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EXHIBITION REVIEW

Dioramas, The Palais 
de Tokyo, Paris, June 
14 2017–September 
10 2017

Igor Siddiqui
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Diorama, a constructed scene contained within a three- 
dimensional frame, has an intriguing history and enduring influ-
ence. This is extensively conveyed by the exhibition Dioramas, 
presented by the Parisian contemporary art center Palais de 
Tokyo in the summer of 2017.1 The exhibition traces the devel-
opment of the diorama over time and explores the reincarna-
tions through which it appears in recent art practice. While a 
contemporary perspective may regard the diorama as a minor 
art form – a peripherally relevant format for conveying illusion-
istic effects and make-believe environments – the exhibition 
reasserts its centrality in the evolution of visual culture as we 
know it today. The selection of works in the exhibition spans 
a range of eras, media, scales, and intentions, the inclusive-
ness of which links the diorama to multiple fields of knowledge 
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and a variety of creative practices. Curators Claire Garnier, Laurent Le 
Bon, and Florence Ostende made a number of such links explicit and 
there are others that can be made as well. For example, as not only a 
visual device but also a spatial one, the diorama is profoundly interior 
in its nature; viewing the exhibition’s subject matter through the lens of 
interiority is particularly pertinent, especially for the benefit of disciplines 
responsible for shaping interior spaces.

The first diorama, or rather the first construction so named, was 
invented in 1822 by Louis Daguerre and Charles Marie Bouton. Exhib-
ited in a manner that would eventually become the standard format 
for movie theaters (dark room, illuminated picture, seated audience), 
Daguerre and Bouton’s diorama consisted of two-sided paintings 
and a system of lights. Through a careful orchestration of front and 
rear lighting, the back-to-back images appeared animated and three- 
dimensional. Dramatic landscapes with dynamic elements were the 
frequent subject matter of these scenes, bringing illusionistic visions of 
the outside world indoors. Designed to astonish and entertain Parisi-
ans, Daguerre and Bouton’s installation quickly grew in popularity and 
soon thereafter the term diorama – meaning ‘through that which is 
seen’ – was born.2 Although none the duo’s works survived to be seen 
at the Palais de Tokyo, the exhibition compensates for this absence by 
evoking their effects through other thoughtful inclusions. A pair of illu-
minated pictures credited to Jean Paul Favand and the Musée des Arts 
Forains forms the centerpiece of exhibition’s the introductory section 
(Dioramas consists of six chapter-like parts), a space that allows the 
visitor to adjust their eyesight to the darkness enveloping the gallery. 
Favand’s scenes – one depicting volcanic eruption and another the 
Brooklyn Bridge (Figure 1) – convey the allure of the nineteenth-century 
diorama by combining authentic two-sided paintings preserved from 
a fairground theater with contemporary methods of lighting and digital 
projection. In this way the two dioramas appear as both old and new, a 

Figure 1
Jean-Paul Favand, Naguère 
Daguerre III, 2015, 19th 
century painted canvas, 
luminous installation and 
scenography. Courtesy of 
the artist. Exhibition view of 
Dioramas, Palais de Tokyo, 
2017. Photo: Aurélien Mole.
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quality that also emanates from a set of backlit screens from the 1740s 
perforated with abstracted religious motifs.

The exhibition draws several evocative links between the diorama 
and religion, most notably in relation to the development of framed 
three-dimensional miniatures. While the definition of the diorama as 
a diminutive model did not emerge until the early twentieth century, 
among its predecessors shown at the Palais de Tokyo are Baroque-era 
religious tableaux and devotional objects. As Biblical representations 
and vignettes of religious life such constructions aim to convey a sense 
of otherworldliness, but also in-the-flesh presence. A combination of 
the small format with intricate craft and uncanny realism – as well as 
a sophisticated handling of materials like dried plants, draped textiles, 
and precious metals – imbues these objects with a sense of suspen-
sion between representation and reality. In other words, miniatures like 
Santa Maddalena in adorazione della croce by Caterina De Julianis 
from 1717, function as representational paintings endowed with a 
third dimension that simultaneously have the appearance of life-size 
containers, not unlike jewelry boxes filled with little treasures. A similar 
interplay of scales is central to contemporary artworks like Armond 
Morin’s Panorama 14 (2012-2017), a small glass lightbox filled with 
sand that, if accepted as a scaled model, yields a view of a vast out-
door landscape (Figure 2).

