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INTRODUCTION
In 2010, inventing a new National Museum of the Civilizations of Europe and the Mediterranean (MuCEM) 
meant de�ning the subject: "�e Mediterranean". However for a generation the very concept of the Mediter-
ranean has been questioned in anthropology. �e Mediterranean has no social or political or even climatic 
unity and those who accept the idea of a Mediterranean world without even questioning it are referred to as 
“essentialists”.

Yet while it is possible to organize a symposium on the theme: "Does the Mediterranean exist?" it is not 
feasible to create a museum which will attract the public if the idea it is founded on is questionable.

Building up an exhibition as the foundation of the Museum of the Mediterranean leaves room for only for 
two choices:

1)
Discard the debate on the Mediterranean world as if its existence has never been debated. Two exhibitions 
were thus mounted in 2013, one of which organized by the department of Greek, Etruscan and Roman 
Antiquities was circulated in Japan and showed movements between Mediterranean areas. �e other dedica-
ted to the cities of the Mediterranean was presented in Marseille at the beginning of 2013. �is latter proved 
to be partial, virtually ignoring the issue of religions. Above all it imparted a �ctitious identity to an ensemble 
of population lacking a particular identity by designating them as "Mediterranean". A third solution, attracti-
ve but unrealistic, has never been attempted, which would be the history of the Mediterranean from the 
Sumerians to the Arab spring of today. Indeed, it is impossible to evoke the whole Mediterranean area in a 
single exhibition: one would necessarily be exposed to harsh criticism from the public. If one culture or 
civilization was included and no interest shown in another, which is mandatory. 

2)
De�ne the subject, “the Mediterranean” is the second possibility. A museum based on the Mediterranean, in 
contrast to a temporary exhibition, could not avoid this task of de�nition. �e debate on the very concept of 
the Mediterranean is, in my opinion, part of a number of false debates that prove to be more sterile than 
fruitful. �e Mediterranean sea used to be surrounded by a very high wall, the limes, which made this area 
very visible. �is wall, along with �e Great Wall of China, is one of the most colossal works ever made by 
Mankind. However, the permanent exhibition of the MuCEM dedicated to the Mediterranean is not based on 
the limes.  



THE FOUNDING PRINCIPLES

Chronological limit

When does the history of the Mediterranean begin at the MuCEM? With the arrival of the �rst Homo erectus 
nearly 2 million years ago in Dmanissi? �e use of �re attested by the �rst dwellings of the Grimaldi man 
400000 years ago? Or with the tombs of Qafzeh in Palestine, 100 000 years ago showing the �rst unmistaka-
ble signs of funeral rites of Homo sapiens? If the history of the Mediterranean does not necessarily go back as 
far as around 30000 years it perhaps starts when Man began to depict nature on the caves or on the ivory of 
mammoths? When Man represents nature, he distances himself from it and begins to ally with the dog. Is 
this already a beginning of domestication or simply of taming? �is �rst association between two species of 
predators remained exceptional for 20 000 years. We have to wait for the end of the Wurms glaciations and 
the beginning of a period of warming in which we still live today in order to see real evidence of the human 
history of the Mediterranean over 10 000 years ago.

Area of civilizations 

�e Mediterranean (etymology: the inland sea) only formed a political entity during the several centuries 
that the Roman Empire existed. Since then, in spite of all the imperial fantasies that aimed at establishing 
themselves around its shore, the Mediterranean area has never attained unity.

But in spite of this, even a homogeneous political, social or religious entity was never reached. �e Mediter-
ranean area is one of the most fertile civilizations in existence, on a par with the China Sea, the Indian Ocean 
and Mesoamerica around which di�erent cultures have developed.

In the area of the Chinese sea, rice-based civilizations evolved, elsewhere they were based on corn (maize) 
whereas the Mediterranean saw the expansion of wheat-based civilizations. 

