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CHAPTER 

Bruce Harvey 

Architecture for the Future at the 

Charleston Exposition, 1901-1902 

In August of 1885, a hurricane damaged nearly 
every home in Charleston. One year later, an 

earthquake laid waste to over one hundred addi- 
tional buildings. Such widespread physical de- 
struction matched the city's spiritual decline in 
this age of profound social and economic change. 
Charleston, once an aristocrat among southern 

cities, showed little energy in trying to keep pace 
with these changes; many of the city's youths lost 

hope and departed, while many of the city's el- 
ders lost hope and remained. Economic survival 
in nineteenth-century America, though, depended 
on energy and on hopes for the future. While 
Charleston's traditional elite enjoyed a strong 
commercial legacy from the city's earliest years, 
they continued to cherish the traditional business 

patterns of the antebellum era, when the cotton 
trade came to Charleston without extra effort on 
the part of merchants, and when middlemen ca- 

sually arranged for its shipment. 

After the Civil War, however, commercial men 
and farmers in the South's new upcountry towns 
and cities began sending more of their produce di- 

rectly to the North. Charleston was left behind in 
this new era, as much by its laconic business spirit 
as by the new railroads which bypassed its port. 
By the 1890s, however, a group of "young men" 

appeared in Charleston who knew that they 
would have to accommodate themselves to these 
new conditions in order to revive the city and 
make it a part of the nation's commercial main- 
stream. Charleston's corps of progressive business 
leaders adopted an exposition in 1901 in the hope 
that it would rebuild their city, both physically 
and spiritually. Business leaders in other southern 
cities, notably Atlanta, Nashville, and New Or- 
leans, had hosted World's Fairs with similar goals. 

These new, relatively aggressive commercial 
leaders in Charleston also had more specific 
plans. In particular, they saw their exposition in 
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1901 as a way to stimulate activity at the city's 
harbor. If they could get the nation (or at least 
the Southeast) to come back to the port, which 
had been improved with federally constructed jet- 
ties in 1897, then Charleston might once again 
enjoy prosperity, and return to its glory days of 
the late eighteenth century. As the twentieth cen- 
tury dawned and as foreign trade became a big- 
ger part of the nation's commerce, the Spanish 
West Indies represented a tremendous hope for 
the South's economic development. The architec- 
ture of Charleston's exposition was a crucial part 
of its leaders' attempt to place Charleston at the 
vanguard of this trade. This specific plan had only 
marginal success, but the imagery created by the 
architecture at the exposition had other, unin- 
tended meanings for the future of Charleston as 
it entered the twentieth century. Charleston's fu- 
ture, so assiduously pursued by young and pro- 
gressive businessmen, would be aptly represented 
by these sentimental and historical buildings. The 
buildings, as much as the drive for modern com- 
mercial success, symbolized Charleston's future. 

London had held the first international expo- 
sition, the Exhibition of the Arts and Industries 
of All Nations, in 1851. Expositions quickly be- 
came institutionalized as signature pieces of 
western Victorian culture. Fairgoers throughout 
Europe and America expected to see new tech- 
nologies, modern innovations, and signs of the 
future at these expositions. At Philadelphia's 
Centennial Exposition in 1876, for example, the 
world first saw telephones; more than half a cen- 
tury later, at New York's 1939 World's Fair, the 
world began to watch television. An exposition 
that did not present something new was some- 
how suspect, only tentatively given status in the 

pantheon of great World's Fairs. 
These fairs occasionally presented architectural 

innovations as well. Gustave Eiffel's Tower at the 
1889 Paris Exposition comes quickly to mind, for 
example, along with Joseph Paxton's Crystal Pal- 
ace in London in 1851, and the Trylon and 

Perisphere at New York's World's Fair in 1939. 
Public expectations for originality in the nine- 
teenth century, however, at least in America, did 
not always include buildings. Instead, leading ar- 
chitects continued to cloak even structurally in- 
novative buildings in traditional garb. Style was 
the operative concept for architecture throughout 
the nineteenth century, as architects chose visual 
details from historic buildings to bring to the 
viewer's imagination certain values and assump- 
tions associated with the era in which that style 
originated. This type of "communication," which 
relied on conventional images, initially had moral 
overtones. Innumerable household and architec- 
tural theorists, for example, wrote books and ar- 
ticles proclaiming the effect of living amid beauty 
or ugliness, or appropriate or inappropriate 
styles. Many of these moral implications began to 
fade as the nineteenth century wore on, though, 
while the desire for visual associations remained. 
Historical styles became like a menu for archi- 
tects, who in consultation with patrons chose or 
tailored a "look" that suited the particular pur- 
poses of the building. 

