
recognized universal expositions were organized for the following twenty-two
years.'

This chapter explores the reasons for this unexpected disappearance of of-
ficially sanctioned expos. It analyzes the apparent incompatibility between the
logics of the postmodern age and the cultural forms of world expos, focusing
on three interconnected dimensions: the features of late capitalism, the crisis
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of urban space, and TV's media hegemony. The title of this chapter plays on a
famous passage in Charles Jencks's The Post-Modern Language of Architecture,
wherein the American architectural critic pinpointed the precise moment in
which modern architecture died. It was “in St Louis, Missouri on July 15, 1972
at 3.32 p.m. (or thereabouts) when the infamous Pruitt-Igoe scheme, or rather
several of its slab blocks, were given the final coup de grace by dynamite. . . .
Boom, boom, boom.™ A new cultural season—the postmodern age—was on the
way. And, coincidentally, there was no more space for world expos. What are the
reasons for this strange death? Why is it that postmodernity and world expos
seem so distant?

It is not a cultural issue. Quite the contrary. Since their beginnings, world
expos have been a spectacularly successful instrument capable of mastering
both the languages of modernism and of postmodernism, the formal rigor of
the former and the unregulated bricolage of the latter, the utopianism of the
one and the playful superficiality of the other. Not only are expos perfectly able
to express “the cultural logic of late capitalism,™ but “they are consistent with,
and anticipate, many features of contemporary ‘post-modern’ culture that we
often wrongly assume to be unique to, and characteristic of, our times.™ The
reasons for the crisis of this modern apparatus in the years of postmodernism
are more complex. Let’s begin the investigation.

1958-1970: EXPOS WORK

Borrowing an expression of Eric Hobsbawm to describe another moment in
the history of capitalism, I've called the postmodern death of the world expos
strange.’ Strange because in many ways during the years immediately before
their disappearance expos seemed to be in excellent shape. Brussels 1958, Mon-
treal 1967, Osaka 1970: after the Second World War expos were a booming enter-
prise. It seemed a banner moment for world fairs. First, in terms of audiences:
Brussels registered 41,454,412 visitors, Montreal 50,306,648, Osaka, as already
noted, 64,218,770, Twelve years, three events,® and three continents: in the mid-
dle of the twentieth century, world expos for the first time put their shows on a
truly global stage. Behind these numbers, we can see the expo as a robust cul-
tural apparatus, keeping intact its principal functions: it seduces mass publics,
it holds governments’ interest (both at national and urban levels), it conquers
the collective imagination, it visualizes our technological future, it restores so-
cial ties, it shapes personal and collective memory.

Restoring Social Ties
From the beginning the main function of the universal exhibitions was to heal,
materially and symbolically, wounds in the social fabric. London 1851 relieved
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tensions, at the political, social, and economic level generated by the Industrial
Revolution, and convinced the masses, alienated from factory labor and bewil-
dered by everyday life in the metropolis, to get on the train of modern progress
with enthusiasm and hope. In Paris the most memorable pages in expos’ history,
like the novels of Balzac, Zola, Flaubert, helped modern society to make sense
of a time distinguished by major social unrest, political conflicts, and cultural
innovations: the 1848 Revolution, the Second Empire, Haussmann's renovation
of Paris, the Franco-Prussian War, the Siege of Paris, the Paris Commune, the
Third Republic. Even in the United States the universal exhibitions had a sim-
ilar crucial raison d'étre, thanks to their phantasmagorical ability to “turn the
page” to the future. This was true for the first Chicago exhibition (1893) which,
following the catastrophe of the city’s Great Fire, showed the world the extraor-
dinary American ability to build their own future. And this was even more true
for the two events that tried to make America forget the disaster of the Great De-
pression: Chicago 1933, and, for the first time, New York 1939-1940. Here, before
world war darkened the horizon again, the visitors to the New York World’s Fair
witnessed the amazingly hopeful “World of Tomorrow.”