�e way in which the Mediterranean world participated about 10 000 years ago in the spread of di�erent 
forms of Neolithic eclosions is amongst others one of its singularities. �ese salient features constitute the 
founding principles of the Gallery of the Mediterranean dedicated to the inland sea. �e Gallery of the 
Mediterranean is thus built around a restricted number of singularities, which taken together constitute an 
area of speci�c civilizations distinct from other culture clusters of a similar nature. �ese singularities have 
been selected in accordance with the following considerations: 

- �ey have existed for a long time or have developed over a long time
- �ey are speci�c to the Mediterranean world
- �ey have been in contact at least at a given period with the ensemble of Mediterranean civilizations. 
- Counterexamples of singularities 

In the Gallery of the Mediterranean, four singularities appear to be pertinent concerning di�erent forms of 
agriculture, religions, citizenship and of journeys of which the titles are: 

. �e birth of agriculture and the emergence of gods

. A holy city, three revelations

. Citizenship and human rights

. Beyond the known world



1st Singularity:
INVENTION of agriculture, birth of the gods
Domestications extended in several places of the Planet 10 000 years ago 

In an area which from Palestine to Anatolia and fromCyprus to the eastern foothills of Zagros, wheat and 
legumes (peas, beans, vetches, gesses...) are beginning to be cultivated. Vines and olive trees will follow on 
one hand and on the other goats, pigs, sheep and cattle. At that period, the Mediterranean plays the role of an 
accelerator and disseminator for this very important mutation in the Neolithic ear. Several years ago, archae-
ologists discovered in Cyprus the remains of domesticated cattle dating back to the 8th millenium before our 
era. As cattle were not indigenous to Cyprus, the only factor that came account for the present is that they 
were imported by sea to the island. Archaeologists asked their colleagues who worked on more ancient sites 
in the Fertile Crescent to focus their attention on any possible traces that had been discovered. �is revolu-
tion in lifestyles brought about a profound change in ways of thinking. In Paleolithic parietal art, no recur-
rent �gures are larger than others so they probably do not represent gods but this is not the case in the Neo-
lithic era. 

�us four principles (canons) are identi�ed and do not change during 15.000 to 20.000 years that this mode 
of expression has lasted.

1. Paleolithic parietal art represents the animal without the environment in which it evolves. 
2. Paleolithic parietal art narrates very little.
3. �e composition of animal representations obeys very strict rules concerning multiplication, confrontation 
or overlapping of a drawing. “[…] What characterizes animals of di�erent species is that they are systemati-
cally represented in di�erent representational spaces”.  
4. Paleolithic parietal art does not represent Humanity.  

-> Implication 1 : totemism = / animism
-> Implication 2 : the cave is the place where the totemic thought of the Aboriginals originates

Two objects of animist thought: �e Man-Lion and �e Man-Elephant: likeness in interiorities, di�erence in 
exteriorities.

1. Totemic: where there is a relationship between the world in its exteriority and its interiority and the subject 
as it appears in its appearance and its interiority in so far as we have the same totem in common: “this photo-
graph of me looks as like me as a kangouroo”.  
2. Animist: the appearance of the world is di�erent from mine but is in it interior equivalent.
3. Analogical: the appearance and the interiority of the world is di�erent from mine: the world of the dead is 
at the same time di�erent and analogous to mine. 
4. Naturalist: the exterior world is in continuity with my exterior world in so far as we are composed of 
atoms, cells, etc. On the other hand, we alone possess a soul and this di�erenciates our interiority from that 
of the rest of the world.

Man harnessing nature places himself above it and therefore imagines beings above himself: thus the birth of 
the gods re�ected in the small animal sculptures and e�gies of the gods presented in the gallery. Previous 
modes of thought are replaced by a new one: analogical thinking. �e bull God, the Sumerian tablets and his 
consort the cow goddess are succeeded by an in�nity of pagan deities to which temples are dedicated. �is 
mode of analogical thought leads to places of culture where men live massively settled lives, places dedicated 
to the “super nature”, temples, domestic altars, sacred spaces... coming from these places of nature that large 
numbers of nomadic farmers regularly menace sedentary societies concentrated around the cities. 



Between the 6th millennium before our era up until 1900, the Mediterranean area lived to the rhythm of the 
advances of farmers cultivating crops and raising cattle while exploiting existing ressources.