This was especially the case with World's Fair 
buildings. Exposition planners needed temporary 
structures that could be erected quickly and in- 
expensively and that could provide large sheds 
with undifferentiated, open floor plans to house 
exhibits. While fairgoers marveled at the struc- 
tural innovations of Eiffel's Tower and a green- 
house on the scale of Paxton's Crystal Palace, 
most expositions presented more familiar or con- 
ventional sights. The buildings provided the 
physical setting and context for the exhibits. The 
style of the buildings, however, provided the in- 
tellectual context for the exhibits and the keys to 
understanding them. 

At the same time as London's and Paris's inno- 
vative structures come to mind, for example, the 
image of the World's Columbian Exposition in 
Chicago in 1893, the "White City," arises in op- 
position. Chicago's Fair introduced the concept of 
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an overall stylistic motif for expositions, which 
became a way of associating the fair with a par- 
ticular theme. The architects for the White City, 
while employing modern structural techniques, 
cloaked the buildings in a Neoclassical skin that 

projected an image of a refined urbanity and of 
national power and cultural authority.1 It influ- 
enced American urban planning and architecture 
for a generation and more and left a powerful 
legacy for American exposition promoters. The 
southern expositions, following quickly on 

Chicago's heels, continued the legacy. 
World's Fairs existed not only to make a 

profit, but also to express some message, be it 
about patriotism, imperial endeavors, interna- 
tional cooperation, or local pride. Exposition of- 
ficials had various ways of spreading these mes- 

sages, including widespread advertising posters 
and bills, promotional booklets, and access to 
the national press. However, they all recognized 
the special importance of buildings. These struc- 
tures had to convey just the right message and 
create just the right image in order to bolster the 

purpose of the fairs. 
Southern leaders adopted large-scale exposi- 

tions during the 1890s. The previous decade had 
seen small yet pioneering examples, including 
ones in Atlanta in 1881 and 1887, in Louisville 
in 1886, and a larger one in New Orleans, the 
World's Industrial and Cotton Centennial Expo- 
sition of 1885. Atlanta kicked off a second wave 
with its Cotton States and International Exposi- 
tion in 1895. Nashville followed suit in 1897 
with the Tennessee Centennial and International 

Exposition. These two formed the immediate 
context for the South Carolina Interstate and 
West Indian Exposition, held in Charleston in 
1901. Norfolk, Virginia, ended this string in 1907 
with the Jamestown Tercentenary Exposition. 
Taken together, this regional burst of expositions 
was singular in the history of the institution and 
invites questions from scholars. In this poverty- 
stricken rural section, which only recently had 

endured a devastating military defeat at the hands 
of its own countrymen, such a burst of this new, 
expensive, and complex institution seems odd 
and unlikely. 

Urban leaders in the late-nineteenth-century 
South used expositions to advertise their region 
as worthy of participating in American commer- 
cial life. Businessmen and political leaders of both 

parties had sought to help the South recover eco- 

nomically from the Civil War. An emergent south- 
ern urban business class spearheaded the cam- 

paigns to exploit the region's natural resources, 
develop new markets for its agricultural produce, 
and promote its manufacturing enterprises.2 
While they did not forsake local support, they en- 

couraged northern investment in southern manu- 

facturing and "respectable" immigration to the 
South. These leaders also adopted World's Fairs 
in the hopes of both celebrating and creating the 
kinds of development and business culture that 
would give the South a secure place in modern 
commercial America. 

At one level, the South's urban leaders argued 
that expositions were the most efficient ways for 
southerners to learn about new products and 

techniques. While the various conventions and 
state and local fairs could do this, World's Fairs 
were something different. Expositions, which 
were by definition vehicles for industrial modern- 
ization and international cooperation, were their 
tools to alter both the reality and the image of the 
South. Simply hosting an exposition indicated to 
the outside world a trustworthy base of organi- 
zational and financial resources. This, the south- 
ern leaders hoped, would be the initial push to- 
ward a modern, stable economy in the South; 
once outsiders began investing in and moving to 
the South, southerners would be able to use these 
additional resources to develop attitudes and in- 
stitutions that could support and maintain social 
and economic progress. 

They also hoped that expositions would help 
them to overcome disagreeable regional legacies, 
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particularly from the South's rural inheritance 
and from its racial problems, which hindered the 
region's economic development. These complex 
legacies help to explain the significance and func- 
tion of the architecture at the expositions. 

The South had long had commercial connec- 
tions throughout the nation, but its manufactur- 
ing legacy was limited. Clearly, the region faced 
serious obstacles to industrialization, particularly 
in the early years after the Civil War. The war 
devastated the region's infrastructure, as farm 
animals, machinery, and buildings, along with 
the region's networks of roads, canals, and rail- 
roads, suffered. This physical destruction accom- 
panied the immense loss of life, including over 
one-fifth of the South's adult white male popula- 
tion. Many of those who survived lost their life 
savings when the Confederate bonds and cur- 
rency collapsed after the war. Agricultural pro- 
duction dropped precipitously, providing little 
income for investment.3 Declining morale accom- 
panied all of these losses, allowing for little of the 
ebullient confidence that powered northern in- 
dustrialization and commercial strength. 

