
 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s Educator Resource Guide.  
For classroom use only. No part of this document may be used without permission. 
Images, captions, and text from the Capital of Capital exhibition.  
 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s is made possible by 
© Museum of the City of New York 2013.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EDUCATOR RESOURCE GUIDEEDUCATOR RESOURCE GUIDEEDUCATOR RESOURCE GUIDEEDUCATOR RESOURCE GUIDE    
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© Museum of the City of New York 2013.  
 



 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s Educator Resource Guide.  
For classroom use only. No part of this document may be used without permission. 
Images, captions, and text from the Capital of Capital exhibition.  
 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s is made possible by 
© Museum of the City of New York 2013.  

INTRODUCTION: DESIGNING TOMORROWINTRODUCTION: DESIGNING TOMORROWINTRODUCTION: DESIGNING TOMORROWINTRODUCTION: DESIGNING TOMORROW    
 

New York’s celebrated World’s Fair of 1939-40, held in the newly built 
Flushing Meadows Park in Queens, drew millions of visitors with its 
promise to reveal “The World of Tomorrow.” As one of the last – and the 
largest – of six world’s fairs that were held in the United States in the 
1930s, the New York fair was the culmination of years of planning that 
looked to design, science, and technology to alleviate the bleak 
conditions of the Depression and create a brighter future.  While earlier 
world’s fairs had also showcased industrial growth and technological 
innovations, the modern world displayed in Chicago (1933-34), San 
Diego (1935-36), Dallas (1936), Cleveland (1936-37), San Francisco 
(1939-40), and New York was one where industry merged with artistry 
to envision post-Depression life.  
 
Though local politicians and national corporations had major stakes in 
the fairs—hoping to boost tourism, consumerism, and civic morale—it 
was the architects, engineers, and designers who enabled fairgoers to 
imagine what a brighter future would look like and how it would operate. 
These “poets of the twentieth century”—as one fair guidebook called 
them—used scientific and technological advances to design buildings, 
modes of transportation, furniture and appliances that not only 
functioned more effectively, but also had a new modern aesthetic: 
houses made of glass, streamlined trains and toasters, and modular 
plastic furniture. More broadly, these innovators anticipated a nation of 
suburbs linked by superhighways. In their hands, the world’s fairs of the 
1930s predicted tomorrows that look remarkably like contemporary 
America.  
  

 
 

. 



 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s Educator Resource Guide.  
For classroom use only. No part of this document may be used without permission. 
Images, captions, and text from the Capital of Capital exhibition.  
 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s is made possible by 
© Museum of the City of New York 2013.  

 
Theme Center, 1937-1939 

 

Colored architectural elevation drawing of Theme Center, including skeletal Trylon before sheathing with 

gypsum, Perisphere, and Helicline. 2011.15.64  

 
The New York World’s Fair Theme Center, a complex of two buildings named the Trylon and the 
Perisphere, encapsulated the essence of a modern world’s fair. The globe-like Perisphere and 
the Trylon (an invented name for a triangular pylon) were studies in pure form—steel-framed 
structures clad with gypsum board and painted white. Elevated on mirrored, steel pillars, the 
Perisphere appeared to hover above a reflecting pool below.  
 
To enter the Perisphere, visitors rode the world’s largest escalator partway up the Trylon and 
then walked along a ramp. Once inside, they found Henry Dreyfuss’ Democracity, a mammoth 
diorama of a futuristic city that separated business, government, shopping, and housing into 
separate districts linked by highways. Complete with projections, and a musical score, the 
exhibit dramatically predicted the shape of the future American metropolis.  
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I Have Seen the Future Pin, 1939, in the 1939-1940 New York World’s Fair Collection. 

Museum of the City of New York. 

 

Though most visitors could not buy the products on display at the fairs’ pavilions until after 
World War II, there were ample opportunities to own a piece of the “world of tomorrow” by 
purchasing innumerable souvenirs. Long after the fairs of the 1930s closed their gates, visitors 
held fast to mementos—brochures, home movies, and decorative objects—that brought modern 
design and materials back home to cities and towns across the United States.  
 
