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REALITY OR ILLUSION: THE SCHIRN KUNSTHALLE FRANKFURT PRESENTS A MAJOR 
EXHIBITION DEDICATED TO THE IDEA OF STAGED VISION 
 

DIORAMA 
INVENTING ILLUSION  
OCTOBER 6, 2017 – JANUARY 21, 2018 
PRESS PREVIEW: THURSDAY OCTOBER 5, 2017, 11 A.M. 
 

From October 6, 2017 to January 21, 2018, the Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt presents a major 
exhibition dedicated to the cultural history of vision. It focuses on the diorama, which is used to 
reconstruct and realistically stage events, stories, and habitats with the aid of various means. 
Invented in the nineteenth century by the French painter and photography pioneer Louis Daguerre 
as a playhouse enlivened with light effects, it, as a glass showcase became the presentation form 
par excellence for natural history museums. The diorama stages human knowledge of the world, 
not without influencing and perpetually challenging the viewer’s perception. Being the first 
comprehensive examination of the diorama, the exhibition highlights both the various stories 
behind the development of this form of presentation and the correlations and chronological 
developments that took place parallel to it. The diorama has been a crucial source of inspiration to 
this day: Numerous artists of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries address questions of staged 
vision in their works by questioning and dissolving the illusion of a reconstructed reality.  
The exhibition at the Schirn presents the early forms of the diorama in religious art and its 
beginnings in the playhouse and showman art of the nineteenth century, and considers the 
diorama as the preferred form of presentation for museums conveying natural-historical and 
anthropological knowledge. The deconstruction of the diorama in today’s art is illustrated by large-
scale installations, contemporary dioramas, sculptures, photographs, and films by such artists as 
Richard Baquié, Marvin Gaye Chetwynd, Mark Dion, Isa Genzken, Robert Gober, Mathieu 
Mercier, Kent Monkman, Hiroshi Sugimoto, and Jeff Wall. The presentation develops an overall 
chronological narrative that traces the cultural history of vision and of exhibiting from various 
perspectives.  
 
The exhibition “Diorama. Inventing Illusion” is supported by Verein der Freunde der Schirn 
Kunsthalle e.V. 
 
Dr. Philipp Demandt, Director of the Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt, about the presentation: “The 
exhibition ‘Diorama. Inventing Illusion’ explores various possibilities for presenting artificial worlds. 
Often separated by a pane of glass, observers stand before a painted backdrop with three-
dimensional objects, either lifelike or in miniature, and might also become aware of themselves 
and their position reflected in the glass. The diorama is an illusionist mise-en-scène that confronts 
us with fundamental issues of perception and authenticity.” 
 
“Although the diorama embodies the age-old staging of ‘watching,’ it still forms a blind spot in our 
cultural history. The exhibition is the first broad-based examination of this topic and attempts to 
link up the various strands of the diorama’s origin. An exhibition about the diorama is also an 
exhibition about exhibiting. Each attempt to tell its story leads to the beginnings of exhibitions in 
the context of the first mass amusements and visual inventions. Contemporary artists consider the 
diorama to be a conceptual installation and an opportunity to deconstruct the visual techniques 
passed down from the nineteenth century–and thus a suitable means for doing justice to the  
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expressive power of sculptural elements,” explain the curators of the exhibition, Katharina Dohm, 
Claire Garnier, Laurent Le Bon, and Florence Ostende. 
 
Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre (1781–1851) and Charles-Marie Bouton (1781–1853) are 
considered the inventors of the diorama – as an optical-mechanical playhouse. The first diorama 
opened in Paris in 1822 and, according to Daguerre, offered viewers “all means of illusion.” In this 
walk-in theater, stories painted on large, semi-transparent canvases were set in motion with light 
and stage techniques. Expanded in this way, the pictorial space brought a new, enhanced quality 
to illusionism. Numerous showmen adopted this process. Fairground visitors were thus able to 
marvel at illuminated canvases and dioramas with scenes of historical events, which were set in 
motion and accompanied by orchestral music when activated with coins. The exhibition at the 
Schirn includes, for example, Jean Paul Favand’s work Naguère Daguerre (2012), which relies on 
two restored canvases from a nineteenth-century mechanical theater. Using digital technology, the 
canvases are illuminated and tell the story of the eruption of Vesuvius in the Bay of Naples. The 
projection of the moving images onto canvas in the diorama made it a forerunner of cinema and 
3D technology. 
 
