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A Phenomenology of Display: Monet's L'Orangerie, the Panorama 
Rotunda, and the History of Proto-Installation Art

by Anthony Portulese

Just beside Place de la Concorde, nestled within the trees of the Tuileries 
Gardens, the Water Lilies cycle of the Musée de l’Orangerie stands out as the 
magnum opus of Claude Monet’s (1840–1926) final thematic series. Since its 
inauguration on May 17, 1927, the Parisian gallery has housed two elliptical 
rooms specifically built to display a collection of the artist’s monumental 
murals on its curving white walls.1 Glued directly and permanently to these 
walls through the adhesive technique of marouflage, each of these eight can-
vases depicts the water garden of Monet’s bucolic estate at Giverny under 
shifting conditions of light and atmosphere.2

While painted at his Giverny studio without an official expositional 
venue in mind, Monet produced these massive images with an overt aware-
ness of the all-surrounding configuration in which he wanted them present-
ed to the public. The murals’ colossal dimensions, however, rendered them 
difficult to accommodate within the confines of a traditional museum or 
gallery setting.3 Paul Léon, director of the Administration des Beaux-Arts 
at the time of the L’Orangerie project, wrote in his memoir: “The work was 
of a difficult presentation. It required an oval room of specific dimensions, 
to place the panels side by side in the order that [Monet] conceived. The 
container would have to be built for the contained.”4 After failing to secure 
the ample land behind the Hôtel Biron (presently the grounds of the Rodin 
Museum), Monet commissioned Louvre architect Camille Lefèvre and the 
pair turned their eyes to the large albeit narrow space within the Orangerie 
des Tuileries.5

Per the collaborative design conceived by Monet and Lefèvre, vis-
itors first enter a vestibule of soft white walls, bare and smooth, with day-
light pouring down from a paned oculus in the ceiling. They then pass into 
the first room of the Water Lilies gallery, measuring roughly sixty-eight feet 
in length (from east to west) and about forty-one feet in width (from north 
to south), and immediately encounter four murals, all two meters in height 
and aligned at the same distance from the floor (Figs. 1-2).6 In these com-
pressed, horizonless images, painted clusters of lily pads caress the pondwa-
ter’s rippling surface as iridescent lily blossoms bespeckle the waterscape. 
While both rooms share the same width between the north and south gal-
lery walls, the second room is significantly longer than the first, measuring 
about seventy-six feet along its central axis.7 In three of the second room’s 
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Fig. 1. Claude Monet and Camille Lefèvre, Nymphéas [Water Lilies] Gallery, first room, 
facing east wall, c. 1914-26, mixed media, 40 7/10 x 67 4/5 in. (12.40 x 20.65 m), Musée de 
l’Orangerie, Paris. Photo credit: Sophie Crépy. © RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY. 

Fig. 2. Claude Monet and Camille Lefèvre, Nymphéas [Water Lilies] Gallery, first room, 
facing west wall, c. 1914-26, mixed media, 40 7/10 x 67 4/5 in. (12.40 x 20.65 m), Musée de 
l’Orangerie, Paris. Photo credit: Sophie Crépy. © RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY. 
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four murals, the trunks of willow trees are represented as robust yet twisting 
vertical columns (Figs. 3-4). Their trunks and branches stretch past the ends 
of the canvases, as fronds drape downward at varying lengths from the 
unpainted branches, appearing to billow in a gentle breeze. Unlike smaller 
paintings of the Water Lilies series produced in previous decades, the sheer 
magnitude, size, and scale of these murals enabled Monet to explore the 
lateral scope of his Giverny pond, offering his viewership a larger breadth 
of cloud and sky reflected in the crystalline water.8 This macroscopic view-
point of Monet’s aquatic garden results in a sense of complete immersion 
for the viewer, wherein the immaterial, perceptual realm of the mind meets 
the material, physical realm of painting and architecture as bolstered by the 
space of the gallery.

Rather than dwell in aesthetic or biographical analyses of the paint-
ings themselves, as several historians have before, I propose a previously 
uninvestigated outlook on this unique artistic site. In the pages that follow, 
I argue Monet’s Water Lilies gallery at the L’Orangerie serves as a case study 

Fig. 3. Claude Monet and Camille Lefèvre, Nymphéas [Water Lilies] Gallery, second room, 
facing east wall, c. 1914-26, mixed media, 40 7/10 x 76 2/5 in. (12.40 x 23.30 m), Musée de 
l’Orangerie, Paris. Photo credit: Sophie Crépy. © RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY. 

Fig. 4. Claude Monet and Camille Lefèvre, Nymphéas [Water Lilies] Gallery, second room, 
facing west wall, c. 1914-26, mixed media, 40 7/10 x 76 2/5 in. (12.40 x 23.30 m), Musée 
de l’Orangerie, Paris. Photo credit: Hervé Lewandowski. © RMN-Grand Palais / Art 

Resource, NY. 