Among the contemporary miniature dioramas, works by Ronan-Jim 
Sévellec and Charles Matton stand out for their explicit preoccupa-
tions with interior space. Inset into a gallery wall, Sévellec’s Les bains 
d’Asnières (1999) is a photorealistic maquette of an old bathhouse 
(Figure 3). Light permeates the scene from an unknown source in the 
background and is filtered by a glass partition. In the foreground there 
is a pool, but it is dry. The diorama projects the melancholy of an aban-
doned space, heightened by the inclusion of objects – there are slip-
pers on the tiled floor and a towel on the wood bench – that index the 
unseen subject’s past presence. Charles Matton’s miniature of Alberto 

Figure 2
Armand Morin, Panorama 
14, 2012-2017, mixed 
media. Courtesy of the artist. 
Exhibition view of Dioramas, 
Palais de Tokyo, 2017. 
Photo: Aurélien Mole.
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Giacometti’s studio likewise uses a glass screen for bringing in light 
while obscuring its source; in this case it is a translucent skylight. The 
scene is modeled and named after an image of Giacometti’s studio 
published in Jean Genet’s book L’atelier de Giacometti. Through such 
a reference one understands that the scene depicts a space of active 
artistic production, but a pile of rubble in the foreground nonetheless 
suggests a ruin.3 Both Sévellec and Matton deal with architecture, but 
their miniatures reveal about spaces what architectural models almost 
never truly do: a sense of occupation, intimacy, and passage of time.

Along with the illuminated image and the miniature, the full-scale 
vignette is the third key diorama type that the exhibition explores in 
depth. Widely used for displays in natural history museums, the most 
familiar versions of the full-scale diorama include taxidermy, sceno-
graphic objects, and painted backdrops arranged to portray fictional 
accounts of wildlife drama. A brutal encounter between a lion and a 
gazelle stands frozen in an unframed ‘mount’ – a term for a work of 
taxidermy – by master taxidermist Jules Terrier from 1891, while a 
1904 Rowland Ward boxed diorama contains a leopard and a pair of 
antelopes as its prey. The narratives embedded within such taxidermic 
fabrications rely on the tension between the dangerous and the benign 
for their perceptual punch, but they illuminate issues of safe spectator-
ship and the viewer’s role as a voyeur. Much less violent is Walter Pot-
ter’s Victorian-era Happy Family, a house-shaped vitrine cluttered with 
birds, squirrels, puppies, and bunnies (Figure 4). Presented through a 
lens of domesticity, it is an antidote to wilderness and a reflection of an 
impulse to capture, contain, and collect.

The intersection of spectatorship and collecting is the exhibition’s 
pivot point toward contemporary works that use the diorama as a 
framework for complicating, critiquing, and dismantling visual culture’s 
driving mechanisms. Engaging the multifaceted power dynamics that 

Figure 3
Ronan-Jim Sévellec, Les 
bains d’Asnières, 1999, 
mixed media. Private 
collection, courtesy of the 
artist. Exhibition view of 
Dioramas, Palais de Tokyo, 
2017. Photo: Igor Siddiqui.
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emerge at this intersection, the exhibition fulfills its main premise as 
identified in the curatorial statement that states, ‘Inviting the audience 
to step into the hidden mechanisms of a diorama, the exhibition dis-
mantles its strategies of illusionism and allows the viewer to build a 
critical approach to the power of representation.’4 Four large-format 
photographs by Richard Barnes extend such an invitation, revealing 
the life of natural history museum dioramas in the afterhours (Figure 5).  
When the museum is closed and the house lights are on, one finds 
these fabrications both fragile and crude. In Man with Buffalo (2007), 
for example, a maintenance worker inside a diorama is vacuuming arti-
ficial snow while facing a stuffed buffalo, exposing the quotidian labor 
behind the illusion with a touch of surrealism. An assortment of power 
tools in the foreground references construction, but is also there to 
evacuate any remaining possibility of illusion from the scene. From his 
Diorama series Hiroshi Sugimoto’s Gorilla (1994), a black-and-white 

Figure 4
Walter Potter, Happy Family, 
ca 1870, wood, glass, paint, 
paper, preserved animals. 
Private collection, courtesy 
of the artist. Exhibition view 
of Dioramas, Palais de 
Tokyo, 2017. Photo: Aurélien 
Mole.