By 1938, there were 400 manufacturers who had been given permission to use the New York 
fair’s designs, hoping to draw people to the city as well as give them something to take away. 
Though the New York World’s Fair Bulletin avowed that “purchasers of Fair-inspired products 
will be getting the very best and latest in modern design,” these souvenirs were often 
inexpensive products advertising the host city or region as the embodiment of the modern world. 
In 1939, and for years afterwards, New York World’s Fair visitors of all ages could use and wear 
souvenirs sporting the Trylon and Perisphere—presented as the ultimate symbols of the future. 
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Wurts Bros. (New York, N.Y.) 

New York Worlds Fair, Westinghouse Building, new view finished. 

4/25/1939 

X2010.7.1.7620 

 
At Westinghouse’s Hall of Electrical Power in New York, a diorama of power lines and factories 
helped make the connection between electric appliances in the home, the mainstay of 
Westinghouse’s business, and the concept of electricity symbolized by the spinning molecules 
at the top of the company’s new “electric stairway.” 
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Wurts Bros. (New York, N.Y.) New York Worlds Fair, railroad exhibit, No. 6100, worlds largest steam 

locomotive. 5/18/1939 X2010.7.1.7661  

 
 

Samuel H. (Samuel Herman) Gottscho (1875-1971)  

Railroads On Parade at the 1939 New York World's Fair, 1939 

View showing a group of actors in various costumes posed on the front of a steam engine. 50.137.38 

 

In the 1930s railroads needed to attract customers. Business had been lost to automobiles and 
bus lines, and income from transporting freight had decreased due to the Great Depression.  
Industrial designers envisioned a solution: futuristic vehicles that would excite customers with 
their sleek appearance and promise of speed.  Their designs included tapered cars and smooth 
exteriors with flush windows.  Diesel-powered engines, more efficient than steam, pulled cars 
made of new, lighter materials. These streamlined trains were some of the fairs’ most popular 
attractions.  Fairgoers were awed by the chance to see impressive locomotives close up and to 
tour sleekly designed interiors.  Symbols of speed and a future fueled by technological 
innovation, the streamliners were often the final act in elaborate pageants dramatizing the 
evolution of American transportation. 
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Wool Exhibit ca. 1938 

Colored drawing of wool exhibit, "Wool is Man's First and Finest Fiber" showing visitors looking at exhibit 

panels on wall. 41.44.190  

 
Wool, cotton, linen, metal, stone, clay, and wood: these materials had been available to 
engineers and designers for centuries. At the 1930s world’s fairs, visitors learned of an 
unprecedented revolution in materials science, one that they may have only been starting to see 
in the world around them but that would burst out of laboratories and into department stores and 
ordinary households in the years to come.   
Consumer products such as furniture, cars, and coffee pots looked different, felt different, and 
worked differently when new materials became available after the 1930s. Chemists worked 
particularly on plastics, creating in the laboratory superpolymer fibers that could stand up to 
stretching and bouncing, and that could be manufactured cheaply in large quantities. What they 
come up with was nothing short of a complete transformation in the design and accessibility of 
consumer goods.  
 



 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s Educator Resource Guide.  
For classroom use only. No part of this document may be used without permission. 
Images, captions, and text from the Capital of Capital exhibition.  
 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s is made possible by 
© Museum of the City of New York 2013.  

 

 

 

 
 

Firestone Builds Today, The Tire of Tomorrow - Production Line, Firestone Factory and Exhibition Building, 

New York World's Fair, 1939 

X2011.34.4339  

 
Auto-related industries were equally eager to promote the use of cars. At the Firestone exhibit in 
New York, fairgoers were invited to watch the assembly of the “world’s most modern tire”—from 
the mixing of the raw rubber to the wrapping of the finished tire—with the “world’s most modern 
and most efficient tire machinery.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s Educator Resource Guide.  
For classroom use only. No part of this document may be used without permission. 
Images, captions, and text from the Capital of Capital exhibition.  
 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s is made possible by 
© Museum of the City of New York 2013.  

