
In 1938, a huge British Empire Exhibition took place 
in Bellahouston Park, in the southside of Glasgow. 
The park was transformed into a mini-city of striking 
modernist architecture, wide boulevards, and fountains. 
Its purpose was to showcase the achievements of the 
British Empire, promote trade, and strengthen imperial 
relationships across the world. It attracted around 13 
million visitors during its six-month duration, yet today 
there is little evidence remaining in Bellahouston Park 
and most people are unaware of this event.

With the outbreak of WW2 in 1939, this was the 
last ever British Empire Exhibition and the event 
remains relevant to the study of British social, cultural, 
economic, industrial, and political history. However, 
in contemporary times, it is crucial to re-examine the 
impact of colonialism and the legacies left by the British 
Empire.

The Empire Retold project explored what contemporary 
Glaswegians think about the Empire Exhibition that took 
place in the city. The aims of the project are to deepen 
knowledge of local history and communities and to 
give a more rounded and representative view of British 
heritage. 

Please note, these display boards include historical material and personal stories 
that reflect a range of attitudes, language, and beliefs, some of which have been, 
or still are, discriminatory. These perspectives are presented as part of an honest 
exploration of history and do not necessarily represent views of the project team or 
institution.

Read more about the project here

EMPIRE 
RETOLD

When you think how grim the thirties must 
have been for many, what a boost the 
exhibition must have been for the city and 
its people. Glasgow resident, 2024.

If the exhibition was done now there would be more of a public backlash. Research participant. 2025.

So the great exhibition receives its Royal sendoff, the show that glorifies the British character, the British spirit and determination, the British will to win. It is not enough that we should possess all these; we must tell the world about them and that’s Scotland’s job at Bellahouston Park! British Pathé news footage, 1938.

The Empire Exhibition was a great thing 

for Glasgow. It’s the best thing that ever 

happened to Glasgow in my opinion!

Glasgow resident who visited the 

exhibition as a child. 2007.

“Decolonising the British Empire Exhibition of 1938 through Augmented Reality Narratives” was 
funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) in 2024 - 2025 (APP31916). 

Cigarette cards showing some 
of the Exhibition pavilions

The promotion of Imperial brotherhood 

was, of course, highly idealistic and 

masked the real diplomatic and political 

tensions within the Empire at that time. 

[… It] provided a late snapshot of a British 

Empire glamorously reframed using up-

to-date architecture and design as masks 

to conceal an accelerating decline. Bruce 

Peter, 2025. “Art Deco Scotland: Design 

and Architecture in the Jazz Age” Historic 

Environment Scotland.

These are false narratives about people from other places and false narratives around gender. Research participant. 2025.



BELLAHOUSTON PARK, 
THEN AND NOW
The Palace of Art is the only building from the 1938 
Empire Exhibition which remains in Bellahouston Park. It 
was designed by Launcelot Ross (1885-1956) to house 
the Glasgow Corporation’s art collection. In 1951 the 
building was converted to community use and became 
a sports hall in 1968. Early in the 2000s, it re-opened 
after refurbishment and extensive improvements, as 
Bellahouston Leisure Centre.¹

If the plan of the Exhibition is studied carefully and 
matched against Bellahouston Park as it is today, some 
sense of what was there can be glimpsed through 
depressions in the ground indicating grassed-over 
foundations, paths, and roadways.

Palace of Art courtyard, then and now.

The site of the foundation of the Tower of Empire.

Photograph of a work outing outside the Palace of Art. The pig costume 
suggests that the firm may have been involved in the production of 
sausages or meat pies. © Stanley K Hunter, Scottish Exhibitions Study 
Group. Licensor www.scran.ac.uk

1 https://www.theglasgowstory.com/image/?inum=TGSE01309

There doesn’t seem to be any questioning of why the Palace of Art is here! Like, why is there this big art deco building in the park? Research participant. 2025.

Why aren’t children taught about this in 

school? Research participant. 2025.

My house was built because of the exhibition - it was farmland here and I suppose it didn’t look good, so they built houses. I’ve got brick at the back of mine but the ones you can see from the park have sandstone; maybe they thought the King would see them! Research participant. 2025.

Climb Bellahouston Hill to locate the 
remains of the Tower of Empire, the focal 
point of the 1938 Empire Exhibition.

Walk along what was once Colonial 
Avenue or spot grassed over paths that 
are no longer used. 

Find the Foundation Stone, within what 
would have been the Atlantic Restaurant, 
shaped like a ship. 

Three views of the site of Atlantic Restaurant.



DIFFERENT STORIES, 
MULTIPLE PERSPECTIVES
The project takes a ‘polyvocal’ approach, meaning that 
all perspectives and opinions are valid, even if they 
are contradictory. It also includes some of the counter-
narratives, wider contexts, and different interpretations of 
the Exhibition, from 1938 to today.

