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Traditionally, a diorama is a three-dimensional 
miniature or life-size model or scene in which figures, 
stuffed wildlife, or historical or military paraphernalia 
are arranged in a naturalistic setting. In a museum a 
diorama usually represents a series of actual events 
and is often enclosed in a glass showcase against a 
painted background. Dioramas have also been created 
by artists over the years to tell a story, and storytelling 
is, after all, what art is essentially about. ‘We are a 
species driven by narrative’, said film director Steven 

Soderbergh recently in a talk linking art and cinema. 
‘Art is storytelling and we need to tell stories to pass 
along ideas and information, and to try and make 
sense out of all this chaos’.1 The stories can of course 
be subtle, sophisticated or in-your-face bravado, but, 
above all, they need to be compelling.

Diorama presents the work of nine sculptors giving each 
of them a small world — within glass-fronted cabinets — 
for their narratives to take place and for their objects and 
figures to inhabit; perhaps giving form to chaos. 

NineStories
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At a time when films or television, computers and 
other contemporary entertainments were unavailable 
and unimagined, where transportation was slow and 
costly, and only the rich could afford to travel out of 
the country, dioramas presented a new technology in 
which life-sized illusions of ancient or distant lands, 
of the changing seasons, and sunrises and sunsets 
were recreated on large translucent screens enhanced 
with lights. 

With the advancement of technology and the growing 
sophistication of audiences, dioramas of old eventually 
gave way to other entertainments although remnants 
of these artificial worlds and environments can still be 
seen and enjoyed in major museums around the world. 

The diorama too has evolved, with contemporary 
artists using the language of dioramas - small or full-scale 
models of real or imaginary environments - as a vehicle 
for artistic expression. 

The eleven artists in the Diorama exhibition, inspired 
by a variety of sources including museum displays, 
taxidermy, archaeological sites, children’s books, film, 
classical art, tarot cards and dubious existing political 
and social mores, create their own worlds that negotiate 
somewhere between the real and the imagined.

Whether humorous, thoughtful, mysterious or surreal, 
these other worlds populated by incongruous sometimes 
improbable creatures, explore the ways we know and 
understand the world.

Wollongong Art Gallery would like to thank Gallery 
Exhibition Officer Louise Brand for curating this exciting 
exhibition and, of course, the artists for allowing us to 
share and be a part of their unique visions. We hope you 
will take this opportunity to experience, and be provoked, 
amused and transported to these other worlds.

John Monteleone 
Program Director

Foreword



Stephen Benwell, Field Trip to Antiquity, detail, 2013, coloured earthenware, dimensions variable, courtesy of the artist and Niagara Galleries.

The tableau in Stephen Benwell’s cabinet ‘tweaks’ 
(his word) aspects of his ‘Collection’ series which 
grew from studying ancient statuary after travelling 
to Greece in 2008. Each ‘collection’ in the series is 
a small installation that combines the influence of 
both museum displays and archaeological sites. The 
components look like classical antiquities on a modest 
scale — statuettes, busts, urns and trophies. Details are 
added by a scattering of similarly scaled and modelled 
stones and shards. ‘The collections could be from a 
just-opened tomb in which the contents, tumbled 
together, have the sense of being left behind only 
recently’, said Benwell. ‘Or they could be sites where 
masonry and statues have fallen to the ground and 
settled in interesting, albeit awkward ways’.2 Except 
that in Benwell’s hands they’re not; even if the objects 
are decidedly tongue in cheek, there’s an apparently 

careful artifice in the way they’re displayed. For this 
version, along with his mini-antiquities, he has added 
to the narrative by including ephemeral material 
(such as wrapping paper, tickets, and sketch books) he 
collected on his Greece trip. 

Benwell’s cabinet reflects his remarkable body 
of work which spans four decades and comprises 
ceramics, works on paper and paintings. More 
than ever his current work marries studio-based 
investigations of the ceramicist with the concerns of 
a contemporary artist. His figures illustrate a forlorn 
image of the male nude and of contemporary desire 
and masculinity; bodies enlivened by a painterly 
touch often using chalky, pastel hues. This approach 
is fundamental to Benwell’s practice, a place where 
traditions of sculpture, ceramics and painting converge 
in delicate harmony. 
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Penny Byrne also works with ceramics through 
meticulously altering vintage and reproduction 
porcelain figurines, individuals or groups, to create 
fresh stories often with high drama. Most, but not all, 
of her figures carry overtly political messages mixed 
with a delightful sense of humour; their fragility belies 
their strong comment. It was this potent mix that first 
drew viewers (including me) to her work at the 2008 
Melbourne Art Fair. Byrne — who is also a museum 
conservator in ceramics — works with figurines 
sourced from op shops and online as well as 1970s 
action-man accessories, reconfiguring them into new 
tableaus or installations of multiple figures. 

