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Ned Buntline’s serial novel The Mysteries and Miseries of New York (1848) begins
with the bold declaration that “so singular is the work that I have now to write” that
he has to assure the reader of its veracity from the start (“Author’s Preface”). Given
the book’s sensationalist narrative, this reference to realism is a curious claim, but
if we consider the fact that Buntline’s city mystery novel was also a blatant copy of
Eugene Sue’s runaway hit Les Mystéres de Paris (1842-1843) and countless other
city mysteries, his claim for creative singularity is probably even more significant.

This apparent paradox between singularity and repetition is the basis for my
analysis of the world’s fair, a cultural form that emerged simultaneously with the
city mystery. More precisely, | analyze the second major installment in the
transnational series of world’s fairs, the so-called New York Crystal Palace of 1853
and 1854 that followed the “Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All
Nations”—often called simply



312

Crystal Palace after its glass-and-iron exhibition building—that took place in
London in 1851. The New York exhibition was such an obvious transposition of
the first world’s fair that hardly anyone would have claimed the New York Crystal
Palace to be “singular”—especially given the fact that it was held roughly
simultaneously with several other “Crystal Palace”-fairs in Cork (1852), Dublin
(1853), and Munich (1854). From the start, this for a long time almost forgotten
and definitely marginalized event from New York history’ was intended and
received as a derivative, probably even deficient version of the British “original.”
In her reading of early world’s fairs in the United States, Astrid Bdger claims that
“when considered as a singular event in itself, the New York fair could hardly be
called a success” (23), a statement that is especially true in terms of economic
profit and cultural prestige. However, the impact of the Crystal Palace becomes
more significant if we do not read it in isolation, but as an influential episode of the
non-narrative series of world’s fairs and as part of a vibrant serial culture in
antebellum New York City. Read this way, the Crystal Palace becomes a
significant episode of New York history that, sometimes quite literally, provided
new perspectives on the emerging metropolis through a cultural form that was, like
Buntline’s novel, trans- national, popular, and serial.

This chapter uses the serial genre of the city mystery novel as a starting point to
read the world’s fair as another cultural form that originated in Europe and then
“traveled” across the Atlantic to be adapted in antebellum America. | propose that
both phenomena can be better understood when placed in a broader context of an
emerging serial popular culture that adapted European forms for more or less
contained national pas- times—which in turn are characterized by serial, though
not necessarily explicitly serialized, processes and aesthetics. If we consider
phenomena like the New York Crystal Palace in the context of serial city mysteries
and other serial forms of popular culture, we see that transnational imitation was
not just a commercial tactic of shrewd dime novelists, but rather a prominent aspect
of antebellum American popular culture that was also employed by people with
more political and economic power, in this case

1 with the exception of Hirschfeld’s article (1957), the New York Crystal Palace was virtually
ignored by critics for 150 years and usually treated as hardly more than a footnote in historical
overviews of world’s fairs (see Greenhalgh; Rydell et al.). In recent years, critical attention to the
New York Crystal Palace has considerably increased; see Bard Graduate Center; Burrows; Young
and Meyers.
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business leaders and the municipal government in a rapidly growing New York
City.

Mid-Century New York City: Emerging Metropolis

Between the 1830s and 1860s, spearheaded by the construction of the Erie Canal
and the establishment of transatlantic steamer service, New York City emerged as a
major cultural and commercial hub that provided a direct link between Europe and
large parts of the young American republic.? Starting in 1838, New York Harbor
became one of the major destinations for steamships from and to Europe: “From
around the world, commerce poured into New York City. In 1849 over three
thousand ships sailed or steamed into the harbor from more than 150 foreign
ports—three times the number that had arrived in 1835—and they carried with
them half of the nation’s imports and departed with nearly one-third its exports”
(Burrows and Wallace 653). With the consolidation of transatlantic transport of
goods and people, cultural modes and forms also increasingly traveled across the
Atlantic Ocean. Boger discerns a “lively commerce of cultures between mid-
nineteenth-century America and Europe” that calls into question “the idea of
contained, national cultures in favor of a more dynamic, transnational picture” (45).
Patricia Okker argues in a similar vein that “circulation—the flow of ideas,
currencies, goods, and even people across various borders—is a key issue within
transnational studies” (6). This transnational dynamic demands a perspective that
emphasizes “the connections and interactions among people across

national borders” (3).