Figure 5
Exhibition view of Dioramas, 
Palais de Tokyo, 2017. 
Photo: Aurélien Mole.
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photograph of a primate contained within the artificial environs of a 
museum display, uses the camera’s gaze to filter out that which is oth-
erwise unbelievable about the scene in order to construct an image 
that is more abstract yet better at temporarily tricking the eye. Both 
Barnes and Sugimoto treat the transparency of vision as an adjustable 
variable and as such further illuminate questions of how it is that we 
see, but also see through.

By offering new views on traditional dioramas, the two sets of  
photographs effectively preface what follows: a selection of contem-
porary sculpture, installations, and multimedia works in which the dio-
rama’s conventions are all but left intact. Within this diverse selection, 
relationships to the diorama vary depending on the artist; sometimes 
it is seemingly direct, at other times it is more oblique. Dispersed 
throughout are the conceptual and technical fragments of historical 
dioramas – screens, projections, boxes, miniature habitats, full-scale 
bodies, flora, fauna, and more – adapted to a wide range of artistic 
intentions. Through a combination of miniature and video, Pierrick Sorin 
populates a furnished sectional model of a doll house with footage of 
performers singing and dancing in the aptly titled I Would Like to Live 
in a Doll House (2011). The holographic result is an uneasy fusion of a 
toy-like environment with live action, achieved through relatively low-
tech means by reflecting green-screen video footage into the dollhouse 
via hidden mirrors. Human bodies placed within dioramas is a theme 
shared by several other works, often in order to engage with the com-
plexities of identity, power, and desire. Duane Hanson’s Housepainter II 
(1984), a hyper-realistic full-scale figure of a worker with a paint bucket 
and a roller, positioned within the extents of the installation defined 
not by a display case but rather a half-painted gallery wall and a floor 
tarp (Figure 6). The sculpture recalls the presence of the maintenance 
worker in Richard Barnes’s Man with Buffalo; in this instance the act of 
maintenance takes the form of painting, while the gallery takes on the 
role of the framed display.

Patrick Jacobs’s Yellow Slime Mold with Pinkgills (2015) pulls the 
viewer's gaze inside the gallery walls through a five-centimeter peep-
hole mounted at eye-level. A lush landscape, seen through a fish-
eye lens, appears hyperreal and alive – fungi in the foreground, wild 
grasses, and a riverbed filtered through a background haze - but is in 
fact entirely artificial (Figure 7). It can be interpreted as a vision of nature 
in the Anthropocene, where anything that emerges out of the ground 
is in fact already manmade. Mark Dion’s Paris Streetscape (2017) is a 
dioramic assemblage of preserved pigeons, crows, a rat, a cat and an 
overflow of debris that serves as a concentrate of the city’s true nature 
(Figure 8). Leftover buckets of house paint, burnt lightbulbs, empty 
bottles, dog food, egg cartons, bicycle tires, and a teddy bear were 
among the articles that Dion collected into the glass case and sealed 
shut, constructing a time capsule of the city that resembles a landfill, 
the Anthropocene’s signature geological formation.

As an index of human activity – rather than a naturalized surface – 
the ground as a malleable terrain is used to organize both Mathieu 
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Mercier’s Untitled (couple d’axolotls) (2012) and Tatiana Trouvé’s Unti-
tled (2017), two of the most architecturally memorable installations with 
which a visit to Dioramas culminates. The floor of Trouvé’s room-sized 
environment is lined with black sand, which at first gives the room the 
appearance of an outdoor space carved out of the museum’s volume. 
Inside there is a suitcase, a netted chaise lounge, a fan, some light-
ing, and wiry sculptural objects that look like drawings in space. The 
installation is framed by large glass openings on two sides, the third 
is an open void through which the room leaks sand (Figure 9). The 
uncontainable terrain works to irritate the architectural boundary that 
surrounds it, while also transforming the opening from a controlling 
device (a perspective-framing window) to one that ultimately loses con-
trol (it leaks).