Nineteen years later, Brussels also used the expo to announce the beginning
of a new era. “Balance for a more Humane World,” the theme chosen for the
event, gave the world the perfect opportunity to leave behind the traumas of
the Second World War. The mythopoetic ability of world expositions was still
on display: the terrible threat of the nuclear bomb was tamed in the form of a
friendly energy that promised, as symbolized by the Atomium, a future of peace,
prosperity, and progress. Japan would clearly need more time to free itself from
the trauma of wartime defeat and to fill the void of meaning and hope left by the
atomic bomb. But to be convinced that the worst was over, it again appealed to
the thaumaturgical powers of the world’s fair.” In the studies by David Anderson
and Hiroyuki Shimizu on long-term memories of expo visitors, Osaka 1970 is
shown to be a great collective rite of passage that allowed Japanese society to be
reborn: “There was a national self-realization of hope that Japan had emerged
just 25 years after the complete devastation of World War I1."* Even in Montre-
al's Expo '67, three years earlier, the world’s fair showed an ability to continue
to play an effective role as a social glue and anesthetic for political tensions.
In the years when the Canadian national identity was strongly and violently
challenged, “The Man and His World” gave to the North American country the
chance to stop, at least momentarily, the conflict between the federal govern-
ment and Front de libération du Quebec (FLQ) separatists, and the opportunity
to affirm with enthusiasm and conviction, on national and world stages, the
unity and greatness of the Canadian nation.
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Charming (the) Public

Until the oil crisis of 1973 the three main exhibition events of the second postwar
period appeared to show a substantial continuity in the forms and successes of
staging, compared to what happened in the early modern expos: stunning the
visitor with “an immense accumulation of commodities,” surprising the viewer
with technological innovations, and turning the public itself into a spectacular
attraction. The three wild cards that historically have ensured the success of the
great universal exhibitions were also played by the three late twentieth-century
events that we are analyzing. According to Eco, Montreal Expo's special reporter,
it was the phantasmagoria of the assemblage—*“an enormous gathering of evi-
dence from Stone to Space,” “an accumulation of objects useless and precious,”
“an immense catalogue of things produced by man in all countries”—that made
the Canadian event of 1967 an “unsurpassed, quintessential, classic World’s
Fair.”" We should not be surprised, then, if Eco, in describing the impression
that such a collection of goods leaves on the visitor’s exhausted sensory appara-
tus, resorted to virtually the same words that seventy years before Georg Simmel
had used to sum up the meaning of his visit to the Berlin industrial exhibition
of the 1896:" “The objects are not desired in themselves, although the show is
enjoyed as a whole; every wish is gone and what remains is pure amusement
and excitement."”"

But it should also be said that in the 1950s and 1960s the postwar expos con-
tinued to be successful because it was on their stages that the new wonders of
science, as well as the cutting-edge technologies of our near future, were pre-
sented in displayed objects but also in the frames in which they were presented.
Thus Brussels showed the immersive and multimedia future of entertainment,
through the Poéme électronique that Le Corbusier composed on the hyperbolic
paraboloids of his Philips Pavilion (designed together with Yannis Xenakis).
Expo '67 restored some of the technological marvels that historically had guar-
anteed the success of an expo: if the Paris expositions invented the Metro, Mon-
treal made it travel underwater; if Paxton’s Crystal Palace, with its transparency,
challenged the architectonic boundary between inside and outside, Buckmin-
ster Fuller, with his geodesic dome, communicated “the possibility of privacy
without eliminating the rest of the world."”” The expos’ long tradition of screen
experiments," increasingly wide and immersive, found its ultimate technologi-
cal celebration in the 360-degree projection of the Bell Pavilion.” Osaka 1970 up-
dated the long list of technological innovations: the magnetic levitation trains,
mobile phone technology, and the first-ever IMAX film—anticipations of our mo-
bile, visual, and ever-connected future.

A key factor in the expos’ success was also their ability to showcase, at the
historical level, the “elsewhere”: the different, the exotic, the foreign. If Brussels
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still lingers in our minds for the last anachronistic presentation of the human
z00™ in a world discovering itself as a global village, space was the new frontier
that expos wanted to offer to their public: Brussels had Sputnik, Montreal an
Apollo space capsule, and Osaka the moonstone brought back by the astronauts
of the Apollo 11 mission just eight months earlier. In between the Seattle exhibi-
tion focused on Space.

