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ABSTRACT

Throughout history, the World’s Fair has brought together nations to share accom-
plishments, technological advances, industrial might, architectural experimentation, 
and cultural identity. World’s Fair buildings are largely temporary structures, which 
often leave a significant carbon footprint and sites that are difficult to adapt after their 
use. Additionally, the current nature of World’s Fairs tends to favor specific countries 
through their pavilion sizes, dollars invested, and prominence within the broader 
master plan. More recently, fairs of this size tend to increasingly rely on private inves-
tors, pressuring the pavilions to act more as advertisements for specific companies or 
industries than as cultural representations of a given. This project tries to bring the 
world “architecturally” together and becomes a world Expo for all people through 
the design of an alternative World’s Fair. To more accurately represent the multiple 
cultures at the World’s Fair, I will: assess historical case studies to find successful ex-
amples; analyze the funding structures that further some agendas while minimizing 
others: analyze afterlife of previous world fairs; and spatially analyze World’s Fair sites 
to understand how they spatially prioritize some countries and ultimately leave an 
unsustainable carbon footprint. As a design proposal, I intend to redefine the current 
trend of making monumental pavilions and plan to instead make sites more equitable 
for all cultures involved. To do so, I will explore ideas to make the Expo transnational 
for all people around the world instead of country based pavilions, as well as try to 
create a new expo format in order to address the afterlife of the expo and its equita-
bility.

Keywords: Transnational, Culture, Gathering space, structure, afterlife

RETHINKING THE WOLRD EXPO 



4



5

A huge worldwide exhibition intended to highlight national accomplishments is known 
variously as a world’s fair, global fair, world exposition, or universal exposition (also 
referred to simply as a “expo”). These exhibitions have a variety of personalities and 
take place all around the world.

World fairs got their start in the French national exposition tradition, which peaked 
with the Paris-based French Industrial Exposition in 1844. Other national exhibitions 
in continental Europe and the UK were held after this fair.

Figure 01 : Paris Exposition 1967 
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To begin with the first worldwide 
industrial exhibition which was 
held in London, UK in 1851, The 
Great Exhibition of the Works of 
Industry of All Nations, the pur-
pose and the theme was to present 
the industrial progress and inven-
tions to the world. It was a single 
building in which all industrial 
products and developments were 
gathered. Needless to say the first 
world fair had a significant impact 
on next world’s fairs as a new or-
ganization with great architecture 
with itself.
The Crystal Palace structure was 
designed by Sir Joseph Paxton, 
who was botanist and gardener, 
to host 1851 World exhibition in 
London to display industrial pro-
duction and inventions around the 
world. 

The building was 1848 feet long 
and 408 feet wide and highest part 
was 108 feet. The Structure was 
cast iron and plate glass which was 
outstanding in that era. The Ge-
ometry and the form of the build-
ing was limited by manufacturer’s 
products. For instance, maximum 
sheet of glass was around 10 by 50 
inches, thus the building’s size and 
scale were followed by the specific 
dimensions. 293,000 sheets of glass 
were used which was remarkable 
in that era.  

Crystal Palace, london, UK 1851

Figure 02

Figure 03
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The building components were produced and put together in an incredibly short amount of time. 
Each module was identical, self-supporting, and easy to assemble. All of the building’s components 
were able to be mass-produced, thus the building became relatively cheap to be installed. The Crystal 
Palace needed no heavy masonry for supporting walls or foundations due to its relative light weight.

Britain and its’ colonies were located on the west side of the building, and the international exhibitors 
had the western side. The Exhibition was divided into four different categories such as raw materials, 
machinery, manufacturers, and fine art.

Figure 04: Crystal Palace, london, UK 1851
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UNEXECUTED DESIGN BY JAMES BOGARDUS

This unexecuted design had a form of amphitheater with a diameter of 365 meters and a 
central tower including an elevator.
Using an elevator in a large scale was one of the earliest utilization of a new invention in the 
world fair. 

RIGHT ARM & TORCH OF STATUE OF LIBERTY

The other interesting project occurred in the world 
fair was the right arm and torch of Statue of Liberty 
that first presented to the American public at the 1876 
fair. The inner construction was designed by Gustavo 
Eiffel who designed Eiffel tower for Paris 1889 fair.

Figure 05

Figure 06: Right Arm & Torch of Statue of Liberty
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Figure 07: Hall of Machines, Paris Expo 1889

Compare to Paxton’s crystal palace design which the building design was limited in construction 
elements, Hall of Machines’ design had a structure with unprecedented dimensions at that time 
and It was a huge step in structural design development.

PARIS 1889 FAIR



11



12
Figure 08: Soviet Union and Nazi Germany Pavilions
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The crystal palace exhibition had a noticeable influence on art and design education, global trade and 
relation and also tourism. The exhibition also served as a model for the numerous global exhibitions 
that emerged after it. 