67 A PHENOMENOLOGY OF DISPLAY

of proto-installation art through what we may call the gallery’s “phenome-
nology of display.” While most studies of installation art focus on its many 
varied manifestations in the mid-to-late twentieth century, fin-de-siècle and 
early twentieth-century modernists, such as Nabis members Édouard Vuil-
lard and Maurice Denis, produced works that foregrounded questions of 
display, site-specificity, and viewer experience, all of which can be consid-
ered constituent components of proto-installation art.9 The ellipse-shaped 
rooms of the L’Orangerie gallery, specifically designed to house Monet’s 
Water Lilies, should be understood in this context.10 Their phenomenology 
of display enables the murals and the tailored architectural space within 
which they cohabit to operate in unison to evoke an immersive, visuomotor 
experience for the visitor.11 The Water Lilies gallery can be thus envisaged as 
proto-installation art because its custom display practice deploys immersive 
stratagems that amalgamate the material environment of the physical gal-
lery space and the perceptual field of the visitor’s sensorium. 

In the first section of this article, I historically situate the L’Orangerie 
gallery in relation to the proto-installation artforms of the panorama rotun-
das of the nineteenth century, with a particular emphasis on the bodily expe-
rience as paramount to the meaning of these symbioses of art and architec-
ture. Based on Nabis proto-installation praxis, the second section provides a 
focused account of the L’Orangerie gallery and its emphasis on experience 
through the paintings’ proximal relations to one another and the merger of 
the murals through their tailored display. This section will draw on the simi-
larities between the immersive strategies of the panorama rotunda and those 
employed by Monet and Lefèvre for their own panoramic project at the 
L’Orangerie. The third and final section delves into an aesthetic critique of 
the Water Lilies murals’ formalist qualities—their textures, composition, and 
edges—and how these elements were carefully crafted by Monet in dialogue 
with and response to illusionistic conventions of earlier panorama painting.

But firstly, how did visitors to the Water Lilies gallery, from its earliest 
reviewers to later scholars, respond to the gallery’s strategy of display? An-
swers emerge within the literature released around the time the L’Orangerie 
opened its doors to the Parisian public. One account penned by historian 
Louis Gillet describes the L’Orangerie Water Lilies installation in his book 
Trois variations sur Claude Monet [Three Perspectives on Claude Monet]. Pub-
lished in June 1927, just a month after the gallery’s unveiling12, Gillet writes: 

Two large ovular rooms, running in the direction of the Seine, two 
lakes, two rings ingeniously chained to each other, precede a vesti-
bule, ovular as well, but smaller and of different orientation; nothing 
but curves, ellipses which the floor pavement repeats in a muted 
manner; bare surfaces, almost without moldings, made only to sup-
port the aquatic décor [...]: all this has an air of liquid movement, 
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elongated fluidity that miraculously lends itself to this slow belt, to 
this zone of floating, flowing reveries.13

Gillet’s description emphasizes these paintings as an experience of “liquid 
movement” and “floating, flowing reveries” in the distinct space they occu-
py, rather than as motionless art objects hung on a wall solely for visual con-
sumption. Over fifty years after his testimony, art theorist Rosalind Krauss 
discusses the creative efforts nineteenth-century artists began to invest into 
the spaces of exhibition for their artworks. In an article published in 1982, 
she offers her take on the “exhibitionality” of Monet’s “late waterlilies,” a 
classification under which the L’Orangerie murals fall: 

The synonymy of landscape and wall […] is thus an advanced mo-
ment in a series of operations in which aesthetic discourse resolves 
itself around a representation of the very space that grounds it insti-
tutionally. Needless to say, this constitution of the work of art as a 
representation of its own space of exhibition is, in fact, what we know 
as the history of modernism.14

This “synonymy” between the L’Orangerie Water Lilies and their exhibition 
space builds upon Clement Greenberg’s argument that the history of mod-
ern art chronicles the transition away from realist illusions of depth toward 
an overt addressment of pictorial flatness, where painting increasingly 
intimates its own two-dimensionality through gestural applications of form 
and color.15 Greenberg applies this assertion to Monet’s Water Lilies series in 
his 1956 essay “The Later Monet,” in which he explicates “atmosphere gave 
much in terms of color but took away even more in terms of three-dimen-
sional form. […] The broken, prismatic color tended to make the balance 
between the illusion [of] depth and the design on the surface precarious.”16 
Greenberg’s advocacy for the Water Lilies as a forerunner to the anti-figura-
tive aesthetic of Abstract Expressionism has long dominated discourse de-
voted to Monet’s later waterscapes, while little to no scholarly attention has 
been afforded to its methods of display as critical to their study. The L’Or-
angerie murals were not regarded as separate, individual paintings plas-
tered upon walls. As Gillet’s testimonial suggests, they were perceived as a 
singular, unified arrangement, each brought together through a structural 
fusion of canvas and winding wall. Essentially, Krauss’ abovementioned 
claim neglects to appreciate that this multimedia artistic site emblematizes 
an artist-architect collaboration that existed long before the days of moderni-
ty and expands well beyond the historiographical bounds of modernism. 

So how was the relationship between the Water Lilies cycle and its 
specific display conceptualized at the time of the gallery’s opening? Would 
visitors have thought it a novel multimedia phenomenon? Or would they 
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have perceived it, either consciously or subconsciously, as part of a larg-
er heritage of crafting an immersive experience through the union of art 
and architecture? The L’Orangerie gallery cannot simply be categorized as 
an “art installation.” Monet and Lefèvre’s display plan for the Water Lilies 
murals, which combined the illusory conventions of the panorama rotunda 
with the ambient devices of installation art, should be recognized as an inno-
vative intervention into the discourses of display that shaped the period. Ev-
ident from Gillet and Krauss’ aforementioned observations, the L’Orangerie 
gallery’s space design and configuration merit a thorough, nuanced analysis, 
one which has been hitherto absent from the annals of Monet scholarship. 