After 1900, the significance of the diorama concept changed in Europe and the USA, expanding 
into other areas. As a glass showcase, it established itself as the preferred form of presentation for 
natural-historical, anthropological and historical museum collections. Early forms, so-called proto-
dioramas, can actually be found in religious art. These take the form of small and larger sculptural 
presentations behind glass, which were intended to bring the secret of faith to life. As objects of 
popular devotion, they became widespread in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The 
exhibition includes works by the Neapolitan wax doll maker and nun Caterina de Julianis (1695–
1742), as well as the three-dimensional devotional image titled Paradis from the nineteenth 
century and small showcases that depict monastic life with the utmost precision. 
 
The diorama as a museum installation with an illusionist effect ultimately brings science to the 
stage. It is a complex presentation form which–frequently inextricably linked to the architecture–
sets the scene of a habitat and the original surroundings through the arrangement of objects 
against a painted background. The diorama not only combines objects but becomes one itself: It 
brings together various materials, such as plaster, textiles, fur, paper, wood, and paint, which are 
processed and arranged creatively by artists, anthropologists, and museum taxidermists to form 
an overall scene. The pieces on show at the Schirn include painted studies from 1926 for the 
African Hall at the American Museum of Natural History (New York), which the renowned 
mountain gorilla researcher and taxidermist Carl Akeley (1864–1924) set up, or a three-part 
habitat diorama using the example of the Alaskan snow sheep, as well as other natural-historical 
showcases by the naturalist and taxidermist Edward Hart (1847–1928). The first anthropological 
dioramas emerged in Europe in the 1870s and spread quickly. This development was supported 
by the World’s Fair in Paris. In the age of colonialism, dioramas served as propaganda tools and 
for the political justification of hegemonic power struggles. It was parallel to this that folkloric 
dioramas developed, with the aim of recording cultural material products for posterity, and thus, 
most importantly, preserving regional history. 
 
With the new direction of dioramas at the end of the 1960s came their deconstruction in 
contemporary art. A crucial element of this development is the artistic reception of the work Étant 
donnés (1946–1966) by Marcel Duchamp (1887–1968). The Schirn is showing a precise, detailed 
reproduction of this artwork by the French sculptor and object artist Richard Baquié (1955–1996), 
Untitled. Étant donnés 1° la chute d’eau, 2° le gaz d’éclairage (1991). Through two holes in a 
wooden door, the observer does not gaze at a landscape but rather at a faceless woman with her 
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legs spread and thus becomes a voyeur and the diorama a fantasy-producing machine. Baquié 
also debunks the immersive character of the diorama that offers its installation to be viewed from 
all sides. Duchamp’s legendary manual for Étant donnés analyzes the technology, mechanisms, 
and creation of the diorama and became something of a critical model for the conceptual 
photography of Canadian artist Jeff Wall (born 1946). The Schirn is showing the work The Giant 
(1992), in which Wall once again questions the optical and mimetic illusion of the photographic 
image.  
 
Back in the 1970s, dioramas by the American Museum of Natural History inspired the early 
photography of Robert Gober (born 1954) and Hiroshi Sugimoto (born 1948). The exhibition 
presents a previously unpublished series by Gober from the year 1976. The shots play with two 
different levels of perception: Some leave the impression of scenes photographed in nature, while 
others emphasize the artificiality of the diorama and dissolve the effect of reality. The series 
Dioramas (1976–2016) by Japanese photographer Sugimoto critically tackles the promise of 
authenticity that comes with documentary photography and dioramas. In his black-and-white 
shots, the habitat of the diorama appears abandoned and morbid: The animals and plants become 
ghostly images of themselves.  
 