Several millennia a�er the �rst sedentary settlements, agriculture by abatis-burning modi�ed the landscape, 
contributing to making vegetation poorer.  �e fauna and the �ora were modi�ed, sometimes radically. Up to 
what point have we lost the memory of the �rst great upheaval of the environment caused by Man because of 
the myth of the golden age? A passage from Plato's Critias, recalls that: “At that time, the soil of our country 
was so much more fertile than all others that it was able to sustain a large army with no need for its members 
to work on the land […]. But many great deluges occurred over 9 000 years, and the Earth which crumbled 
and hurtled down from the high parts did not settle as elsewhere to form large terraces but kept on falling 
until it reached and disappeared at the bottom of the sea.  From then on, everything in the land which was so 
fertile and mobile sank around the territory of Attica leaving it even today completely deprived of its former 
fertility. In by-gone times the mountains of Attica which now can only produce food for bees were covered 
with deep forests. �ere were lovely trees, crops and prodigious pasture for �ocks. Yearly, the region was 
enriched by the rains sent by Zeus which it was able to retain instead of letting them run o� into the sea as it 
is the case today. Attica used to be blessed with good earth which absorbed and retained the rain keeping it in 
reserves in the subsoil and thus providing abundant springs and rivers”.  

As well as the pluri secular upheavals of the Mediterranean ecosystem, the advances of the farmers and the 
breeders confronted with the di�culties of nature are fragile. Because of the sterilization of the plateaus 
linked to the practice of abatis-burned by the �rst farmers, people grouped together in the valleys of the great 
rivers where more than �ve thousand years ago, the civilization of Pharaonic Egypt and the Sumerian City-
States were born. �e sakieh, exhibited in the centre of the Gallery recalls the age of these water based civili-
zations and the great importance of freshwater in a Mediterranean world where natural irrigation is o�en 
insu�cient and marked by sudden alternations of rainstorms and drought.

�e construction of terraces in order to conserve arable land, the development of the vine and the olive tree 
contributed in steep regions to increasing cultivated surfaces. In plain and on plateaus, crop rotation techni-
ques also helped to increase yields as the farm implements exhibited here testify. In the Mediterranean 
however, for a long time, the soil only yielded twice the seeds sown. �e fragility of the great empires Greek, 
Roman or Ottoman condemned to decline when they could no longer conquer new peoples and collect taxes 
can be partly explained by these low yields. It also the reason why they sought the cheapest possible labour to 
cultivate the soil: slaves and led to the renewal of villas, latifundia or haciendas using a workforce that lived 
o� very small plots of land while cultivating immense farms.

It is not around the Mediterranean basin but in Northern Europe, towards the year 1000 that a �rst agrarian 
revolution occurred and was at the origin of “the good Middle Age”. By using plows equipped with wheels to 
cultivate the rich lands of the Northern Plains and to mobile limber, to dig into deep soils, by practicing 
triennial crop rotation which leaves land fallow to livestock, the peoples living near the Channel, the Baltic 
and the North Sea doubled the yields of their soil compared to those settled on the shores of the Mediterra-
nean.
 



Second Singularity: 

A Holy City three revelations 

1. �e beginnings of monotheism 

�e chapter on Jerusalem begins with the invention of the monotheistic religions. Under Amenhotep III and 
Amenophis IV who became Akhenaton, the spouse of Nefertiti, materializes the proposal of a single God, the 
solar disk Aton, to which Pharaoh dedicates a new town Tell el Amarna, perhaps one of the most ancient 
known utopias, home to an apogee of Egyptian art, the Amarna style. A fresco showing the Sun lighting the 
Earth, its rays assimilated to arms recalls this attempt to found a religion around a single deity. �e cult of 
Aton sank back into the sands surrounding the Nile but, about two centuries later, amongst the Semitic tribes 
accompanying their �ocks between Egypt and Syria, the Hebrews practiced a religion which is part of the 
monolatries of nomadic peoples: a single powerful and invisible God watches over them: YAWEH, this is not 
incompatible with the existence of other simple gods which were adored by a di�erent nation of nomads. 
When the Hebrews were defeated by the Assyrians, they did not blame their God of Israel for being less 
powerful than other deities but rather put the blame on the lack of allegiance of the people of Israel to the 
Alliance. 

Yaweh is certainly the God of Israel but also the only God of the whole of Creation: the monolatry of the 
Hebrews is in the process of becoming Jewish monotheism. During the exile in Babylon in the ��h century 
BC, the beginnings of Hebrew monotheism were enriched by inputs from mazdakism imagining the end of 
time and the arrival of a Messiah. �is expectation took on its full meaning for each individual, when Jewish 
thought, meeting Greeks in Alexandria, began to accept the idea that everyone has a soul, life on Earth in 
order to go to the Kingdom of Heaven the reign of which is announced in the Gospels. �e various revela-
tions of God to men have led to the existence of countless paths searched by men in order to go to God 
whether Jews, Muslims or Christians. But these paths all converge towards one place which many maps 
situate in the center of the world: Jerusalem, the thrice holy city, alone to embody monotheistic religions. 
Rather than deal extensively with monotheism chronologically and geographically, the choice here is to give 
an overview from the place where they are so richly concentrated that is to say the Holy City as it is the past, 
the present and the future of the three great religions which underlie three other sections. 