The Panorama Rotunda

Scottish painter Robert Barker, incarcerated by his creditors in the 1780s, is 
rumored to have found inspiration for the first panorama in the vertical light 
cascading down the wall of his prison cell.17 He patented a process called 
la nature à coup d’oeil18 [“nature at a glance”], by which a geographical vis-
ta, without any definitive beginning or endpoint, could be depicted upon a 

Fig. 5. Robert Mitchell, Cross-Section of Robert Barker’s Leicester Square Panorama, London, 
1801, aquatint, 12 2/3 x 18 2/5 in. (32.2 x 46.7 cm), British Museum, London. © The 

Trustees of the British Museum / Art Resource, NY. 
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360-degree circular canvas in precise perspective within a largescale cylindri-
cal structure.19 The system of multi-perspectival diagonals on a concave sur-
face made the image, when viewed from an elevated platform, appear undis-
torted and lifelike, thereby bringing the illusion of reality as close as possible 
to the experience of reality.20 After rigorous experimentation in Edinburgh, 
Barker brought his novel illusory technique to London, where the first per-
manent panorama rotunda was opened in Leicester Square on May 14, 1793.21 
He collaborated with architect Robert Mitchell on the project, who designed 
the rotunda as a two-storied hall in which two panoramic paintings could be 
concurrently shown in separate rooms. 

Printed in 1801, a transverse cross-sectional aquatint by Mitchell 
anatomizes the inventive architecture of the Leicester Square Panorama 
(Fig. 5).22 Via the staircase in the lower right corner, the visitor would pass 
through the entranceway and reach a viewing platform surrounded by a bal-
ustrade. This physical partition would serve the double purpose of position-
ing visitors both at a distance from the picture plane, preserving the perspec-
tival illusionism of the image, as well as where the upper and lower edges 
of the panoramic painting could not be visually distinguished.23 At this spot, 
the visitor would be completely surrounded by the painting that clung along 
the circular walls of the building. The painting in the second circular room, 
reached by the stairwell on the left, was exhibited on the upper floor.24 While 
this auxiliary feature was made extinct in subsequent rotunda designs as the 
panorama grew in popularity and demand, visitors to Leicester Square were 
nonetheless mesmerized by this new cultural venue, the likes of which had 
never before been encountered. One such visitor documented their enthrall-
ment for posterity:

No device, to which the art of delineation has given birth, has ap-
proached so nearly to the power of placing the scene itself in the 
presence of the spectator. It is not magic, but magic cannot more effec-
tually delude the eye or induce a belief of the actual existence of the 
objects seen. There is a kind of infinitude in the form of a circle, which 
excludes beginning and ending; there is a kind of reality which arises 
from the spectator’s ability to inspect every part in turn […].25

The panorama rotunda was a technological innovation that, as Jonathan Crary 
exposits, “uprooted” traditional modes of experiencing visual culture, which 
were beforehand concentrated on a localized, fixed point of view.26 Yet the 
panorama rotunda created a space in which a viewer was placed in the center 
of a round room and made to feel as though they were in the middle of an 
enveloping natural or urban landscape. Writing of Barker’s inventiveness, De-
nise Blake Oleksijczuk contends rather than looking “outward” to an external 
vanishing point customary of classical linear perspective, placing the viewer 
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in the middle of a 360-degree pictorial representation, as opposed to in front 
of it, allowed visitors to adopt an internal, centralized position in relation to 
a panoramic image that employed conventions of externalized, perspectival 
illusionism.27 Since it was impossible to see the all-surrounding imagery all at 
once, visitors were compelled, as Oleksijczuk states, to “move around to see 
[the entire image], an experience in which their eyes and the actions [of] their 
muscles and joints gave them an acute awareness of the position and move-
ment of their bodies.”28 This conspicuous evocation of the visitor’s proprio-
ception—the body’s capability to perceive its own position and movement 
within a physical space—is one of the defining cornerstones of the panorama 
rotunda experience. 

The panorama rotunda’s early success was based on what Vanessa R. 
Schwartz calls “the project of verisimilitude,” that is, the immersive realism 
of the panorama’s circular point of view.29 With this mission borne in mind, 
Barker’s material and spatial techniques were modified by subsequent panora-
ma designers to achieve even greater illusionistic realism. The fanfare eventu-
ally traveling across the Channel, French panoramists sought to guide visitors 
“perceptually closer” to the action represented in the ambient paintings.30 In 
1831, military painter Jean-Charles Langlois opened an enormous rotunda, the 
largest in Paris at the time, 125 feet in diameter and forty-nine feet in height, at 
14 rue des Marais-du-Temple, behind the present Place de la République.31 It 
was inaugurated with a panoramic painting of The Battle of Navarino, a military 
struggle in which the combined French, English, and Russian fleets, in support 
of Greek independence, defeated the Ottoman navy in 1827.32 

Langlois catered to traditional conventions of realism to depict the 
battle imagery, complete with depictions of receding ships as they approached 
the Mediterranean horizon, smoke, cannon fire, and vessels aflame beneath 
a clear blue sky. As for the panorama rotunda’s internal design, Langlois 
replaced the typical observation platform at the panorama’s center with the 
poop deck of a frigate that had truly taken part in the naval battle: the Scipion, 
known to the French citizenry for its feat of arms.33 With the addition of the 
ship, Langlois led visitors up to this “deck” through a series of “cabins” and 
passageways, rife with nautical equipment and decor. This process enabled 
the visitor to adjust their eyes to the dim light in the rotunda and to create 
an immersive “naval” aesthetic before they reached the platform.34 Langlois 
further reinforced the panorama’s illusion of reality by using gas lighting to 
simulate fire and mechanical ventilation to feign a sea breeze. 