One of these aspects of flowing cultural forms that circulated across the Atlantic
Ocean was the city mystery novel,® which originated in Europe in the early 1840s
and was soon adapted in the United States. Among others, Buntline’s The
Mysteries and Miseries of New York transposed European urban narratives such as
Sue’s Mystéres de Paris or G.W.M. Reynolds’s Mysteries of London (1844-1856)
to the American cultural context (cf. Okker 3-4). Through its sensationalist
narrative, Buntline’s novel describes

2 On the development of US capitalism in the first half of the nineteenth century, see Larson.

3 | draw on Peeples’s definition of the city mystery as an “essentially gothic” genre that
encompasses fictional and non-fictional texts “set in large cities and driven by complex,
overlapping plots highlighting vice and crime, particularly prostitution and extramarital sex, as
well as various types of theft, gambling, and drunkenness” (548-49).
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a New York riddled with crime and hopelessly divided between the upper and the
lower classes. It was, however, only one work in “a wave of American fiction that
would attempt to interpret the modern city, to shape readers’ perception of a
mysterious new environment” (Peeples 548). Next to Buntline, authors such as
George Lippard (The Quaker City; or, The Monks of Monk Hall, 1844-1845),
George Thompson (City Crimes; or, Life in New York and Boston, 1849), and
George G. Foster (New York in Slices: By an Experienced Carver, 1849; New York
by Gas-Light: With Here and There a Streak of Sunshine, 1850) “sensationalized
city life and helped shape the way both urbanites and nonurbanites comprehended
the new environment” (Peeples 548). What these popular novels and nonfiction
books had in common was how they “looked forward, with some excitement but
considerable fear, to an increasingly urban American culture” (563).

Buntline’s novel is neither singular with respect to artistic originality nor
regarding its subject matter. It is but one example of a rapidly emerging literary
genre that adapted and introduced a European cultural form to the urbanizing
American context. The underlying creative principle was hardly restricted to this
literary genre, nor was it restricted to literature at all. In New York City alone,
examples of transatlantic adaptations abounded: the establishment of the modern
restaurant (Delmonico’s, 1827), the foundation of the department store on US soil
(e.g. A.T. Stewart’s “Marble Palace,” 1846),* and the introduction of German beer
culture (Schaefer’s Brewery, 1842, and Atlantic Garden, 1858) represent urban
phenomena in antebellum New York that adapted or referenced European forms
and were often brought over by immigrants from the Old World. It is this context
of a lively transnational popular culture against which | read the Crystal Palace, the
first world’s fair in the United States, and refer it back to the city mystery genre in
order to make sense of rapid urban change.

Mid-century New York may have been a rapidly growing city that frequently
imported European ideas and had superseded other rivals (Philadelphia, Boston) in
terms of national predominance. However, within a broader transatlantic context,
the new metropolis was still clearly seen as inferior to the established global
centers across the Atlantic. Neither in size, population, and economic prowess, nor
in terms of cultural input and output did anyone seriously consider mid-century
New York an equal

4 For an account of the “Marble Palace” that compares it to the Crystal Palace, see Purtich.
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to cities such as London or Paris.® It is, however, this mid-century back and forth
between established and prevalent Western Europe and the inferior but ambitious
young republic that had a direct influence on the introduction of the emergent
cultural form of the world’s fair to the American context.