An example of a work with a clear message — Saint 
Kevin and the Real Julia (2010) — can be found in the 
Museum of Australian Democracy’s collection at Old 
Parliament House. Of this Byrne said: ‘I wanted to make 
a work about the change of prime minister in 2010 . . . 
It made me think about those powerful images of Saint 
Sebastian’.3 In her scenario the Gillard figure carries 

a bow and arrow which she has clearly used on the 
bleeding Rudd figure; visibly upset, he weeps a crystal 
teardrop. 

The single work shown here, Jack and Errol – 
Melbourne Museum bower birds (2011), is without 
satire but its story is no less intriguing. The work 
was created for an exhibition by artists who work at 
the Melbourne Museum, where Byrne has worked 
in ceramics restoration. It refers to two well-known 
bowerbirds — lovingly named Jack and Errol (Errol 
is Jack’s son) — which live in the museum grounds. 
In Byrne’s interpretation the birds (two porcelain 
parrots on a base) have ‘collected’ mostly blue and 
some small yellow objects. The actual bowers have 
been frequently seen by staff and visitors; the blue 
objects delicately arranged with yellow highlights. 
Byrne has admitted to being a bit of a bowerbird 
herself, having, over time, collected objects from the 
streets of Melbourne and has subsequently added 
selected bits to this work.

Penny Byrne, Jack and Errol – Melbourne Museum bower birds, 2011, two porcelain parrots, found objects gleaned from Melbourne streets, 
epoxy resin, glass dome and base, 50 x 25 x 25cm, courtesy of the artist and Sullivan+Strumpf Fine Arts.
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For her installation Kate Rohde has created a multi-
level display in a double-sided glass cabinet. Rohde 
presents work which references traditional Chinese 
jade carvings as well as cheaper copies of these popular 
decorative items. The hybrid sculptures, created 
from intensely coloured cast resin, include insect-like 
creatures and fanciful animals, tall stalagmite forms and 
urn shapes with faux foliage. 

With inspiration firmly in the flora and fauna of 
the natural world, Rohde has used polyester resin 
and other materials to create zoological, botanical and 
geological ‘specimens’ which, rather than factually 
representing natural history, take a more playful, 
imaginative approach. ‘I’m always trying to find 

something more fantastical and unreal in the natural 
world’, she has said.4 Reimaging natural history on 
steroids maybe. Her work also reflects elements of the 
Renaissance as well as Baroque and Rococo styles. 

Rohde goes on to say that these works ‘connect 
my major areas of interest, drawing inspiration from 
engravings depicting the Wunderkammer rooms 
European aristocrats used to have in their expansive 
residences’, precursors really to modern museums 
that featured treasures and curiosities collected and 
presented in exquisite, custom-made cabinets. In her 
work Rohde seeks to recreate a similar experience — of 
encountering nature in a fantastic form, unfettered by 
our conventional scientific experience of the world.
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Kate Rohde, Modern jade #1, 2012, polyester resin, 77.0 x 53.0 x 30.0 cm, courtesy of the artist and Karen Woodbury Gallery



Tom Moore’s delightful creations are also unfettered 
by convention. While the technically rigorous craft of 
glass blowing is fundamental to Moore’s art practice, 
he uses inventive ways to make his stories in glass. 
Endurance is required but ‘It is also fun’, he says. ‘I 
enjoy using and adapting traditional techniques in the 
pursuit of surprising new visions.’5 Making ‘canes’ for 
example — a glassblowing technique where multi-
coloured glass rods are used to add intricate patterns 
and stripes to vessels — and then incorporating them in 
his sculptural figures and organic-looking cars. 

For several years Moore has been constructing 
mixed-media landscapes in which strange glass 
characters play various roles in dreamlike stories. 
The protagonists are hybrid creatures that bridge 

the gaps between plants, animals and machines; 
they include works with names such as Torpedoshark 
and Potatofishcar. One of his favourite themes is the 
triumph of nature over industry, often represented by 
a wrecked car being overgrown by plants or by a giant 
Kookaburra riding on the car, an image that ‘fills me 
with great hope’, Moore has said.6 For this exhibition 
Moore has inhabited his space with some new and 
existing creatures, some suspended from the ceiling.

Tom Moore, more than any other contemporary glass 
artist in Australia, has given full reign to his imagination 
to craft a bizarre menagerie. By adapting traditional 
glass-working techniques with contemporary media, 
such as digital animation, Moore has created new and 
extraordinary visions alive with wonder and humour.
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Tom Moore, Tom and the City, 2005, Photography by Grant Hancock, courtesy of the artist and The Hughes Gallery,  
Sydney and Helen Gory Galerie, Melbourne.