Germain Bapst’s 1889 text Essai sur l’histoire des panoramas et dioramas 
[Essay on the History of Panoramas and Dioramas] remarks on the height-
ened illusory realism of Langlois’ panorama, proclaiming he “transported the 
spectator to the center of the action, while his predecessors had left the visitor 
isolated and removed from the spectacle represented as the crow flies.”35 
Furthermore, Bapst explains how Langlois replaced the ordinary glass of the 
roof skylight with frosted glass to negate any shadows that may otherwise 
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be cast upon the canvas.36 It was ultimately the manner in which the Battle of 
Navarino painting was displayed, incorporating visual, haptic, and auditory 
stimulation, that maximized a sense of immersion and emphasized the pan-
orama as a bodily experience. The architectural insularity of the panorama 
rotunda eliminates any visual or proprioceptive referent to the world outside 
that represented in the circular painting, which optimizes the illusory effect 
of the visitor’s augmented visual experience. 

Funded by industrial companies and more accessible to the working 
class, panorama rotundas proliferated throughout the city and became an 
integral part of Paris’s entertainment culture for almost a century.37 The Fran-
co-Prussian War (1870-71) breathed new life into panoramic painting when 
it was capitalized for propagandistic purposes, and the French capital was 
eventually consumed by what an 1881 article termed panoramania.38 Monet 
was in his early forties when the panorama fascination took hold of Paris. 
While there is no extant proof of any visits to panorama rotundas across the 
city, Monet certainly encountered them through newsprint, magazines, or 
commercial advertisements. It is therefore entirely plausible Monet was in-
clined to experience the panorama craze that had long since taken the Parisian 
people by storm. He was at the very least personally acquainted with repur-
posed panorama rotunda architecture. The seventh Exhibition of Independent 
Artists, which opened on March 1, 1882, and in which Monet showcased 
thirty-five artworks, was held at 251 rue Saint-Honoré, in the palace built for 
the panorama The Battle of Reichschoffen, designed by esteemed panorama 
architect Charles Garnier.39 While his conception for a Water Lilies installation, 
described as a “circular room” to Maurice Guillemot in 1898, was radically 
different from the usual historical or geographical subject matter of panoram-
ic painting, it may have been the panorama rotunda’s scale and enveloping 
illusionism, specially lit and removed from the context of the home or muse-
um, that inspired Monet.40 This rapprochement is further confirmed in 1927 by 
critic François Thiébault-Sisson, who attests Monet “dreamt of a vast rotunda 
wherein his canvases could be housed in the style of a panorama.”41 

Almost thirty years after their apogee, Monet would revive certain 
techniques of the panorama rotunda’s phenomenology of display, such as its 
customizable architectural design and all-surrounding painted imagery, in 
service to his own artistic objective. Liberated from the constraints of paint-
erly realism that had bound traditional panoramists, Monet’s Water Lilies 
gallery at the L’Orangerie readapted the spatial, material, and propriocep-
tive tactics of the panorama rotunda as conceived by Barker, Langlois, and 
their architectural partners, and ushered in a new epoch of proto-installation 
art. Much like the panorama rotundas of nineteenth-century Paris, Monet’s 
Water Lilies gallery was painted as well as constructed to be immersive.42
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The L’Orangerie Gallery

Panorama rotundas were designed in service of creating an ambient illu-
sion for the beguilement of their visitors.43 They were not distinguished as 
art objects within a larger museum framework but rather experienced as a 
singular entity. In the final decades of his life, Monet called the monumental 
canvases of his Water Lilies series his grandes décorations. Grace Seiberling 
expounds how at the end of the nineteenth century, a décoration referred 
to a type of “decorative” painting that was large in its dimensions, free 
of academic demands for realistic illusionism, and destined for a specific 
architectural setting.44 Pondering the works of the Nabis decorative artists 
of the 1890s, Katherine M. Kuenzli reports these décorations were “site-spe-
cific installation[s]” that “formed all-encompassing and permanent envi-
ronments for their patrons; some series remain[ing] in situ for as many as 
thirty years.”45 Seiberling and Kuenzli’s descriptors can be applied to the 
L’Orangerie Water Lilies cycle: largescale, non-realist paintings showcased in 
a physical site specifically built to have them permanently exhibited in an 
all-encompassing fashion. The purpose of Monet’s meticulous consideration 
for the murals’ manner of display and their interaction with one another is 
twofold. Not only does it harken to the immersive panorama rotunda tradi-
tion, but also speaks to his forward-thinking ideas of proto-installation art, 
or rather, not art as representation, but art as environment.46 

Pursuant to Monet’s demands in preserving the Water Lilies cycle’s 
phenomenology of display, no other artwork—either painting or sculpture—
could be added to the L’Orangerie gallery by later curators, no modification 
of the arrangement of the panels could ever be authorized, and the canvases 
could never be sold into other collections.47 Since the custom-built space 
in which the Water Lilies are displayed would be meaningless without the 
paintings for which it was created, one can say Monet’s murals are, to bor-
row from Kuenzli, very much in situ, for they reside and are plastered in per-
manence to the L’Orangerie walls as opposed to hung with precarity.48 The 
Water Lilies gallery, as a site-specific architectural setting, is and has always 
been the murals’ original and only context. On the day of the gallery’s open-
ing, its sole intention was to display Monet’s murals, just as the sole purpose 
of the panorama rotunda was to fulfill the illusory objective of the landscape 
contained and showcased therein. 