Other internal factors came into play as Re- 
construction moved toward a close. Southern 
health, education, and infrastructure were 
plagued by problems, while a lack of factory ex- 
perience among the people did little to demon- 
strate industrial competence to potential outside 
investors.4 While these internal conditions im- 
proved during the 1880s and 1890s, the South's 
image presented another, perhaps deeper, prob- 
lem. Northern businessmen had reservations 
about many aspects of the South, from the 
region's lack of manufacturing experience to its 
violence and apparent lack of stability. Southern 
leaders also had to outrun the legacy of treason, 
that theirs was a disloyal section, filled with citi- 
zens devoted more to their own states than to the 
Union. At a less virulent level, the South had the 
reputation as a land of carefree, colorful individu- 
als. Southerners were rural people who lacked the 

necessary discipline to run a tight industrial ship. 
The South was pleasing enough to contemplate 
as a vacation spot, but southern enterprises were 
a different matter. Expositions, many southern 
leaders came to believe, were the only institutions 
powerful enough to overcome such obstacles. 

Charleston illustrated all of these problems. 
The city's history from the Civil War to the early 
twentieth century was indeed a sad one. Beset by 
natural destruction, the city's business leaders 
lacked the tradition of commercial vitality and 
aggressiveness that characterized such cities as 
Nashville and Atlanta. Charleston's elite did little 
to inculcate such a "greedy" spirit. The city's tra- 
ditional commercial leaders had relied for gen- 
erations on the drawing power of the city's ex- 
cellent harbor, and showed little inclination to 
change. The city had long served as a commer- 
cial and social entrepot, acting as the conduit for 
the rice plantations of lowland Carolina and the 
cotton plantations of the midlands and upcountry. 
The city had also been a center of social life, serv- 
ing as the seasonal residence for plantation own- 
ers and rice and cotton brokers, who built the 
magnificent single houses in the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. These plantation own- 
ers and their business middlemen had generated 
a leisurely way of life known as the Charleston 
Style. 

This was a commercial and social heritage 
which did little to foster an aggressive attitude 
among its leading residents, who maintained an 
aristocratic distrust of trade. The Civil War resulted 
not only in physical destruction and loss of life, but 
also helped to usher in a new way of doing busi- 
ness throughout the South. Merchants backed by 
northern credit set up shop in the new towns and 
cities of the upcountry South, and provided fund- 
ing for poverty-stricken farmers. These merchants 
then saw to the marketing of the cotton, which they 
increasingly sent north along the railroads which 
extended into the South.s The ports of Baltimore 
and New York at the ends of these trunk lines 
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flourished, while Charleston, unwilling to accom- 
modate itself to the new conditions, withered. Be- 
fore the Civil War, for example, the city's merchants 
had managed to stop the new railroads from reach- 

ing the wharves. The lines instead stopped several 
blocks away, forcing the goods to be transported 
to the wharves by drays for an extra charge. This 
situation continued into the late nineteenth century, 
and, as the end of the century approached, 
Charleston's port attracted decreasing portions of 
the nation's trade in imports and exports. It 

grabbed only 0.37 percent of American foreign 
commerce in 1900, behind such cities as Norfolk, 
Savannah, Wilmington, and Newport News.6 

Manufacturing enterprises fared little better 
than the city's commerce after the war. The little 
investment capital that Charleston's leaders pos- 
sessed often went to upstate textile mills and to 
the rising southern cities. Some Charleston inves- 
tors had attempted to form a textile mill in the 

city in the 1880s, but it quickly collapsed as the 
result of difficulty in finding both money and 
workers. The discovery of phosphate deposits 
along the Ashley River in the 1870s and 1880s 

promised great returns for fertilizer manufactur- 

ing, but when miners found richer deposits in 
Florida and Tennessee in the 1890s, Charleston's 
business and reputation again declined.7 The city 
reported 566 manufacturing establishments in 

1890, with a total capital investment of over $7 
million; Atlanta's 410 manufacturers, by com- 

parison, had been able to attract nearly $10 mil- 
lion.8 Francis Carey, a prominent Baltimore in- 
dustrialist who had investments in Charleston, 
spoke bluntly of the city's business image in the 
1890s. In a letter to a Charleston businessman, 
he claimed that "many difficulties exist in 
Charleston which exist in no other town of its 
size in the matter of any business enterprise of 

any kind."9 
Not all of Charleston's businessmen were con- 

tent to witness the city's decline. Throughout the 
1880s and 1890s, the city's rising leaders sought 

to bring Charleston into line with the nation's 

burgeoning economy. They often had back- 

grounds outside the city, and came to success in 
less traditional lines of trade such as groceries, 
lumber, and other supplies, as well as in the rail- 
roads. Some, including Frederick Wagener, the 

