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You are a recognized expert on fairground art and music halls. Have you always been passionate about these?

J-P. F.: I did a lot of things before coming to the Pavillons de Bercy!

I’ve been an actor; I’ve been an antiques dealer. I’ve run an antiques shop specializing in objects of curiosity. 

I’ve been an interior designer, I’ve also built shopping centres in Saudia Arabia, I came up with the idea of 

the Louvre des Antiquaires, from the first idea to the conception, the commercialization … right up to the first 

ten exhibitions. I have also worked on entertainment commercial centres abroad. I have had a bistro-gallery 

at Les Halles, specializing in astrological cocktails which were made up from plants, a planet and a sign of 

the zodiac …

And so for some twenty years now you have been at the helm of the Pavillons de Bercy. What will the 

public find here during this end-of-year exceptional opening period?

J-P. F.: When you come through the doors, you will find yourself in a little bit of countryside, quite another 

world. It is important to me that at this instant the visitor experiences a moment of eternity.

At the entrance, look up: the visitor is greeted by this installation, a sequined cape from the costume war-

drobe of the Folies Bergère, on which we project video images that emphasize forms that we would like to 

make appear: a horse from the Middle Ages here, the wings of a butterfly there, the one that could change 

the face of the world … we have set it up right at the entrance, to greet visitors and immerse them into a 

dreamlike world as soon as they arrive. During the visit and throughout the day, as well as attractions, games, 

merry-go-rounds and installations, there are magic shows, and trapeze artist shows: it is a show museum with 

performance arts, which is larger than just a fun fair.

Exactly, a few steps further on you can fulfil the dream of many men: peep up ladies’ skirts!

J-P. F.: That’s right! These dresses suspended over the heads of visitors are huge. They are also music-hall 

dresses; you can even see the frilly underwear worn to dance the French cancan! I’m going to put puppets in 

these huge skirts and show them in an unusual theatre. I like to say that we have dressed the museum with 

the undressed.

These costumes from the Folies Bergère, are they part of your collection?

J-P. F.: Yes, indeed; everything that you can see here comes from the collections that I have gathered toge-

ther over the last 30 years, just on the music hall. Because, I’m not just interested in fairground art, I have 

a passion for all types of show: in the 19th century everything relating to a show took place in fun fairs; 

sporting entertainment like boxing or wrestling, the first years of cinema, and of course all forms of music 

hall entertainment, magic, puppets and even striptease … it is all this history that interests me and that I 

present.

Jean-Paul Favand has been at the helm of the Pavillons de Bercy and the Musée des 
Arts forains for 17 years. This ensemble of some 6 buildings and 2 private streets 
dating back to the 19th century is open exceptionally to the public between 
Christmas and New Year. Marvellous encounters on a stroll through this dream 
world.
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We are going into the Théâtre du merveilleux. What is presented here?

J-P. F.: Going into the theatre is like being an actor who steps onto the stage. You go under a red velvet 

theatre curtain. In the Venetian rooms, you will see, we pass under a bridge, walk on the water and approach 

the gondolas – quite a journey! 

Here we are opposite a hot air balloon, which recalls the journeys of Baron de Münchhausen, with the flying 

elephant. Further on another larger elephant comes from the colonial exhibition of 1931; at that time it was 

situated in front of the Pavillon de Pondicherry. We have restored it, and I placed a robot on its back which 

comes to life when the theatre is open to visitors. Looking up, you see a gorilla … he dates back to 1925 

and in his paws we have put Joséphine Baker’s string, that one with the bananas!

This is the place of stories, myths, legends, clichés, archetypes … in short, everything that speaks to our 

subconscious. No explanatory panel, I don’t want visitors to intellectualize about what they are looking at. I 

have put in some naturalia – natural objects, some artificialia – manufactured objects – and some virtualia 

– I invented this style, make up of video and graphic design.

Do you stage all these elements and objects yourself?

J-P. F.: Yes – that is what I do here; I’m much more than an owner or director, I consider myself a concept 

designer. Each acquisition is decided on the basis of what place it will have at the Pavillons de Bercy. I look 

for objects that provoke attention, curiosities: curious objects, either by their usage, their appearance or 

event their history.

My work involves finding objects, they are my ‘actors’, which I put on stage, and that I put together to tell 

a story.

Here there is a whole line of characters being dressed — who are they?