Over the past ninety years, visitors to the L’Orangerie have walked 
from the building’s main entrance to the posterior half of the building. They 
cross the gallery’s entranceway and enter a small windowless vestibule, 
elliptical in its shape, with, as Monet’s first architect Louis Bonnier aspired, 
“intentionally reduced proportions and lighting.”49 Lefèvre’s early floor-
plans from January 1922 show the curving walls of the vestibule, similar to 
those which hold Monet’s murals (Fig. 6).50 This intermediary area serves 
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as a perceptual transition for the visitor, to permit their senses of sight and 
proprioception to adjust to the controlled, alternate conditions of light and 
space ahead. This technique proves akin to the nineteenth-century panora-
ma rotunda corridors, often long and plunged in limited lighting, that led 
to the center of a monumental panorama display.51 This introductory ar-
chitectural feature in both cases serves as a transition between exterior and 
interior space and light, eases these perceptual changes, and heightens the 
immersive effects of the artwork it precedes. 

Once in the vestibule, visitors then migrate through either one of 
two curving passageways to the left and right, mirroring two other passage-
ways connecting the first and second rooms of the gallery as well. There are 
pragmatic and perceptual reasons Lefèvre and Monet would have designed 
two pairs of curving passageways rather than linear ones. First, it optimizes 
the negative floorspace between the elliptical walls of the Water Lilies gallery 
rooms and the linear exterior walls of the museum. Second, it maximizes the 
amount of gallery wall space needed to display to Water Lilies cycle. Third, 
having the visitor move through these curved tunnels hints at the impend-
ing curving directionality of their corporeal movement once they enter the 
gallery rooms. Finally, once inside the gallery rooms, these curved passages 
obstruct all references to the outside world.52 As with the architectural layout 
of the panorama rotunda, any space exterior to the gallery space is impossi-
ble to see once the visitor has entered the first room, magnifying the insulari-
ty of the space and the gallery’s immersive ambiance. 

Like those in the vestibule, the gallery rooms’ walls are smooth and 
unpresumptuous, with simple moldings running above the murals and 
along the ground, removing the sharp right angle between the walls and 

Fig. 6. Camille Lefèvre, Water Lilies Gallery Floorplan for the Orangerie des Tuileries, January 
20, 1922, print, 33 4/5 x 61 in. (86 x 155 cm), Archives des musées nationaux, Paris [CP 

64AJ 593]. © Archives nationales (France), F/21/165, dossier 24. 
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the floor and accentuat-
ing the overall curvature 
of the space. The ceilings 
are comprised of a large 
vellum sheet that cano-
pies both rooms, which 
filters the sunlight passing 
through the double-paned 
skylight and into the gal-
lery (Fig. 7). The elongated 
edifice of the L’Orangerie 
was erected along Paris’s 
historical axis and runs 
parallel with the trajectory 
of the sun, guaranteeing 
the erstwhile greenhouse 
would receive a maximal 
amount of daily sunlight.53 
These geographic coordi-
nates would prove advan-
tageous for Monet, whose 
entire artistic practice was 
committed to sensory 
recordings of nature in 
relation to natural light.54 
The diffused, scattered 

luminesce created by the skylight and canopy ensures the room is imbued 
with just enough daylight to draw out the potent vibrancy of the pigments 
in the murals’ colors. Reducing the risk of unwanted shadow being cast 
upon the paintings, this optical trick also circumvents any potential photo-
bleaching of the Water Lilies’ colors, which would otherwise diminish the 
intricacies of their hue and value if exposed to a direct light source.55 Simi-
lar to nineteenth-century panorama rotunda architecture, the L’Orangerie 
vellum canopy resembles in its functionality Langlois’ frosted glass skylight 
for his display of The Battle of Navarino: to eliminate shadows that fall upon 
the canvas of his panorama painting.56 It is likely Monet and Lefèvre took 
influence from this panoramist lighting strategy to heighten the immersive 
experience of their installation.  