 

 
Grinnell Lithographic Company Ford Exhibit "Cycle of Production" ca. 1939 

 
Ford, Chrysler, and General Motors established a consistent presence at all six American 
world’s fairs, hiring the biggest names in architecture and design to help them dramatize their 
message.  The car companies and related automotive industries hosted exhibitions and 
demonstrations where visitors test-rode in new models, observed factory line production, 
watched films and other entertainments, and even arranged trade-ins of older cars for new 
models. 
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The Borden Company - Milking Cows Electrically ca. 1939 

Officially Licensed by New York World's Fair. "N.Y.W.F. LIC. N 1020". Made Exclusively for the Exposition 

Souvenir Corp., Corona, L.I. Published by Quality Art Novelty Co., Inc., Long Island City, N.Y. Greeting Card 

Manufacturers. 88.63.103  

 
Dioramas of cities with functioning electricity, working models of industrial plants, cows milked 
by machine, live science demonstrations—all these greeted visitors to the world’s fairs. 
Fairgoers were meant to be wowed as much as educated.  Designers worked under the 
assumption that the elimination of “technical details not familiar to the public,” in the words of 
designer Walter Dorwin Teague, would lead to accessible—and effective—exhibits. Lenox Lohr, 
general manager of the Chicago fair, wanted exhibits “with the accent on showmanship.” 
   
Innovative exhibits went hand-in-hand with willingness by corporations to invest in public 
relations on a grand scale. In the face of a broad distrust of mass production and the 
Depression’s challenge to capitalism, industry stakeholders hoped to convince the public of the 
benevolent future made possible by industrial capitalism. At the world’s fairs, designers 
experimented with visually and viscerally dramatizing that message.  Selling the big idea was 
more valuable than selling goods. 
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New York tribune, The lady who came to the world's fair in a trailer 

1939 45.65.23 



 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s Educator Resource Guide.  
For classroom use only. No part of this document may be used without permission. 
Images, captions, and text from the Capital of Capital exhibition.  
 
Designing Tomorrow: America’s World’s Fairs of the 1930s is made possible by 
© Museum of the City of New York 2013.  

 
 

 
 

Rollin Kirby (1875-1952) Friendly Rivalry. 1939 43.366.642 
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James Thurber (1894-1961) New Yorker (New York, N.Y. : 1925) 

[Proof of the cover of the April 29, 1939 issue of the New Yorker, showing New York World's Fair crowd 

looking at Trylon and Perisphere.] 1939, 46.243.3 
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Scene from the General Motors Futurama. New York World's Fair 

ca. 1939 

F2011.33.2054 

 

Every hour, more than 2,000 fairgoers waited in winding lines to enter the General Motors 
building in New York.  Behind the gigantic, curved walls lay “Highways and Horizons,” a 
complex of exhibits designed by Norman Bel Geddes about the cars of the moment and the 
American landscape of the future, all in support of plans for a national highway system.  
 
The climax of the exhibits was Futurama. Sitting in 552 “sound-chairs” on a moving conveyor, 
visitors peered down on a 35,000-square-foot model depicting a system of super highways and 
suburban development of 1960.  A recorded narration timed to correspond with the visitor’s 
location on the track explained that well-designed highways and new road construction would 
“diminish congestion until traffic, both vehicular and pedestrian, moves about with safety, 
convenience, and comfort….” 
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World's Fair of 1940, New York. ca. 1940 X2012.5.25 
 
Theme: The World of Tomorrow (1939), Peace and Freedom (1940) 
Dates:  April 30 - October 31, 1939; May 25 - September 29, 1940  
Size: 1216-½ acres in Flushing Meadow, Queens 
Attendance: 45 million 
Admission fee:  adults 75 cents, children 25 cents 
 
From the opening of Chicago’s Century of Progress Exposition in May 1933 to the close of the 
New York World's Fair in October 1940, American expositions across the country beckoned 
visitors with awe-inspiring displays promising a better tomorrow. Although each fair had a style 
of its own, the expositions’ planners and designers widely agreed that a great fair required “a 
new type of architecture, a style that will herald building design of the future.”   
 
The last of the decade and one of the largest fairs of all time, the New York World’s Fair was the 
beneficiary of the previous ten years’ experiments in exposition architecture and design.  The 
architecture was modern in form and function—“a thing of modern lines, studied optical illusions, 
breath-taking vistas and downright madness, all contributing to the mood of fiesta, and 
functional without apology.” 
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Published: April 30, 1939 
Copyright © The New York Times 
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Published: September 4, 1939 
Copyright © The New York Times    
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LegaciesLegaciesLegaciesLegacies    
 
Although many of the innovations exhibited at the world’s fairs of the 1930s—from new 
appliances to new cars—became part of America’s post-WWII everyday world, none was more 
prescient than the visions the fairs proposed for the city itself. Indeed, in New York there was 
remarkable similarity between Norman Bel Geddes’ Futurama and the city that master planner 
Robert Moses had already begun to build. Futurama presaged both the national highway 
system and Moses’s vision of New York connected into a regional system, which would be 
largely realized by the mid-1960s. 
 