Like Tom Moore, there is something of a recaptured 
youth in Alasdair Macintyre’s miniature scenarios 
played out by small figures in intricate tableaus. But 
Macintyre’s stories, like Moore’s, maybe childlike but 
they’re not childish. They’re playful and inventive, 
marrying social commentary with fable and exploring 
themes including politics, popular culture and 
the machinations of the art world — including its 
extravagances and contradictions. 

Macintyre’s practice centres on personal experience 
and he is happy to share his vulnerabilities and insecurities 
with us through satire and irony. Each diorama carries 
a narrative: a simple observation or a wry criticism. An 
important element is the humour he uses to engage an 
audience. Some are more intellectual in their message 

than others; but it’s not a flippant approach. 
In the diorama shown here, Snowtroopers ice 

skating on Rayburn rink following the bring down of 
the rebel snowspeeder (2012), scale-model plastic Star 
Wars figures — around 20 white-clad and helmeted 
Snowtroopers — and a legged war ‘vehicle’, were 
combined with polymer clay, wood, acrylic paint and 
string. Like most of the artists in this exhibition, scale 
is integral to the potency of Macintyre’s dioramas. In 
part this is due to the way, as writer Prue Gibson says, 
‘We dote on small things, coo over the miniature . . . 
and covet the cute.’7 Because of their scale, the nature 
of the figures he uses and the way they’re presented, 
Macintyre’s tableaus are infused with a power beyond 
their scale.
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Alasdair Macintyre, Snowtroopers ice skating on Rayburn rink following the bring down of the rebel snowspeeder,  2012, polymer clay, 
polyurethane resin, polystyrene, plastic acrylic, wood, acrylic latex, plastic, acrylic paint, string, 80 x 90 x 80cm,  

courtesy of the artist and Sullivan+Strumpf Fine Arts.



Closer to real life, Julia deVille’s taxidermies and 
gemstone-decorated animals — carefully placed on 
antique silver platters and often accompanied with 
Victorian serving utensils — are presented as a kind 
of ‘banquet’ on antique tables. The animals she uses 
are stillborn or have died of other natural causes and 
include calves, deer, lambs, chicks, piglets, rodents and 
household pets — mostly kittens and dogs. It’s the latter 
that some viewers have found, understandably, macabre 
or even grotesque. DeVille, on the other hand, strongly 
supports the just treatment of animals, is vegetarian, 
and considers her taxidermy (combined with precious 
metals) to be a celebration of life, a preservation of 
something beautiful, even if provocative. She has 
previously posed uneasy queries like: ‘I’m wearing a 
mouse and you think that’s weird, but you’re wearing 
a cow on your feet?’.8 

DeVille’s latest series of work highlights the way 
society consumes farm animals, and why we may 
choose to ignore that these animals are ill-treated 
while we are largely appalled by the thought of 
eating domesticated animals. Clearly deVille thinks 
about death a lot; she’s grouped her art and jewellery 
practices under the banner: Disce Mori (learn to die). 
She says she’s fascinated with the memento mori 
aesthetic used to communicate mortality in the period 
from the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries, as well as 
the Victorian penchant to sentimentalise death with 
adornment. Apart from taxidermy she has worked 
with jet — a petrified wood used in Victorian mourning 
jewellery — as well as other materials once living. ‘I 
use these symbols of death’, she says, ‘because I think 
it’s important to identify with the fact that we are 
mortal creatures.’9 
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Julia deVille, Majesty, 2012, Spiky (adolescent stag), glass, Finch, rose cut black diamonds 0.16ct, rubies 2.66ct, seed pearls, uncut diamonds, 
sterling silver, bronze, gold plate, black rhodium plate, antique bone handled knife & fork, antique Reed & Barton sterling silver carving set, 
enamel paint, antique William Adams Staffordshire Caledonia soup plate c.1800-1864, salt shaker, candelabra, antique farmhouse table,  

146 x 200 x 89cm, courtesy of the artist and Sophie Gannon Gallery.



The theme of mortality can also be found in Susan 
O’Doherty’s domestic tableaus which reference the 
perception of time. The wall pieces and low-relief 
works are mixed-media assemblages made up of found 
and recycled wood and metal objects with subtle and 
complementary colours. O’Doherty uses all manner of 
collected items including old wind-up alarm clocks, clock 
faces, vintage dolls, toy trains, dominoes, and measuring 
devices such as old kitchen scales; outmoded but still 
capable devices. Segments of information which we easily 
connect to, adding a certain nostalgia for a lost experience. 
There’s an urge to want reconfigure the sensations and 

piece the bits of information back together. Writer Anita 
Taylor says it this way: ‘As Bakelite dominoes remind 
us of childhood and old age games, memories unite and 
implicitly combine in this literal pastime to punctuate our 
sense of searching for a lost time.’10 

O’Doherty’s constructions using carefully associated 
objects confined within wooden containers become 
capsules of connections across time. ‘This body of work 
relates to the passing of time’, she says, ‘the ethereal 
nature of time, recollections, experiences — lives lived 
and awareness of mortality’.11 Like time itself, the theme 
of O’Doherty’s work is persistent.
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Susan O’Doherty, Sugar Fix, 2012, painted wood, varnish, porcelain doll, silk, key, cake tin, icing syringe and cast iron kitchen scales,  
50 x 50 x 12cm, courtesy of the artist and NG Art Gallery.