As part of project workshops local people were asked 
to respond to images from the Empire Exhibition archive 
(you can see these for yourself at http://empireexhibition.
com/). Participants included people who live near 
Bellahouston, people of global majority ethnicities, people 
who have lived in Glasgow their whole lives, and recent 
immigrants to Glasgow. This project also uses interviews 
from with Glaswegians who had actually visited the 
Exhibition as children, recorded in 2007. Researchers and 
participants were supported with anti-racism training and 
counselling.

This approach emphasises the fact that history is not a 
single narrative, there are multiple interpretations of the 
Exhibition, both now and then, and different ways of 
viewing Britain’s colonialist past.

The Giraffe Women² were a highlight. But recently I’ve been thinking about what it must have been like for them. Brought from a hot, dry country to a very wet Glasgow, and put on show for people to gawk at. Small children were scared of them and hid behind their mother’s back. Others just stood and looked at these strange people. “My mother’s memory of a visit.” Retold by Research participant. 2025.

An all-embracing and vociferous 

anti-imperial ‘counter-exhibition’ 

staged by the Glasgow Independent 

Labour Party to coincide with the 

1938 Glasgow Empire Exhibition […] 

the Workers’ Exhibition was both an 

explicit political statement and an 

impassioned critique of imperialism 

[…] the objective of which was to 

attack everything that the main 

Empire Exhibition stood for. Sarah 

Britton, ‘Come and See the Empire by 

the All Red Route!’: Anti-Imperialism 

and Exhibitions in Interwar 
Britain, History Workshop Journal, 

Volume 69, Issue 1, Spring 2007.

People who visited the Exhibition 

knew more about the reality of the 

empire than they did before – they 

maybe didn’t understand the details 

or the subjugation but at least they 

knew more than before. Research 

participant. 2025.

For my grandfather, the Empire 

Exhibition was immensely exciting. 

But he wasn’t an imperialist. He never 

really was very comfortable with 

people bossing other people about 

to be honest. So when he took his 

boys down to the Empire Exhibition, 

they were all very excited to see it. 

Because for them, it was all about 

progress and science. And the bright 

new world that he was confident 

was just around the corner. Story by 

Shona MacIver about her uncle’s visit 

to the Empire Exhibition as a boy.

I used to spend a lot of time there 

because it was a wonderful place.

Glasgow resident who visited the 

exhibition as a child. 2007.

Extract from the ‘Come and See the Empire by 
the All Red Route!’ counter-exhibition pamphlet.

Capt. S.J. Graham, General Manager 
of the Exhibition in the Empire 
Exhibition 1938 Souvenir Booklet.

Glasgow Herald, March 7,1938

Northern Whig - Tuesday 01 March 1938 Image 
created courtesy of THE BRITISH LIBRARY BOARD.

Framlingham Weekly News - Saturday 15 
October 1938 Image © Lanman Museum c/o 
Maulden Family. Image created courtesy of THE 
BRITISH LIBRARY BOARD.

© Courtesy of HES 
(Collection of photographs 
relating to the Empire 
Exhibition, Glasgow, 
Scotland)

² Giraffe Women or Giraffe-necked Women was a term widely used for the Padaung tribe of Burma who toured as part of many exhibitions at the time.

A Lego reconstruction of a 
diorama about hydroelectricity 
that was featured in Women of 
Empire Pavilion. The diorama 
was called From Waterfall to 
Washer. Lego by Nina Baker.

It was a fairyland in a way…Glasgow resident who visited the exhibition as a child. 2007.



Edinburgh Evening News - Monday 02 May 1938 Image 
© National World Publishing Ltd. Image created courtesy 
of THE BRITISH LIBRARY BOARD.

EMPIRE RETOLD: 
AUGMENTED REALITY 
NARRATIVES
Stories and comments from the project workshops have 
been used to create three multimedia narratives which 
you can experience whilst walking around Bellahouston 
Park. These stories are delivered through a mobile phone 
app and can be experienced playfully, recreationally, or 
academically.

• ‘Reunion of Stone: In the Shadow of the Empire’
• ‘Branches & Roots: Spirits of the Empire Exhibition’
• ‘Interference’

The stories were devised and created by three local 
writers. Each story links real places in Bellahouston Park 
with the past and present using archival images and audio, 
quotes from the workshops, images from a 3D model of the 
exhibition, and creative interpretations. 

Augmented Reality (AR) is an effective way of layering 
different narratives onto real places. It allows multiple 
histories to be represented and encourages links between 
traditional historical perspectives and contemporary 
understandings of the Exhibition and its legacies. Please 
use the app and reflect on your own connections to 
Glasgow, colonialism, anti-racism, and identity.

You can download the app for Apple or Android phones, 
search for “Empire Retold: Bellahouston AR”.