J-P. F.: We are just finishing the installation of wax figures from the Musée Grévin, from who I bought all 

the collection of figures from the 19th century; we are dressing them up in the costumes of the Folies Ber-

gère – they will be less serious than before! You see, there’s Debussy, Sarah Bernhardt, Verlaine, Pierre de 

Coubertin …

This exhibition is organized with the Troupe des Oiseaux du Paradis, an extraordinary troupe from the music 

hall, dancers, singers, costume designers. Can you imagine that, there has never been an exhibition about 

the music hall! It is true to say that music-hall entertainment has never been given any serious attention; 

there was, remember, a time when variety artistes where refused burial in a cemetery.

Further on, the Museum of Fairground Art attracts lots of visitors who are attracted by the amazing old merry-
go-rounds.

J-P. F.: Traditional merry-go-rounds but also the Parisian Waiter Race attraction, a bicycle merry-go-round … 

This bicycle merry-go-round, is in fact a real heritage piece. It should almost be behind a glass screen! Howe-

ver, every day that we are open to visitors, it is used, and everyone can pedal to make it go round — which 

is funny when you think that although it was originally like this, afterwards it was steam-driven and then 

operated by electricity. It was me who decided during its restoration to give it back its original particularity.

Do today’s funfairs still have attractions that existed in the 19th century?

J-P. F.: The Big Wheel of course! The Big Wheel is really the emblematic attraction, look how popular it is 

when it is erected every year in Paris. The first very big one was 100 metres in diameter, just imagine, and 

that was in 1900! It was electric, which was the great novelty of the period.

Now here we are in one of the two streets that are part of the Pavillons de Bercy. They are really unique in 

Paris!

This one is particularly lovely, all decked out for the festive period: we have put in 100 or so Christmas trees, 

some new trees but also some from previous years that I keep and repaint in several colours. We have also 

hung up dozens of bunches of mistletoe to invite Parisians to kiss. The street is lit with old lights, to give 

the illusion of being inside – and I have put trees inside to give the illusion of being outside …
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In what way are the Pavillons de Bercy part of the tourism landscape of the district?

J-P. F.: We are something of an island at Bercy: we are hemmed in between the Seine, the railway lines and 

the ring road. What’s more, only two tunnels, a bridge and an expressway link us to the outside! It is a real 

village in Paris, an amazing district. This is a district for relaxing in with its quaysides, the wonderful park, 

the Cour Saint-Émilion and its shops, the cinema complex, the Cinémathèque française, the Palais omnisport, 

and the Bibliothèque nationale just opposite.

For the events industry, we have created ‘Paris B. Events’, which brings together all the hotels for private 

hire in the district, which enables to offer global packages on request, a unique initiative in Paris. ‘Paris B. 

Events’ comprises the Salons de l’Aveyron, the rooms of the hotel Pullman, the cinema UGC, the Cinéma-

thèque, the Pavillons de Bercy of course, and then the hotel amenities of the hotels Pullman, Ibis, Novotel 

and further away those of the Gare de Lyon and rue de Charenton; there are 3,000 parking places, a coach 

park, the  Yachts de Paris, all within immediate proximity to the motorway and Gare de Lyon. 

How many people can events host at the Pavillons de Bercy?

J-P. F.: Up to 2,500 people, with sufficient place to stroll around the different areas, and of course, access to 

the attractions, games and merry-go-rounds.

Are you still collecting new pieces?

J-P. F.: Yes, now things come to me rather. But you know, I am not backward-looking, I mix tradition and 

modernity. Illusion and what is authentic. The real and the virtual. Objects from the past and contemporary 

techniques. I am always looking for the dream, I will always be creating something.

LEs PAvILLons DE BErcY
Musée des Arts forains
Salons vénitiens
Théâtre du merveilleux
Théâtre de verdure
Guided tours: open by appointment for groups all year round
Individual visits upon request
53 avenue des Terroirs de France, Paris 12th
Tel +33 (0) 1 43 40 16 22
www.pavillons-de-bercy.com
www.arts-forains.com

PArIs B. EvEnTs
www.parisbevents.com

>

>

Exceptional opening of the Musée des Arts forains
26 December 2012-6 January 2013
10am-6pm no booking necessary
Entrance fee €12, €10, €5 
www.arts-forains.com
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LES PAVILLONS DE BERCY

Translated by Deborah Lindsay-Mc Geown