president of the Exposition Company in Charles- 
ton, were foreign by birth, while many others 
were from the North. They generally focused on 
two aspects in their attempts to strengthen the 

city: the need for a new and aggressive business 

spirit, and the revival of the city's excellent har- 
bor. As early as the 1880s, a Chamber of Com- 
merce committee blended these themes by calling 
for a more active trade with the West Indies. The 

city, the authors argued, should act as the port of 

import and export between the West Indies and 
the vast productive capacity of the American 
West. Other cities had been more "vigorous" in 

seeking this foreign trade, the committee re- 

ported, but all was not lost: it would merely "be 
a work of time and labor" to persuade western 
merchants to ship their goods through Charles- 
ton. They used the pamphlet to sound a call to 
arms, as they noted that "it will take some time 
also to secure that co-operation within the State 
which is indispensable to our success."'0 But few 
of the city's established leaders, who still con- 
trolled much of the city's capital, responded to 
their call. 

Nevertheless, many of Charleston's younger 
leaders continued to push the city forward into 
national and international markets. They at- 

tempted several times to form commercial orga- 
nizations, in the hope of taking leadership from 
the moribund, century-old Chamber of Com- 
merce. Most of these attempts soon lapsed into 

genteel social gatherings." They finally succeeded 
in 1894 with the Young Men's Business League 
(YMBL), which quickly set up a Charleston 

Freight Bureau and served as a gadfly to the city's 
more entrenched leadership. Fundamentally, they 
claimed, the city needed new men and more 
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money, but its leaders would also have to prove 
Charleston worthy. "Now is the accepted time," 
claimed the Evening Post in early 1900, "to dem- 
onstrate the fact that the commercial enterprise 
of the city is not all stored away in the different 
cemeteries."12 

The YMBL also provided the leadership for 
the new Exposition. John Averill, a northern-born 
Confederate veteran and agent for a number of 
southern railroads, first suggested that the city 
host an industrial exposition in October 1899.13 
Charleston's "Young Men," having seen the suc- 
cess of expositions in Atlanta and Nashville, 
quickly took up the call. They found the lures of 
increased population, greater investments, and a 

reinvigorated community spirit enticing. As W. H. 

Welch, president of the YMBL, observed: "The 

projectors of this Exposition appreciating of the 
immediate need of some movement which would 
infuse new life and activity into our city, con- 
ceived the idea that an Exposition would produce 
better results at less cost than anything which we 
could do."14 

The expositions in Atlanta, Nashville, and 
Charleston clearly arose from different local tra- 

ditions and purposes. As with leaders in the other 
two cities, Charlestonians had to find a niche for 
themselves, a way for their city efficiently to fit 
into the nation's commercial currents. These pro- 
moters saw architecture as a key factor that 
would both draw people to the fair and, more 

subtly, project its underlying message. The archi- 
tecture at the different southern expositions indi- 
cated a range of options in the southern attempts 
to fit into the American commercial mainstream. 

Atlanta's 1895 exposition presented a vaguely 
Romanesque style (fig. 7.1). Bradford Gilbert, a 
New York architect whose works included rail- 
road stations, office blocks, and a skyscraper, de- 

signed most of the buildings.'5 His use of the Ro- 

manesque came in part from his recommendation 
that these buildings, with their relatively simple 
plans and outlines, would be a cost-effective so- 
lution to the problem of large, temporary exhibit 

buildings. However, it also suggested the desire by 
Atlanta's businessmen to be seen as au courant 
with America's commercial trends. As reflected in 
its promotional literature and in its various build- 

ings, Atlanta was not just a southern city trying 
to make its mark. Instead, its leaders argued re- 

Fig. 7.1. Agricultural Building, 
Cotton States and International 
Exposition, Atlanta, 1895. From 
Walter G. Cooper, The Cotton 
States and International 
Exposition and South Illustrated 
(Atlanta, 1896). 
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peatedly that the city was already a full-fledged 
partner, capable of leading the rest of the South 
into the nation's commercial and industrial life. 
The ethereal classicism of the antebellum South 
thus gave way in Atlanta to the modern, commer- 

cial, vigorous, Richardsonian Romanesque. 
Nashville's promoters in 1897 returned to the 

classical and commissioned several local archi- 
tects to carry out the work of the Tennessee Cen- 
tennial Exposition.16 The administration's deci- 
sion to create a full-scale replica of the Parthenon 
was only the most ambitious example of the fair's 

motif, as the classical heritage spread to nearly 
every building on the grounds (fig. 7.2). This re- 
turn to classicism stemmed in part from the 

exposition's origins as a patriotic celebration of 
the state's centennial anniversary. Businessmen 
soon picked up on the idea, and promoted it both 
as a patriotic exercise and as a modern industrial 

exposition. In their promotional literature, the 
Centennial's officials emphasized the city's long- 
standing motto as "The Athens of the South," 
which helped explain the classical style of archi- 
tecture. The motivation for this style was not just 
local pride, though, as they appealed to a more 

Fig. 7.2. Minerals and Forestry t . .. 
Building, Tennessee Centennial :: . 