From the beginning, however, the exhibitions’ real show, its “ultimate spec-
tacle,"” was that of their audience*—for its size, its heterogeneous composi-
tion, and its always amazing discipline.” Let us again borrow the stories col-
lected by David Anderson (with Viviane Gosselin) on Expos '67 and '70. Along
with the spectacle of the pavilions and their setups (first among everything, as
mentioned, the wonders of technology), the image of the public was one of the
main themes that recur, even after many years, in the memories of expo visitors.
When you were lucky enough to have an exceptional encounter.”” When you re-
alized that an expo was yet, as Victor Hugo wrote in his Paris 1876 guide,” le
monde voisinant.” When you were surprised by the disciplined behavior of the
crowds.” But the image most traditional and most significant of the expos’ visi-
tors after the Second World War is the one of the Brussels inauguration. In Expo
'58 Jonathan Coe describes that moment:

On the morning of Thursday, 17 April 1958, the Brussels World’s Fair was de-
clared open by King Baudouin Albeert Charles Léopold Axel Marie Gustave de
Belgique. The King entered the Exposition site by the Porte Royale, and was then
driven along the Avenue de la Dynastie, accompanied by the Prime Minister and
the members of the royal family. The avenue was lined with cheering crowds.. . .
and the royal procession was marked with a fly-past of aeroplanes which formed
a letter “B” in the colors of the Belgian flag—although, as regards this last detail,
Sylvia, watching at home on her black-and-white television, had to take the com-
mentator's word for it. She was transfixed, in any case, by the novelty of watching
the event live on television.*

Cold War, Hot Shows

In Coe’s description, the live audience at the event seems to coexist with the
home television audience. Soon it would not be so. In 1958 the framing power
of the black-and-white, low-definition, small TV screen did not yet seem capa-
ble of threatening the expo’s success. If with television the media introduced a
technological innovation designed, intentionally or not, to play a decisive role
in the eventual postmodern delegitimization of world’s fairs, in the immediate
aftermath of the war the nation-states’ power system created conditions still
ideal for the success of the expos' apparatus. In the Cold War climate universal
exhibitions offered an extraordinary opportunity for self-representation to the

187

LUCA MASSIDDA

Fig. 15.1. US Pavilion interior at the Universal Exposition of 1967, Montreal, Quebec. Source:
Guerinf, Wikimedia Commons.

two rival superpowers.” The United States and the USSR transformed the post-
Second World War expos into arenas where the two “empires” could claim the
superiority of their own development models and lifestyles. The two different
visions of the world challenged each other in the architectural styles chosen
for their pavilions and in the narratives of their displays.” It was a battle of self-
images that the first postwar expos wonderfully showcased: in Brussels the
pavilions of the two superpowers faced each other in the Square of Nations”
to convince the visitors® (and the world) of their superiority, offering a “con-
densed, powerful visualization of the Cold War.”

Nine years later in Montreal, when the American involvement in the Vietnam
War was about to reach its peak, the two states faced each other again on the
grounds of a world’s fair. Again the battle materialized in the construction and
arrangement of the respective national pavilions, one just across the way from
the other. On this occasion, however, Buckminster Fuller's geodesic dome got
the better of the glass rectangular structure and swooping roof of the Soviet Pa-
vilion. Before, results had been in the field of battle (the US Army was facing its
most dramatic defeat in Vietnam) or in the field of scientific innovation (in 1967
the ending of the space race hung in the balance). The decisive turning point
for the outcome of the Cold War was cultural: in the revolutionary structure of
“Bucky’s Bubble,"” capitalism demonstrated that it was capable of playing with
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the rising contradictions of late modernity (the cybernetic modernism of archi-
tecture coexisted with the pop bricolage of the Creative American assemblage);*
in contrast, the Soviet system was frozen in the unproductive dialectics between
“the formal idiom of the industrialized society” which inspired its pavilion and
the heavy rigidity of the pure Stalinist-style big stone Sickle and Hammer in front
of it (see plate 9).”

At Expo 70 the most popular pavilions on site still belonged to the United
States and the USSR. In an atmosphere of intense Cold War rivalry between
the two superpowers, space science continued to be a major theme. This time
the completion of the Space Race could celebrate its winner. Under the air-
supported cable roof of its pavilion, America could display its trophy (a piece
of moon rock) and pay tribute to its heroes (the visits of the astronauts, Charles
Conrad Jr., Richard F. Gordon Jr., and Alan L. Bean, from the Apollo 12 mission).”