Tamryn Bennett, Jackie Cavallaro and Tamara 
Elkins are a trio of artists who have collaborated to 
create a film for this exhibition titled Wake. Bennett is a 
writer and poet, Cavallaro makes works on paper and 
sculptural objects, and Elkins is an artist and performer 
who studies contemporary dance and the dance of other 
cultures. ‘The three of us have collaborated for a number 
of years and we tend to weave narratives between us, 
one picking up a thread that the other has left’, says 
Cavallaro.12 

In the lead up to this project the artists worked 
together on various elements, but it is the story in 
Aneki, Bennett’s tarot card-based comic book, that is 
the starting point for the performance and visual art 
works. Several artists contributed to Aneki including 
Cavallaro and Elkins and it became the impetus for 
Cavarallo’s imagery for a number of years culminating 

in a work called Empire of Dead Intention. This in turn 
was the inspiration for Elkins’s performance in Wake. 
For the comic book Cavallaro incorporated images 
relating to Kalita, the mother of all muses, as well as 
images of Botticelli’s Venus (one of the most recognised 
muses in art history), renaissance architecture and flora. 
In the film Elkins plays the part of the muse (Kalita) 
and Cavallaro assisted her with the costuming for the 
character providing floral artist Esther Neyenhuys with 
a paper cut-out for the headpiece as well as making the 
belt and creating imagery for a projection.

The film plays on a TV monitor set up next to two 
cabinets which contain related objects displayed in a 
musicological fashion as artefacts or relics. In one cabinet 
are tarot cards, cut-outs, a book with narrative poetry 
and imagery, and the work Empire of Dead Intention; and 
the other holds the belt and headpiece.
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Tamryn Bennett, Jackie Cavallaro, Tarot, The Sun, cut paper, spray paint, watercolour, coloured pencil, gouache, 29.7 x 21.0cm.



Known for constructing figures and animals with 
materials such as skin, bone, fabric, hair, wax, gemstones, 
teeth, and other personal objects, Linde Ivimey produces 
work that is highly evocative. Technically complex and 
intricate, the sculptures incorporate skills from welding 
to cooking, weaving, wood-sculpting, and sewing 
— all of which she does herself. The attraction of her 
work, however, is not in its craft, but rather in the way 
she adapts the media to create objects with an intense 
personal resonance. 

Linde’s recent exhibition, If Pain Persists: Linde Ivimey 
Sculpture, showcased a series of sculptures, mostly 
human-like forms with intriguing personalities, created 
over the past nine years. For this exhibition Ivimey has 
installed sculptures and objects — similar to items in 
the stockroom of her own studio — in a display case 
referencing the style of a Victorian cabinet presentation. 

‘Like her creations, Ivimey’s artistic genesis has been 
unusual, a path strewn with difficulties’, remarked 
curator and writer Louise Martin-Chew.13 Ivimey 
confirms this by saying the works have a chronology 
and are used ‘very much as a diary. They are a way 
of reconciling what has been happening with me, my 
body, my life’.14 Pain it seems, does persist in her life, 
and her artwork is, at least in part, a panacea. Over the 
years, several of her figures have been self portraits; 
indeed her truly original vision can be interpreted as an 
evolving self-portrait. 
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Linde Ivimey, Off With Her Head, 2012, steel armature, iron, wine & champagne foils, acrylic resin, dyed cotton, silk & acrylic fibre, plant fibre, 
pigment, seed pods, cow, sheep, turkey & chicken bones, woven vertebrae, peacock feathers, black & white pearls, King 80 x 50 x 30cm,  

Queen 86 x 33 x 25cm, Alice 71 x 35 x 25cm, courtesy or the artist and Martin Browne Contemporary.

Ian Were, 2013.

Ian Were is an arts writer and editor based in Brisbane. 
www.art-random.net
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Diorama, Wollongong Art Gallery, 19 July - 10 November 2013

Wollongong Art Gallery is a service of Wollongong 
City Council and receives assistance from the NSW 
Government through Trade & Investment Arts NSW

Wollongong Art Gallery  
is a member of Regional  
and Public Galleries of NSW

Cnr Kembla & Burelli Sts, Wollongong  
phone 02 4228 7500   
web www.wollongongcitygallery.com 
open Tues-Fri 10am-5pm,  
weekends 12-4pm 
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