....:l 
and International Exposition, - : :-- .. 
Nashville, 1897. W. G. and A. J. :'; 
Thuss, Art Album of the .:::; 
Tennessee Centennial Exposition I . .. . I-.:i.... 

(Nashville, 1898). :. . 

broadly American past. Through repeated calls to 

patriotism and virtue, they sought to recall the 

early years of the American Republic. "Colonial" 
to the leaders of the Tennessee Centennial meant 

something other than a specific time. Instead, in 
their eyes, colonial meant the last era when all 
sections of the country worked together for a 
common purpose.17 Colonial also referred to the 
era when classically derived architecture provided 
unifying symbols for the new nation. In the face 
of pervasive sectional tension and distrust linger- 
ing from the Civil War, they claimed that it was 
now time to reassert such a unity. They appealed 
to what they saw as a past of national harmony, 
symbolized by an architectural heritage that all 
sections could claim. 

The South Carolina Interstate and West Indian 

Exposition, held from December 1901 through 
June 1902, presented another option for fitting into 
the national mainstream. Patriotism was not at 
issue here, as in Nashville, nor was a booming 
intrastate commerce, as in Atlanta. Instead, 
Charleston's officials looked almost exclusively 
to an increase in the nation's foreign trade, which 
they hoped would pass through Charleston. In 
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one sense, this was a reactionary goal; Charles- 
ton had gained prominence in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries as a port for the 

surrounding region. The exposition's leaders 

sought to restore this status to Charleston. At the 
same time, though, they risked the enmity of a 
well-entrenched old-guard which disdained such 
modern methods of urban boosterisrh, even if the 

goal was the restoration of Charleston to its Au- 

gustan age. This tension continued throughout 
the exposition and affected its financing in the 

early months of preparation and in its aftermath. 
Charleston's traditional commercial elite, how- 

ever, had little to do with the exposition's archi- 
tecture. 

The exposition's officials, after very little pub- 
lic discussion, hired Bradford Gilbert as the su- 

pervising architect. His role here was much larger 
than it had been at Atlanta, as he designed the 

grounds and almost all of the buildings, and su- 

pervised all other aspects of the infrastructure, in- 

cluding the water, sewage, and road systems. The 

grounds were north of the city, on the east bank 
of the Ashley River that forms Charleston's west- 
ern boundary. His ground plan clearly showed 
that he looked to Chicago's 1893 World's 
Columbian Exposition as a guide. Daniel 

Burnham, Frederick Law Olmsted, and Henry 
Codman had created a mix of high classical for- 

mality in Chicago's Court of Honor and a pasto- 
ral setting close to it. Gilbert adopted that divi- 
sion in his ground plan, and a clear spatial 
division to go along with it. His ground plan fea- 
tured two principal sections, joined at a narrow 
neck. The direct opposition of these two, the 
natural and the artificial, he hoped, would help 
each show its individuality. 

The "Nature" section was on old farmland 

along the Ashley River, and featured winding 
lanes and diverse buildings amid a picturesque 
layout with live oaks and magnolias. Gilbert's re- 
liance on Olmsted's ideas of setting buildings into 
a naturalistic landscape and making use of the 

extant natural features was clear. The Natural 

section, he claimed, "will form a natural park of 
endless beauty of vista and landscape effect natu- 
ralistic [sic.] . . . a winding path of 100 feet in 
width will be carried underneath the overspread- 
ing live oaks along the edge of the embankment." 
He designed this section to contain the Art Build- 

ing, the Negro Building, the Woman's Building, 
the various State buildings, along with less natu- 
ralistic buildings such as Transportation and Ma- 

chinery.18 
The "Art" section lay just to the southeast, on 

the grounds of the old Washington Race Course. 
In contrast to the Natural section, the Art section 
featured a complex geometrical design and more 
formal and architecturally unified buildings. Gil- 
bert proposed to treat this level stretch of land, 
from which the trees had already been shorn, "ar- 

tificially in such a manner as to produce the high- 
est type of art."19 The main buildings of the Art 
section most clearly reflected the exposition's 
dominant motif, and provided the focus of atten- 
tion for the exposition. In another obvious refer- 
ence to the Chicago World's Fair with its Court 
of Honor, Charleston's Palaces of Agriculture, 
Commerce, and Cotton surrounded a sunken gar- 
den and were connected by a colonnade to form 
a "Court of Palaces" (fig. 7.3). 