Why then, after the three successes of Brussels, Montreal and Osaka, did the
world seem to lose any interest in universal exhibitions? How can we explain
twenty-two years of absence separating Osaka 1970 from Seville 19927

1970-1992: THE POSTMODERN DEATH OF WORLD EXPOS
In our interpretation, the main function historically played by universal expo-
sitions in industrial modernity has been that of helping subjectivities, violently
disoriented by the traumas of the Industrial Revolution, to “live” the new social
system.* If we continue to adopt this perspective, the postmodern disappear-
ance of world exhibitions must find its main justifications again in this dimen-
sion. At the level of the forms of dwelling there are two determinant disconti-
nuities that characterize the postmodern age: the crisis of the city as privileged
space of the capitalist social system and the definitive affirmation of television
as the “defining technology™” of the late twentieth-century media environment.
Two material revolutions in the daily life of the last quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury are closely linked. The development of the suburban sprawl, the mythology
of the small neighborhood community, the living ideal of the single-family ter-
raced house wouldn't have worked if, at the height of its commercial maturity,
the extraordinary capacity of television to concentrate the totality of cultural
consumption in the private space of the house™* had not counterbalanced this
centrifugal tension of lifestyles. The escape, material and symbolic, from the big
city,” from its spaces and its shows, couldn't have worked without the availabil-
ity of the comfortable TV refuge, which was “not just the product of the subur-
banisation of the modern world, but [was] itself suburbanising.”*

In this new social environment of television and suburbia—totally privatized,
fully home-oriented, and daily saturated with entertainment—there is no longer
a place for world expos.
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A New Social Geography: Television Rules, Expos Die

Marshall McLuhan was the first to understand the structurally atopic dimen-
sion of electronic communication: “Many analysts have been misled by electric
media because of the seeming ability of these media to extend man’s spatial
powers of organization. Electric media, however, abolish the spatial dimen-
sion, rather than enlarge it."" The city itself—which has constituted the priv-
ileged space of industrial modemity—is made obsolete by the tribal tendency
of the new “media galaxy.” In the mid-1980s it was Joshua Meyrowitz, in the
moment of maximum splendor of television communication, who resumed
McLuhan’s media theory and analyzed in detail the characteristics of the new
“situational geography” of social life*” imposed by television’s hegemony. Lead-
ing to “a nearly total dissociation of physical place and social ‘place,”™ the me-
dia system dominated by the small television screen had deeply restructured
the situational geography of postmodern social life.”" In this new social envi-
ronment, where “watching a program on television, therefore, is like stopping
to watch an event in a public park,™? there was no more space for the expo
mega-event. This was not simply a content-related problem. Between these
two different cultural forms—television and expos—there was a structural in-
compatibility.”” The “convulsive sensuous participation”* required by TV as
a cool medium seemed able to totally subsume the desire to participate which
historically had moved the world expos’ audiences. Making the world a global
village and offering it on its small screen, television changed in a traumatic
way the situational geography of the viewer-consumer experience and broke
the “traditional relationship between physical location and access to social
information.”*

How could universal expositions survive in a context in which access to so-
cial information no longer passed through the physical setting in a specific pub-
lic space? As a cultural apparatus that found its meaning and its social function
in the spectacular occupation of a public space—where the gigantism of the
staging and the exceptional festivity of the event served as the composition of a
collective ritual capable of relaxing social tensions in the festive conviviality of a
mass audience and to “tame” disoriented urban crowds to the new social order
of industrial modernity—how could world expos coexist with a medium that had
destroyed the specificity of time and space, dismissing the idea that there could
exist “special places for special stages of life”?*

Television and Mega-events: Olympics Rise, Expos Fall
Inside the small television screen there is instead a lot of space for the Olympics.

The postmodern turn and the coming of a television-age media environment
marked a significant discontinuity in the role of mega-events.” If the world ex-
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pos withdrew, almost to disappear, in front of the television troops’ advance,
the Olympics—which were historically reborn as a minor show hosted on the
stages of the main exhibition event—found in the new media environment the
ideal conditions for their success. While expos and TV, in their respective logics
and specific languages, rapidly revealed themselves as substantially incompat-
ible cultural forms, between the small television screen and the great Olympic
ceremony immediately emerged a peculiar affinity. The Olympics, in contrast
to the expos, demonstrated their innate “capacity to dramatize and globalize
‘the present’ in the form of a ‘media event.”"** There was no way that the old
world’s fairs could compete “with the capacity of sport mega-events to be trans-
formed by television into ‘media events’. . . and global dramas, simultaneously
watched by hundreds of millions of people around the world."* There seemed
to be no possibility of remediation®™ between exhibitions and television. In con-
trast to almost all the other media—and most of traditional live shows—the great
universal exhibitions were not able to reshape their forms to be part of the small
television screen, that therefore refused to give them the privileged status of me-
dia event.”