The transformation of Flushing Meadow was a key part of Moses’s plans. In an article for the 
January 15, 1938 issue of the Saturday Evening Post titled “From Dump to Glory,” he asserted 
that the park would be “more romantic and interesting than anything of a temporary nature . . . 
For like the mirage in the desert, the Fair will be gone in 1940, and at that time Flushing 
Meadow park will come into its own.” 
 
Where fairgrounds were built up from almost nothing – in Chicago, Cleveland, New York, and 
San Francisco—little remains to suggest the spectacular environments that, for a season or two 
nearly 75 years ago, delighted and amazed. The pavilions were demolished, industrial displays 
and equipment returned to sponsors. These fantastic complexes, built over the course of a few 
years and enjoyed for eight or nine months, were demolished nearly overnight to make room for 
airports or parks. 
 
In San Diego and Dallas, however, where world’s fairs were constructed on sites with histories, 
many of the pavilions and plazas still stand. Repurposed as museums and other cultural 
institutions, they are accessible to the public and carry on traditions of education and 
entertainment. For those who know where to look, the remaining structures are shadowy 
reminders of the spectacular world’s fairs of the 1930s. 
 
The second largest public park in New York City, Flushing Meadows today draws its 
neighboring populations  and international visitors to recreational facilities, the Panorama of the 
City of New York at the Queens Museum of Art, Arthur Ashe Stadium,  and Citi Field. The only 
remaining building from the 1939 fair is the New York City Building, which became the Queens 
Museum of Art in 1972. Current—and hotly contested—proposals for the park include a new 
tennis  
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SUGGESTIONS FOR CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES:SUGGESTIONS FOR CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES:SUGGESTIONS FOR CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES:SUGGESTIONS FOR CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES:    
INNOVATE OR INVENT?INNOVATE OR INVENT?INNOVATE OR INVENT?INNOVATE OR INVENT? The World’s Fair Pavilions demonstrated innovations that would impact visitor’s 

daily lives – from how they could clean dishes (dishwashers!) to the forms of transportation they 
can take (airplanes!). Note with students that while many of the featured products may seem 
mundane to us today, they were greeted with wonder and excitement at the time. Students can 
brainstorm what needs we have today and what innovations would enhance our daily lives. 
Students can choose existing objects that can be changed for more contemporary needs 
(innovate) or come up with new creations that would ease daily life (invent). On large sheets of 
paper students can draw out and write about their suggestions and present it to the class.   
 
ON THE SCENEON THE SCENEON THE SCENEON THE SCENE: Research with students what the site of the World’s Fair was before it was 

transformed into the fairground and what it is today. While little remains of the buildings created 
expressly for the fairs, visitors do have the opportunity to visit the Queens Museum, housed in 
The New York City Building, the only remaining building from the World’s Fair.   
 
CREATE A DIORAMACREATE A DIORAMACREATE A DIORAMACREATE A DIORAMA: After looking through the Designing Tomorrow exhibition, students can create a 

pavilion of their own showing what a World’s Fair of today would present. To create the pavilion 
gather a square piece of paper, a glue-stick or tape, and a pair of scissors. Have students fold 
the paper in half from one corner to the opposite corner, leaving a diagonal fold across the 
paper then repeat this step with the opposite corners. This will leave the square paper with an 
“x” in the middle. Have students cut along one of the folded lines only as far as the center of the 
paper. Overlap and tape or glue the two cut sides so that an upright triangle shaped pavilion is 
left. Next give students Model Magic (or other forms of clay) and colored markers so that they 
can create what they would want to display in their pavilion.  
 
Advertise itAdvertise itAdvertise itAdvertise it: Imagine New York City was hosting a World’s Fair today (this can be done in tandem 

with the diorama project or on its own). Encourage students to think about a theme and the 
products the fair would showcase. In groups, students can come up with forms of advertising to 
encourage New Yorkers to attend the fair.  
 