All the murals in the Water Lilies gallery rooms are two meters in 
height and installed approximately two feet off the floor.57 Their low place-
ment in relation to the visitor’s body, coupled with the fact that the murals 
surpass most people in height, maximizes the sensation of immersion, 
whereby the visitor feels they may tumble in the vast imagery and plunge 
into the polychromatic pond. Taking in all parts of the monumental cycle at 

Fig. 7. Claude Monet and Camille Lefèvre, Water Lilies 
Gallery beneath Vellum Canopy and Skylight, first room, 
facing west wall, Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris. Photo 
credit: Sophie Crépy. © RMN-Grand Palais / Art 
Resource, NY.
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once proves difficult, even from a distanced viewpoint. This challenge thus 
entices the visitor to register the different sections of the murals in succes-
sion.58 Speaking of his Wheat Stacks series exhibition in 1891, Monet told a 
visitor that the paintings “only acquire their full value by the comparison 
and the succession of the whole series,” highlighting these artworks were to 
be viewed together in order to observe a gradient of colors that record the 
changing hours of the day.59 While these easel paintings were dispersed and 
the series fragmented, the Water Lilies gallery survives intact in the precise 
arrangement Monet intended. Each mural represents a discrete moment in 
time while also participating in a larger temporal sequence courtesy of their 
physical connection to each other. 

In his book Art and Visual Perception, Rudolf Arnheim states: “All 
gradients have the power to create depth, and gradients of brightness are 
among the most efficient. This is true for spatial settings, such as interiors 
and landscapes, but also for single objects.”60 The Water Lilies gallery qual-
ifies on all these criteria as an interior space depicting a 360-degree water-
scape, as well as a display of enormous paintings. The gallery murals are 
physically interlinked by the space they share, both geometrically through 
their shared height and position on the gallery walls, as well as through spe-
cific color relationships. These color relations, the “gradients of brightness” 
Arnheim characterizes, evince themselves in the specific arrangement of the 
Water Lilies cycle in both rooms of the L’Orangerie gallery. When the murals’ 
architectural interaction with one another is observed, the resulting effect is 
a spectral belt of color value: an optical gradient of relative brightness and 
darkness of color that allows the visitor’s gaze to freely flow around the uni-
fied artwork, prompting visuomotor stimulation and a sense of immersion 
within Monet’s art environment.61 

In both rooms of the gallery, the color values at the ends of the 
murals enable the visitor’s eyes to drift along from one painting to the next 
without any perceptual disruption. Despite physical interruptions between 
the canvases that would not have existed in the paintings of panorama ro-
tundas, the Water Lilies murals are of equal height, and their ends flank and 
abut one another. This proximity permits the visitor’s attention to flow from 
mural to mural without any effort or damage to their visual experience. For 
example, along the northern wall of the first room, the left and right regis-
ters of the mural Clouds (Fig. 1 to the left; Fig. 2 to the right) are distinctively 
darker, with their deep greens and violets, as compared to its center register, 
with its lighter blues and pinks. These darker ends of Clouds adjoin the right 
side of Setting Sun (Fig. 2 at the center) to the west and the left side of Green 
Reflections (Fig. 1 at the center) to the east, both of which are dominated by 
dark, deep shades of green, blue, and violet. 

A spectral belt of color value is also apparent in the second room of 
the gallery. Along the eastern wall, Two Willows (Fig. 3 in the middle) pos-
sesses a principal color schema of light pinks, blues, and shades of lilac, 
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while on the opposing, western side, Reflections of Willows (Fig. 4 in the mid-
dle) is enriched with deep blues and violets. The murals along the northern 
and southern walls of this room act as color value intermediaries, with their 
lighter shades of blues and pinks in the watery reflections juxtaposed with 
the darker greens, ochres, and reds of the willow tree’s bark. This phenome-
non demonstrates the existence of a continuous, spectral belt of color value 
that compels the visitor’s vision around the rooms continuously without a 
definitive point of beginning or end. This sensation triggers a strong expe-
rience of liquescent, visual movement and perceptual disorientation, the 
apex of the gallery’s tactics of immersion. Similar to the panorama rotunda 
phenomenon expressed by Oleksijczuk, as the visitor’s eyes and head move, 
their body is actively engaged through awareness of muscle and joint move-
ment to register and absorb the all-surrounding watery imagery. 

In an article published in 1909 by the Gazette des Beaux-Arts, Roger 
Marx writes that in the Water Lilies series, Monet “finds his pleasure in the 
enjoyment experienced, throughout the day, in the viewing of a single site.”62 
This statement well encapsulates the fused temporal and spatial parameters 
of the Water Lilies gallery experience. Advancing this notion of the L’Orange-
rie Water Lilies as a holistic experience, critic François Monod wrote a review 
for the journal L’Art et les Artistes in June 1927, wherein he describes Monet’s 
paintings within the site’s “enveloping” display:

In each of the two rooms of the Orangerie, a foggy morning effect and 
twilight effect occupy the ends of the ellipse; on the long sides shine 
effects of full light during the hours of midday. The only concrete ele-
ments of the spectacle are the floating petals of the water-lilies, flames 
of purple and gold, which, on the large sides, frame the long plunging 
views, two thin trunks of weeping willows, and a few twigs of their 
foliage trembling in the breeze. The spectator is enveloped in a bath of 
aerial quivering, damp moirure, and flickers of clarity.63

Monod’s words epitomize the intended and realized outcome of the gal-
lery’s phenomenology of display. They do not differentiate the specific mu-
rals of the room but rather insinuate how they relate to one another to form 
a singular perceptual phenomenon, in a “kind of infinitude” not dissimilar 
to what was observed of Barker’s panorama rotunda a century earlier. The 
seriality of these in situ paintings offers an altered perception of time, for 
when viewing the L’Orangerie murals together, the visitor receives the sense 
that different moments in time—morning, noon, afternoon, dusk, and back 
to morning—meld into a simultaneous continuum, and in consequence 
render the experience of time graspable through the experience of space.64 In 
proto-installation art, be it the panorama rotunda or L’Orangerie gallery, the 
art and architecture it inhabits mesh into one inseparable entity. The visitor, 
surrounded by interior walls, perceives and experiences exterior tranquility.
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Fig. 8. Claude Monet, Les nuages [Clouds] (detail), c. 1914-26, oil on canvas, 78 3/4 x 502 in. 
(200 x 1275 cm), Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris. Photo credit: Sophie Crépy. © RMN-Grand 

Palais / Art Resource, NY.