Here, and in the Administration Building that 
connected the Art and Natural sections of the 

grounds, Gilbert let his imagination loose. The 
most striking aspect of Gilbert's role at Charles- 
ton was the wilder and more romantic style of the 

buildings compared to what he created in At- 
lanta. Gilbert's mandate was to emphasize a 
"southern" motif. One is hard-pressed, however, 
to discern anything distinctively southern in the 

pictures of the buildings. While the exposition 
promoters in both Atlanta and Nashville used the 
labels "southern" and "colonial" interchangeably 
in describing all classically inspired buildings, 
Gilbert's approach was markedly different and 
referred to the particular purposes of the fair. 

122 Bruce Harvey 



Architecture for the Future at the Charleston Exposition 

Fig. 7.3. Sunken Gardens and 
Auditorium, South Carolina, 
Inter-State and West Indian 
Exposition, Charleston, 1901. 
From Charleston and the South 
Carolina Inter-State and West 
Indian Exposition (Boston, 
1902). 

While a number of the exposition's buildings 
showed different designs and indicated different 
intents and purposes, the buildings in the Court 
of Palaces were the most important for creating 
the exposition's image. 

The most obvious contrast to Atlanta was that 
Gilbert's buildings in Charleston were so richly 
decorated. Domes, arcades, finials, brackets, and 
more dazzle and often confuse the eye. Gilbert 

clearly drew on a wide variety of precedents for 
these details. Except for vaguely Byzantine 
touches in the small central domes raised on po- 
lygonal, open drums, however, the precedents for 
these main buildings were primarily found in the 
Mediterranean world of the seventeenth and eigh- 
teenth centuries. Despite Gilbert's vaguely Ro- 

manesque buildings at the 1895 Atlanta exposi- 
tion, one searches in vain for Romanesque or 
Gothic references at Charleston. Instead, Spanish 
and Italian styles dominated. 

In plan, the three main "Palaces" were simple 
and nearly identical: rectangular exhibit halls, 
with rows of arcaded windows across the fronts 
on either side of grand, projecting central en- 

trances, surmounted by central domes. The dif- 

ferences were primarily in the details, especially 
at the ends of the buildings. The South Carolina 

building, or the Palace of Agriculture, featured 
the square corner turrets which Gilbert used at 
Atlanta (fig. 7.4). The scalloped gable above the 
central entrance referred to the fashionable Mis- 
sion style, which drew inspiration from Spanish 
colonial missions in California and Mexico. The 

tracery around the doors in the corner turrets 
showed Spanish Medieval precedents, while the 
more recent Italianate comes through in the 
brackets underneath the eaves. 

The Palace of Agriculture, with its shallow 
domes atop the square corner turrets, pierced cu- 

polas above the projecting central portico, and 
finials between the arcaded windows, was much 
more elaborate than its partner across the sunken 

gardens, the Palace of Commerce (fig. 7.5). While 

lacking some of the florid Italianate decorations of 
the Agriculture building, the Palace of Commerce 
showed clearer references to the Spanish Baroque, 
with the scalloped gables in the central portico and 
in the corner features and the tiled hip roofs atop 
the square turrets surrounding the central entrance. 

Many features were the same, however, including 
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the row of projecting and sloping arcaded windows 
across the front, the central entrance recessed be- 
hind a screen of three arches, and the central dome 
on a polygonal drum. 

The Cotton Palace, which had the place of 
honor at the head of the Court, was clearly dif- 
ferent in elevation and detail from the two Pal- 
aces which flanked it (fig. 7.6). The entrance was 
much more prominent, and featured a five-bay 
screen with Corinthian columns rather than the 
three-bay arcaded entrance and a taller dome 
surmounted by a cupola. It also featured a simple 
hipped roof without separate corner treatments. 
This lack of corner treatments focused attention 
on the entranceway, which featured a scalloped 
gable similar to the Palace of Commerce and, 
flanking the portico, rounded turrets each sur- 
mounted by a shallow dome with a small cupola. 
The central dome, dominant horizontality, and 
Mediterranean-influenced row of arcaded win- 
dows across the front provided connections to 
the other buildings on the Court of Palaces. The 
more elaborate entrance, however, together with 
the taller dome and the building's placement at 
the head of the Court of Palaces, indicated the 

importance of the building and the centrality of 

Fig. 7.6. Cotton Palace, South Carolina, 
Inter-State and West Indian Exposition, 
Charleston, 1901. From Charleston and : :- : ii 
the South Carolina Inter-State and West 
Indian Exposition (Boston, 1902). iii 

cotton for the exposition, for Charleston, and for 
the South. 

The range of European-particularly Spanish 
and generically Mediterranean-stylistic refer- 
ences worked against the notion that these build- 

ings could be considered "southern" in any tech- 
nical sense. These styles had become increasingly 
fashionable for residential and commercial archi- 
tecture by the 1890s and early 1900s, particularly 
in the Southwest and in Florida. These Mediter- 
ranean-influenced styles can no more be called 
southern than can Greek or Roman Revival 

styles. The connection between the look of 
Charleston's principal exposition buildings and 
modern American commerce appears even more 
strained. The connections, however, worked in 
two important ways. 