Another aspect crucial to my reading of the Crystal Palace is how New York
City’s rapid rise and transformation provoked ambivalent reactions between
celebration and lament that can be traced far beyond the city mystery genre. The
following quote by Washington Irving, taken from a letter he wrote to his sister in
1847, illustrates this beautifully:

New York, as you knew it, was a mere corner of the present huge city, and that
corner is all changed, pulled to pieces, burnt down and rebuilt—all but our little
native nest in William Street, which still retains some of its old features; though
those are daily altering. 1 can hardly realize that within my term of life, this great
crowded metropolis, so full of life[,] bustle, noise, shew and splendor, was a quiet
little City of some fifty or sixty thousand inhabitants. It is really now one of the most
rucketing cities in the world and reminds me of one of the great European cities
(Frankfort for instance) in the time of an annual fair—Here it is a Fair almost all the
year round. (quoted in Homberger 70)

Irving’s words capture the essence of the rapid change that took place during the
first half of the nineteenth century in terms of population growth, cultural life, and
economic transformations that affected urban centers and their inhabitants. His
metaphor of a permanent fair should soon become reality—enter the Crystal
Palace.

The New York Crystal Palace: Remake, Sequel, or Adaptation?

The 1853 “Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations,” better known as the “New
York Crystal Palace,” was closely modeled on the first world’s fair in London that
had taken place in 1851. After London’s “Great Exhibition of the Works of
Industry of All Nations” proved to be a huge

5 Edgar Allan Poe’s decision to pursue the “Man of the Crowd” (1840) in London and to transpose
the fictionalized version of the New York murder of Mary Rogers (The Mystery of Marie Rogét,
1842) to Paris illustrates that antebellum New York was still lacking in comparison to Old World
metropolises.
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success with more than six million visitors between May and October of 1851, the
idea to translate the concept of the Crystal Palace from Hyde Park to New York
was born.

What kind of a translation are we talking about here, and what kind of a
derivative work is the New York Crystal Palace in the first place? In Fair America,
Rydell, Findling, and Pelle read world’s fairs as a particular cultural form, even a
distinct “medium” (9). Following this line of thought, one could argue that the
New York Crystal Palace was a remake, and many of its aspects do indeed support
this argument. In its transposition across the Atlantic, the basic form and content of
the fair were carried over, sometimes to a fault. An alternative reading would
emphasize the fact that the New York version was the follow-up to the London
“original” and that we should therefore speak of a sequel. However, the two fairs
took place in very different cultural, economic, national, and urban contexts, and
the second installment is less a continuation than a transposition to a new and
significantly different context. This new urban context almost constitutes a medium
of its own, with its media-specific constraints and possibilities.

Therefore, as the form of the world’s fair traveled from one national context to
another so distinctly different that the formal language changed significantly, it is
worth considering it primarily as an adaptation. Linda Hutcheon approaches
adaptations from three different angles: First, as a product that is “an announced
and extensive transposition of a particular work or works” from one medium,
genre, or context to another (7). Second, as a process of creation that is both “(re-
)interpretation and then (re-)creation” (8). Third, as “a form of intertextuality” in
which “we experience adaptations (as adaptations) as palimpsests through our
memory of other works that resonate through repetition with variation” (8).

If we come back to Buntline’s novel and read it as an adaptation, we see that the
transposition of Sue’s model was certainly extensive, but not announced. Rather,
he repeatedly denies this relation, as in the following quote: “We have a hard task
before us, in following real life, instead of imitating some great predecessors in
foreign cities” (51). This statement makes clear how boldly Buntline copied a
certain model yet claimed it to be his own. Despite Sue’s popularity, Buntline
could count on his audience’s relative ignorance of the exact correspondences
between his novel and Sue’s text. Concerning Hutcheon’s second point, it is
obvious how Buntline reinterpreted Sue’s novel and then re-created it for the
American, or more precisely, New York context. Still, he did his best to suppress
the
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aspect of intertextual resonances and the kind of “repetition with difference”
Hutcheon identifies in the context of adaptation.