2. To the foundations of the thrice holy city 

Holy places 

Jerusalem is above all the past of the three great monotheisms: the city which King David made capital of the 
tribes of Israel so that his successor, Salomon, could build the �rst Temple. It is also the place of the Passion, 
the Resurrection and the Ascension of Christ. Finally, it is the place where Mohamed, led by the Angel 
Gabriel is said to have made a nocturnal voyage astride the Buraq in order to go from Mecca to Jerusalem 
and then from Jerusalem up to heaven. �e evocation of Jerusalem within the Gallery of MuCEM is therefore 
built from the objects representing the Holy places and also through media referring to the coexistence in the 
same city of these three religions and the history of each of their three sites: 
. the Kotel or Western Wall, last remnant of the Temple;. the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. the Dome of the 
rock and Al-Aqsa Mosque, third holiest place of Islam.

Patriarchs, prophets and the Messiah

 Certain �gures are common to the three religions such as those of Abraham, Ismaël or Moses. �ese



prophets and the patriarchs have le� traces of their passage on the soil of Jerusalem. It is perhaps on the 
location of the rock under the dome of the mosque of al Aqsah that Abraham prepared the sacri�ce of his 
son Isaac (or Ismaël according to the Muslim tradition), to the extent that the Koran does not specify the 
name of the son to be o�ered in sacri�ce.
�is covenant between God and Abraham announces Moses, Jesus and Mohammed.
 
Holy history

�e life of the prophets and the Passion of Christ are at the heart of the sacred books of three monotheistic 
religions. Reading their words and their actions written in the Torah, the Bible and the Koran founded the 
practice of believers frequenting the synagogue, the church or the mosque. 

�ese three sacred books are presented here with all the objects that bear witness to the veneration to which 
they are central: crowns and silver plates from rimonim covering the Torah rolls, lectern and a valuable 
binder for the Bible, a case and support for the Koran.

3. Jerusalem today

Jerusalem remains for believers the place where everything began and where everything will end. �is is why 
the Holy City is, today as yesterday, at the center of all religious practices. It is still towards Jerusalem that 
churches are orientated and that Jews, aided by a "mizrah", recite their daily profession of faith. �is section is 
dedicated to the importance of Jerusalem in the practice of believers, whether for prayer, protective rituals or 
pilgrimages. 

Prayer 

Jerusalem incites the evocation of the revelation, founder of each of the three religions, and transcribed in the 
Books. �e �gure of Moses made the transition between the chapter of prophets and revelation: the promised 
land revealed by God to Moses is Israel... In the tradition of Islam, Jerusalem is the place where the Prophet 
Muhammad performed his ascension (miraj), up to the heavens on the Mare Buraq, accompanied by the 
Angel Gabriel (Sura XVII of the Koran). It is during this night journey that God directs Muhammad to pray 
twice a day. Prayer, one of the �ve pillars of Islam, is therefore one of the fundamentals of the Revelation. �e 
qibla (to which Muslims turn to pray) was �rst directed towards Jerusalem at the beginning of the prophe-
thood of Muhammad. And doctors of religion agree that a prayer o�ered in Jerusalem equals 25 000 said 
anywhere else. 

If the Kotel remains an important place of prayer for the Jews, it is still turning to Jerusalem that the daily 
prayer is said as indicated by mizrah (East).
Within the Church, always oriented towards Jerusalem, the thurible, the monstrance or chandelier someti-
mes evoke the heavenly Jerusalem the advent of which the orants hope for.  