The title of the fair itself suggests one way: the 
South Carolina Interstate and West Indian Expo- 
sition. South Carolina's upstate textile mills pro- 
vided a strong manufacturing base for the state, 
and Charleston's exposition leaders recognized 
that they would need extensive support from the 
mill owners. The exposition was, in large part, 
an attempt to encourage these upcountry manu- 
facturers to patronize Charleston's port, and 
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their lure was the West Indian trade. The Carib- 
bean islands, Charleston's promoters argued, 
would be a lucrative market for the abundant 
produce of textile mills in South Carolina and the 
surrounding states. 

As early as February 1900, the officials pro- 
posed a central cotton palace "in which will be 
shown as it were, a cotton seed and what comes 
from it." Already their plan was to "make the 
cotton exhibit a practical exposition of the cot- 
ton and cotton seed industries in order that sub- 
stantial and profitable results may follow."20 
Daniel Tompkins, a prominent industrialist in 
Charlotte, North Carolina, who had long called 
for increased foreign trade for southern textile 
mills, coordinated the cotton exhibit.2' The ex- 
hibits in the Cotton Palace came largely from 
these southern, mostly South Carolina, compa- 
nies. The plan was to show the manufacturing 
potential for cotton and to emphasize what the 
southern mills were producing. Tompkins also 
helped to articulate the opportunities that the 
West Indies offered to the South's textile manu- 
facturers. He wrote a letter to the Charleston 
News and Courier in favor of the exposition, 
which prompted an editorial response. "There is 
a wide market awaiting the Southern manufactur- 
ers in the West Indian countries and in South 
America," the editors proclaimed, "and the Ex- 
position to be held here next year will enable the 
manufacturers of this and other Southern States 
to capture the rich trade of these countries."22 
The chief purpose of the fair, echoed the author 
of an exposition pamphlet, was "the promotion 
of more intimate commercial relations with the 
70 principle West Indian Islands."23 

The Spanish-American War in 1899 provided 
the immediate political context for the fair. 
American trade with the West Indies, particularly 
with Spanish-owned Cuba and Puerto Rico, had 
grown through the 1880s and 1890s. Total 
American imports and exports with Cuba, for ex- 
ample, reached a prewar high of $102,900,000 

in 1893, before dropping to only $24,800,000 in 
1898. The war drew the public's attention to 
these islands, though, and after their "liberation" 
in 1899, trade resumed quickly; by 1905, total 
American imports and exports to Cuba reached 
$124,700,000.24 Southern business leaders were 
quick to note the potential profits from a renewed 
West Indian trade. The Manufacturer's Record, 
which catered largely to southern businesses, 
noted in 1899 that the results of the war with 
Spain would be a big stimulant to business. "Our 
new possessions," the writer concluded, "give us 
an immense area for industrial development. 
They give to the daring and enterprising spirits 
that have made America what it is a new outlet, 
a new and wonderful field."25 The Exposition, a 
monthly magazine published by Charleston's ex- 
position company, echoed this confidence. After 
quoting government statistics showing America's 
growing West Indian trade, the writer concluded 
by noting that "[h]ere, then, is a commerce of 
$100,000,000 lying at our very doors, which the 
friends of the West Indian Exposition have a right 
to say is an important item in even so great a 
commerce as that of the United States."26 In this 
hopeful vision, Charleston's niche in America's 
commercial life was to handle the South's trade, 
particularly the products of the region's burgeon- 
ing textile mills, with the West Indies. 

The architecture at Charleston's exposition 
both reflected and promoted this conscious hope 
for the future. The stylistic references formed a 
direct appeal to the Spanish heritage of the West 
Indies. It was also a way to emphasize 
Charleston's own legacy of West Indian ties. In- 
deed, the fair's officials promoted the Spanish in- 
fluence on Charleston and the exposition regu- 
larly. An article in the News and Courier, for 
example, noted that Gilbert "has harmonized 
with our own beautiful Colonial the most effec- 
tive characteristics of the old Spanish."27 In 
Gilbert's own description, the Cotton Palace was 
"broken by various pediments, projections, 
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domes, red-tiled roofs and turrets, in the typical 
Southern type of architecture in a strong Spanish- 
American motif of huge masses, simple and 

strong contour and outlines, with enrichments of 
terraces and sculpture at the various entrances 
and initial points."28 The architectural critic 

Montgomery Schuyler sought to be more specific 
in defining the style: "At Chicago they called the 

style Columbian; at Buffalo they called it Pan- 
American. It is in fact what they call it in Charles- 
ton-the Spanish Renaissance of the Sixteenth 