Especially this very basic characteristic of popular seriality in general was
handled differently in the context of the New York Crystal Palace.® The
transposition was both extensive and announced, the act of creation was both
reinterpretation and recreation of the “original” fair, and due to the spectacular
impact of the London Crystal Palace, the American organizers and commentators
had no choice but to acknowledge how they relied strictly on a well-known
formula established two years earlier. In fact, explicitly referencing its European
precursor was part of its economic, political, and cultural function to put America
on the map. And yet, proving national parity by hosting this major event went hand
in hand with an approach to adaptations as translations that, according to Loock
and Verevis, “is less interested in its fidelity to the original than in the potential of
the precursor/s to generate further, and sometimes unpredictable, cultural
production/s” (7).

This dynamic relationship between repeating and varying an established
formula could finally be witnessed by the public when, after a series of difficulties
and delays, the New York Crystal Palace opened on 14 July 1853, three months
later than planned. Even though the American version was much smaller than the
London equivalent, the 170,000 square feet building highlighted its modern use of
glass and iron and was the largest building in New York at the time. Designed by
the German- and Danish-American designers Gildemeister and Carstensen,’ the
Crystal Palace had the form of a Greek cross with four wings, a giant, 100-feet-
wide and 150-foot-tall dome in the middle, and triangular sheds in the corners.
Basically one large and noisy room, the octagonal Crystal Palace featured an
Equestrian Statue of George Washington in the middle and coats-of-arms of the 31
US states on the dome’s inside.?

In architectural terms, transposing the Crystal Palace from Hyde Park in London
to the grid of New York forced the designers to spatially reimagine the original
design.? After the initially designated space at Madison Square Park was rejected
by the wealthy residents who had recently moved

6 On “popular seriality” as a foundational principle of modern popular culture, see Kelleter.

Georg Carstensen was the founder of the Tivoli amusement park (1843) in Copenhagen.

8 Bdger’s chapter on the New York Crystal Palace is particularly valuable in its analysis of the fair
vis-a-vis nation-building and the preservation of the union during the antebellum era.

9 For an analysis of the Grid Plan of 1811, see Koeppel.

~
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into this now rather established section of the city, the Crystal Palace was
eventually located at Reservoir Square (today’s Bryant Park) on the Northern
outskirts of town, next to the Croton Reservoir. Adjacent to this gigantic structure,
and in-between the boundaries stipulated by the Grid Plan of 1811, namely Sixth
Avenue and 40th and 42nd Street, the lavish design of the original Crystal Palace
could not be repeated. This, however, was exactly what city officials had explicitly
demanded when they gave Reservoir Square to the organizers for an annual lease
of one dollar.® In 1957, Charles Hirschfeld noted dismissively that “[t]ne
New York Crystal Palace had little architectural originality” and that “[i]t was
essentially the London Crystal Palace mounted with a dome” (106). However, |
want to propose a less normative look at the eventual design that emphasizes how
formal restrictions and (in this case) spatial necessities correspond with a serial
dialectic of repetition and variation that produces specific kinds of newness and
originality.

Coming back to the public knowledge of the original Crystal Palace and the
supposed inferior derivativeness of the New York version, contemporary
commentators were much more celebratory when comparing the two versions. For
instance, before the grand opening, Horace Greeley—one of the most prominent
advocators of an international exposition in the United States—boldly claimed in
the New-York Tribune: “To us on this side of the water it is original” (quoted in
Burrows 89, cf. 3). His summary of the fair also simultaneously emphasized the
sense of originality and “deleted” the existence of the actual original: “As we grow
in wealth and strength, we may build a much greater Crystal Palace and accumulate
therein more imperial treasures than we could now afford to purchase; but a second
Fair cannot bring the exhilaration and glory of the first” (quoted in Hirschfeld 101,
quoted in Boger 23). Greeley’s message is clear: Even though it is an obvious copy
of the London fair, to Americans the New York Crystal Palace is the first fair, and
no matter its shortcomings, this project will always retain the status of the original.
Thus, the transposition to a different context provided the copy with a kind of
newness and originality not explicable through looking at the artifact in isolation.
One major goal of the fair certainly was national(ist) and capitalist competition.
According to Boger, “the first world exposition on American soil