Pilgrimages

�e pilgrims of the three religions converge to Jerusalem. Every year, at the time of the feast of Passover, the 
words "next year to Jerusalem" end the ceremonies. Christian pilgrimages started taking place shortly a�er 
the re-discovery of the true cross by Saint Helena, mother of the Emperor Constantine. �e period of 
Umayyad also sees the appearance of the �rst Muslim pilgrimages. 
If Jerusalem remains the main holy place of Jews, Mecca is the most important shrine of the Muslims while 
for Catholic there is another bridge between heaven and Earth, the eternal city where the Bishop of Rome



4. �e Jerusalem of the future (eschatology)

A future in common: the end of time

In the future, for the Jews, it is from the hill of Zion, that the Messiah will come. It is also for Christians the 
place where, at the end of time, heavenly Jerusalem will descend and �nally for Muslims place of the last 
judgement. In Shiism, the believer is also awaiting for the arrival of a 'Messiah', the 12th imam. If Jerusalem 
�gures in Christian apocalyptic visions, it is also present in Muslim eschatology: it is where the believers will 
unite on the day of the last judgement. For certain writers, the dome of the rock may be considered a pre�gu-
ration of the heavenly Jerusalem. 



�ird Singularity: 

Citizenship and human rights 

1. Antiquity, the privilege of being a citizen 

City. �e history of the Mediterranean is known through the names of a thousand cities which have radiated 
on its shores: Istanbul, Athens, Marseille, Corinth, Ephesus, Alexandria, Rome, Venice and Seville to the 
extent that this world seems to be resumed in these capitals. �is urbanization however has limits: on the one 
hand, from early Neolithic times to the beginning of the 20th century, the peoples of the Mediterranean 
remain overwhelmingly composed of farmers; on the other hand, the Mediterranean world has seen a com-
plementary and at the same time antagonistic duality between the cities and the lands from which nomadic 
farmers made a living around the edges of sedentary farmers’ territories. From the point of view of the city 
dwellers the scheme seems to perpetrate itself: one of passing sovereignty from the hands of a king or a tyrant 
into those of a privileged category of individuals: citizens (31). Of this, two models are presented at the 
entrance to the section devoted to this theme: Babylon (in the 6th century BC?) and the other Athens (a 
century later?).

- In Babylon, as in all pre-Hellenic Royal capitals, a city is �rst of all its ramparts. Here we note the triumphal 
entrance of the Ishtar Gate. A city is also palaces and those of Babylon are at the origin of one of the Wonders 
of the World: the hanging gardens. Finally a pre-Hellenic city with its temples and the Ziggurat of Babylon is 
at the origin of the myth of the Tower of Babel and of the apocalyptic opposition between the city of Salva-
tion: Jerusalem and the city of perdition: Babylon.

- With the development of citizenship, a city is not only ramparts, palaces and temples, but also an agora, a 
boule, an amphitheatre, a gymnasium and in Roman times, a forum, a senate, a circus, thermal baths...

�e citizen. How did certain Greeks, pass from being the subject of a King or tyrant to the status of citizen? A 
�rst element is the constitution of pre democratic societies functioning in assemblies on the northern banks 
of the Mediterranean. Another element which promoted citizenship and could have contributed to its birth is 
the cohesion belonging to a city and including several thousands of infantrymen, the hoplites, and composed 
of men rich enough to be self-su�cient.

Because of the tactics of the hoplites when they �ght, half of the body of one is protected with the shield of 
the other, their cohesion is a solidarity in life and in death. It is not surprising therefore that these men so 
o�en involved in combats did not participate in the government of their city to such an extent that a forum of 
sharing was invented by which sovereignty held by one single person was shared between several men, the 
citizens who are at the very origin of the sovereign people? Enhancement of humans through the exercise of 
citizenship is no doubt not without consequences on the ways of life as it is for artistic expression. �is is the 
case of the theatre, which during the classic era, develops in the amphitheatre, the life of the 'polis' which was 
expressed earlier in the agora. It is also the case of the games at the origin of the Olympics Games which 
transpose military exercises into challenges posed to the other citizens from di�erent cities. �e private life of 
wealthiest citizens, the banquet where people ate on sofas, which marks the sovereignty only of the Assyrian 
or Persian monarch becomes in the Greek symposion the position which expresses citizenship in the same 
way as the debates which give life to these meetings as the banquet of Plato recalls. �is symbolism was 
continued in Rome and perhaps beyond since the Jews still adopt today, for the evening of Passover, this 
position of the citizen lying down to eat in a celebration commemorating the liberation from slavery in 
Egypt.