Figure 09: Crystal Palace after fire
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Figure 10: Expo 67, Montreal, Canada

The site and the most of the pavilions remained in use after Expo 67 ended in October 1967 as 
Man and His World, a summer event that occured from 1968 until 1984. By then, the majority 
of the structures, which were not intended to last after the initial exhibition, had deteriorated 
and were Dismantled. The original location of Expo 67 on Saint Helen’s Island and Notre Dame 
Island was turned into a municipal park maintained by the city of Montreal after the majority 
of pavilions and artifacts were destroyed between 1985 and 1987.
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FUTURE PLANS FOR DUBAI EXPO

Expo City: a model global community for the future

Some pavilions in dubai will stay after the exhibition ends. The sustainable, human-centric smart 
city will reuse at least 80% of the Expo-built infrastructure, including LEED Gold and Plati-
num-certified buildings. As an integrated mixed-use community, it will carry on and fulfil Expo’s 
founding vision to be an ecosystem to connect, create and innovate.

Figure 11: Dubai Expo

Figure 12: Dubai Expo Afterlife
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Comparisons. Since I am studying the history of World fairs and history of pavilions in 
different time, location.  Comparing the gathered information would help me to find 
my design approach for the thesis. By doing so, there would probably be multiple strat-
egies from each design or group of projects which I can find suitable ideas and bring 
them to my thesis. (Design diagram from the precedents)

Scenarios. My thesis is about designing a world fair for future so technically it is an an-
ticipation of future world’s fair and I need a scenario/story regarding to how I am going 
to organize the next possible world fair for people and countries.

Figure 13: Yogoslavia Pavilion expo 67
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THESIS STATEMENT
Given that World’s expos have lost many of their initial capacities to 
represent global ideas on an architectural stage, and also operate as 
an unsustainable temporary mega-project, I question how World’s 
Fairs can be more inclusive of disparate identities to better reflect 
world cultures, while simultaneously cultivating a more sustainable 
afterlife.
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There are two largely unresolved issues when it comes to World fairs. The Afterlife and in-
clusivity of the world expos has always been questioned.
Since it is a temporary event most of the pavilions had been dismantled and demolished af-
ter the fair. There is no any trace of most of them since the first world fair.  New York world 
fair 1939 For example, when it closed in the last week of October 1940, about $75 million 
worth of construction (in 1940 dollars) had to be dismantled on a deadline.
Montreal 67 for instance, there were 95 pavilions and only five left. You can see that these 
green areas are still green but all those pavilion are gone. Milan Expo for example, all these 
facilities and pavilions dismantled and only two or three left. And right now it is a vast area 
of land.
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The layout of world expos is not inclusive. Not all countries have equal opportunities to rep-
resent themselves. The more money countries invest in their pavilions, the better and bigger 
pavilions the can have and the more visitors they attract at the end. 

The chart is for budget invested for each pavilion in Dubai Expo. Saudi Arabia spent 1.4 
Billion $ just for their pavilion and the second place was China with 100 M, India 70 M, and 
it comes down but there were countries got free pavilion in Dubai expo. Some countries 
either don’t have the budget to pay that much or they don’t want to spend that much. And 
there is huge gap between Saudi Arabia, South Korea and Canada’s pavilions and Lybia, 
Venezuela, and Cyprus in terms of design and the scale. Needless to say that visitors would 
like to visit those countries because they have bigger and nicer looking pavilions.
So countries don’t have equal opportunities to represent themselves. 
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PRECEDENT
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COMPLEX DRAWING

I started with recent expos, tried to dissect the Milan Expo and break it down into pieces to un-
derstand how world expos operate. How much of the site includes pavilions, outdoor events, cor-
porates, service areas and what other supportive buildings are needed.
Moreover, have a big picture of Dubai Expo and Milan Expo, how big the sites are and how the 
circulation works. 
Dubai Expo site was 300 Acres and Milan Expo was 200 Acres. Two major axes of circulation, 
and pavilion were on each side. Dubai Expo had 3 main gates and a central plaza that circulations 
ended up in the center of the site.
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DESIGN DECISIONS
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There is a huge gap between countries who participate. Countries that can spend more 
money on their pavilions will attract more people and countries that cannot spend or don’t 
want to spend millions of dollars will not get enough attention. More than that, we don’t 
know what these countries are actually representing. There are multiple forms of identities 
within each nation and in this global event, it is important to consider what we are expe-
riencing within these pavilions. So what we are looking for is something beyond national 
identities, Something Transnational. 

So the idea is to bring a new identity to the Expo, and change the experience of this event. 
Now how people experience it is, there are pavilions next to each other and people go visit 
one by one and if we consider 30min on average, they probably visit 15-20 countries at the 
end. 
But what my idea is to eliminate the nations’ names and remove the gap between them and 
bring all in one. And in this way people will go on a journey of experiencing all in one in-
stead of one by one.
And now there are not countries who participate, there are people from all around the 
world, that can apply to be there. And I thought what brings people together in daily basis, 
Food is probably the most important one. Music, Art, and sport are four major categories 
that expo is organized under these four.  