10 Copying European architecture was nothing out of the ordinary in antebellum New York, as
several buildings on Wall Street were designed according to the “latest London fashion in
commercial architecture” (Burrows and Wallace 658).
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was intended to repeat and, ideally, surpass the great success of the original Crystal
Palace in London” (22).* In the words of the main building’s architects:

Everybody must be aware of the motives which prompted the erection of a Crystal
Palace in New York for the purpose of an Exhibition of the Industry of all Nations.
The astonishing success which attended the original enterprise undertaken in
London in the year 1851; the eagerness with which the example was followed by
various countries that signified their intention of immediately entering upon a
similar undertaking—all rendered it necessary that so grand a nation as America
should in its turn realize on her own soil this novel idea of our progressive era.
(Carstensen and Gildemeister 10)

These higher motives were repeatedly stressed by Theodore Sedgwick, who
became president of the fair after original president Edward Riddle had cashed out
and P.T. Barnum was not (yet) interested. Given that the interest in the fair was
much more municipal and economic than federal, nationalistic ideals such as the
preservation of the increasingly precarious union and the struggle for cultural
equality with the Old World were only some among many interests in the
adaptation of the European formula. One important distinction was that, in contrast
to European projects of this kind, no royal or public money was used, but only
money raised from private investors (Greenhalgh 55-67). In the proud words of
Carstensen and Gildemeister:

In this country such an undertaking would not expect or require the assistance of the
State, as is the case on the continent of Europe—even our very Constitution
prevented the Federal or State Governments from rendering any direct aid; therefore
it was left to private enterprise to complete a task which elsewhere required royal
exertion to insure its success. (10-11)

Therefore, one goal of the project, if not the primary one, was to make money. This
was hardly lost on the spectators of the day, as we can see in the following stanza
from William Withington’s poem “Crystal Palace and the World’s Fair in
New York” (1853): “The great crystal Palace which made such a show, // was in
London, in the old world, where millions did

11 This nationalist competition represents an early example of “serial outbidding” described by Jahn-
Sudmann and Kelleter with respect to contemporary television series.
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go, // But now in the new world their example we take, // In hopes that our yankees
good profit will make” (quoted in Bdger 49n77).

But what about the exhibition itself? While the American contribution to the
London fair had been rather modest, now about half of the 4000 exhibits were
American. Next to products ranging from garments, chemicals, coffins, watches,
seeds, and vegetables to colors and dyes, an unprecedented amount of sculptures
and a separate though largely undistinguished picture gallery were also included. In
contrast to London, New York featured an exhibition of daguerreotypes and
photography. One distinct quality of the New York exhibition was its seamless
connection of usage and aesthetics as well as “a colorful mix of objects seemingly
without any particular system of hierarchization” (Bdger 35). Thus, the didactic
impetus of the fair merged with an emphatically democratic and republican way of
displaying art and educating the population.

This is the second time Ned Buntline enters the picture, for not only is a quick
look at his principle of transatlantic adaptation helpful in getting a grip on
antebellum New York culture (and vice versa), but he was also among the major
inciters of a notorious event that clearly showed the precariousness of negotiating
European culture within the American con- text: the Astor Place Riot of 1849,
during which more than 20 people were killed following a dispute concerning the
proper interpretation of Shakespeare.*? At a time when the city and its culture were
becoming increasingly divided between upper and lower classes (cf. Homberger
80, 86), between republican virtues and pseudo-aristocratic decadence, between
rugged Americanness and a snobbish bowing to European culture—aspects that
were dramatized by Buntline’s fiction and other city mysteries—the Euro-
American hybrid of the Crystal Palace tried to stress the possible harmony between
different cultural spheres and forms.