Citizenship. �e participation of citizens in the life of the city tends to make them subjects of history. In 
Roman times, during the Republic, learning to be a citizen extends far beyond the walls of Rome, the Empire, 
when each city had municipal assemblies on the Roman citizenship model. �e growing importance of the 
individual participating in the life of the city is also re�ected in art, not only by the celebration of the beauty 
of the human body, but also in the art of portraiture which reaches an apogee in Roman times.

In the ancient world however, citizenship includes sections of the population: Warriors, natives of the city, 
landowners... and excludes others: women, foreigners and slaves... Even the edict of Caracalla, which extends 
Roman citizenship to the maximum to include the greatest number of taxpayers, leaves certain categories 
outside this status: women and slaves. In the Gallery of the Mediterranean in the middle of a wall with 
antique portraits on one side and on the other, videos of nine women from di�erent Mediterranean countri-
es, a Greek symposion reserved to men is opposite.

2. �e merchant cities, laboratories of citizenship 

�is Division of society into categories in medieval times in the feudal world which formally de�nes three 
categories: those who �ght, those who pray and those who work. Amongst those who work, one category of 
people ever more prosperous thanks to trade, takes the power, from the late Middle Ages on, in many cities 
in the place of aristocrats and bishops. Some of these cities, from then governed by leading merchant fami-
lies, will experience exceptional fame up to the 17th century, beginning by Amal�, then Genoa and Venice . 
�is integration of a vision of society based on the status of its members, such as that which appears in the 
“Etats généraux” in France, is radically questioned in the trading strength of England during the Cromwellian 
Revolution. �is is based on the secular principle that all men are of the same essence because they have a 
soul. �e expectation of the descent of the heavenly Jerusalem is followed by hopes for a better world, 
utopias.

3. Revolutions and human rights 

From the Cromwellian revolution to the French revolution evoked in the Gallery, as well as the American 
war of independence, human rights and those of the citizen appear as one and the same thing: what is sacred 
in contemporary world as Louise Merzeau points out: “with respect to declarations of human rights, those 
due to the quality of being a human have never been dissociated from those conferred on Man by member-
ship of a political body. On the contrary, it is on the refusal of this principle which debases individual to the 
rank of an organism likely to be modi�ed, cloned or destroyed, that the assertion of his sacredness is 
founded”. Since the 20th century, in the countries around the Mediterranean, aspirations to human rights and 
democracy have to take into account awakening of nationalities, colonialism and the rise of religious particu-
larities. �e reality of respect for these rights is at the center of all the revolutions of our time since July 14, 
1789, up to the recent Arab revolutions. What then today of respect for the rights of the child, freedom of 
movement or access to education... it is to this that the texts and the exhibits bear witness:the international 
declaration of human rights. 



Fourth Singularity

Beyond the known world.

�is section presents two aspects of travel in the Mediterranean: on the one hand explorations and on the 
other travelling for pleasure, both of which are at the origin of tourism.

1. �e fear of the sea

If the Mediterranean sea played an important part in the di�usion of civilization, it  should not be concluded 
that navigation over such vast distances was a pleasure trip... For a long time, remaining close to the coast if 
possible not losing sight of it was preferred to navigation on the high seas. When the Middle Ages merchant 
convoys by sea developed, marine insurance contracts were invented as part of the tools put in place by the 
beginning of capitalism. To embark on the adventure of intercontinental voyages straight across the high seas 
still necessitated great courage in the 16th and the 17th century, for long distances because there was little 
chance of coming back alive. From this point of view the balance of the �rst circumnavigation from which 
Magellan never returned is eloquent: 237 sailors aboard �ve ships and only 18 survivors managed to make it 
back to Cádiz on September the 6, 1522, a�er a three year journey.

�e real dangers faced at sea were ampli�ed in imagination (41): from the �sh which swallowed Jonah to the 
dangerous crocks of Charybdis and Sylla of which we have kept the proverbial memory, tales of monstrous 
maritime perils faced by travelers comprise a signi�cant portion of travel literature. It would have been futile 
to evoke all the fears, real or imaginary, which assailed navigators between two shores. It is a mermaid who 
embodies them here in the Gallery. Of the sirens of the Odysseus, we have memories of beautiful women 
such as Andersen depicted when he wrote about the myth. However, these fantastic creatures are in fact 
trying to lead Ulysses towards a shipwreck. So the Little Mermaid presented here has nothing to do with her 
Nordic equivalent: made from scratch to be proposed to curiosity as the Siren of the "Fiji Islands", this fanta-
stic creature embodies here all the fears originating in the waves.

