The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations

The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations, which opened on May 1st 1851, was organised by a Royal Commission, presided over by Prince Albert. Designed to showcase British manufacturing technology and skills, it also featured exhibits from many countries around the world. Almost 14,000 exhibitors displayed over 100,000 exhibits, covering a wide range of items including works of art, textiles and clothing, furniture, ornaments, machinery, and many other kinds of manufactured goods.

A competition was set up to design the building that would house the exhibition in Hyde Park. The winning design was by Joseph Paxton, inspired by a large conservatory he had built for the Duke of Devonshire. The Crystal Palace, as it came to be known,  was impressive in size as well as design, being about 600 yards/560 metres long, 135 yards/124 metres wide, and 180 feet/32.9 metres tall at its highest point which was built around some 90-foot/27.4 metre tall elm trees. It was constructed almost entirely of iron and glass, with wood used only in the fittings and floorboards. A large part of the building was made of prefabricated units, and from design to completion took only nine months.

At the end of the exhibition, the building was dismantled and re-erected in Sydenham Hill, South London, where it  continued to be used until it was destroyed by a fire in 1936. The area came to be known as Crystal Palace.

The exhibition was a huge success, with over six million visitors during the five and a half months it was open. Receipts were over £500,000, which more than covered the costs. The profits from the exhibition went towards the purchase of land in South Kensington and the founding of cultural institutions such as the Albert Hall, the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Science Museum and the National History Museum.
