ENG 101 — Composition I
Dragan

A Last Look at the Fair: E. L. Doctorow’s Ending in World’s Fair

In our excerpt from E. L. Doctorow’s novel World’s Fair (pp. 233-252 in the COURSE PACK), we get

a ‘last look” at the fair through the eyes of nine-year-old Edgar, the main character or protagonist and
narrator of this first-person novel. After winning an ‘honorable mention’ in an essay contest, he gets free
admission to the fair for his family: his mother, father and older brother Donald. They visit the fair in the
autumn of 1940 just before the fair closes for the last time.

Since you have seen the fair through many sources—including essays, photos, newspaper articles and
primary sources (like the “Futurama” booklet) and even film footage, you can see how Doctorow
describes the same fair exhibits in a slightly different way. (Injust a few pages, we see the Trylon and
Perisphere, Democracity, Elektro the robot, the Westinghouse Time Capsule and, finally, Futurama). As
you read, try to ask yourself what aspects of these exhibits are emphasized or highlighted? Is there
anything critical here? (Look at the character of the father and what he says.) Is there anything that
Edgar really likes?

® In groups of 2:
First, spend a few minutes skimming the excerpt from pp. 233-235 (top of page) in the
COURSE PACK (5 minutes).

1) As a group pick two exhibits in these pages. (Each is described in about a paragraph.) Choose 2
details to record for each of your exhibit. What does Edgar notice that is different perhaps than the
other sources that we have already seen about these exhibits? Did anything surprise you about his
observations?

* Now read the next two pages on pp. 236 — 238 (5 minutes). Pay attention to what the father says.

2) What are some critical things that the father says about the contents of the time capsule? What will
these contents say about society the year 1939 when the capsule is opened in 6939?

3) Next, what is the father’s joke about the Futurama exhibit? For those of you writing on the vision of
the future and commercialism at the World’s Fair, does the father’s attitude argue for or against some
‘extreme’ commercialism at the fair? Try to decide as a group. Is the father correct or not? (Also,
what does the mother’s comment add to this discussion?)

4) Although Edgar’s father was critical of the time capsule, how can you tell he thought the time capsule
was important? What does the contents of Edgar’s time capsule say about him? What is the ‘tone’
(emotional flavor) of the ending here? Can you choose a precise ‘tone word” and argue that it fits this
ending? Is the tone here different that Hattie Glassman’s diary entries? Or in Gelernter’s own
description of “The World of Tomorrow” at the World’s Fair?

(~20 minutes)

® Reporting Out — Choose a reporter to give your answers to the above questions. We will collect some
responses from the class.
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