Fig. 9. Claude Monet, Le matin clair aux saules [Clear Morning with Willows] (detail), c. 
1914-26, oil on canvas, 78 3/4 x 502 in. (200 x 1275 cm), Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris. Photo 

credit: Sophie Crépy. © RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY.
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The Water Lilies Murals

Unlike the panorama paintings of Barker and Langlois, from which visitors 
were kept at a strategic distance, visitors to the L’Orangerie gallery have been 
able to inspect the Water Lilies murals at close range. While the paintings of 
panorama rotundas used thin, tight brushwork to maximize their illusion 
through hyperdetailed realism, Monet’s application of paint is rigorous, 
forceful, and tactile, despite the murals’ ethereal imagery and delicate color 
schemes. His diligent execution of what Robert Herbert calls “texture-strokes” 
creates a complex meshwork of color relations in service of a deceptive im-
pression of spontaneity, or an illusion of instantaneity.65 In any given region 
of these paintings, a visitor will notice an extensive complex of coats of paint, 
colorations, and orientations of brushstrokes (Figs. 8-9). Even in the most 
unassuming spot, visitors may find a plethora of pastel shades: warm yellows, 
soft pinks, and rich blues, greens, and violets. These canvases are covered with 
a luscious incrustation of several layers of paint atop one another.66 

Fig. 10. Claude Monet, peintre, dans son atelier [Claude Monet, Painter, in his Studio], Giverny, 
France, February 25, 1926, photograph, 5 1/5 x 7 1/10 in. (13 x 18 cm). Photo credit: 

Agence de presse Meurisse. Public domain: National Library of France, Department of 
Prints and Photography. 
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According to Charles M. Mount’s biography of the artist, Monet 
often used blotting paper to absorb the oil from the paints for his late Water 
Lilies canvases and did not thin his paints with turpentine.67 The resultant 
low binder concentration produced a dense, pasty paint that was elastic and 
more difficult to spread and manipulate along the canvases’ weave. This 
viscosity led to shorter, wider brushstrokes, as the thick paint could not be 
fluidly dragged or smeared across great lengths of canvas. The individu-
al colorized textures overlay and pass through each other in a myriad of 
juxtapositions, whereby adjacent colors interplay and enhance one another’s 
vibrancy.68 This type of examination contrasts starkly with their observation 
from afar, and it proves intriguing that such solid brushwork alludes to 
liquescence when contemplated at a distance.

The paintings run through a broad palette of color contrasts, with 
which Monet played in many modulations, such as light-dark, warm-cold, 
and complementary colors.69 Coarse areas of texture alternate with dabbing 
and hatching, where two or more colors can be seen within a single brush-
stroke. Monet’s rubbing of pasty pigments on top of dried, pastose layerings 
produces a broken, rough appearance, with streaks of paint so granulose 
that subsequent swift, thinner strokes would not cover its ridges or pene-
trate its crevices.70 The final result is a canvas of saturated pigmentations 
and heavy impasto. The incrustations of paint, layer atop layer, texture upon 
texture, and color over color, summon to the visitor’s consciousness Monet’s 
hand and very physical painterly process (Fig. 10).  

The raw, painterly surface of these murals gives rise to formless re-
flections of gentle light that almost mimic the “natural” shimmer on the sur-
face of the pond.71 The conflict between the physical, uneven texture of the 
paint against the diaphanous fluidity of the lily pond invites a strong bodily 
awareness through the evocation of tactility, echoing the thoughts of French 
philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty: “tactile experience adheres to the sur-
face of [the] body […] space itself is known through [the] body.”72 The Water 
Lilies murals’ topography of paint appears rough and ragged, a patchwork 
of colors and dissolved shapes. Yet as the visitor retreats from the canvas, the 
mellifluous colors form distinct features and reveal themselves as the aque-
ous, aerated subject matter that was Monet’s creative point of departure.73 

Perhaps the most substantial and consistent feature in Monet’s Water 
Lilies series is the juxtaposition of the horizontally-shaped clusters of lily 
pads and the arabesque verticality of the reflections of trees, clouds, and sky 
in the pond’s rustling water (Fig. 11).74 When the interaction between these 
two compositional elements in the L’Orangerie murals is compared to earli-
er, smaller Water Lilies panels (Figs. 12-13), the consistency in Monet’s picto-
rial layout throughout the entire series becomes apparent. The foreshortened 
ovals of the lily pads are aggregated into floating isles and organized into 
horizontal strata parallel to the top and bottom edge of the paintings. They 
seem smaller and more angular as the visitor’s vision moves upward along 
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the canvases, signifying the receding surface of the water and conveying its 
lateral depth.75 Within this format, a counter-system of large, amorphous 
shapes represent the reflections of trees, foliage, clouds, and sky on the 
pond’s surface. Yet their vertical, intertwining brushwork, coupled with the 
verticality of the fragmented willow trunks and fronds, affirm the flatness of 
the picture plane and the vertical, curving walls upon which the murals are 
exhibited.76 