The American artist Mark Dion (born 1961) questions the human presentation of nature and 
examines the function and the principles of arrangement characteristic of habitat dioramas. The 
Schirn shows his work Paris Streetscape (2017) developed specially for the exhibition. In a large-
format glass showcase, Dion presents a section of the Paris cityscape. The garbage of civilization, 
plastic waste, and scrap metal seem to have entirely banished nature. The diorama is populated 
by animals native to cities, and thus breaks with the idyllic presentation of animals in their natural 
ecosystems. Dion renews the diorama as a form of presentation and enriches it with contemporary 
themes such as consumerist behavior and environmental pollution. His works are an echo of the 
works by the German sculptor Isa Genzken (born 1948), who is represented in the exhibition with 
Empire Vampire III, 12 (2004), and French artist Mathieu Mercier (born 1970). The latter goes 
beyond the illusory principle of the habitat diorama and populates it with a live pair of axolotls. The 
aquarium placed in the glass showcase is surrounded by peat; Mercier has created an 
environment for the animals that is as artificial as it is archaic, and points to the evolutionary step 
that is embodied, as it were, by these hybrid beings. His work stands in the context of a greater 
reflection on everyday objects, their symbolism and their use both in industrial and artistic 
contexts.  
 
The exhibition was organized by the Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt in collaboration with the Palais de 
Tokyo, Paris, where it was conceived and first presented. 
 
CATALOG Diorama. Inventing Illusion edited by Katharina Dohm, Claire Garnier, Laurent Le Bon, 
Florence Ostende. With a foreword by Philipp Demandt, an introduction by the editors, and essays 
by Donna Haraway, Hiroshi Sugimoto, Anselm Kiefer, Petra Lange-Berndt, Kent Monkman, a.o. 
German edition, 350 pages, 320 illustrations, 26 x 21 cm (landscape format), paperback; design 
by ABM Studio; Snoeck Verlag, Cologne, ISBN 978-3-86442-226-3, € 29 (Schirn), € 39.80 
(bookstores).  
 
WIFI SPECIAL An educational offer developed specially for use via the free-of-charge SCHIRN 
WIFI is available on your smartphone or tablet at www.schirn.de/wifi.  
 
SCHIRN MAGAZINE To accompany the exhibition, the Schirn Magazine (www.schirn-mag.com) 
examines today’s fascination of perfect illusion with the editorial theme of “Immersion.” Beyond the 
natural sciences, it is not only the oft-cited virtual reality that aims to enable the observer to delve 
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into other worlds. Indeed, television series have also long been working on creating epic 
universes, while computer games carry the player off into a parallel world, and artists create 
immersive performances. 
 
VENUE SCHIRN KUNSTHALLE FRANKFURT, Römerberg, 60311 Frankfurt DURATION October 
6, 2017 – January 21, 2018 INFORMATION www.schirn.de E-MAIL welcome@schirn.de 
TELEPHONE +49 69 29 98 82-0 FAX +49 69 29 98 82-240 ADMISSION € 9, € 7 reduced; free for 
children under the age of eight GUIDED TOURS Tue 5 p.m., Wed 7 p.m., Thurs 8 p.m., Sat 3 
p.m., Sun 5 p.m. TOUR BOOKING individual or group tours can be booked via tel.+49 69 29 98 
82-0, or via e-mail to fuehrungen@schirn.de CURATORS Katharina Dohm, Claire Garnier, 
Laurent Le Bon, Florence Ostende SCHIRN PROJECT MANAGEMENT Ilka Voermann  

 

THE EXHIBITION IS SUPPORTED BY Verein der Freunde der Schirn Kunsthalle e. V. 
 

SOCIAL MEDIA The Schirn communicates in the social web HASHTAGS #Diorama #Schirn 
FACEBOOK, TWITTER, YOUTUBE, INSTAGRAM, PINTEREST, SNAPCHAT schirnsnaps 
SCHIRN MAGAZINE www.schirn-mag.com  
 
PRESS Pamela Rohde (Head of Press/PR), Johanna Pulz (Press Officer), Elisabeth Pallentin 
(Trainee) SCHIRN KUNSTHALLE FRANKFURT Römerberg, 60311 Frankfurt TELEPHONE +49 
69 29 98 82-148 FAX +49 69 29 98 82-240 E-MAIL presse@schirn.de 
 