As much as Buntline’s sensationalist portrayal was due to his populist politics
as well as his chosen form (Sue did something very similar), so is the Crystal
Palace’s way of representing, or rather, making culture due to the form that was
brought over from Europe and reinterpreted for American purposes. Despite a
rather expensive entry fee, the Crystal Palace proved much more popular with the
people than with journalistic commentators. Related to this and maybe even more
significant than the dem-

12 On the Astor Place Riot in the context of nineteenth-century negotiations of cultural hierarchies,
see Levine 64—68.



321 GroB

ocratic impulse of the exhibition is the inclusion of explicit entertainment in the
fair. In the words of Christopher Kent:

American exhibitions, less the result of federal than of civic initiative and direction,
drew upon local entrepreneurship for their energy and exuberance. To the earnest
didacticism of the Crystal Palace the French and Americans add the element of
element of mass entertainment. (The eponymous Midway appeared at Chicago’s
Columbian Exhibition of 1893). (518)

Already 40 years before this midway, the Crystal Palace featured an unofficial
entertainment section around the second spectacular edifice, the Latting
Observatory, a 300-foot-tall wooden tower, the tallest structure in the United States
at the time. Its three observatory decks gave New Yorkers, for the first time, the
opportunity to get a bird’s eye view of their increasingly congested city, the very
urban space that was so grimly portrayed in the urban serial narratives of the day.
This structure provided Americans with new vistas on New York City and might
be yet another factor in the public imagination of an America that defined itself in
increasingly urban terms.

George G. Foster and the Crystal Palace

City mystery literature and the Crystal Palace created a conceptual bridge between
the existing America and the coming, increasingly urban and capitalist America. In
the introduction to New York by Gas-Light and other Urban Sketches, Stuart
M. Blumin portrays George G. Foster as “a voice that echoes, sometimes in rather
strange tones, from the first metropolitan generation, a generation positioned in a
unique way between the rural past and the urban future” (61). Among his fellow
authors of city mysteries, Foster was also the voice that most clearly interacted
with the Crystal Palace through Fifteen Minutes Around New York (1853), a tourist
guide written specifically for the exhibition that begins as follows:

New York in 1853! A prolific subject, indeed—and one which, to do it justice,
requires an amount of labor, care, experience, and application, of which the
uninitiated can form but a very vague opinion. Within the past ten years, New York
has changed more rapidly than any other city ever did—changed not only in its
material extent and physical aspect, but in its moral tone and composition, and
especially in its relative position in respect to the other great cities of the world. (2)
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Foster’s follow-up to the successful serial narrative New York in Slices—originally
published in Horace Greeley’s New-York Tribune—and its single-volume sequel
New York by Gas-Light is a collection of urban sketches that takes up the first two
books’ main theme of making sense of a rapidly expanding city and emerging
metropolis marked by the increasing contrast between rich and poor. Even though
Fifteen Minutes Around New York was not published in serial form, it once more
transposes the original series’ sketchbook-like aesthetics to a single-volume
guidebook that bears many structural and political traces of Foster’s initial writing
in installments.

In 32 short chapters, the book develops from a guide specifically intended for
visitors of the Crystal Palace to a series of urban vignettes that have little to no
connection to the event for which the book was written. The book aims to
introduce readers to New York through largely unconnected chapters on means of
transportation and ways of getting around town (“A General Look Around and
About,” “A Dash at the Ferries”), types of lodgings and other tourist facilities
(“Pleasures of Hotel Life,” “The Down-Town Eating-House”), public institutions
(“The City Hospital in August,” “The New York Custom House”), leisure activities
and places (“A Plunge in the Swimming Bath,” “A Fashionable Gambling House—
An Hour at Pat Hearn’s,” “Jullien at Castle Garden”), as well as the special
manners, mores, and idiosyncrasies of New Yorkers.