Mercier’s minimalist installation consists of a large glass box with a 
smaller glass box inside it. The space between the two is sculpted from 

Figure 6
Duane Hanson’s 
Housepainter II, 1984, mixed 
media. Courtesy of the artist. 
Exhibition view of Dioramas, 
Palais de Tokyo, 2017. 
Photo: Aurélien Mole.



 Igor Siddiqui

In
te

rio
rs

1
7

6

dark soil, which creates a sloping topography evenly lit by a frame of 
recessed neon lights above. The smaller box is half-filled with water; in 
it are two seemingly inanimate creatures, their stillness accentuated by 
the abstract nature of their artificial habitat. Staring at the glassed inte-
rior to see if anything moves has the benefit of focusing one’s mind and 
slowing down time, the antithesis of the diorama as a media spectacle. 
The sensation of doing so is reminiscent of watching Bill Viola’s Anima 
(2000), a series of video portraits with playback speeds so drastically 
reduced that it is no longer possible to detect any motion in real time. 
Having seen so much taxidermy and optical tricks already, it is hard to 
believe that the exotic organisms in this installation – the axolotls, also 
known as Mexican walking fish – are, in fact, living, the resonance of 

Figure 7
Patrick Jacobs, Yellow Slime 
Mold with Pinkgills, 2015, 
mixed media. Courtesy of 
the artist. Exhibition view of 
Dioramas, Palais de Tokyo, 
2017. Photo: Igor Siddiqui.

Figure 8
Mark Dion, Paris 
Streetscape, 2017, mixed 
media. Courtesy of the artist. 
Exhibition view of Dioramas, 
Palais de Tokyo, 2017. 
Photo: Aurélien Mole.
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which is only heightened by what one now knows about the history of 
the diorama.

Almost two centuries after Daguerre’s first illusionistic dioramas, the 
contemporary works in the Palais de Tokyo exhibition are most powerful 
not when they ask of us to surrender to their illusion, but rather as they 
open up the possibility of questioning our own vision. As the exhibition 
shows, the diorama is profoundly interior in its spatial qualities – and 
one might also conclude that most designed interiors share with the 
diorama an overlapping set of conceptual and technical issues. Such 
an overlap can be productive as it is explored from multiple directions, 
covering a range of relevant contemporary topics that include new 
modes of representation, simulation, and collection; emerging notions 
of the sublime interior; redefining the boundaries between inside and 
outside through technologies that enable new forms of outdoor life 

Figure 9
Tatiana Trouvé, Untitled, 
2017, mixed media. 
Courtesy of the artist. 
Exhibition view of Dioramas, 
Palais de Tokyo, 2017. 
Photo: Aurélien Mole.

Figure 10
Mathieu Mercier, Untitled 
(couple d’axolotls), 2012, 
mixed media. Courtesy of 
the artist. Exhibition view of 
Dioramas, Palais de Tokyo, 
2017. Photo: Aurélien Mole.
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indoors; the expanding role of virtual reality in environments both quo-
tidian and extraordinary; the preservation of species in the Anthropo-
cene, and many others. A good place to begin, however – especially 
for interior design as a discipline and a profession – is to follow the 
lead of the contemporary artists in the exhibition, whose practices work 
to rethink, transform, and dismantle the visual codes, social mores, 
power dynamics, and outdated conventions that are inherited from the 
nineteenth century, but still stubbornly remain embedded in our culture.

Notes
 1.  Dioramas was exhibited at the Palais de Tokyo in Paris from 14 

June to 10 September 2017. The exhibition was organized in part-
nership with Schirn Kunsthalle in Frankfurt where it was subse-
quently exhibited from 6 October 2017 to 21 January 2018 under 
the title Diorama: Inventing Illusion. The exhibition curator at Schirn 
Kunsthalle is Katharina Dohm.

 2.  The exhibition’s bilingual didactic text explains the history of the 
diorama and other relevant background narratives, and more 
in-depth writing, in French language, is published in the exhibition 
catalog Dioramas by Flammarion in collaboration with Palais de 
Tokyo.

 3.  References to Louis Daguerre’s picture of ruins – the only artefact 
in the exhibition made by the inventor of the diorama, who in 1839 
also invented the daguerreotype, the first commercially available 
process for making photographs – echo here and elsewhere in the 
exhibition.

 4.  From the exhibition press release and introduction. http://www.
palaisdetokyo.com/en/event/dioramasBiography
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