Figure 14: Art Gallery by Stan Allen



31

So my design started with my Wunderkammer model. This is an abstract way of organizing 
the expo. these boxes represent the clusters and the different colors represent the categories. 
And they are all in one structure and people would experience all in one.
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INITIAL SKETCHES
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SITE SELECTION

World fairs mostly were located in minor cities such as Montreal 67, OSAKA 70, Hannover 
2000, Zaragoza 2008, to help the city to be seen and bring tourists to the site. In this regard, 
for developing the forgotten area I believe this site could be a good option.
I picked the site in New York, Brooklyn area. There were couple reasons for it. First, Man-
hattan is already packed so we wanted to bring the attention to this side of the New York. 
Second, New York hosted the expo twice so its history is tied to world fairs. And it is one the 
most diverse cities in the world which can be beneficial for visitors.
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SITE ANALYSIS
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COMMERCIAL INDUSTRIAL

RESIDENTIAL NYC WATER DEVELOPMENT

The site size is around 300 Acres national park. There is bicycle track around the site and 
it does not have much more than bicycle tracks on it. So One of the main idea is not only 
destroy the site to put pavilions on it but also develop the site for the future use. Moreover, 
It is very close the JFK airport the last subway station is relatively adjacent to the site in 20 
minutes walking distance. 
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DESIGN PROCESS

1. Circular Pathway
Elevate the path 60ft high of the ground and place the 
three bars on it.

3. Music Section
Place it on top of the art bar which the first floor of the 
music section intersects with second floor of the Art 
Section.

5. Outdoor Functions
There will be outdoor concert venues, outdoor sport 
fields and internatioal, supportive builidngs within 
the big circle.

2. Art Section
Elevate the Art bar 30ft of the ground and carved it 
out in a way to define interior spaces and provide light 
for interior spaces.

4. Sport Section and Food Plaza in the Center
Food Plaza is the central gathering space in this proj-
ect where people can experience different types of 
food here.

6. Accesses
There are one primary entrance from the land and one 
secendary entrance from the bay to the Expo.
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DESIGN PROCESS

7. Full Circle
The transportation is provided by the Expo from dif-
ferent locations in New York. 

9. Circulation
There are multiple options for people to circulate through the complex and expereince the sequence of spaces

8. Walking Distance
Getting from one end to another in one bar takes 10 
min on average.

The design starts with circular pathway as a unifying field elevated 60ft of the ground. It is 2200 ft wide and there 
would be three bars for four categories on top of it. Art, Music, Sport, and the intersection of them creates the food 
in the center as a central plaza.
Each bar is 2000 ft by 200 and 60 ft high. Each bar is carved out differently because they have different functions 
in them. And by doing this I was able to provide interior spaces, getting natural light, creating visual connection 
between bars, and have the openings which are corresponding to its surrounding.
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The bars are stacked on top of each other which the first floor of the music intersects with 
the second floor of the art, and the first floor of the sport intersects with the second floor of 
the music. Whatever we have indoor, we have outdoor as well. There will be outdoor con-
cert venues in this area, outdoor sport events in this area and supportive buildings, corpo-
rations, internationals pavilions and other required buildings within the big circle.

Because all these spaces are interconnected, there are multiple ways of getting from one 
point to another. If one person (A) is coming from the land and one person (B) is coming 
from the bay and they want to go to the top golf in this corner in sport section, person A can 
be on the ground level, pass the outdoor concert venues, go to central plaza, take the eleva-
tor and go inside and then reach there, whereas person B can be on the circular pathway go 
inside the music and pass all these activities, and then get to the sport section.

In diagram below the activities and circulations are shown. If you’re in Art space which 
more people start from there, you can go to indoor food or change your level and visit the 
music and move on to the sport and this way is how you can circulate through the space. 
Way finding is also important in such a complex building and that’s why color is used so 
people can identify where they are standing and where they are heading. 
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SITE PLAN
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FIRST FLOOR PLAN (ART SECTION)
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CENTRAL FOOD PLAZA

On the circular path, a garden path, a peaceful space is designed for people to get in or out of 
indoor spaces. They can sit there and enjoy their time watching bay and interacting with others. 

In the central plaza, people will experience something that they usually cannot experience. There 
would be food from all around the world. They can experience indian street food, French café, 
Chinese food, Persian food, mediterranian food, and I designed a common table that people can 
take their food and sit there and enjoy their food together. Just imagine the Smell of food and 
the trees around and sound of water and live music is playing and people are interacting with all 
things around. That’s why people want to go to World Expos and have vibrant time. 
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