Despite its stated purpose of being a guide for visitors to the Crystal Palace, it is
yet another narrative on urban inequality in the emerging metropolis. On the one
hand, Fifteen Minutes extols republican virtues and private enterprise in a manner
congruent with other celebrations of its day: “A few private gentlemen, whose
unobtrusive lives passed at the desk or the counting-house, had accumulated a few
hundred thousand dollars—conceived the idea of doing by themselves for their
country what the governments of England and France had done or were doing for
theirs” (13). On the other hand, this celebration of capitalist enterprise collides with
editorial passages on Wall Street and “the millionaires and magnates of the city,”
whose speculations “effect, for good or evil, the whole movement and life of the
community” (16). Given the fact that the Crystal Palace was funded by wealthy
financiers and merchants, Foster’s indictment of Wall Street leads to a curious
tension and may be seen as an early evidence of Rydell etal.’s claim that “the
contents of world’s fairs always threatened to spill over and to subvert the
intentions of their sponsors” (9).
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Another curious passage is Foster’s description of Louis-Antoine Jullien’s
music at Castle Garden, which sums up an ambivalent dynamic between a desire
for cultural elevation and the celebration of republican entertainment also typical of
the New York Crystal Palace:

Comparatively, we like not the real, classical, expressive music by this orchestra. It
is like a bad translation—it gives the outline of the story, but none of the finesse of
language or detail. But the dancing music is beyond all praise. In fact, Jullien will
do. He is the man for the masses. ... Jullien has developed musical taste—that is, a
taste for musical sounds—in England, which will lead in time to an appreciation of a
higher class of music. His concerts are one of the most rational, agreeable, and
delightful of pastimes, and will probably require no puffing, to be fully successful.
(93)

Stuck between the desire to acquire the cultivated taste of the Old World, the
inability to properly translate this particular idiom, and the celebration of the
particular strengths and potentials of transnational adaptations in the New World,
this passage’s cultural back and forth might as well be read as a description of the
Crystal Palace itself.

While Foster criticizes economic and spatial inequality, he tends to celebrate
those places and institutions where the different classes interact, for example, the
hospital. Despite its gruesome descriptions of sickness and accidents (including a
very early account of a person fallen from the top of a tall building), this chapter is
essentially the celebration of one of the few places where the increasing separation
of the classes does not exist—ostensibly also one of the stated goals of the fair’s
approach to organize its exhibition. Fittingly, the book concludes with the
following words (and without any reference to the Crystal Palace):

The truth is, that the condition, both moral and physical, in which such a city as
New York permits its poor to exist, is utterly disgraceful—not to the poor, for they
deserve only our deepest pity, but to the community—the powerful, enlightened,
wealthy community—which permits its unfortunate children, who know nothing but
how to work, to become thus horribly degraded. Are our readers weary of hearing
this repeated? But it must be repeated and reiterated, until government and the
wealthy know and feel its truth, and see clearly their bounden duty to that portion of
their fellow creatures who are not able, in the sharp and selfish competition of
keener brains, to take care of themselves. (111, emphasis added)
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Conclusion: Seriality and the (Re-)Making of American Popular Culture

Foster’s book did little in terms of repeating and reiterating its message, as it was
written and published before the fair opened and was thus more overture than
response to the event. One important aspect of seriality, however, is the
simultaneity of production and reception, and this is also reflected in the New York
Crystal Palace. Apart from the “constant fluctuation” (Bbger 33) of exhibits, and
the delayed completion of the exhibit, probably the most significant change from
London to New York was that the New York Crystal Palace was planned as a
permanent affair—mostly in order to recoup the privately raised money. Therefore,
after an abbreviated first season in 1853, which was popular with the people but a
financial disaster due to the many delays, the Crystal Palace returned in 1854 for a
second season (to put it in terms of contemporary television culture). Just as
Buntline followed up Mysteries and Miseries with the sequels The B’hoys of
New York City and the G’hals of New York City in 1850 and Foster wrote Gas-
Light as an explicit sequel to his first book, this return of the fair continued the
project in 1854 and added some changes, most of which were introduced by its
new showrunner, P.T. Barnum, who was finally on board. Even though he would
soon depart for good, he introduced several exhibits that could have been directly
lifted from his American Museum, thus modifying the fair’s cultural approach once
more toward mass entertainment. This second season marks also the point where
arguably the most lasting contribution was added to the fair when in May 1854,
Elisha Otis spectacularly demonstrated his safety elevator on the fair grounds. All
of this, however, could not prevent the corporation from going bankrupt and the
fair from closing for good in November of 1854.