Aerial view of Bellahouston, with and without the 3D model of the 
Empire Exhibition overlaid.

Multiple representations of the Tower of Empire (a.k.a. Tait’s Tower).

Newspaper clipping showing differences of opinion in 1995.

The central diorama in the Colonial Pavilion depicted aspects of everyday life 
in the Colonies and contained examples of the products shipped to Britain. © 
Stanley K Hunter, Scottish Exhibitions Study Group. Licensor www.scran.ac.uk

While much has changed in Bellahouston 

Park between 1938 and today, the 

placement and prominence of trees 

remains a common thread linking the two 

time-points. Because of this, Branches 

& Roots: Spirits of the Empire 

Exhibition offers the chance to be part of 

an inter-generational discussion on the 

sights, sounds, merits and ethics of the 

Empire Exhibition as seen through the eyes 

of two trees with differing perspectives 

on how we should remember the past. AR 

narrative writer Sean Wai Keung.

Statues have long borne silent witness to 

the history unfolding around them, but what 

if they could move and even speak? Locate 

the lost statues from the 1938 Empire 

Exhibition and hear their forgotten stories 

in Reunion of Stone: In the Shadow of the 

Empire. AR narrative writer Rachel Gorry.

Tune into the radio and travel back to 
1938 Glasgow. As the city celebrates 
the Empire Exhibition, a group of local 
workers has hijacked the airwaves… 
Can they cut through the noise to tell the 
people’s story of Empire? AR narrative 
writer Sara Missaghian-Schirazi.



DECOLONISING 
AN INHERENTLY 
COLONIALIST EVENT?
This project aims to support a more ‘decolonised’ reading 
of the Empire Exhibition of 1938 by bringing to light some 
of the forgotten histories and minority views of this aspect 
of Glasgow’s history. 

Decolonisation is a term used during conversations 
about restorative justice, Indigenous rights, and anti-
racism. It recognises that colonialism has social, cultural, 
and psychological effects. In this context, decolonising 
means “deconstructing or dismantling colonial ideologies 
and challenging the superiority of western thought and 
approaches.”³ This involves questioning who had (and still 
has) the power over knowledge of history and trying to 
decentre this power by working with those who were (and 
still are) marginalised. 

This project aims to capture the complexity, incompleteness 
and “disorder”4 of attempting to decolonise history and 
heritage.

I never ever thought until now about 
the colonial nature of it all. So I 
thought ‘oh we should rebuild it’ 
but now I’ve found out more I feel 
kind of ashamed about it. Research 
participant. 2025.

You can’t blame people for the way 

they talked about other nationalities, 

it was a different time! Character from 

AR story, 2025

Although the Empire Exhibition 
perhaps had things about it that we 
don’t much like today, I think we 
should have some faith that young 
people will take what they need, 
and make something of it. It won’t 
necessarily be what the people who 
put the Exhibition on intended. But 
they’ll take something out of it that’s 
useful to them. And at the end of the 
day, the world that young people 
live in is so very, very different from 
that of their parents. Story by Shona 
MacIver about her uncle’s visit to the 
Empire Exhibition as a boy.

³ https://www.peacejusticestudies.org/chronicle/do-not-colonize-decolonization/
4 Fanon, Frantz, 1961, “The Wretched of the Earth” 

Poster displayed at the Women of Empire Pavilion.

Graffiti at the Empire Exhibition 
monument, Bellahouston Park, 28 Feb 
2021 © Benjamin Thomas White. The 
text reads “The colonial regime owes 
its legitimacy to force and at no time 
does it ever endeavour to cover up this 
nature of things.” From Fanon, Frantz, 
1961, “The Wretched of the Earth”. 

Ireland’s Saturday Night - Saturday 05 November 
1938  Image © Independent News and Media PLC. 
Image created courtesy of THE BRITISH LIBRARY 
BOARD.

© Newsquest (Herald & Times). Licensor www.scran.ac.uk

Image © National World 
Publishing Ltd

Decolonisation is not about telling an 

alternate narrative but about creating 

a space for multiple narratives. 

Research participant. 2025.

Looking at the Savage West Africa exhibition, which is just such an offensive name, it’s like a kind of weird caricature of what people thought the whole continent of Africa was all about. Research participant. 2025.

The South Africa pavilion was built 
as an enlarged version of an early 
Dutch settler’s house. The building 
was later transported to Ardeer in 
Ayrshire, becoming “Africa House”, 
the canteen for ICI Chemicals. It 
was suddenly demolished after 
falling into disrepair in the 1990s. In 
2025, there are plans to rebuild it…

We can’t NOT tell these histories - so 

what do we do? Research participant. 

2025.

Savage West Africa, part of the Billy 
Butlins amusement park adjacent to the 
Exhibition.
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