Other side of the storyOther side of the storyOther side of the storyOther side of the story: A fictional family, the Middleton’s, created to represent an average middle 

class family, were featured in various promotional videos enjoying the fair. Throughout the fair, a 
celebration of capitalism as a way to re-energize the country post-depression, was dominant. 
Attractions such as Futurama celebrated a future of cars and roadways. In each of these 
instances, a specific view point was dominant in the fair’s focus. Discuss with students who was 
not represented, alternative political agendas to capitalism gaining traction at the time, and the 
eventual turning away from the car focused urban planning espoused by the likes of Robert 
Moses.   
 
TIME CAPSULETIME CAPSULETIME CAPSULETIME CAPSULE: One major attraction at the 1939 World’s Fair was the Westinghouse Time Capsule 

– an assortment of objects and ephemera to be opened in five thousand years (do the math!). 
Among the items buried below ground were pens, cloth and hats, a watch and a Mickey Mouse 
cup as well as articles news reels on contemporary issues. Invite the class to imagine they are 
charged with creating a time capsule to be opened in five thousand years – what would they 
choose to represent this time period to a future far removed from our present day? Depending 
on what they choose and location feasibility, students can create and bury the capsule.  
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USING MUSEUM RESOURCES:USING MUSEUM RESOURCES:USING MUSEUM RESOURCES:USING MUSEUM RESOURCES:    
Visit http://collections.mcny.org and type terms, phrases, or place names related to New York’s 
world’s fairs into the search box. Next to each image from the Museum’s collection included in 

this guide is an accession number (for example: X2011.34.4339). Type the accession number into 

the search box on the Collections Portal to learn more information, to download a high 
resolution image, or click the magnifying glass to zoom in.  
 

SUGGESTED VOCABULARY WORDS:SUGGESTED VOCABULARY WORDS:SUGGESTED VOCABULARY WORDS:SUGGESTED VOCABULARY WORDS:
Design exhibition exposition

Great Depression 

Industry 

Industrial design 

Innovation 

modern 

Pavilion 

Production line 

Streamline 

Technology 

World’s Fair 

 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY:BIBLIOGRAPHY:BIBLIOGRAPHY:BIBLIOGRAPHY:
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National Building Museum audio program on the history of world’s fairs: 
http://www.nbm.org/media/audio/21st-century-worlds-fairs-2.html 
“The City” (1939) – documentary shown at the world’s fair  
From the New York Public Library website: http://exhibitions.nypl.org/biblion/worldsfair/ 
 
On Design and City Planning  
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BRING YOUR STUDENTS TO VISIT THE MUSEUM 

Before your visit to the Museum, we recommend the following discussions in 

the classroom. Each discussion is specific for gallery or history lab programs. 

Gallery programs take place entirely in the Museum’s exhibition spaces while 

history lab programs take place entirely in the Museum’s newly renovated 

classrooms.  

 Introducing the Gallery Programs 
We suggest familiarizing your class with the Museum of the City of New York exhibitions and 

information located on the Museum website. Use the following guiding questions to explore 

the Museum online at www.mcny.org  

1. Explore the location, mission, and history of the Museum. Go to the “visit” tab located 

on the top of the screen and focus on the following quote, “the Museum connects the 

past, present, and future of New York City.” Engage your students in a discussion on 

how museums in particular and this Museum in specific focuses on these aspects. 

Encourage your students to look up the definitions for words such as “artifact”, 

“display”, “exhibition” and of course “museum”!  

  

2. Explore current and upcoming exhibitions at the Museum. Go to the “exhibitions” tab 

located on the top of the screen and explore the exhibition descriptions. Have an 

inquiry-based discussion with your class on what they can expect to see in the gallery 

program you are attending using the information provided online.  

 

      Introducing the History Lab Programs 
We suggest familiarizing your class with the Museum of the City of New York Collections 

Portal (collections.mcny.org) an online resource that offers nearly 95,000 images of New 

York City to explore a range of history topics. Use the Online Collections Portal Guide for 

Educators located on the Museum’s  website (http://www.mcny.org/education/Collections-

Portal-Guide-For-Educators.html) to begin your investigation in the classroom.  

1. Analyzing the Sources: Collections Portal Lesson One  

a. Use the Collections Portal to distinguish between primary and secondary 

sources 

2. Analyzing the Sources: Collections Portal Lesson Two  

a. Use the Collections Portal to research a specific collection.  

b.  

LEARN MORE ABOUT THE CITY MUSEUM’S EDUCATION 

PROGRAMS AT: http://www.mcny.org/education/ 
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