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In June 2019, I had the fortunate experience of visiting the German city of Berlin. Having last 

visited this historic city almost a decade ago, I was excited to see various artefacts and images 

that are very famous amongst Classicists and even some I used in my research. What I was not 

prepared for was a new exhibition titled the Pergamon Panorama. This immersive experience 

is composed of half ancient history and archaeology and half art and imaginative expression, 

created to make the viewer feel as if they are experiencing daily life in the ancient metropolis. 

The exhibition caught my interest, having visited Pergamon with the Australian National 

University (ANU) in January 2015. Ever since then, I have always been interested in the long-

running ancient city. Pergamon is one of the most impressive sites I have visited. It was high 

enough to need cable cars to transport us to the top and contained the steepest theatre where I 

fell down two steps, and my life flashed before my eyes. This was also the first ancient site that 

introduced me to the contentious history of archaeology; having asked our guide about the 

whereabouts of the Altar of Zeus, his response ‘it’s in Berlin' and his expression conveyed all 

I needed to know. Like many other nations, Turkey has many ancient sites that have had a 
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tumultuous history of artefact colonisation. Does the Pergamon Panorama address these 

issues? Sadly, it does not. The emergence of the exhibition seems pertinent in the context of 

current domestic and international conflict. Thus, tourists are reluctant to visit these sites. 

Image 1: A view down the steps of the theatre at Pergamon.1

The Pergamon Museum displayed the exhibit from 2011–2012, but the museum had been 

closed for several years due to renovations. The Panorama exhibit opened on 17 November 

2018 in conjunction with the reopening of the Pergamon Museum. It presents a snapshot of a 

day in this ancient city under the emperor Hadrian in 129 CE. Created by Yadegar Asisi, an 

award-winning German artist who gained international renown for panoramas exhibiting 

nature and history, such as The Great Barrier Reef (2015) and Dresden 1945 (2017). To 

complete his work, Asisi visited Pergamon and sketched various parts of the ancient city before 

using his imagination to paint a bustling cosmopolitan landscape. Panorama also has a large 

1 All images featured in this exhibition review are the author’s.
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anteroom with various artefacts from the city, clearly demonstrating the link between the 

people of the ancient city and Asisi’s imaginative work. The highlight of Asisi’s painting is the 

Altar of Zeus on the Acropolis. In the Pergamon Museum, it is fragmentary and used with 

replications to create its iconic (facade). In the Panorama, it is both an artistic representation 

and a dedicated restoration of the Altar in all its heavenly glory. 

Image 2: A section of the Pergamon Panorama by Yadegar Asisi.

What is it like? As you enter the building, the first area that you are guided to is the Panorama; 

It is several storeys tall, containing a central staircase with multiple wide viewing platforms at 

least six storeys tall. Accessibility-wise, there was a lift, but this did not extend to the uppermost 

viewing platform, which had the best view and to me this limitation was a disappointment. If 

the Panorama is meant to promote accessibility to the ancient world, then it needs to also be 

accessible to people with a disability. Pergamon in Turkey was accessible by cable car, so the 

Panorama represented the ancient city’s height to its audience, allowing us to contemplate the 

metropolis’ full scope. It was interesting to experience a recreation of the height and scope of 
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the city and demonstrates that presenting places as panoramas is an inventive way to engage 

with audiences and their perceptions of the world. 

The complexity of the exhibition was further heightened by the lighting which presented not 

only a snapshot in time but the whole day. It begins with the dawning of the sun and crowing 

of roosters, eventually culminating with the crickets and insects of sunset when dusk melds 

into night. The lighting represents these stages of the day, using soft yellows, bright blues, and 

dark purples to create these effects. By adding sounds, the artist transports the viewer through 

time. Every aspect of the city has been painstakingly and experimentally recreated. From 

sacrifices being performed on altars, to people taking water out of the city’s public waterways, 

animals in their habitats or in-flight, as well as everyday activities that occur in civic spaces 

such as the marketplace. It is in this manner that Asisi has created such a dynamic experience,

and which is further enhanced by the anteroom accessible from the panorama. This exhibition 

space highlights some of the artefacts from the site, creating this sense of bringing the past to 

the present and the dead to the living. In this section, the use of light is prominent. It includes 

these draped women with changeable light around them to present them in lighting similar to 

the Panorama as if you are seeing these statues at different times of the day. Their draped 

garments, also carved in marble, show an elaborate dedication to form and beauty. 

Another area was the Telephos frieze, also presented in changing light, that echoed this idea of 

Pergamon throughout the day. These friezes shape the viewer’s understanding of the decorative 

aspects of the ancient site and how these influenced Asisi’s conception of his own monumental 

work. The frieze was internal, decorating the inside of the Altar of Zeus due to Telephos’ 

relationship with the god who was his grandfather. It demonstrates an aspect that would have 

been difficult to convey in the Pergamon Panorama. While it shows a snapshot of daily life, it 

does not show the building’s interior; the frieze fills this gap in the viewers’ knowledge. 
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Image 3: The draped women in the anteroom.

Image 4: The Telephos frieze.
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Finally, the Pergamon Panorama must be examined within the context of the Pergamon 

Museum and its most famous artefact, the Altar of Zeus. In what order should you see these 

exhibitions? I would recommend first visiting the Pergamon Museum and seeing the recreation 

and restoration of the Altar of Zeus. The facade is magnificent and unique: it is structured in 

an exploratory fashion so the viewer enters the sanctuary and examines each element of marble 

and mortar that creates such a magnificent structure. Allowing yourself to see the 

reconstruction of the original assists one who has not been to the city of Pergamon to fully 

appreciate the scope of the Altar in the ancient city — as it is prominently presented in the 

panorama. The panorama is another form of restoration, offering a resourceful picture replete 

with colours and forms that are not easily discerned from ancient ruins. 

Image 5: The reconstruction of the facade of the Altar of Zeus.

Would I recommend Pergamon Panorama to everyone? In short, I would. It is a unique way 

of presenting the ancient world to an audience. While the exhibition fails to discuss issues of 

colonialism in the collection, is not entirely accessible to people with a disability, and revives 
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such a turbulent time in Turkey’s history, it has many benefits. It is somewhat more accessible 

than the ancient ruins, it explores a new form of restoration that does not tamper with the ruins, 

and it seamlessly blends the past and the present. The price is also reasonable. At the time of 

writing,2 adult admission costs 19 Euro and if you bought a 30 Euro three day museum pass it 

was only an extra six Euro for the exhibition. If you are in Berlin, this is one part of the city I 

would recommend everyone attend.

2 2019.


