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The Exhibition: Concept and Design 
Katherine Blakeney 
 
The installation piece designed for the exhibition South Asasif Necropolis: Journey 
Through Time was meant to serve two principal goals. The first was to symbolically 
encapsulate the driving concept of the exhibition: the profound yet elusive 
interconnections among the temporal dimensions of the South Asasif necropolis. A 
voyage through millennia within a single site. The second was more purely practical: 
making optimal use of available space while showcasing every object with the care 
and emphasis due its historic significance and aesthetic quality. 

The Luxor Museum generously provided us with a magnificent 3 x 3.5 meter 
case to design as we thought fit. As most of the objects selected for the exhibition 
were small in size and intricately detailed, there was a danger they might be 
overwhelmed in the depths of such a large space.  While there was the option of 
blocking off part of the display case to create a more shallow viewing area, I felt the 
existing floor space offered a special opportunity to convey the themes of the 
exhibition through a more dynamic, three-dimensional presentation.  

Drawing on my backgrounds in film history, sculpture and miniature set 
design, I approached the case as a theatrical stage or film set that would help construct 
the narrative of the exhibition. 
The main aesthetic inspiration for 
the design came from German 
Expressionist silent films, 
particularly Robert Wiene’s The 
Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919) 
and Fritz Lang’s Metropolis 
(1927). The use of harsh 
diagonals, forced perspective and 
startling contrasts of light and 
shadow in these films suggested 
an intriguing visual language 
through which to examine the 
twisting, fragmented, but impermeably connected planes and pathways of time 
crisscrossing the South Asasif necropolis. Structural lessons borrowed from early 
cinematic architecture and Expressionist theatre helped build an ambiguous space 
with the illusion of constant movement. It fragments and rebuilds itself with the 
viewer’s shifting angle of vision, just as every find displayed in the exhibition 
challenged and restructured our understanding of the South Asasif necropolis and its 
history.  

Using detailed measurements from the display case, I constructed a miniature 
scale model of the installation to test the angles and proportions of the ramps and 
platforms that would hold the objects.  Afterwards, a full-size version was produced 
in wood with the help of the South Asasif Conservation Project’s multi-talented 
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conservation team. Numerous 
adjustments and modifications 
were made in the process to suit 
the much grander scale and more 
rigid material of the final 
structure. Much late-night debate 
ensued about the aesthetic and 
philosophical implications of 
replacing a ninety-degree angle 
with an eighty-degree one. Every 
ramp and platform is subtly 
angled to provide a safe support 
for the objects it is meant to hold 
while offering an optimal view 
from nearly any perspective. As 

they climb higher, the paths taper into narrower and narrower channels to convey the 
illusion of soaring distance and limitless space beyond the confines of the display 
case. Each section was constructed as an individual unit to be assembled after 
transportation to the Museum.  

The stark black-and-white paint scheme pays homage to the black-and-white 
sets of German Expressionist cinema. It also provides a backdrop that foregrounds the 
objects without distracting from the delicate colors of their natural materials or the 
vibrant remains of ancient paint. All materials, from the wood to the paint were 
locally sourced in the Luxor area. The supporting walls of the installation are painted 
black, with sand directly from the Egyptian desert mixed into the pigment to provide a 
matte appearance and gritty texture. They symbolize the land of Egypt, molded by the 
passage of time but inextricably bound to the roots of its ancient culture. The zigzag 
line of the ramps and platforms is luminous white, glowing, immaterial, and 

Katherine Blakeney with miniature model. Photo Elena 
Pischikova, SACP 

Completed exhibition case. Photo Katherine Blakeney, SACP. 
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unstoppable like time itself as it connects the objects of the exhibition. Flowing into 
unexpected turns, bending back on itself, rising and falling, it traces an unbroken path 
from the earliest objects in the display to the most recent. 

Lighting was a vital component of the overall display. The lighting scheme 
had to work in symbiosis with the environment 
constructed inside the display case, to emphasize 
the depth and dimensionality of the space and still 
preserve the graphic quality of the geometric 
arrangement. The first tests showed the difficulties 
of achieving the right balance between enhancing 
the textures of the rough, black “soil” and sleek, 
glossy white “timeline” and still keeping the focus 
on the objects themselves. An attempt to embed 
tiny LED strip lights in the ramps caused the glare 
of “time” to devour anything traveling along its 
winding path. After numerous experiments, I 
settled on a set of ceiling-mounted daylight LED 
lamps, placed at strategic intervals. In keeping 
with the cinematic influences of the installation, 
every “scene” of the journey acquired its own 
mini-spotlight, each lamp angled individually to 
mold the light and shadow areas of its subject. The 
daylight tone, softened by frosted glass, was meant 
to unobtrusively amplify the original colors, remaining as faithful as possible to the 
clear sunlight in which they were uncovered by the archaeologists of the SACP. 

Due to the complex, multi-level and multi-plane nature of the display, it was 
decided that placing labels inside the case would be impractical in terms of aesthetics 
and visibility. Detailed labels with attached photographs were loaded into a digital 
photo frame, mounted at eye level just outside the case. Every object or group was 

assigned a number connected 
to its label information. The 
numbers were printed white on 
black in Copperplate Gothic 
Light, a font whose simple, 
angular forms corresponded 
well with the shapes of the 
installation. Large-format 
photographs of find areas and 
close-ups of some of the more 
exquisite detailing were 
printed on foam board and 
mounted on the walls of the 
ramps and platforms.  

Side view of exhibition case. Photo 
Katherine Blakeney, SACP. 

Installation of the exhibition. Photo Elena Pischikova, SACP. 


