creating a diorama

Zoologicai Paradise

“Jungle Jim" Hillestad makes the most of his collection of wildlife figures by creating a zoo diorama

Text and Photos: James H. Hillestad
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hrough the years, I have

accumulated an array of miniature

animals. It occurred to me that they
should be unearthed and displayed. And
what better way than in a zoo diorama!

For ideas, my wife Carol and I visited

the Bronx Zoo and the Philadelphia
Zoo. Fortunately for the animals, but
unfortunately for my purposes, both U.S.
Z00s are contemporary, spacious places
with large enclosures. Expansive layouts

smaller footprint, making it ideal for my
purposes. This served as the template for
laying out and building my Victorian-

style zoo in approximately 54-mm scale.

16 MINI-DIORAMAS

Most of the animals and all the fencing
were made by W. Britain in the 1950s
and 1960s. The buildings were made in
England by John Gittins, the sculptor
and model maker behind JG Miniatures.

“What gave the display added dimension was the
incorporation of mirrors. Unless you catch yourself,
you’'ll think that you are looking at something twice
as deep. It’s a captivating illusion!”

like those zoos don’t lend themselves
to miniature re-creation at my Paradise
Valley Toy Soldier Museum, where space
is limited.

So, we went to England and the London
Zoo in Regent’s Park. Because it’s in the
city proper, the historic zoo has a much

As for the civilian figures and
creatures populating the scene, they are
a mix of items produced through the
years by Trophy Miniatures of Wales,
Marlborough Military Models, Imperial
Productions, Sarum Soldiers, CBG
Mignot and W. Britain.
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PREVIOUS PAGE
TOP: Big cats at the zoo include a cheetah.

BOTTOM: A repurposed souvenir figure on
a condiment cup creates a dolphin statue.

THIS PAGE

TOP LEFT: The polar bears and sea lions
are “vegetarians,” according to zookeeper
Jim.

TOP RIGHT: Zoo Special effects make
one chimp look like two at play.

LEFT: Visitors enjoy a respite from touring
the exhibits at the zoo's Terrace Cafe.

BOTTOM LEFT: Visitors seem awed by
the toothy smile of a Nile crocodile.

BELOW: Fascinating and entertaining
penguins abound at the zoo.

TOY SOLDIER & MODEL FIGURE 21




creating a diorama

22 TOY SOLDIER & MODEL FIGURE

The diorama measures 10 feet long and
30 inches deep. Because of its size and the
weight of the emplaced elements, it had to be
made in sections on the work table, then later
reassembled in the final display space.

'Thus, the photographs illustrating this
article reflect 16 mini-dioramas that make
up the overall display.

MIRROR REFLECTIONS

Kept in a cabinet, the display area
encompasses two adjoining enclosures. These
are separated by a wooden partition. To make
the zoo “feel” like one long display, mirrors
were mounted on both sides of the partition
to create the impression that the viewer is
seeing through it.

The circular pond enclosures were made
from embroidery hoops.

What gave the display added dimension
was the incorporation of mirrors. Unless
you catch yourself, you'll think that you are
looking at something twice as deep. It’s a
captivating illusion!

LEFT: Hippos, rhinos, pelicans and
elephants are among the residents.

BELOW: The garden fountain reflects
the beauty of its surroundings.
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ABOVE: Giraffes and zebras share an
enclosure.

RIGHT: Visitors eye a souvenir stand.

BELOW: The aviary is home to a flock of
feathered friends.
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'The chimpanzee island, for example, is
in reality a half-circle. Notice the young
chimp at play. His ball has been painted
green on one side and red on the other.
This makes it possible for the mirror back
to create the illusion of two chimps, each
playing with a different color ball.

FINDING PROPS

The aviary and the ape house were originally
produced as dollhouse-scale greenhouses, but
were perfect for their newfound application.

'The zoo’s dolphin monument was made
with a plastic dolphin purchased at the
Philadelphia Zoo’s souvenir shop. It was
set atop an inverted condiment cup, which
was painted with textured paint to look
like concrete.

To create the water surfaces, I used
sheets of plastic fluorescent diffuser and
laid them over blue painted surfaces. These
sheets are perfect for creating the effect of
rippling water. They are readily available at
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ABOVE: The entrance to “Jungle Jim”
Hillestad’s miniature zoo.
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ABOVE RIGHT: Children aren’t sheepish
about enjoying the petting zoo.
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RIGHT: A mirror doubles the apparent
extent of a pond’s tranquil waters.

BELOW: Rare pandas from China draw a

crowd.
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ABOVE: Monkeys shine on Chimpanzee
Island.

BELOW: Llamas look at people looking
at them.

BELOW: Some real swingers live in the
ape house.
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Tale of Animal Exhibit History

Collections of animals for public and
private entertainment and education have
a long pedigree. Among the very wealthy
throughout the ages, these collections were
a mark of wealth and prestige.

The predecessor of the zoological
garden was the menagerie, dating to
3,500 B.C. in Egypt. In the second
century B.C., the Chinese Empress
Tanki took pride in her “house of deer.”

Other well-known collectors in
antiquity included King Solomon of the
Kingdom of Israel and Judah. Roman
emperors notoriously kept private
collections of animals for use in the arena.

King Henry I of England kept a
collection of animals in his palace
at Woodstock. The most prominent
collection in medieval England was in
the Tower of London.

'The “Gardens and Menagerie of the
Zoological Society of London” (now
the London Zoo in Regent’s Park, the
inspiration for this diorama) first opened
in 1828. The shortened form “zoo” was
first used that same year.

During the scientific flowering of the
Victorian era, animals were collected
from all over the world for display and
study. Traveling menageries, also known
in England as “beast shows,” were
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itinerant animal exhibitions that visited
cities, towns and rural areas in Europe and
America during the 19th century.

New York City’s Central Park Zoo
opened in 1860.

An old postcard shows an 1890s
dancing bear exhibit right here in the
Paradise Valley of Cresco, Pa., home of
'The Toy Soldier Museum.

Today many zoos keep
fewer animals in large,
outdoor enclosures, confining
them with moats and fences
rather than in cages. These
are often referred to as
conservation parks, “bioparks”
or safari parks. A leading
example is the famous Zoo
Safari Park in San Diego,
Calif.

--James H. Hillestad

ABOVE: Dancing bear in
Paradise circa 1890 on a
postcard, courtesy of the
Paradise Historical Society,
Henryville, Pa.

RIGHT: Dancing bear set
produced by Paxton-Sheriff
of Wales in 1988.

ABOVE: The kangaroo family fascinates
a lady.

LEFT: The zoo's many attractions include
seals and an elephant ride.

lighting and electrical supply stores.
Making the zoo was a challenging and
fun project. Visitors to the museum delight
in the interplay of the figures and the
animals. It’s a zoological feast for the eyes!
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