As Dolf Sternberger stresses, the panorama rotunda’s commitment to 
realistic illusionism was dependent upon, in part, the removal of any visual 
evidence that could remind the visitor of the image’s flatness and pictoriali-
ty.77 However, each of the L’Orangerie murals are adorned by a thin golden 
frame to secure the paintings’ edges to the wall and prevent peeling. Aside 
from this pragmatic function, frames were meant to connote the limits of 
the image space.78 Monet challenges the finality of the murals’ edges by il-
lustrating figures incompletely, omitting the depiction of a shoreline at the 
bottom or a line of horizon at the top. Brian O’Doherty expounds on the 
late nineteenth century’s rebellion of “weakened absolutism” of the can-
vas’ edges: “A signature of Impressionism is the way the casually chosen 
subject softens the edge’s structural role at a time when the edge is under 
pressure from the increasing shallowness of the space.” What proves rev-
olutionary is that by allowing this illusion of the laterally receding water-
scape to be questioned by the presence of a display frame, Monet seems to 
explicitly call attention to the illusion itself as a construct of the visitor’s vi-

Fig. 11. Claude Monet, Reflets verts [Green Reflections] (detail), c. 1914-26, oil on canvas, 78 
3/4 x 334 2/3 in. (200 x 850 cm), Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris. Photo credit: Sophie Crépy. 

© RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY.
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sual perception.79 Turning his back 
on the hyperrealist conventions of 
panorama painting, Monet none-
theless achieves the same objective 
said conventions sought to create. 
His phenomenology of display uses 
the frame to highlight the L’Or-
angerie project as a hybrid between 
two distinct traditions, one of 
painting and the other of architec-
ture, being merged into one entity. 
In lieu of the Impressionist pursuit 
of naturalism, the Water Lilies mu-
rals highlight the proto-installation 
mandate of visuomotor experience 
as critical to the artwork’s raison 
d’être, an internal artifice fabricated 
by a perceiving mind.

 
Conclusion

After a six-year closure to the 
public, the Orangerie Museum 
reopened its Water Lilies gallery in 
2006.  The renovated rooms rein-
stated Monet’s original vision for 
the gallery and position the space 
closer to contemporary practic-
es of installation art. The second 
floor of the museum, built atop the 
Water Lilies gallery in 1960 for the 
Walter-Guillaume collection, was 
demolished, and a double-paned 
skylight was built, exposing the 
murals to natural light for the first 
time in forty-one years.80 The result 
was a light-catching chamber be-
tween the vellum canopy and the 
double-paned skylight that holds 
daylight and bathes the gallery’s 
rooms in a soft albeit dense glow. 
The flooring, which was clad with 

Fig. 12. Claude Monet, Pond with Water 
Lilies, 1907, oil on canvas, 40 x 28 2/5 in. 
(101.5 x 72 cm), Israel Museum, Jerusalem. 
Photo credit: HIP / Art Resource, NY.

Fig. 13. Claude Monet, Water Lilies, 1916, 
oil on canvas, 79 x 79 1/10 in. (200.5 x 201 
cm), National Museum of Western Art, 
Tokyo. Gift of the Matsukata Collection. 
Photo credit: HIP / Art Resource, NY.
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brown, checkered wood (Fig. 14), was replaced with a reflective white 
lacquer that matched the color of the walls, moldings, and newly installed 
vellum canopy.81 This interior redesign had the effect of further accentu-
ating the “aquatic décor” of the murals’ subject matter, as Gillet described 
back in 1927. This curatorial decision ultimately validates the conditions 
under which Monet intended his murals to be experienced, to accredit the 
murals’ manner of display as vital to their meaning.

The painterly and architectural constituents of the L’Orangerie gal-
lery perceptually interact through their phenomenology of display and work 
together in a large continuum of shapes, colors, and spatial configurations.82 
For too long have Monet’s Water Lilies paintings been lambasted as “choc-
olate box art”, overexposed in popular culture while seldom appreciated 
beyond their aesthetic sentimentality. The Water Lilies gallery has herein been 
recognized as a unique artistic site and praised for its panoramic qualities, 
now with deeper historical contextualization. The architectural design of the 
Water Lilies gallery engages the visitor’s sight and proprioception. The rela-
tionship between its massive paintings and their unique display invites ques-
tions regarding the significance of the perceiving, sensing body in art inter-
pretation. Intersecting the panorama traditions of his past and the installation 
art practices of his future, Monet’s gallery plays host to a phenomenological, 
embodied mode of artistic contemplation. It propels our notion of the expe-
rience of art from a passive spectatorship that hierarchizes vision over other 
senses, toward an active participation that democratizes them instead.

Fig. 14. The L’Orangerie Water Lilies Gallery, first room, facing east wall, 1927, gelatin silver 
bromide glass negative, 9 2/5 x 11 4/5 in. (24 x 30 cm), Médiathèque de l’architecture et 
de Patrimoine, Charenton-le-Pont, France. © Ministère de la Culture / Médiathèque du 

Patrimoine, Dist. RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY. 
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