Yet, even after both the Latting Observatory and the Crystal Palace burned
down in 1856 and 1858, respectively, they had a considerable effect on later fairs
as well as on the urban development within and beyond New York City. For
instance, Rem Koolhaas has developed an entire theory of Manhattan architecture
around the formal language introduced by the interaction of the expansiveness of
Crystal Palace’s dome and the spatial efficiency of the Latting observatory within
Manhattan’s constraining grid system. Similar to the fair’s contemporary critics,
Koolhaas notes how the transposition of the London Crystal Palace from a wide
park space into New York City’s Grid plan of 1811 resulted in a somewhat stilted
architecture. This, however, is not necessarily to be seen in exclusively deficient
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terms, but also as the foundational moment of an architectural principle that would
define Manhattan architecture from then on:

The Latting Observatory and the dome of the Crystal Palace introduce an archetypal
contrast that will appear and reappear throughout Manhattan’s history in ever new
incarnations. The needle and the globe represent the two extremes of Manhattan’s
formal vocabulary and describe the outer limits of its architectural choices. [...] In
many ways, the history of Manhattinism as a separate identifiable architecture is a
dialectic between these two forms. (27)

With this curious serial twist of an architectural idiom that would progress in
hybrid iterations of the “needle” and the “globe,” Koolhaas defines an aesthetic and
spatial element of the Crystal Palace that would last far beyond its blazing end—in
New York City as well as in the design of future world’s fairs.™

While there are no causal links between these two rather different cultural
forms, it is fruitful to read the New York Crystal Palace in the context of an
emerging transnational serial popular culture that was also home to Mysteries and
Miseries of New York, New York by Gas-Light, and other city mysteries. One
important difference is apparent: While the Crystal Palace can be considered “an
important expression of the optimism of the age” (Homberger 87), city mysteries
were rather the dark underbelly of mid-century optimism. Compared to Buntline’s
novels and Foster’s urban sketches, the world’s fair portrayed a much more
positive view on the unity of the nation and the harmony between all classes and
races. But through their mode of transatlantic adaptation and the establishment of
transnational serial forms, the New York Crystal Palace and the serial narratives of
its era bear striking structural and formal similarities that continued and interacted
well beyond their own heyday. This dialectic between vice and virtue, between
celebration and criticism, and between optimism and pessimism becomes evident
when we compare the politics of the city mystery and the world’s fair. To
paraphrase Koolhaas: The interaction between “dark” tales like the city mysteries
and “light” tales like the Crystal Palace has generated many hybrids on how to
conceptualize the city, the nation, class, and tastes in serial popular culture in the
United

13 For an analysis of the Crystal Palace’s significance for world’s fairs as a non-narrative series and
the persistence of the “needle and globe”-dialectic in the architecture and design of later world’s
fairs in New York City, see GroR.
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States and beyond. Moreover, at a time when writers such as Emerson proclaimed
the “American Scholar” and American Renaissance writers purportedly created a
distinct American literature, it is significant to see just how much American
popular culture of the antebellum era depended on blatantly remaking and adapting
European forms in order to come up with something new. This cultural newness
was often based on a (re-)making of American culture that oriented itself toward
European models yet emphasized the aspect of mass entertainment to a degree that
prefigured many of the approaches that became characteristic of serial popular
culture in the twentieth century. In the end, only through its American adaptation
could the London Crystal Palace of 1851 establish and, maybe more important,
consolidate a transnational instance of popular seriality that has continued to
generate new installments to the present day.
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