It is enough to compare the list of the cities that during the twenty years of the
postmodern season hosted Olympics and expos to understand how television's
hegemony is characterized by the triumph of the sport mega-event and the abso-
lute downsizing of the cultural exhibition. With their regular four-year term, the
1970s and 1980s hosted five Olympic editions: Munich (1972), Montreal (1976),
Moscow (1980), Los Angeles (1984), and Seoul (1988). From the European tra-
dition to Korean innovation, the Olympic Games in this period touched five big
cities, three continents, and two “empires.” In the television age Olympic Games
became one of the main stages for global politics and international relations.
In its cultural dimension, the Cold War was fought here too, in the rival and
consecutive meetings of Moscow and Los Angeles, in their respective boycotts,
in the spectacular occasions of a conflict that could “finally” burn on a sports
(battle)field.” To this centrality—economic, political, sociocultural—of the
Olympics corresponds, if not the marginality, certainly the substantial down-
sizing of the expo mega-event. If the first-category world exhibitions completely
disappeared from the social and cultural horizon of postmodernity, in the years
that separate Osaka 1970 from Seville 1992, according to the BIE classification,
eleven lower-level international or specialized exhibitions were organized.
Looking at Table 15.1, we find clear signs that certify the postmodern crisis of the
expos. World exhibitions disappear completely from the scene for twenty-two
years. For at least fifteen years, until the Japanese appointment of Tsukaba 1985,
specialized and international exhibitions substantially lost a credible global di-
mension in the relationship between visitors and participants, instead moving
on a local or at best national horizon. The “expositive™ hub of late capitalism is

"

LUCA MASSIDDA

Table 15.1. EXPOS IN THE POSTMODERN AGE (1970-1992)

Participants
Years Host City Category Visitors (Countries)
1970 Osaka (JAP) World Exhibition 64,218,770 78
1971 Budapest (HUN) Special Exposition 1,900,000 52
1974 Spokane (US) Special Exposition 5,600,000 10
1975 Okinawa (JAP) Special Exposition 3,485,750 35
1981 Plovdiv (BUL) International Specialized Expo n.a. n.a.
1982 Knoxville (US) International Specialized Expo 11,127,780 16
1984  New Orleans (US)  International Specialized Expo 7.335.000 15
1985 Tsukuba (JAP) International Specialized Expo 20,334,727 48
1985 Plovdiv (BUL) International Specialized Expo 1,000,000 73
1986  Vancouver (CAN)  International Specialized Expo 22,111,578 55
1988  Brisbane (AUS) International Specialized Expo 18,560,447 36
1991 Plovdiv (BUL) International Specialized Expo n.a. 8
1992 Seville (SPA) World Exhibition £1.814,5M 108

Note: n.a. = not avallable
Source: Bureau Internatlonal des Expositions, www.ble-paris.org/site/en/expo-index

Plovdiv, Bulgaria, host city of three events in ten years (1981, 1985, 1991). Less
than a half century before the capital of world’s fairs’ land was Paris.

Starting with Seville 1992, the universal exhibitions made a spectacular
comeback. In the four events of the new millennium, more than 135 million vis-
itors have queued in Hanover (2000), Aichi (2005), Shanghai (2010), and Milan
(2015) to participate in the spectacle of an expo. How is it possible? What has
changed compared to the depression of the postmodern period? Once again it is
a matter of geography. After the “short” suburban season of postmodermnity, the
informational revolution again upsets the spatial morphology of capitalist soci-
ety. “Globalization, the rise of the new information technologies, the intensifying
of transnational and translocal dynamics™:* these three tendencies, structurally
atopic, paradoxically replace the city at the center of the world system, “demys-
tifying the notion of placelessness of innovation in the Information Age.™* This
spatial turn again puts metropolis at the center of the social system and gives
expo a new opportunity for staging its shows. Once again the spatial turn is a
media revolution. To change the social geography of contemporary society, it is
necessary that a new means of communication subvert the “in-slippers™ hege-
mony of TV: “The advent of the digital age . . . clearly dislodges television from
its dominant position overseeing the media industry landscape.”* Television
certainly doesn't disappear, but it is forced to come to terms with the strongly
spatial bias of digital technologies. The new media environment—networked,
mobile, and social—is thus configured, in its essence, as a “hybrid system.”*
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And so we return to Marshall McLuhan: “The hybrid or the meeting of two me-
dia is a moment of truth and revelation from which new form is born. For the
parallel between two media holds us on the frontiers between forms that snap
us out of the Narcissus-narcosis. The moment of the meeting of media is a mo-
ment of freedom and release from the ordinary trance and numbness imposed
by them on our senses.”” In the early 1990s, the digital alarm stops the televi-
sion narcosis. It's time for awakening. Also for world expos. ..
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