2. �e cabinet of envies

In the Middle Ages, products coming from unknown lands with evocative names such as Cipangu, Eldorado 
or Cathay arrived on the shores of the Mediterranean. �ese products are unheard of:

- fabrics assembled on overhead wires: Silk 
- clay turned into translucent dishes: porcelain;
- seeds with incredible aromas: cloves or nutmeg; 
- �avors of honey in brown powder: cane sugar.

�e merchants, especially those from Venice and Genoa through whom these treasures arrived, accumulate 
such fortunes that they generate many desires and dreams. But the invitation to voyages of great discovery is 
not limited to commercial motivations. When the Turks conquer Constantinople and threaten to advance 
even into the heart of Europe, the explorers sail round the southern Cape of Africa hoping to meet up with 
other Christians. �is is in order to encircle the Muslim world, especially on the East coast of Africa where 
the fabulous Kingdom of Prester John is supposed to be located. Finally, the explorers are seeking a terrestrial 
paradise which would be discovered on Earth at the source of four rivers and where birds of immortality 
such as the peacock live. Exotic birds with colored plumage to be �nd in the seas already appeal strongly to 
the imagination of explorers. 



3. �e laboratory of discoveries 

From 1430, a�er one of the darkest periods in Western history marked by plague, famine and war, the Portu-
guese, under the leadership of Henri the Navigator then, from 1474, Prince John, future king of Portugal 
named John II, attempted to reach at the sources of African gold, so as then �nd a sea route by going round 
Africa, avoiding the cities of Genoa and Venice and would reach the very sources of the spice route encircling 
the Muslim world by the junction with the Kingdom of Prester John. Religious and economic motives above 
all joined together to motivate this undertaking as a sailor in a Vasco da Gama’s expedition said in reply to a 
Tunisian merchant of Calicut: "we have come to look for Christians and spices. In order to realize this 
project, all the maritime expertise of the world was concentrated in the Algarve, bene�ting from all the 
advances of Arab sciences in mathematics, astronomy, geography and navigation. �e maps drawn from the 
knowledge acquired by both the Jews and the Arabs, were also collected in the Algarve. �e maps, which 
sketch the outline of all the shores of the heartland, are called portolans. �e performance of a �shing boat, 
the Caravel, was improved up to the point of making a vessel capable of exploration. �e enterprise was so 
vast and so complex that it carried on for nearly a century, beyond the passing of the Cape of Tempests by 
Bartolomeo Dias and beyond the junction of Vasco da Gama with the Muslim navigators of the Indian ocean 
up to the circumnavigation of Magellan’s men originally designed to discover a route towards and back from 
the spice route passing round the South of America. �e dream of Henri the Navigator and King John was 
realized transforming the Cape of Africa, originally called the Cape of Tempests into the Cape of Good Hope. 
On the threshold of the XVI th century, the world's oceans are connected with one another opening up new 
trade routes. �e Mediterranean then ceases to be a world in itself to become an inland sea amongst others: 
the curiosity of the Mediterranean, to go beyond the known world, has reduced its imaginary space more 
than elsewhere. 

4.  Voyages in the Mediterranean 

Starting from the 17th century, the voyages made by the elites towards the Mediterranean extended further 
towards the Levant. �ey bring back pictures of the sites they visited, contributing to increasing the appeal of 
Venice, Naples and soon Athens, Jerusalem and Alexandria. �e pictures are then disseminated in the form 
of engravings, then animated by optical processes and shown even in the remotest countryside by peddlers, 
shown in several optical forms (46) and through magic lanterns. �e pictures of  Mediterranean cities proba-
bly made the whole aristocracy and even lower levels of society dream of travelling throughout Europe. 

. �e journeys of artists in the Mediterranean 
From the Renaissance on, artists from the North come to seek inspiration and perfection in Italy. For people 
coming from elsewhere, every discovery is a matter of wonder, this is how landscapes and local costumes 
became subjects for painters. From Poussin to Cezanne or Claude Gelée to Van Gogh, the history of painting 
is illuminated by the lights of the Mediterranean. �is section is dedicated to the journeys of artists in the 
Mediterranean beginning by that of a Marseille painter, Papetty, to Athens who participated in the rediscove-
ry of Antiquity through his contact with original works which remain on the illustrious sites. �is section 
concludes with three works of contemporary art (47).
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