Century."29 
The exposition's planners backed up their 

buildings with attempts to stimulate local inter- 
est in and knowledge of the West Indies. Articles 
on different aspects of life and business in Cuba 
and Puerto Rico, for example, appeared regularly 
in the local newspapers and in the promotional 
literature. They celebrated Cuban independence 
day with a well-attended affair, and planned for 
a West Indian Congress as one of the very few 

special meetings that accompanied the exposition. 
This Congress was a sad failure, though, with few 

representatives in attendance. 
The attempts by Charleston's leaders to boost 

foreign trade at the city's port also faltered. In 
1902 the Fruit Dispatch Company of New York 
announced plans to set up a steamship line be- 
tween Charleston and Central America, but this 
was a rare advance.30 By 1905, Charleston had 

slipped further in its percentage of America's im- 

port trade, falling behind most of the other south- 
ern ports. While the city's economy did begin to 

expand during World War I, this was more a re- 
sult of government activity at the Naval Base and 

dry dock than the West Indian trade. 
This conscious effort to solicit more active for- 

eign commerce at the port, though, was not the 

only way to explain the Spanish Renaissance style 
of architecture. The very romanticism and senti- 
mentalism of the buildings paid tribute to, even 

glorified, Charleston's commercial backwardness 
and cultural recalcitrance. At times, comments on 

the exposition's romantic aspects got out of hand. 
In describing the administration building, for ex- 

ample, one writer sought to articulate what gave 
it a Spanish Renaissance feeling: "It is not so 
much the domes and facades, nor the deep tiled 
roof, though all these have much meaning, no 
doubt, but it is the doors and windows which at 
a glance takes us deep into the pages of some old 

Spanish romance. These only lack the damsel 
within and the cavalier without to complete the 
ideal."31 

The city's noncommercial, sentimental image 
was at odds with the message of progress, but still 
found considerable sympathies in late-nineteenth- 
and early-twentieth-century America. By the 
1890s, anticapitalist and antimodern critics had 

begun pointing to the perils of improvement 
while praising the old-fashioned. The early Colo- 
nial Revival movement of the 1880s, which fo- 
cused on the rugged early settlement era, and the 
fascination with the American frontier provided 
some outlets for such feelings, while a renewed 
martial spirit and the increasing popularity of 

medieval-style romance literature provided oth- 
ers.32 Charleston's traditional elite, who failed to 

support the Exposition even if they had offered 
little outright opposition, gave a local example of 
another type of antimodernism. As the writer of 
a 1905 magazine article noted, modern business- 
men will never "persuade the Charlestonian to 
welcome with delight a horde of unidentified 
tourists. . . . Charleston shakes her head when 

approached on the subject of huge hotels which 
will accommodate the man with millions from the 

swarming centers of America."33 
Owen Wister catered to this sentiment in his 

1906 novel, Lady Baltimore, set in a fictionalized 
Charleston. He claimed an important role in the 
nation's moral life for this backward city. His friend 
Theodore Roosevelt chided Wister on this point, 
noting that "[y]our particular heroes, the Charles- 
ton aristocrats, offer as melancholy an example as 
I know of people whose whole life for generations 
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has been warped by their own wilful [sic.] perver- 
sity."34 Nonetheless, Wister made a strong emo- 
tional and moral appeal for the kind of backward- 
ness that he found in Charleston. His protagonist 
comes to Charleston for genealogical research, and 
submits to the city's old-fashioned ways. The young 
man observes to a southern companion that 

"[s]uch quiet faces are gone now into that breath- 

less, competing North; ground into oblivion be- 
tween the clashing trades of the competing men and 
the clashing jewels and chandeliers of their compet- 
ing wives-while yours have lingered on, spared by 
your very adversity."35 

Charleston was indeed spared by its problems. 
As countless observers have discovered, here was 

something to treasure in a fast-paced, modern 
world. The city's architectural as well as commer- 
cial development continued slowly in Charleston, 
as it had since the Civil War. The city's most re- 
cent "building boom" before the exposition had 
been in the 1880s, but it left the distinctive parts 
of the city unchanged. The exposition itself had 
no discernible architectural influence on the city, 

nor did the gradual improvement of the city's for- 
tunes in the early twentieth century permit mas- 
sive downtown development. Indeed, little of the 

city's growth in the twentieth century can be at- 
tributed to the exposition itself. As a result of this 
relative failure, though, Charleston's future was 
in a way secured. The irony, therefore, is strong. 
While seeking acceptance according to the terms 
of modern, industrial America, the failure of 
Charleston's new leaders to overcome the city's 
traditional leadership allowed for other values to 
arise later. In 1931, for example, the city council 

pioneered the concept of historic district zoning 
as a way to protect its remarkable stock of eigh- 
teenth- and nineteenth-century buildings and 
their iron decorations. Tourists, many of them 
drawn by nostalgic and romantic wishes for a 

simpler and slower time, flocked to this living 
remnant of an earlier age, and gave the city an 

enduring economic base. Despite the heroic ef- 
forts of Charleston's businessmen with their Ex- 

position, their city's salvation came in precisely 
the quality that they had sought to eliminate. 
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